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Preface

For those of you with a sense of humour, a liking for bush yarns and a love of hunting, this book is for you.

This collection of stories is about the hard-case characters who roam our mountains, their trials and tribulations, successes, failures and the mischief they get up to while on their journeys. It is these people and their stories that have enticed me to write this book. So guided by a selection of these ‘hill-hardened men’, we are taken on their trails into the mountains and bush looking for wild game and a bit of adventure. Some of the yarns are mine, of course, but most were told to me by others and risk being lost forever if not recorded here for posterity. It is these men who also share the hardships of snow, cold, river crossings, heavy packs, sandflies, mosquitoes, hunger and much more. This book is about these people and their antics as much as it is about me and mine.

Most hunters are hard cases with a grand sense of humour and a liking for a beer or two. There is always a bit of mischief brewing when they enter the hills and no one is safe from a prank or being the butt of a joke. It is the company of these like-minded people that I enjoy the most.

My best hunting memories are of stuff-ups my mates and I have made, humorous incidents we’ve witnessed and the characters we’ve met. From time to time a few animals got in the way and managed to get themselves shot – these get a fair mention too. Many escaped and lived to tell the tale. Chances are they are still out there laughing at us. They should be.

If you think you recognise yourself or that you are mentioned in this book, sorry, you are wrong. At the request of some of the contributors, I have changed their names throughout. These changes were made as many didn’t want to be associated with the embarrassing situations they found themselves in, or on the off chance someone harbours a grudge for events of years long past. I thought I’d better mention that just in case someone wants to sue me or something silly like that.

This book picks up where my previous one shut the door. The yarns are told as best I can remember them and are pretty much accurate – that is, except the bits that aren’t. I think I’ve covered off everything that needs saying for now, so I guess it’s time to get on with it.

Enjoy.

‘Big Al’ Lester

Christchurch

February 2010
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One Big Beast

If you were parked in a pub on a wet and windy afternoon and a derelict 4 × 4 was to back up to the windowsill (on which your beer was resting), there’s a fair chance you’d notice a huge stag draped across the deck of it. I sure as hell know I did.

It was also obvious for all to see that the 4 × 4 was being manoeuvred to its resting place by a tow truck that had arrived with the wagon hooked on behind.

Two young men, perhaps in their late 20s, who clearly had far too much energy and couldn’t feel the cold, eased themselves from the vehicle and, after disconnecting it from the tow truck and shaking hands with the tow truck driver, casually wandered into the pub. They were already soaking wet and didn’t seem too bothered by the waves of torrential rain that followed them in.

It was the final weigh-in day for the annual hunting tournament that is run each year from the Mossburn pub. I was there to sink a few beers and cast an eye over the deer that locals had bagged over the previous few weeks.

The bar was chock-full of rugged outdoors men who all looked as hard as nails and a bloody sight stronger. Each had a story to tell and an animal or two entered in the contest. The top prizes were for the stag with the most antler points and the heaviest animal.

The newly arrived men were an odd pair.

The driver was tall and gangly and resembled an undernourished caveman. His bones almost rattled when he walked and appeared to be held together by skin alone. There was no meat to be found anywhere on his frame. His gaunt face was hidden beneath a mass of dark and unruly whiskers that emerged from beneath a denim cap perched on his head. He had eyes hidden in there somewhere but I couldn’t see them at first, due to the haze of smoke wafting over them as he puffed on a roll-your-own cigarette. The man’s scruffy farm-type clothes were muddy, tattered and soaking wet. A big toe protruded from the side of one well-worn boot.

In contrast, his mate looked more like a townie than anything else. He was barely tall enough to see over the bar counter. He was clean shaven, portly and wore expensive camouflage clothing and boots. Viewed from the front, a man would have thought he’d just walked out of the clothing store. However, when viewed from the rear he had a dark, wide mud slick that ran the entire length of his body.

For the sake of this yarn and to save these men any embarrassment, I’ll refer to them as Bones and Townie.

After ordering a beer, Townie casually asked the barman if they had made it back to the pub in time to enter a stag into the contest.

‘Reckon we may have a winner on the back of the Toyota,’ he offered, as rain water dripped from his forehead onto the bar.

The publican cast an eye toward the clock that hung on the wall at the far end of the pub and replied, ‘Sorry mate, you’re ten minutes too bloody late,’ before turning away and pouring a beer for another patron.

Townie’s face went a funny shade of white and he stammered a protest or two before the publican burst out laughing and told him not to worry: he had arrived a full 15 minutes before close-off time. Townie’s face lit up and he called the publican a few choice names before the two hunters, barman and a few interested bystanders took off into the rain to weigh the stag and count the number of points carried on its antlers.
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Patrons were tightly packed by the window, inside the nice dry pub, as they fought to take a look at the late entrant, all hopeful that the massive animal on the truck’s deck would not beat their entry for the top prize.

The scales hung from a chain suspended beneath three strong steel poles. The stag’s hind legs were attached to a large hook that hung below the scales. A problem immediately became apparent: the animal was so big that its head rested on the gravel below, rendering it impossible to weigh. After a lot of grunting, lifting and swearing, the scales were repositioned to a higher altitude and the weigh-in recommenced.

‘Two hundred and twenty three pounds,’ declared the publican.

Inside the pub foul language and cursing could be heard from those whose animals had just been relegated to the ‘you won’t be getting a prize now, mate’ pile.

This animal was massive, and its antlers carried 15 long points. By anyone’s standards the stag was an exceptional specimen.

After much back slapping and congratulating everyone returned to the bar to begin celebrating. Many hours later, and when he thought he’d enticed most of the money from the patrons’ wallets, the publican announced that there was just enough time for another round of drinks before prize-giving. With a sly smile he watched a torrent of wallets approach the bar to purchase more drinks.

By this time everyone had consumed a fair few convivials; the atmosphere in the bar was buoyant.

Bones and Townie had a few more beers than most as they celebrated their soon-to-be announced winning effort. Following the weigh-in of their huge stag, many envious hunters had plied them with alcohol as they tried to elicit from them where the beast had been shot. Bones and Townie, however, were very careful not to give up the location.

‘Who knows?’ stated Townie. ‘We may head back there next year and wouldn’t want you buggers getting in the way now, would we?’

Bagging such a ‘Monarch of the Glen’ was a remarkable achievement and the pair was not giving the information up for the price of a few easy beers.

First prize in the competition was a brand-new .308-calibre rifle and without question that was the prize everyone sought. The rifle was to be awarded for the stag with the best head, as scored by the Douglas scoring system (used to measure and compare the trophy value of all antlered animals). Other prizes were for the heaviest and ugliest stag. There were also spot prizes of booze, hats and T-shirts.

A bell sounded as the publican climbed onto a table that stood against the wall at the end of the bar. The bell was rung three more times before the noisy crowd finally fell silent.

‘It’s good to see so many fine drinking specimens gathered at one place,’ he began. ‘This year has attracted more entries than any other and the number of animals brought here for weigh-in has more than doubled from last year. I strongly suspect that it’s not the hunting that draws you all back year after year, but rather the hospitality of my lovely wife and me.’

(It would be inappropriate to print some of the remarks yelled out from the floor at this point, so I’ll just move on.)

‘This year we have had entrants from as far away as Geraldine and Tuatapere. We all know that taking a trophy stag requires great effort, determination, skill and, in your case, Bob,’ the publican nodded at a local, ‘a lot of bloody luck. Without question, these hunting skills are most often found within our local hunting community. Sadly, for our locals, this year the main prizes have been won by entrants from far afield. Well done the winners and thanks to everyone who has entered this competition. My wife will now announce the winners.’

Townie and Bones, sensing their victory, slapped each other on the back and fell into a round of handshaking and mutual admiration. The rifle was theirs and receiving it was a mere matter of formality.

The minor and spot prizes were duly dispensed.

‘The winner of the heaviest stag, which weighed in at two hundred and thirty-one pounds, is … Bob Crawford of Tuatapere.’

A raucous round of applause followed as Bob approached the stand and received his prize.

Townie had held back on downing his latest beer. It was him who shot the winning stag and he wanted to walk and not stagger when he went to receive his new rifle. Bones, having finished his beer, had purchased another and was in the process of taking a large gulp of the amber liquid when the major prize winner was announced.

‘This year’s winner of our top prize for the best stag head is—’ Townie started walking towards the stand as the publican’s wife drew out the suspense ‘—Toby Scahill, with a monster carrying seventeen points.’

The bar erupted in a frenzy of discussion. Townie’s eyes bulged; he looked like he had been walloped from behind as he tripped and fell flat on his face. Bones nearly choked on his beer but managed to breathe again after coughing a fair bit of it over a poor unsuspecting customer.

With a beaming smile, Toby made his way to the stand as the publican emerged from his chiller carrying the massive stag’s head for all to marvel at.

Bones and Townie were clearly dumbstruck, having felt certain of victory after all their efforts. No one had told them of this monster and, in fact, they had already been congratulated by many in the bar for their ‘winning entry’.

‘It has been somewhat hard keeping my mouth shut about this magnificent stag after Toby brought it in on the first morning of the competition,’ stated the publican. ‘I sure as hell couldn’t tell anyone about it or you lazy bastards would’ve given up and not bothered entering lesser animals in this competition.’

After an acceptance speech the crowd gathered around Toby to hear his story and to inspect the winning stag.

Townie and Bones, dejected, miserable and prizeless, parked themselves at the table next to me. They had just been relegated from the ranks of greatness to ‘also rans’ and didn’t appear to be handling the unexpected turn of events well at all.

Feeling for them, I filled their glasses from my jug of beer and did my best to console them. After a lot more beers and a lot more consoling, Bones and Townie lightened up and got back into the swing of things. I even managed to elicit from them the story of their stag. It’s a great yarn so I’ll let Bones tell it to you:

‘I’m a dead-keen hunter and spend a fair bit of my spare time in the bush. It’s good for both me and the missus. She reckons I only get under her feet when I’m hanging around the house at weekends. She likes my money and I like my peace and quiet, so while I get on with my hunting she gets on with spending the loot and we’re both as happy as a dog with two dicks.

‘I’d been threatening to take me old schoolmate “Townie” on a deer hunt for a good few years without following up on the promise. I gave him a ring a couple of weeks back and told him about this competition. Quicker than a hooker stuffs your loot down her cleavage he invited himself along. Townie doesn’t own a rifle or, for that matter, have any idea what hunting is about. I told him that all he needed to bring was a pair of old sneakers, shorts, a shirt and a woollen jersey. Hell, if I’d known that he was gonna turn up in all this fancy, fandangled, city-slicker camo regalia I wouldn’t have invited him.’

Townie interrupted with a few choice lines all aimed at telling Bones to get on with the story.

‘By the time Townie arrived I knew that there were a good number of animals already entered in the competition. Given this, we would have to bag an exceptional animal to get a look in for a prize. After a bit of research I found that some really big stags had been shot on a certain river block over on the West Coast.

‘Townie had never fired a rifle before so I lent him an old open-sight .303 and took him up the hill behind my place to show him the ropes. I couldn’t see the point in getting him a better rifle – I was the one who was going to do the shooting and he was just tagging along for a look.’

‘Who shot the bloody stag then eh?’ interrupted Townie.

‘I’m telling this story so if I want your opinion I’ll give it to you,’ responded Bones. ‘Anyway. Townie turns out to be the most bloody useless shot in the whole wide world. He couldn’t hit the flaming target let alone get close to the bull’s-eye. He used up nearly all of our ammo trying to get the hang of shooting, but in the end had to give up or else we’d have had no bullets left to go hunting with. I told him that the only way he’d shoot a deer would be by putting the rifle barrel up its arse and pulling the trigger. Basically, we agreed that if we ran into a deer I’d shoot it to save him the embarrassment of missing.’

I could tell by the way Townie rolled his eyes as Bones told their story that a bit of liberty may have been taken with the truth.

Bones continued: ‘Our hunting spot was a few hundred kilometres away. So as to not waste the journey, we decided to travel at night and do a bit of spotlighting on the way. Townie’s car was no blooming use for spotlighting. Hell, it doesn’t even have a cigarette lighter slot to plug the light into. Given this, we had to take my old four-by-four Toyota. I’d been having a bit of trouble with it but reckoned I’d fixed the worst of its problems.

‘Last night, about ten p.m., we took off for our “hot spot” knowing that we had to get a stag and return before the competition closed. The weather was shit and intermittent rain followed us the whole way. I don’t think Townie was too impressed that the Toyota’s roof leaked, the heating didn’t work and that there was a constant whirring sound coming from the front end somewhere.

‘We had to drive through the Haast Pass to get to our block and shone the spotlight up every clearing and side creek as we went. We didn’t see any deer at all.

‘It was still dark as we turned up a pothole-riddled gravel road that led to our destination. The road was etched into a hillside with a steep, fern-covered bank above and a short drop-off to the river below. Trees overhung the road and a thin band of bush obscured any view of the river.

‘As we bounced our way up the road, Townie here told me that he needed a comfort stop. I told him that he actually wanted to take a piss but apparently that’s not what townies call it.’

‘You’re full of shit,’ Townie blurted out.

‘I’ll thank you for not interrupting, Townie, me old mate,’ countered Bones. ‘I’m telling this story. Anyway, it was as dark as the inside of a coalminer’s lunchbox and steady rain was falling when I pulled to the side of the road. We both got out, as I feared that he’d get lost if I didn’t stay close to him. Don’t go getting any wrong ideas though – I wasn’t going to hold his hand or anything like that.

‘About the time that Townie was halfway through taking his leak, a nearby stag let out a mighty roar. It couldn’t have been any more than a hundred yards or so away. Townie here got such a fright that he just about went from the other end as well. Moments later a second stag roared a reply to the first. One was in the bush above the Toyota and the other below – and they were close.

‘Townie started shuffling around in ever-decreasing circles, with his pants at half-mast trying to hide his arse from the lions.’

‘If you don’t stick to the facts I’ll tell the bloody story myself,’ Townie affirmed, in growing exasperation.

‘Anyway. When Townie was safely hidden back in the car, I told him that the lions had disappeared and two stags had taken their place. Not without apprehension, I advised him to load his rifle and to keep it pointed anywhere but at me. Clearly, we weren’t going to be able to stalk either stag in the dark so the only thing left to do was shut up and wait.

‘For the next five minutes both stags roared their hearts out. They were getting closer to each other as time went by. I then made the mistake of turning the Toyota’s motor off. For some reason this caused the stags to stop roaring.

‘Townie and I sat in the Toyota waiting for daylight to arrive. There seemed little point in travelling further given we knew there were two stags nearby. Almost half an hour later, one of the stags roared again and the other replied instantly. Another “war of words” had begun. Townie and I had a yarn and decided that I would hunt the stag below the road while he had a crack at the one above.

‘In the murky predawn light, I eased myself over the edge of the road and into the wet, slippery bush. I had a fair idea of where the stag was, given its frequent roaring. Everything seemed to be in my favour. The wind was in my face, I was above the stag and the bush was quiet.

‘About fifteen metres below the road, I arrived at a near-vertical bank that dropped to a flat bush terrace that was just above the river. The light was quickly improving and as I peered hard into the dense bush I could see steam rising from the dark, nearly obscured figure of a stag. The bush around him was thick and I could only vaguely make out his form. In order to get a clear shot at it I knew that one of two things had to happen: either I would have to get closer, or the stag would have to move and reveal more of himself. I wasn’t about to take a risky shot through branches. As I watched, I saw the stag’s head rise above the scrub as he let out a mighty, spine-chilling roar. It sounded like he was standing right beside me. Seizing the opportunity, I raised my rifle and rested it against a tree to steady myself. The crosshairs of the scope settled on the stag’s neck and I took up the pressure of the trigger: Bang … Bang … Bang … … Bang.

‘The stag leapt forward and disappeared from sight. My eyes searched the bush hard but I couldn’t see where he had gone. My head spun around to where the shots had come from. I hadn’t pulled the trigger. Instantly, I saw a blur of movement in the bush directly above. The blur raced at me head down and at full charge. Another stag had arrived on the scene and was in the process of attacking me. Instinctively, I threw myself to one side, not even having time to raise my rifle. I wasn’t quick enough. The stag charged straight over top of me before lunging full tit over the bank. I watched him do a slow somersault in mid air before landing with a bone-crunching thump on the terrace below.

‘Townie yelled down the hill telling me that he thought he’d got a stag but I soon put him right.

‘“Was the rifle up its arse when you pulled the trigger?” I yelled. Townie replied calmly: “No.” I told him that he’d clearly missed but, fortunately for him, the bloody thing had just committed suicide by diving off a cliff. I could see the stag lying, dead as a dodo, on the terrace below.’

Townie took over telling the yarn:

‘I’d been trying to climb up the clay bank above the road so that I could have a go at stalking my stag. Trouble was, every time I tried to climb it I lost traction and slid back down. After about a dozen attempts I was getting really pissed off.’

‘Townies don’t get pissed off, they get a tad annoyed,’ interjected Bones.

‘You’ve had your say – now it’s my turn so shut up for a bit, will you?’ Townie growled. ‘Anyway, I was standing smack in the middle of the road, wondering how I was going to get up there when, about fifty metres up the road, a stag lunged down the bank and started trotting straight at me. It didn’t even seem to notice that I was there. I couldn’t believe my luck. I raised the rifle, closed the bolt on a round and pointed it at the stag.’

‘Anyone else would have just aimed it at the stag,’ offered Bones. When Townie gave him the evil eye, he raised his hand in mock surrender: ‘All right, all right. Carry on.’

‘I couldn’t get the rifle to hold steady on the stag and it seemed to jump around all over the place as I aimed. When it was about thirty metres away, I pulled the trigger.’

‘Anyone else would have squeezed it,’ Bones butted in.

‘Are you looking for a punch in the gob?’

‘No, no mate. Carry on – you’re almost doing a good job. Don’t let my interruptions bother you,’ back-pedalled Bones.

‘I think I missed. It didn’t fall over anyway, but stopped and stood looking at me. I reloaded and fired again. The stag then ran straight along the road toward me. I thought it was charging me.’

‘Fat chance,’ interrupted Bones again. ‘The bastard was too busy charging me!’

‘Shut up, will you? I fired again as the stag ran past. It was only about five metres from me before it veered away into the bush. I rushed after it and fired once more as it departed downhill. I know that last shot missed.’

‘I’m bloody lucky that it missed me too,’ ventured Bones. ‘Between you shooting at me and charging stags I’m bloody lucky to be alive at all.’

‘Righto fancypants – if you’re such a good storyteller it’s all yours.’ Frustrated, Townie crossed his arms and left proceedings to Bones:

‘Thought you’d never shut up,’ re-entered Bones. ‘As soon as I realised that Townie’s bullets had missed me and that I was alive, we went for a look at the stag. Getting down to it was a bit of a problem and we had to travel a fair way downriver before finding a slippery route to the terrace below. After a bit of bush-bashing, we made it back to the stag. And I’d like to state clearly and right now that there were no bloody bullet holes in the stag anywhere.’

‘Don’t go telling lies,’ said Townie. ‘I shot him right between the eyes.’

‘That’s about right: right between them, between the ears, antlers and everything. Ya clean bloody missed.’

‘How do you explain the graze mark on top of its skull then?’ asked Townie.

‘So there was a small scratch mark on top of its head. You can’t call that “shooting” the bloody thing. At best, you scared it and caused it to run over the bluff.’

‘How many of your bullets hit it?’ asked Townie.

‘Don’t be a smartarse,’ Bones responded.

‘If the stag had no bullets in it, how did it die?’ I asked.

‘The bloody thing broke its neck on landing. Should’ve put its landing gear down after the aerobatics,’ mumbled Bones. ‘How the stag never broke its antlers on impact I’ll never know. Anyway, the fun had only just started. The stag was massive and we had to get it up to the Toyota in one piece for the competition. Even after gutting the thing, we struggled to drag it between us let alone carry it up the bluff to the vehicle. When we finally came to our senses and realised that drastic measures were called for, I remembered that I had a long nylon rope in the Toyota. With a lot of bloody effort, Townie and I dragged the stag to the base of the bluff immediately below the Toyota. I then went to get the rope from it.

‘Our plan was to tie the rope to the stag and tow it up to the road. First of all, we had to get the stag up the bluff. After tying the stag’s hind legs to one end of the rope, I threw the other high through the fork of a tree that grew above the bluff. The plan turned to shit when the rope wasn’t long enough. And to drag the stag uphill required the Toyota to travel uphill also. Given the steep bank above it, this was clearly impossible.

‘After twenty minutes of head-scratching, another four-by-four arrived. Two red-eyed hunters who had a few too many beers the night before were headed up the valley for a hunt. These sore-headed individuals were happy to lend us a rope and to watch our venison recovery efforts.

‘The extra rope added options not previously open to us. The rope was run from the stag, up the bluff, high through the “V” in a tree above, over the road and around the trunk of a largish tree that grew above it. The rope was then tied to the tow-bar of my Toyota. We hoped that the stag would come up as I drove along using the trunk of the tree above the road as a fulcrum.

‘As the new arrival was parked on the road behind me, and there being no area where they could pull off the road or turn around, I was forced to drive up the valley as the stag was lifted from the valley floor. With me driving and the other three all shouting instructions, I slowly drove off. My Toyota’s wheels spun in the wet turf and I wasn’t feeling too hopeful of success when slowly I started to gain forward momentum.
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‘I was soon called to stop as the rope was biting into the tree above the road and the stag wasn’t moving upward as planned. Having backed off, our new mates discovered a shackle in the back of their vehicle. This was secured by a short wire rope below the winching tree. The rope was threaded through it and the lifting process began again.

‘This time the stag slowly lifted from the valley floor and edged upward. Wherever possible, those steering the stag pushed and heaved as it gained height. Just when we thought we finally had the problem beaten, one of the stag’s antlers became stuck in a tree root just below the bluff’s upper edge.

‘By this time I was starting to feel a bit pissed off and would have been happy to butcher the bloody thing there and then, and to hell with the heaviest stag prize. Townie came to the rescue by volunteering to be lowered over the bluff by his feet with a tomahawk axe. We did just that and he cut the tree root, allowing the stag to be pulled above the bluff. I was dragging it the final metres when the tree above the road, almost without warning, gave way. It was torn from the hill face and fell with a loud crunch across the road. Our exit from the valley was now blocked, as was our new-found friends’ entry up it.

‘We could only deal with one problem at a time so the four of us dragged and manhandled the stag the remaining metres up the hill and levered it onto the back of the Toyota.

‘Our next problem was getting the tree off the road. Both vehicles took a turn at pulling it but neither could. The trunk was a good four feet through and the tree proper would have weighed several tons. It seemed that we were destined to stay stuck up there and miss out on entering the stag in the competition. While I didn’t give a shit, Townie here was starting to get a bit uptight about things.

‘We were left with no choice but to abandon our vehicle and hitch a ride with our new mates to the nearest phone.

‘Townie and I were thinking that luck had abandoned us until we struck a Ministry of Works roading gang parked up having their morning tea at the road’s end. The blokes in the truck were keen to take a look at our stag and, as luck would have it, had a chainsaw in their truck.

‘It took them no time at all to remove the tree from the road. What’s more, they were keen hunters and reckoned that ours was the best stag they’d seen in years.’

‘It’s not ours. It’s mine. I shot it and therefore it’s mine,’ Townie cut in bluntly.

‘Whatever,’ replied Bones. ‘It was about two-thirty p.m. before we finally got free of the valley to head for home. The old Toyota had put in a fair day’s effort and the noise coming from the engine sounded a bit ominous. Still, there are no garages in the Haast Pass so we had no option but to carry on homeward with our fingers crossed.

‘Bloody Townie has a weak bladder and before we got through the Pass he was going on about needing to take a leak. There was a bloody great truck up my chuff so I pulled to the side of the road above the river. I must’ve pulled too far over because as soon as Townie climbed out of the car he disappeared over the side. One moment he was there, and the next all I heard was a terrifying cry and he was gone. I jumped out of the car and ran to take a look. There he was, halfway down the mountainside, with his arse, back and head covered in thick, black mud. He was clinging to the hillside as if his life depended on it. Actually, it may have: he wasn’t that far short of an ugly vertical drop into the river. It was raining cats and dogs at the time and things were as slippery as an eel’s backside. It really was quite entertaining watching him try to climb back up that face. A couple of times I thought we’d lost him but for a city slicker he had a remarkable sense of self-preservation.’

‘It would have been helpful if you’d chucked down the rope instead of standing there laughing,’ scolded Townie.

‘All went well as we travelled through Wanaka and Queenstown but after that the motor really started to sound awful. As we approached the township of Athol, the bastard gave up the ghost and conked out altogether. There we were: stranded only a short distance from the pub with our prize-winning stag on the back.’

‘We thought it was a prize-winning stag but it bloody wasn’t, was it?’ Townie mumbled.

‘Anyway, we walked half a kilometre to the Athol coffee shop with a view to ringing for assistance. As we were asking to use the phone, a bloody tow truck pulled up outside. It was driven by Bart, a keen hunter from Te Anau, and he was heading home after towing some foreigner’s car to Queenstown. It turned out that Bart had seen our stag on my truck back up the road. For the princely fee of us telling him the location where we shot the stag, he towed us here to the pub.’

‘Did you really tell him where you got the stag?’ I asked.

With that Townie and Bones eyeballed each other quizzically and both burst out laughing. I couldn’t help but get the feeling that one good turn may not have been repaid with another.
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Oh, Brother

I hadn’t seen or heard from my mate Norm for several years and was caught by surprise when I walked into my local pub to be greeted by his high-pitched voice yelling across the room, ‘Big Al, ya fat bastard. Where the hell have you been hiding?’

In reality it wasn’t me who had been hiding over those missing years – it was him.

The last time I’d clapped eyes on Norm he was boarding a plane bound for Australia, where he intended to hide until his death or hell froze over. We both knew that that was a long time to be away but Norm swore it would be worth it.

Norm’s troubles had started four months before his departure when he’d been introduced to the publican’s daughter, Cindy. I’d be the first to accept that the name Cindy sounds sexy and conjures up images of a beautiful, slim, model-like woman but in this case things weren’t like that at all. And anyway, Norm was happily single. He reckoned that women only complicate the simple life and that they should be given a wide berth wherever possible.

Norm kept the dark-haired, large-framed and very portly Cindy at a respectable arm’s length over the following weeks, despite it being obvious to all that she wanted his body big time. In fact Cindy almost stalked my poor mate and was driving him mad. Everywhere he went she turned up. She had the discomforting ability to plant herself at his side wherever he happened to be.

Norm swore that he had no interest in Cindy and to encourage her departure required him to be outright rude. Cindy seemed to think that Norm was just playing hard to get and was adamant that he was the only one for her.

‘You’re a goner, mate,’ I teased Norm one time. ‘That Cindy will have her hooks into you before you know it.’

‘I’d rather cut my balls off than get into the scratcher with her,’ he replied.

About eight weeks after this conversation Norm arrived unannounced at my place in the middle of a freezing cold winter’s night. I was woken by his loud banging on my bedroom window.

On opening the window to enquire what the hell was going on, Norm, uninvited, climbed in through it and cowered in fear against the bedroom wall.

‘What the hell’s going on, mate?’ I asked.

‘I’m on the run,’ he replied, in a more high-pitched voice than normal. ‘I can’t be seen here or anywhere else for that matter. If I get caught before getting out of town I’m a dead man.’

‘What’s the story?’

‘It’s the bloody drink,’ moaned Norm. ‘It’s got me real bad and I’ve gotta get out of town.’

‘Because of the drink?’ I asked.

‘No, ya stupid bastard, because of what I did under the terrible influence of it.’

‘And what was that?’ I ventured.

‘I’ve knocked Cindy up,’ Norm whimpered. ‘She told me last night. I told her to piss off and that the kid wasn’t mine. Cindy got all worked up and stormed out in a torrent of tears. Shortly thereafter her old man, Ken, arrived at my place with a shotgun. I saw him coming and buggered off out the backdoor. I can’t go back – the bastard’ll be there waiting for me. You’ve heard Ken rave on about his precious daughter and what he’d do to anyone who harmed her. Well, this is even worse.’

I was gobsmacked. Norm had shown no interest in Cindy at any time and, as far as I knew, despised her.

‘Is the kid yours or not?’ I asked.

‘How the hell would I know?’ Norm groaned. ‘According to Cindy I knocked her up after Horse’s wedding. All I remember is waking up in the sleep-out behind Horse’s place with a raging headache. She was lying in the sack beside me but I don’t recall touching her. I was fully clothed and almost chewed my arm off to leave without waking her. Hell, I don’t know. I was pissed.’

Norm was adamant that he was leaving for Australia that very morning. He had even rung and booked a 7 a.m. flight. The trouble with his plan was that he’d scarpered from his flat without his passport, clothes or any personal effects.

I was recruited to make the life-endangering run to Norm’s flat to gather up his things. Armed with a long list of instructions, I boldly walked straight up to his door and, using Norm’s key, let myself in. Ken wasn’t there but given the ridiculously early time of morning that was no great surprise. There was, however, a note pinned to the door:

WE HAVE WEDDING PLANS TO DISCUSS. MY PLACE, 6 P.M. TODAY.

No wonder Norm was running.

I picked up Norm’s passport and belongings before collecting him from my place and delivering him to the airport. That same afternoon I received a visit from a very irate Ken but claimed no knowledge of Norm’s whereabouts, a stance I have rigidly maintained ever since.

Just over two years had passed since I waved Norm goodbye. Short of visiting him in Australia, I hadn’t ever expected to see him back in Christchurch again.


[image: 3 hotel]


‘Do Cindy and Ken know that you’re back in town?’ I tentatively enquired.

‘Yep, sure do,’ replied Norm. ‘Ken’s on his way here now.’

‘Shouldn’t we bugger off before he gets here?’

‘Hell no.’

‘Jesus! You’ve changed your tune, mate. Since when has fatherhood been your thing?’

‘Never has been, never will be,’ beamed Norm.

Things were getting a bit confusing and it was obvious that Norm’s story wasn’t finished yet. He was far too relaxed about getting tagged by Ken.

‘Well, what’s the story then?’ I asked.

‘Thought you’d never ask,’ came back Norm. ‘The wee boy’s name is Trent. Born eighteenth of May, weighing eight pounds, five ounces. A lovely wee man who bears a striking resemblance to his dad.’

‘What: short, ugly and rude like you?’ I interrupted.

‘Don’t be crude. I’d been feeling a bit rough about abandoning the kid so recently I wrote to Ken and told him that it wasn’t mine. I thought that might sort the matter out. I even sent a blood sample with the letter to prove it. No way was I going to tell Ken where I lived but I thought he may just do the test to let me know if the kid was mine. I only gave him an email address. Within days Ken emailed me and told me that his philandering, lying, bitch of a daughter was actually knocked up by Bert Biddle. You know the guy, that tall, gangly, brainless bastard who’s always running marathons. I didn’t think he’d have had enough energy left to knock anyone up. Turns out that Bert had been getting a slice of action from Cindy before she tried to get her hooks into me. The scheming bitch gave birth less than seven months after I took off for Aussie. Like I said to Ken in my letter, I’m not the father. Now Ken feels obliged to apologise by means of alcohol and a wee compensatory cash payment for all the stress and harm he’s caused me.’

‘Sounds a bit too convenient to me, mate. Are you sure that Ken’s not just setting a trap for you?’ I asked.

‘It’s all sweet, mate,’ replied Norm. ‘Paternity tests were done and all. Ken sent me a copy of the report. Hell – do you think I’d be back here if there was any chance of having to tangle with Cindy, if I’d done the job on her?’

‘Shit you’re a tinny bastard,’ I said as I slapped Norm on the back and guided him toward the bar. ‘You owe me a few beers for getting me out of bed so bloody early when you buggered off.’

Norm and I had some catching up to do and with the assistance of a few beers we were about to do just that.

Now some of you would have met Norm in my previous book so will have a fair idea of the sort of chap he is. For those who haven’t, I’ll fill in a few gaps now.

Norm is one of those blokes who things happen to. No matter what he does or tries to do, things tend to become a bit unstuck and all sorts of happenings get in his way. Despite this, Norm is a bloke who takes everything in his stride. In all situations he is usually the ultimate picture of calmness and control. Nothing ruffles his feathers.

I first met Norm when he was about 28 years of age. He wore large old-fashioned, square-rimmed glasses that made his round face seem even rounder and had a thinning crop of straight blond hair that fell from his forehead into his eyes, giving him an almost nerdy appearance. Norm could not be described as athletic and it was more likely that you’d find his portly figure hugging a bar than putting down a rugby scrum. Sport wasn’t Norm’s thing. In fact most forms of exercise (other than walking into the pub) were pretty much off limits.

Norm was thrifty when it came to dressing himself. In both winter and summer he would be clad in a singlet and shorts and, as regular as not, he didn’t bother with underpants. It was Norm’s usual practice to dispense with footwear and to wander about barefoot.

Despite the obvious handicaps to life that Norm suffered, he was great fun to be around. Nothing bothered him and in any situation he was always as cool as a cucumber, even when he was busy stuffing things up. Norm’s joke-telling ability was legendary; I doubt there’s a single filthy yarn that he doesn’t know. He liked to swear and it was a rare occasion indeed that a sentence passed his lips without a curse word or two being included.

As arranged, Ken arrived soon after I did and at that point the free grog started to flow. Ken had to recompense Norm for scaring him out of the country and Norm wasn’t about to let him of lightly. During the night I lost count of the number of times Ken apologised to Norm. Norm took it all in his stride and, in keeping with his usual form, drank himself into a near stupor.

Norm told us that he’d spent his time in Australia in the mines where he was earning huge money. Despite being driven out of New Zealand under dubious circumstances, Norm reckoned that he’d actually come out the financial winner in the end.

At one point Ken made a very profound and endearing statement to Norm: ‘Ya know mate, I’d rather that you were the father of my grandson than that gormless Bert Biddle. Hell man, the bastard doesn’t even drink.’

By night’s end we had all had far too much to drink, and Ken and Norm had almost become mates. More importantly, Norm and I had made plans for a hunt together in the upcoming roar before he returned to Australia.

Norm is a hard-case man who, before his unexpected departure for Australia, had been doing a lot of hunting. Over the next few days, plans were made for a hunt starting in the second week of April. Norm was to return to Australia after the hunt as he couldn’t abandon the good money he was earning.

Four of us, including Norm’s brother Stacey and another bloke, Steve, who I had yet to meet, were headed to a river valley on the West Coast of the South Island. The valley is somewhere south of Fox Glacier (sorry but I am sworn to secrecy on the exact whereabouts of this hunting spot) and has yielded many impressive trophy heads.

Our departure was scheduled for Saturday week. The plan was simple: we would all travel in Stacey’s station wagon to our destination before walking upriver and through a narrow gorge that gave access to our hunting block. This walk was going to be a tough one, where we carried our tents and supplies on our backs. While the exercise wouldn’t do me any harm I didn’t relish the thought of the long walk with a heavy pack. It was also likely that on the return trip our packs would be laden with trophy heads and so be even heavier.

As often happened with Norm, the wheels fell off our plan the day before our intended departure, only this time the cause of the problem was me. My leave was approved and I was all set to go when a situation arose at work that required my presence. My leave was delayed a full week. Norm said that he didn’t give a you-know-what and that he’d hang around for another week so we could have a hunt together. Unfortunately Stacey and Steve had no option but to go on the hunt as originally planned.

I was really annoyed and felt inclined to give the boss a career-ending tune-up. Fortunately for my career prospects and to the relief of my mortgage broker, I managed to restrain myself, keep my gob shut and get the job done.

Six days late, Norm and I were finally on the journey to our South Westland hunting block. It was our hope to spend a night in camp with Stacey and Steve before they departed for home. The bottle of whisky that sat in my pack would help to liven up our discussions.

Daylight was just starting to break as Norm and I shouldered our packs and set off, boulder-hopping up the riverbed. Stacey had reasoned that the area had such good hunting due to there being no cut track – after several hours of bone-crunching rock-scrambling, I wasn’t about to argue with that. By 9 a.m. we were about halfway to our destination and were just below an ugly gorge. There was no hurry for us to get up there so we stopped for a ‘brew up’ before making the final assault.

The day was fine, cold and windless. The smoke from our fire drifted lazily upward and, despite relentless attacks on any exposed skin by the sandflies, I was at peace with the world. To our disappointment, we hadn’t heard any stags roaring as yet.

‘You wouldn’t believe what happened to me the other day,’ Norm spoke and broke the silence.

‘Try me,’ I answered.

‘See these camo pants I’m wearing,’ Norm said as he tugged at the leg of his clearly new trousers. ‘I got them in Christchurch before we left. I was taking a nosey around a sports store when a lovely young lass offered me assistance. I reckoned that she took a fancy to me so I told her that I was looking for some hunting pants, even though I wasn’t. Quick as a flash she had me down the back of the store and into a small changing cubicle. I had my shorts off as she fired various trousers over the top of the door for me to try on. After climbing in and out of about four pairs, I’d had enough but didn’t have the balls to tell the woman that I’d rather take her home with me than the bloody camo trousers. Anyway, the woman was putting the squeeze on me to decide which pants I wanted so to settle her down I told her that I’d take the pair I was then wearing. I climbed out of the trousers and handed them to her over the cubicle door. As the lady wandered off to bag up the trousers, I quickly gathered up the pants I didn’t want and chased after her. She had a bloody lovely arse, mate, and I thought I’d have a perve as I followed her back to the checkout counter. I put the unwanted pants on the counter and made a bit of polite chit-chat as I tried to work up the courage to ask her out for a drink or something. Eventually the woman asked me how I was paying and I told her by credit card. As the lady held out her hand for the card, I slapped my arse as I reached for my wallet. Bugger me, mate, do ya know what I’d done?’

‘Left your wallet behind,’ I helpfully offered.

‘Shit no. I had my wallet there all right but it was back in the cubicle along with my shorts that, in my haste, I’d forgotten to put back on. Worse still, I wasn’t wearing any underpants either and when I went to slap my wallet all that could be heard was the sound of me slapping my own naked arse.’

As Norm told the yarn he was laughing so hard that at times he was struggling to get his words out.

‘There I was,’ he continued, ‘Standing smack in the middle of a busy store, wearing only a singlet and with my tackle hanging out for all and sundry to see. Talk about bloody embarrassing. With one hand hiding my little white arse and the other covering my balls and chain, I scuttled back to that cubicle pretty damn quick, I can tell you, mate.’

Norm was in fits of laughter as he finished his tale and was holding his sides as they hurt so much from laughing. Norm has a great way of telling yarns that makes them so alive and easy to visualise that I also had tears of laughter rolling down my face.

‘You won’t get any deer making that hell of a racket,’ a voice broke our mirth.

We looked up and standing to one side of us were Stacey and Steve. They had missed the story and must have thought us mad.

‘Can’t you hack it?’ asked Norm as he ignored the massive stags heads draped across Steve’s and Stacey’s shoulders. ‘Leaving early are we?’

‘We’ve cleaned up the big bastards so there’s little point in staying any longer,’ responded Steve with a huge grin. ‘Looks like we’re just in time for a brew.’

As the billy boiled we grilled our mates about their week’s hunting. Steve had shot a heavy-timbered 11-pointer with a wide spread that would make any hunter proud, but this was small compared to Stacey’s monster. His was a massive 15-point trophy the like of which I hadn’t seen for a long time. Stacey was smiling like a Cheshire cat and was very proud of his trophy.

We were told that the stags had been roaring well for the entire week and that both hunters had seen a few before finally taking one each. Today was the first they had not heard any stags roar. As the distance back to civilisation was too far for carrying meat, both had been selective about which stag they shot and had left the hinds and young animals alone. One exception to this was a spiker that was shot on their second day for camp meat. The uneaten meat from this animal had been left hanging in a tree at our intended campsite. It doesn’t get much better than that, does it?

Steve told the story of his stag like this:

‘When we first arrived it rained for two straight days. Needless to say things were a bit wet and uncomfortable and the river was running a lot higher than usual. This forced us to hunt on the camp side of the river for the first three days. This was bloody annoying, as over the years I have found there to be more deer on the other side. Things didn’t appear any different this year either – each day we could hear four or five stags roaring almost directly opposite our camp.

‘At least with the crap weather the wind was constant and we could always hunt into it, which, during this time, meant heading downriver. Steve and I hunted together and saw deer each day. As is often the case we stalked right up to several stags that were roaring well, only to find that they were poor trophies of four to eight points.

‘Maybe it’s just me but I believe the younger ones seem to make the most noise and the older ones listen and take it all in. Given this, I will often stalk those that only moan occasionally rather than the full-on younger stags.

‘On day four the river was down sufficiently for us to cross it to take a look at the stags that had been going to town roaring all week. We were already wet and had little dry gear for comfort so crossing the knacker-deep, fast-flowing, cold river didn’t trouble us too much.

‘The first stag was on a low bench not too far above the river itself. After a half-hour of creeping through the tangled bush and giving occasional roars, we finally got close enough to see it. To our disappointment, he had a poor four-point head. I boldly walked from cover and headed straight at the stag, waving my arms as I went. For a while he refused to acknowledge that I was a problem and held his ground, manfully pacing back and forth across his rutting pad. When I got to about thirty feet away from him, his eyes flared in recognition and he hurriedly turned and disappeared into the bush.

‘The stags just stopped roaring after that and we thought we were going to miss out altogether. We climbed high throughout the day but saw nothing. As we were returning to camp in the late afternoon, a stag gave a few half-hearted moans on a spur below us. Everything was in our favour as we quietly worked our way toward him. We hadn’t heard any roaring since the morning. We didn’t want to stuff things up so we didn’t bother roaring back. The bush floor was covered with wet crown fern and native beech forest covered us above. Travelling the ridges was reasonably easy due to possum and deer tracks; however, some of the guts and gullies were choked with rotting logs, windfall and thick regrowth. Needless to say, we tried to avoid the worst of these dirty creeks and gullies.

‘By agreement, I was to take the first shot should we find a suitable stag, so I led. The spur we travelled dropped away sharply beneath us and then levelled out before climbing to a small knob that overlooked the bush below. It was from this knob that the low moans seemed to be coming. Stacey nodded for me to carry on as he watched from above. As I lowered myself over a small, sharp edge that dropped me onto the face where the stag was, a rotten log gave way under my foot and I fell uncontrollably down the face for about five metres.

‘No sooner had I regained my balance and recovered my rifle when the stag below decided that I was an intruder who needed sorting out. Without taking any care to cover the sound of his approach through the bush the stag crashed and thrashed its way uphill towards me. From my vantage point I was able to watch its progress and on several occasions saw it stop and thrash small bushes with its antlers.

‘It didn’t roar at me as I would have expected but simply headed to me, presumably to sort me out. I could see that he was a big stag and followed his progress up the face by watching him through my rifle scope. When I saw the sheer size of the antlers he carried I got the shakes and had to work hard to control my breathing to rope myself back in.

‘I followed the stag’s progress until it was directly below me – it was only about thirty metres away before I shot it. As the noise of the shot died down the stag turned and crashed off into the bush and I lost sight of it. I was so hyped up and nervous that I wasn’t sure whether I’d hit the stag or clean missed the bugger.

‘I stopped and rolled a cigarette as Stacey made his way down the hill to me. After a short breather we quietly set off to find the stag. We deliberately delayed following it as we didn’t want to chase it further into the bush should I have failed to make a clean kill. We needn’t have worried as we found it less than a hundred metres from where I shot it.

‘As you can see,’ Steve waved a hand at the head attached to his backpack, ‘It was a good one.’

‘What’s the story with yours?’ I asked Stacey as I pointed to the stag tied to his pack.

‘There’s no story to tell really,’ Stacey answered. ‘I woke yesterday morning and was hanging out for a dump. As I lay in bed delaying the inevitable I could hear a stag moaning on the bush flat somewhere behind camp. He didn’t sound close so I wasn’t too excited about having a look for him at that time anyway. It was almost light enough to see in the bush when Mother Nature urged me to make haste with the required pit stop. Armed with a roll of paper and my rifle just in case, I set off into the semi-dark to take care of business.

‘At the precise moment that I completed the required task a long moan emitted from the forest above. It sounded bloody close and made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

‘With my trousers duly buckled back into place, I set off to investigate the stag. I had only travelled about fifty metres along the flat toward the hill when the big bastard started thrashing a bush ahead of me. Talk about giving up his location without a fight. He was giving the bush a good old beating so sneaking up on him was as easy as putting one foot in front of the other. I got a few quick glimpses at his head and could tell that he was a good one but not exactly how good. Just as I eased myself against a tree to steady myself for a shot at the stag, a hind let out a warning: “Woof.” The stag’s head came up and he threw it from side to side trying to work out what the problem was. I never gave him the chance to find out and dropped him where he stood. The bush came alive with hinds as he fell. There must have been six or more that crashed off ahead of me after I fired the shot.

‘It wasn’t a bad morning’s effort, I thought. Cleaned my system out and bagged a fifteen-point stag all within half an hour of dawn and four hundred metres from camp.’

Stacey had a really mischievous grin on his face as he told his yarn but I thought nothing of it. He had every right to be delighted with his trophy.

Over a brew, we yarned and swapped stories. Both Steve and Stacey were excellent company and it was a shame that we couldn’t have spent the previous week hunting with them.

Before we departed Steve told us of a huge stag that they had seen the previous day.

‘You’d be foolish if you didn’t go to his stomping ground and have a look for him,’ Steve offered. ‘I reckon that he’s got a bigger head than my one.’

We were given directions to the stag’s stomping ground. The instructions were simple enough and we would all but pass the spot on our way to our intended camp.

Norm had hunted the area with his brother before and pretty much knew his way around. Steve’s instructions on how to find the stag were that we should climb above the gorge as usual but instead of dropping back to the river at the third spur past its end, where the going was easy, we were to drop down the first spur after the gorge.

‘You must be bloody joking,’ Norm cut in. ‘That spur is a real bastard and only leads into the gorge itself.’

‘Not so, Norm. If you stick to the top of the spur and don’t deviate from it you will work your way through an ugly, difficult stretch before it opens out again. Right at the foot of the spur there is a grassy clearing that’s about the size of a rugby paddock. That’s where we saw the big bastard. It’s worth a look, mate,’ Stacey encouraged.

After a second brew we parted. Stacey and Steve headed for their car and home while Norm and I set off for the rugby paddock. After all, knowing that a massive stag was in residence there was far too tempting for us young fellows to resist.

Steve’s parting words as they headed off downriver were: ‘Make bloody sure you stick to the top of that spur or you’ll never get down to that clearing.’

An hour later, Norm and I had climbed past the gorge and were above the spur described by Steve. One look down confirmed Norm’s original description. The spur was indeed a steep, ugly bastard that I wouldn’t usually bother investigating. Knowing that Steve wouldn’t put us wrong, we set off down the spur, leaving our heavy packs behind. The further we descended the worse the spur became. At one point it dropped vertically over a rock ledge for about three metres – climbing down the slippery face was not an easy task. More than a few times it crossed my mind that Steve was pulling the wool over our eyes and had set us up for a day of wasted energy.

I was wrong. After 15 minutes of crap bush and scrambling through dense vegetation, we emerged onto the more open lower slopes of the spur.

Steve had been very firm in his view that we should stick to the top of the spur, saying that it again turned into a bastard at the bottom. The only way down to the clearing, he’d insisted, was by sticking to the very top of the spur. This instruction we followed to the letter.

Before long we saw glimpses of the river through the trees below. Further, we could see the edges of the clearing we were headed to. Strangely, though, the bush seemed to be getting more open and easier to travel rather than becoming nearly impassable as described by Steve.

The spur led us directly out onto Steve’s clearing and there was practically no passable face at its bottom.

‘The #*^@ bastard!’ roared Norm. ‘I’ll have that prick’s balls for breakfast, so help me God. You just wait till I get my bloody hands on him. I’m gonna kill the bastard!’

Not understanding what all the noise was about, I hurried forward to catch up with Norm who was leading the way. There lying at his feet was the headless carcass of a very large stag.

It took a few moments for things to sort themselves out in my brain. It all came together when I realised that Steve had told us a load of crap about shooting his stag behind camp. He’d shot the monster right there where we stood and had sent us on a wild goose chase simply to show off.

‘The bastard,’ I mumbled in agreement with Norm.

Norm lowered his arse onto the stag using it as a comfortable seat while we reassessed our options.

‘Now we have to climb all the way back up that bloody mountain to get our packs,’ groaned Norm.

‘We’re here now,’ I consoled Norm. ‘We might as well take a look about.’

When Norm had finally calmed down some, he got his roaring horn out. After wetting his lips and taking a deep breath, Norm let rip with several long, challenging roars. He’d barely finished the second when a deep throaty roar emitted from the far side of the clearing.

We were just inside the bush edge and at that time hadn’t ventured out onto the clearing at all. Given this, it was very unlikely that the animal on the far side would have seen, heard or smelt us.

‘This one’s yours, Norm,’ I offered.

‘Good as old gold,’ he replied as he chambered a round into his rifle.

‘We’re not going anywhere. That stag’s coming to us,’ Norm stated before letting rip with another, less-confident roar. This was replied to instantaneously.

We searched the bush edge on the far side but could not see the stag. Norm elected not to roar again unless the stag roared at us. We didn’t want to scare it away before at least getting a look at it.

Fifteen long minutes passed before another challenging roar sounded from the bush across the clearing.

‘I can see him,’ Norm whispered as he peered through his scope. ‘He’s a big bastard but I can only see his chest through the scrub.’

‘Take him then,’ I encouraged. ‘He may not come any closer and this may be the only chance you get.’

These words had barely crossed my lips before a shot rang out.

‘He’s down,’ was all Norm said.

We waited five minutes for things to settle before heading off to see how good the stag was (or for that matter, wasn’t).

We found the animal lying in crown fern about 15 metres inside the bush line. True to his word, Norm had taken it with a clean shot that had dropped it instantly. The animal was absolutely massive and would easily have topped 200 kg live weight. More importantly, the head carried a stunning 17 points. It wasn’t a pretty trophy by any stretch of the imagination but it was large, had heavy timber and was by far the best stag Norm had ever shot.

It was about 10 minutes after we located the stag that Norm finally stopped dancing around it and singing: ‘That’ll teach the bastard – can’t wait to piss him off.’ The easy part was over; now the work began. Getting the head off proved to be a real problem. The stag was so big that with both Norm and me heaving we struggled to move it. When we did finally manage to lever the head off, it too was so big and heavy that progress back to our packs was very slow indeed.

Norm’s trophy was stashed on the hill face, for recovery on our way back to civilisation, before we carried on to our camp. By sheer bad luck, the roar stopped at the same time as we arrived. For the next three days we never heard a peep from any stags at all. We hunted hard trying to get a trophy for me but none gave themselves up. We managed to see four or five hinds in the bush but we never actually saw any more stags.

Under the self-imposed rules that we hunted by at that time, hinds were strictly off-limits unless camp meat was required. This hunting ethic had evolved from years of hunting where very few deer were there to be shot. At the time, my mates and I thought it a huge crime to shoot a hind as they were considered to be our breeding stock.

The weather for our stay was unseasonably warm and fine. Norm was worried that if we didn’t get his trophy to a taxidermist soon it would rot and perish. It was a great trophy and deserved mounting so we called it a day early and went home.

Norm and I shared the job of carrying his trophy out. We were both absolutely stuffed by the time we made it back to our car.

As we drove home and came into cell phone coverage, Norm rang Stacey.

‘We made it to that clearing like you instructed,’ I overheard Norm casually mention. ‘It was a great bloody shame that some big, fat, useless bastard had already shot a monster stag there before we got there wasn’t it?’

I could hear great roars of laughter coming from Norm’s cell phone as Stacey enjoyed the moment. Clearly he thought he’d pulled the wool over Norm’s eyes and got one up on him.

Some choice words were exchanged that ended with Norm telling Stacey to go and purchase a few dozen beers as we were on our way to his place to show off our efforts.

‘Won’t even come close to my trophy,’ Stacey had boasted before he hung up.

‘What Stacey has failed to understand,’ said Norm, ‘is that he is about to purchase grog for us to drink while we rub his nose in shit. That’ll be a good lesson for the smug bastard.’

When we arrived at Stacey’s place, Steve was also there. We parked the car up his driveway and let ourselves into the house.

Stacey, unable to contain himself, took great delight in asking repeatedly if we enjoyed our walk down ‘suicide spur’ and jovially enquiring whether the meat at the bottom was still fresh. Steve watched events unfold but kept his trap shut.

It wasn’t until after the first dozen quart bottles of beer had been consumed that we were actually asked how our hunting had gone. Norm casually threw his car keys at Stacey and invited him to take a look at the trophy on the back seat of his car.

While Stacey and Steve went outside for a look we helped ourselves to another beer each.

On their return Steve enthused: ‘That’s a bloody monster.’

‘Where’d you find the stag?’ asked Stacey.

‘On a rugby field-sized clearing at the bottom of a spur that I didn’t even know about until you told me,’ smirked Norm. ‘Thanks for putting me onto it and thanks for the beers, bro.’
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A Second Crack at the Thurso

The discussions between Greg, Scott, Grant, Simmo and me were getting a bit heated as we debated which items needed to be discarded to enable the helicopter to take off. We were more than 200 kg overweight, which meant that a lot of stuff had to go.

My suggestion that Scott and his gear stay behind wasn’t well received and for that matter neither was Grant’s plan to leave the grog behind. Scott cheerfully suggested that we leave the food behind.

Given that the helicopter we were chartering was a Squirrel, capable of lifting a ton of weight, it doesn’t take too broad an imagination to visualise the huge pile of gear we had with us.

We had driven through the night to be at the Milford helicopter hangar by 8 a.m. None of us had had any sleep so we were all a bit short-tempered.

Our destination was the Thurso Stream, which is situated at the northern entrance to the Milford Sound. It was 3 April and with any luck the stags would be roaring early.

We had made the same journey to Milford Sound the previous year but on this trip we had an extra person, Simmo, with us.

As usual we had with us every luxury known to mankind. These ranged from six-man tents to deck chairs and cheeseboards. We all subscribe to the maxim: ‘If you can get it there it goes.’ Needless to say, our camps are always very comfortable and there is little chance of anyone losing weight while there. It was the sheer (and excessive) quantity of luxuries that was our current problem.

A young lady, who was in charge of weighing baggage and loading the helicopter, had instructed us to place our gear onto a large set of scales. We were very happy when the weight came in well under the one-ton maximum. However, things came a bit unstuck when we were instructed to climb aboard the scales as well. I’m no mathematician but it was very obvious we were about to send the needle into orbit.

Five weighty males eased themselves onto the weighing platform and to my amazement the needle again stopped a fraction short of one ton. Things turned to custard when the young lady noticed that we all had one foot on the scales with the other on the ground taking the brunt of our weight. After a stern telling-off we were instructed to climb on top of our gear and to suspend our feet out to the side. Immediately the reading shot to 1237 kg. Bugger!

Two-hundred-and-thirty-seven kilos of gear had to go.

A resolution was found when we reached an agreement to hire a second, smaller, helicopter to take in the excess.

Our pilot, Shanksey, fired up the Squirrel and, with Scott on board, headed westward out of Milford Sound. In a wool sack slung beneath the helicopter was our mountain of gear.

It didn’t take long for the second helicopter, a Hughes 500, to get wheeled from its hanger and warmed up. The pilot, Snow, signalled us aboard and moments later we too were headed west and upward.

The Milford Sound is a long narrow body of water sided by near vertical walls of rock that rise abruptly from the sea. On the higher reaches of these faces, and in some narrow fractures that break the almost solid rock walls, scrub and trees cling precariously to the sides. As we climbed ever upward the thin band of bush soon gave way to tussock-filled guts and jagged, rocky mountaintops.
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In early morning shadow the helicopter climbed steadily along the northern side of the sound as we headed toward our mountaintop home. At times we appeared to be so close to the rock walls that we could reach out and touch them. The harsh environment caused many trees to be stunted and their gaunt, bony limbs seemed to reach out to us like beggars. Often waterfalls tumbled down the sheer faces beside us as we travelled.

We crested a sharp rock ridge and burst into bright sunlight before turning northward across a deep valley toward our Upper Thurso Stream camp. Shanksey and the Squirrel passed beneath us as we crossed the valley. The process of easing the helicopter onto a small rocky landing pad that clung perilously to the top of a slip face was made with casual ease. Snow made the tricky manoeuvre look easy.

About 15 minutes after leaving the Milford Sound airport, we had touched down and unloaded our gear. Within minutes the Hughes 500 was gone and we were engulfed by silence.

Scott broke the moment by telling us that three deer had been sitting on our tent site when he arrived. Shanksey hadn’t seen them and when he asked Scott where he wanted our gear deposited Scott suggested that on top of the deer would be as good a spot as any.

Scott thought it strange that the deer hadn’t seemed too bothered by the helicopter and that they only vacated the tent site when Shanksey lowered the load through the thin trees onto it.

For the benefit of those who haven’t been to the Upper Thurso Stream with me in my previous book, I’ll describe the lay of the land here. For those of you who have, please bear with me.

Our home for the next week was to be tents erected on the top of a narrow bush-covered ridge that ran north–south and which dropped off sharply on either side. Below and to the west we could see the Tasman Sea and a series of bushy ridges and deep valleys that led to it some 10 kilometres away. To the east and immediately below was the rock slip previously described. Beyond that we had an unobstructed view over the very steep-sided Thurso River valley to Mt Pembroke. The mountain is impressive with thick bush on its lower slopes that lead up to tussock before fading to bare rock faces that lead to the top far above. The Thurso River below drops off quickly to the west where it terminates by flowing into the Milford Sound. To the north is a bush-clad saddle that leads to the John O’Groats River catchment. This saddle would provide an easy route to the faces of Mt Pembroke should we choose to go there.

On our arrival the panorama was smothered in sunshine and the views were magnificent. I’ll admit here that I was wondering how an old fart like me was going to handle hunting the very steep faces that surrounded us. I’d worry about solving that one later.

To help you get a feel for the events that follow I’ll introduce you to our party now too.

Grant is a scientist, a university lecturer and all-round hard-case character. At about 38 years of age, he has darkly tanned features, is as fit as a fiddle, has a square jaw and stands at about six feet tall. His solid build, straight dark hair and rugged features no doubt made him popular with the ladies before he was harvested by his wife.

Greg is a high-ranking military man who has no understanding of the fact that middle-aged men should carry beer bellies and double chins. Hunting is his thing and he has shot far more deer than I am ever likely to. Greg is trim, fit and has far too much energy for a man in his early 40s. His short-cropped, military-cut blond hair sits erect above his pale oval face and he always dresses in camouflage gear.

Scott is a great bloke who every year, as the roar approaches, suffers behavioural and personality changes. His ability to focus on work, his partner or anything other than planning and implementing hunting expeditions diminishes – his sole topic of conversation becomes hunting. Scott isn’t a keen hunter at all. He’s a fanatic. Once, Scott went so far as to tell me that he felt naked when he didn’t have a rifle in his arms. Now, in an effort to describe Scott I’ll start by saying he is a very exuberant young man then aged about 38. He stands at close to six feet in height, grows whiskers faster than anyone else I’ve ever met, has far too much energy and possesses a grand sense of humour. A man has to be a bit careful around Scott as his quick wit and fondness for a prank often traps him when he least expects to be trapped. Scott doesn’t have any trouble knocking over a beer or two either.

Simmo, also a military man, is built like a miniature beer barrel. His dark hair is short-cropped and sits above a tanned oval face that always bears a smile. Mischief is never far away when Simmo’s about and the paunch he carries tells of his immense fondness for beer.

A concerted effort was put into setting up a comfortable camp. Firstly, a large tarpaulin was stretched between a series of trees near the top of the ridge. The tarpaulin was set up so that it would run rain water off into containers. It also provided a cooking shelter and dry living area at the same time. Next came our sleeping tents. Scott, Grant and Greg all chose to reside in tiny one-man tents. Simmo almost got it right by erecting a four-man tent that he could at least stand up in. Not for me: the claustrophobic confines of a tiny tent, no sir – I had a large six-man tent. On the only flat spot on the whole ridge, I erected my castle.

In Fiordland it rains a lot, a hell of a lot, so water is something that we take for granted. In the unlikely event that it should fail to rain, there is a small creek that starts 100 metres or so below our campsite.

As soon as camp was set up we felt the need for a beer to wash the dust off our tonsils – only one, mind you, as we were off to bag some camp meat later that afternoon. We drank the beers at the top of the slip and as we drank gave out a few stag roars to test the water. It didn’t take long to raise a response from a stag on the ridge to the north of our camp.

With indecent haste (they never even finished their beers), Scott and Grant were off. Simmo, Greg and I decided that we still had nine days of hunting ahead of us and that we shouldn’t tire ourselves out too early. We stayed in camp and gave the occasional roar to encourage the stag above.

About 25 minutes or so later we heard a shot and felt confident that camp meat had just been acquired. An hour and a half later the intrepid hunters returned empty-handed.

Grant tells the story:

‘We followed the leading ridge above camp knowing that the wind was swirling about making it impossible to execute an into-the-wind stalk. The bush is fairly open so we made our way quickly to where we thought the stag was. Before we got close he just shut up. We dropped off the ridge and as we were making our way across a wet gully, a log gave way under me and I arsed up, making a huge racket and causing the log to roll several metres down the slope. When this happened, a young stag bolted from a patch of windfall bush below and Scott took a snapshot at it. He was pretty sure that he missed but we spent a fair bit of time checking just to make sure. We were right. Scott had missed.’

Under such circumstances there is only one way to console these poor souls – we handed them a beer.

That night we all retired to bed about 9 p.m., intending to make an early start in the morning. Occasionally the roars of distant stags could be heard as I lay in bed but these soon stopped and I fell to sleep with only the occasional hoot from an owl for company. I slept like a log.

Boom. With a hell of a fright I was jarred from a deep sleep by a rifle shot. It was barely daylight outside and the shot sounded like it had been fired from right beside my pillow. My heart pounded madly and I was recovering from the shock when, about 30 seconds later, another shot rang out. I heaved myself from my bed and peered from the tent into the morning gloom.

Simmo was standing outside his tent wearing only a singlet and his underpants and holding his rifle.

Scott yelled out, ‘What the #@*%’s going on?’

‘About time you lazy bastards got up,’ Simmo replied. ‘I got them both and I’ll need a hand to get them back to camp.’

Progressively, everyone extracted themselves from their beds and made their way to a spot below Simmo’s tent where a hind and a young stag lay.

‘I’ve done the hard bit in hunting and shooting them,’ Simmo ventured. ‘You buggers can do the butchering and carry them back to camp.’

I’d have to admit that a 30-metre carry isn’t an onerous task but took exception to Simmo declaring that he’d hunted them.

‘How the hell can you call shooting two deer from your tent hunting?’ I asked.

‘If I wasn’t hunting I wouldn’t have seen them, would I?’ Simmo replied indignantly.

Once all the bullshit had been sorted out Simmo finally told us the truth about his ‘hunt’.

It turned out that Simmo had been hanging out to take a leak but was reluctant to leave his nice warm bed. When the pressure became too much he was forced to get up. Throwing all caution to the wind, perhaps due to the mounting pressure he was under, he noisily unzipped his tent door, took a half-step outside and commenced proceedings. Yes, I know that this is less than ideal and that he should have ventured further away from camp to take a leak – however, he was under pressure. While in midstream and feeling immense relief, Simmo scanned the bush below his tent. He discovered a hind watching him with intense interest. Not being one to miss an opportunity Simmo ceased operations, bent down, reached inside his tent and picked up his rifle. He had laid it there the previous evening intending to make an early departure.

With one foot in the tent, one foot out and his willie hanging free, Simmo shot the hind. It hadn’t moved a millimetre from the time he first saw her. Feeling the need to finish his initial project, Simmo recommenced proceedings. To his utter astonishment, as he finished the job a young four-point stag trotted up to the hind and started sniffing her. It didn’t take Simmo long to make the score two–nil.

Having told his story Simmo felt obliged to make some concessions.

‘It might be a bit more honest to call it taking a piss than taking a hunt but either way, I’ve shot two and you lazy bastards haven’t shot any.’

This was clearly a valid point that we couldn’t argue with.

The deer were duly processed and carried back to camp. Needless to say everyone was now very keen to get on with the hunting. Even better, a number of stags were roaring from various locations around us.

Simmo decided that he would remain in camp as he had already proved himself to be a great hunter.

After a hearty breakfast we all went hunting. I dropped below camp on the western face and spent some hours exploring the area. The bush was open with lots of noisy crown fern and dry crunchy beech leaves underfoot. Visibility through the beech forest was good but the wind never seemed to flow from any one direction and swirled constantly, making hunting difficult. Given the quantity of deer sign that was evident I was disappointed I saw no deer before returning to camp.

Grant managed to bag a spiker (a young stag with two small, single-prong antlers) that day but the hunt was unspectacular. He had simply stumbled upon the animal as he worked his way across a steep, fern-covered face. The spiker appeared to be curious as to what was making all the noise. By the time it figured out it was Grant and that he was trouble – it was too late. Grant took the animal with a textbook neck shot that damaged almost no meat.

No other animals were sighted and the wind proved a problem for all of us.

Being in the bush and away from the hustle and bustle of city living seems to cleanse my soul. The stillness, solitude and quiet of the bush leaves my mind clear and lifts my spirits. It is the only place where I am truly left alone and where the peace cannot be broken by telephone, cars, dogs barking or other noises that constantly bombard my senses in the city. I have a saying: ‘A weekend in the bush wipes away months of stresses from the city.’ Having spent an entire day in the bush I was ready for a few drinks and a social evening.

Late evening saw us seated above our camp watching three deer feed on the front faces of Mt Pembroke. We washed the day away with a beer or two and planned the following day’s hunt. The weather had been uncharacteristically hot for April and we felt that this explained the lack of any roaring heard during the day.

The creek below camp was running at a mere trickle due to a prolonged period of fine weather. It took a long time for the trickle to fill our water container so we would prop it up in the creek in the morning and return for it in the evening. While it is only a short climb from the creek back to camp it was noticeably longer when humping three gallons of water.

We had our fingers crossed that it would rain in the near future. One reason was to save us from having to carry water but the other, more important one was that the bush was bone dry and sneaking around in the fields of cornflake-dry beech leaves and crown fern was far from a quiet exercise. Deer have acute hearing – a wet forest floor makes for much easier hunting.

That night we received our first visit from a morepork, which we subsequently named Marvin. Marvin perched himself in a branch above our camp where he remained to keep an eye on proceedings. We must have been bloody interesting as Marvin returned each night and stayed until we departed. I must say that I looked forward to his arrival each evening.

After a hearty meal, washed down with wine and port, Greg asked what movie we’d like to watch tonight. This, of course, evoked contemptuous laughter.

With an indignant smirk Greg produced from his tent a small DVD player that he had confiscated from his kids. Suddenly his silly suggestion was looked upon in a new light. The production of a vast selection of DVD movies removed all doubt of a leg-pull by Greg and a night at the movies was launched. For those of you who might say, ‘Bullshit, they had no power to run the thing,’ – sorry, but you’re wrong. We had a generator with us. It comes in handy for the lighting system that we set up within our kitchen area and over the card table. Yes, I know, I have become soft in my old age.

The movie we chose was Shrek and even our guest, Marvin, seemed to enjoy it. He did, however, have to move onto a branch that was a bit closer in order to see the tiny screen.

It is my belief that every luxury known to mankind should be taken into the bush if it can be. On this occasion Greg had surpassed all expectations.

I spent the next three days frolicking about the bush without sighting a single deer. I had hunted the ridges and guts above and below camp without success. On the fifth day I decided that the deer must be down low and descended into the creeks well below camp – again without success.

By this stage the others had bagged six deer between them and I was starting to look like a mere passenger on the trip. My mates weren’t too shy about giving me the message about not bagging any deer, either.

Simmo boasted that he was doing me a favour by lying around camp all day.

‘If I went out for another hunt I’d only end up getting more deer and that wouldn’t be fair on you, would it? Now get off your lazy arse and go get one.’

It seemed that the only one not giving me a hard time about my hunting skills was Marvin.

By day six it hadn’t rained at all. I set off for the creek only to find that it had all but dried up. The only moisture to be found was tear-sized droplets that fell irregularly from moss and rocks within the creekbed. Clearly, we had a problem. I wandered a long way downstream before finding a sufficient trickle of water to start filling the containers. It would take many hours to fill them so, after propping the containers below the water supply, set off once again for a hunt. I can tell you that I wasn’t looking forward to having to carry the full water containers the half-hour or so back up the hill to camp.

The day was again hot and no roaring stags had been heard since the day of our arrival. This day proved no different. I wandered the steep valley sides for many hours without even putting up a deer. There was plenty of deer sign about but I just wasn’t getting onto them. One thing that struck me that day was the lack of suitable food for the deer population. All the good tucker appeared to have already been eaten and very little edible foliage was left. Food was so scarce that thickets of lancewood had been chewed by the deer. I hadn’t seen lancewood eaten by deer this way before.

My lack of fitness told that day and I was absolutely stuffed by the time I got back to the water containers. It was fortunate that I hadn’t shot a deer as it would probably have killed me trying to carry one back up the hill. It was hard enough carrying my heavy old rifle.

The water containers were nearly empty. There was barely enough water in them for cooking that night. We could forget about washing ourselves or doing dishes.

Scott wasn’t fazed by the water shortage at all.

‘We’ve still got plenty of beer,’ he stated. ‘At least I can wash my insides with that.’

That night as we watched the film Full Metal Jacket, I was constantly reminded that I hadn’t shot a deer. The more the lads drank the more inclined they were to remind me of my poor efforts. Given that there were six deer hanging in our meat safe and that I hadn’t shot any of them, they had fertile ground for giving me heaps.

By the time several bottles of port and another of whisky were finished, my mates were having a right old time poking the borax at me. Even Marvin was taking their side and each time the others roared with laughter he joined in with an agreeing hoot or two.

I was beginning to feel I was jinxed. If I didn’t bag a deer in the next two days I was destined to suffer a lifetime of being ridiculed by my mates.

Whenever I was in camp and the wind blew from the west I could smell deer. At least I thought that I could. Given that there were five of us making a hell of a racket every night, I continually dismissed this as being my hyperactive imagination. Common sense told me that deer wouldn’t hang around the area with so much human activity going on – or would they?

The next morning I dropped over the western side of the ridge behind our camp. The initial descent was steep but soon eased to a comfortable, easy slope. The area reeked of deer. Their sign was everywhere and my eyes strained as I tried to locate one in the sparse foliage beneath me. I was on full alert and ever hopeful of putting up a deer but again found the constantly changing wind a curse. Surely this was going to be my day and a deer would soon materialise in front of me. Four hours later I had again been proved wrong and made the long, slow climb back up to camp.

As a second beer washed the remaining dust from my tonsils, Scott and Grant lumbered into camp. I had heard shots on two occasions throughout the morning. The bulging packs on their backs and rivers of sweat running down their faces told me that they had again been successful.

‘How many?’ Grant asked me.

‘How many what?’ I replied.

‘Deer, you dimwit.’

‘Not a one,’ I nonchalantly replied and, knowing that I was being led into his trap, carried on, ‘And you guys?’

‘Two.’

Instantly I knew that I was again going to be given a hard time for failing to get a deer.

It was only after Scott and Grant had downed a beer each that I was able to elicit any details of the hunts.

Grant tells the story like this:

‘We headed along the ridge above camp intending to hunt toward the trig station above the John O’Groats River. We were only a few hundred metres from camp when I gave a roar to see what was about. There was an immediate reply from a stag below and on the south side of the ridge. I stayed put as Scott headed down a side ridge toward the roaring stag. The stag only roared three times but each time it was getting closer to us. Scott hid himself behind a tree and waited. After about ten minutes I saw a stag making its way through the bush toward us. The wind was swirling a bit and I was sure that it would smell us before too long. I managed to catch Scott’s eye and pointed to where the stag was coming from. It had disappeared from sight behind some windfall and he couldn’t see it.’

‘I saw it all right,’ interjected Scott. ‘I could see its antlers through the windfall but couldn’t get a clear shot at it. Eventually it raised its head high enough to look over a log toward me. Fearing that this would be my only chance to get a clear shot at it, I let strip. It dropped on the spot without damaging any meat at all.’

Scott continued:

‘We dragged the meat up to the ridge and carried on. After an hour’s walk toward the trig station we had to change our plan due to the wind. Mostly it was coming straight in off the sea so we had to hunt towards the coast into it. This had us hunting downhill. The going got a bit steep and forced us to head lower down towards the valley floor. As we sidled through a particularly steep area, a stag roared from somewhere below us. I replied straight away, which inspired the animal to get really worked up. This stag also appeared to be heading toward us. We were in a bastard of a spot where we were almost hanging on for our lives. In order to escape our predicament, we climbed further down the fern-covered face. We came to a creek that stopped us in our tracks. Below us was a miniature version of the Grand Canyon. Its sides were vertical rock that were covered with bulging moss. There was a ten-metre drop and no way for us to climb down to the narrow creekbed below.

‘We were basically stuck above this gut with the stag sounding like it was across the other side. I roared again and the stag replied instantly. It sounded really close and we strained our eyes as we tried to locate it. We couldn’t see the stag, despite it sounding so close that we should have been able to smell its breath.

‘We were perched precariously on top of the drop. Grant happened to glance down into the creek. Ten metres below and right beneath our feet was our stag. The bugger was making its way up the narrow creek. The gut was so narrow that the stag would have struggled to turn around in its confines.

‘It was Grant’s turn to take the shot but he had a problem: it’s bloody hard to shoot almost vertically beneath you. Firstly, he tried to lean far enough out over the gut’s edge to take the shot. He couldn’t without losing his balance. It was almost amusing watching Grant try to figure out a way to shoot the stag, which was still making its way up the gut declaring its manliness. After several more failed efforts, Grant found a solution. A few metres upstream, a sizable tree was growing out over the gut. While grabbing the tree with his left arm and holding his rifle in his right, Grant leaned out over the gut. To steady the shot and assist with aiming he rested the rifle barrel across the top of his right boot. Using a pistol grip on the rifle and his foot to steady it, Grant made the one-handed shot look easy.

‘Our problems started at exactly the time that Grant shot the animal. The stag was in the gut and we weren’t. After a half-hour’s sidling downstream we found a slippery and narrow gutter that angled into it. We got down it okay but knew we wouldn’t be coming back up the same way. Once we were in, getting to the stag wasn’t a problem. After butchering it, we had to carry the meat down the gut a long, long way before we found a place where we could safely climb out. Grant shot the deer from a distance of about twenty metres. It then took us another three hours to recover the meat and get it back to the point where he shot it.’

We have a policy of sharing any meat gathered during our hunting trips. I had been feeling a tad guilty at not contributing to the meat pile already but Scott and Grant’s additional two deer only added to my feelings of guilt.

The next morning Greg hunted directly below camp (the same area I hunted the previous day). About 15 minutes after he left we heard a shot. It wasn’t long before Greg was back carrying a small six-point stag. There is no story to tell other than he walked down the ridge directly below my tent and shot the stag. It was strutting back and forth across a small flat shelf about 300 metres from camp.

There was no doubt about it: I was jinxed. Clearly, there were deer everywhere other than where I hunted. While I was happy for Greg, I was feeling very despondent about my lack of success. And I took a fair bit of ribbing throughout the rest of that day and night, which didn’t help things any.

Come morning I was the only one who bothered to lever myself from bed. The others had decided that nine deer was enough and that they would have a lie-in. I had free choice of where I wanted to hunt. Above camp was the best option and had produced the most animals over the past two years. Full of energy, I took off up the ridge intent on bagging a deer and proving to my hunting mates that I wasn’t just baggage. Four hours later I returned in a lather of sweat and again without a deer. I hadn’t heard, smelt or seen one all morning. Surely I was cursed.

Late that afternoon I again headed down behind camp. This was my last chance at getting a deer as we were leaving the next morning. The wind was again fickle and danced about in all directions. I was evidently destined to miss out on a deer this trip. By early evening I had given up and was returning to camp. My legs were about stuffed and every step was an agonising drain of energy. I had resigned myself to another evening of my mates taking the mickey out of me and a lifetime of ridicule on our return to civilisation.

With camp only 200 metres above, I sat down for a rest. I was absolutely stuffed and that 200 metres of near-vertical climb presented a daunting challenge to my old, unfit body. I had been following a deer trail up a spur. One side of the spur tapered off gently while the other dropped off to a deep, log-filled slip gully. I had deliberately avoided this slip gully on previous occasions due to the ugly, impassable log tangles that choked its floor. As I sat sucking in life, restoring oxygen, the unmistakable smell of deer wafted to my nose from the gully below. I eased myself closer to the edge of it and peered down through the tangle of trees and logs trying to find the source of the scent. No deer were visible.

Further investigation was required but there was no way I could get a clear view from the knob where I was sitting down into the gully. In order to get a better view I took hold of a branch and leaned out over the precipice. Immediately a large stag that had been tucked away almost under my feet came into my view. It spotted me as I swung out over its home. In an instant the stag was leaping effortlessly over fallen logs as it made its way the short distance across the gully and into the dense forest that blanketed the far side.

I was almost suspended in mid air and could only watch the stag as it disappeared from view. My rifle was lying useless a good three metres away. In reality, I couldn’t have shot it from where I was hanging anyway but that didn’t stop me from feeling really pissed off. I’d just watched the only deer I’d seen all bloody week disappear into the bush not 200 metres from camp. It was a big stag and the bastard had probably been parked right under our noses all the time we’d been there.

I swung myself back to safety and immediately let rip with a mighty roar (by my standards anyway). Moments later the stag replied from just inside the bush edge across the gully. Rifle in hand, I strained my eyes hard as I sought to locate him. I roared again and he replied instantly.

No matter how hard I looked I couldn’t see the animal. After we had exchanged several roars each, the stag became quiet. Was it on the move? My eyes searched the opposite face. There, my brain screamed, there’s a deer.

Wait a moment, a little voice in my head said, telling me to wait up a bit – things weren’t as they seemed. Wasn’t that deer up a tree? I turned my head away and blinked many times before again looking back across the gully. Deer do not climb trees so it was obvious that my straining eyes were playing a trick on me. I raised my rifle and took a close-up look at my deer in a tree. All I could see was a smallish circle of deer-coloured hair through a gap in a patch of dense trees on the opposite face. The deer hair was totally out of place and about 20 metres up the totara tree.

I told myself to stop imagining things and let out another roar. The stag replied almost immediately from the same spot he had bellowed from before. There you go, I must have been imagining things. Deer do not climb trees.

The stag and I again exchanged roars and then waited and watched. Neither of us was prepared to expose ourselves to the other. The waiting game had begun. We played this game for about 15 minutes before the stag finally gave up on me and went permanently quiet.

Over the years I have often spooked deer. Sometimes the deer has seen me and on other occasions it has just heard me. I have found that often the deer does not run far. Yes, it is spooked, but it remains unsure of exactly what the danger is. Deer often want confirmation of danger from more than one of their senses. Not trusting their eyes or ears, they will often circle the hunter until they cut their scent. When the deer’s nose confirms the danger it takes fright and can often be heard crashing away through the bush.

Hoping that the stag would try to circle me, I searched the bush across the gully hard, both above and below where he had been roaring from. He was no longer replying to my roars so I hoped that he was trying to circle me. This was my last chance at getting some venison to take home. More importantly, I needed to get a deer to avoid a lifetime of having the borax poked at me by my hunting mates.

Again and again my eyes were drawn back to the deer up the tree. I must be going bloody mad, I thought. Just to make sure I wasn’t seeing things I removed my binoculars from my day-bag and focused them on the tree-bound deer. Again, all I could make out was what appeared to be a large patch of deer-coloured skin. My mind started playing all sorts of games with me. Could one of my mates have heard the roaring and come down from camp for a look? Was it one of my mates up that tree?

My eyes rescanned the opposite face but could not find my stag. Bugger!

I focused my rifle scope on the deer up the tree. The colour was right but it had been there for a long time now. It couldn’t be a deer, could it? Surely it would have moved by now if it was a deer, wouldn’t it? As these thoughts raced through my head the coloured patch took a step forward and I could clearly see the rear end and tail of a deer. Bloody strange that it is up a tree, I thought, but it was definitely a deer I was looking at and it was moving. One more step and it would be out of sight. Guessing where the front shoulder of the deer was I swung my rifle forward and shot through the branches. The deer fell over instantly and I saw its legs flail as it fell out of the tree.

The mind is a funny thing. It was a deer and I had watched it for some time before it moved and I could positively identify it. Despite this, my mind kept telling me that a deer should not be up a tree.

I couldn’t get to the deer by travelling directly across the gully and was forced to climb higher before crossing the head of the slip and making my way down to the deer tree. Sure enough, I located my deer right underneath that totara tree. I was bloody delighted. Better still, I was only 200 metres from camp. How good was that?

Let me explain: as I made my way down to the deer I was forced to travel along a narrow rocky terrace. Growing in front of the terrace was a bank of trees, including the totara that the deer appeared to be up. From where I shot it, it looked like the deer was standing on a branch up the totara tree when in fact it was standing on the rocky ledge on the hill face behind it.

Greg, who had heard the stag roar and shot, came down and gave me a hand to carry the deer back to camp.

Celebrations went on well into the night. I had redeemed myself as a hunter.








4

Salmon Run

It’s not often that I receive a plea for help from overseas but recently a letter arrived out of the blue from Scotland. I was very intrigued to see who had written to me, feeling sure that it would be a long-lost mate writing to boast about his great overseas adventures and the joys of single life. The first line of the letter soon put that idea to rest. It read: ‘We have not met but …’

What followed was a very intriguing letter that contained a plea for assistance. For ease of telling, the following is the letter in full.

Dear ‘Big Al’,

We have not met but as I have no personal contacts in New Zealand whom I could ask for help, I am writing to you in the hope that you can assist me.

I am a dental surgeon and live in Glasgow. My greatest passion is fishing and I have been privileged to have experienced most forms of it in both fresh and salt water.

No doubt you are wondering how I came to write to you. The answer is simple. While holidaying in your country I purchased one of your books. Clearly you are a man of the outdoors with an interest in all things wild, as am I.

I am writing in the hope that you may be willing to assist me to locate a lady that my wife, Gillian, and I met while holidaying in your country last year. The reason for my trying to locate her and my difficulty in doing so will become clear later in this letter.

Gillian and I had been planning a holiday to New Zealand for many years and had accumulated sufficient leave to be able to stay for five weeks. We did a lot of research into the places to visit and sights to see while there and arranged a very busy schedule that didn’t leave us many days for resting up or to do unplanned things.

We arrived in Auckland in January and spent a day there taking in the sights before travelling to the Bay of Islands. My treat while there was chartering a boat for a day’s snapper fishing. We must have struck it right as the snapper were plentiful and we caught ten good-sized fish. All but one were returned to the sea. The boat skipper cooked the other for us to enjoy while we fished.

Some highlights of the North Island were a boat trip to the Great Barrier Island, Waitomo’s glow-worm caves and the thermal pools at Rotorua. We visited the Rainbow Springs nature reserve while in Rotorua and I was impressed by the massive brown and rainbow trout there. I would have loved to fish for trout at Lake Taupo but unfortunately had to settle for spending an evening on the lake edge watching other anglers land their fish. The trout were plentiful and I was very envious indeed.

We crossed to the South Island by ferry from Wellington. Our stay in Blenheim was a continual wine tour that was the highlight of Gillian’s holiday. From there we almost circumnavigated the South Island. Our departing flight was from the Christchurch airport so we drove anticlockwise around the island via Nelson, Westport, Haast Pass, Wanaka, Milford Sound, Bluff and then up the east coast via the Catlins.

While at Milford Sound I visited the wharf. A boat with two men in their late fifties or early sixties arrived while I was there and we struck up a conversation about fishing. These elderly men, who were obviously mates, seemed to take great joy out of teasing the other. They were very humorous men and great company. From their fish hold they showed me four massive fish that they had caught that day. I could only guess but I believe the fish on average weighed over 30 pound each. One of the men told me that the fish were hapuku and the other said they were groper. This started a great argument over which of them was right and the men almost came to blows over it. At about the time when I expected the first punches to be thrown both burst out laughing. They clearly thought the situation was hilarious and explained that the species of fish is known by both names. North Island New Zealand people tend to call the fish hapuku and those from the South Island call them groper.

All this is leading us to Oamaru where we had the good fortune to run into a woman who I wish to locate and who is the purpose of this letter.

Our holiday was to finish in Christchurch and we had allowed three spare days to relax before returning home. We arrived at the small town of Oamaru and decided to stop a night there before driving the final leg of our journey to Christchurch. It was late evening by the time we arrived. After booking into a motel we made our way into the township to get a meal and hopefully talk with some locals.

Before leaving Scotland I had done some research into what salmon fishing was to be had in New Zealand. It appeared to me that the Waitaki River (just north of Oamaru) was the most prized salmon-fishing river in your country. Fortunately for me Gillian is also a keen fisher and she had been receptive to my suggestion that we stay a day at Oamaru to check out the salmon fishing.

We were fortunate to meet several fishermen at a local hotel that night. I think our Scottish accents may have attracted a bit of attention. We were quickly accepted into their company when we told them that we regularly fished for salmon in Scotland and that we were keen to hear about the local fishing. They in turn asked us a great many questions about fishing in Scotland and we were very happy to answer them all.

Come morning, and following the directions given by our friends of the previous night, we made our way to Kaik Road. There we turned right and made our way to the end of the road where we parked our rental car. Next we walked the kilometre or so along the stony beach to the mouth of the Waitaki River. On our arrival there were about thirty people fishing, almost shoulder to shoulder, on the south side of the river. Parked nearby were many four-wheel-drive motorbikes. I would have been grateful for one of those to save my legs the arduous walk along that loose shingle beach.

It had been our intention to arrive at daylight to spend a leisurely morning watching the fishing and yarning with the people there. We arrived about an hour after daylight and as we stood surveying the scene another four-wheel-drive motorbike arrived and parked beside where we stood. There were two people on board. A man and a woman both aged about forty. Given that they were right beside me I started a conversation and they turned out to be friendly, informative and helpful people.

We never exchanged names. Why this happened, or more correctly failed to happen, I cannot explain. It was very bad mannered of me not to introduce myself and Gillian and goes against common courtesy. The more we spoke the guiltier I felt but still I failed to exchange names. In hindsight I am dumbfounded by this.

Anyway, the woman came along to keep her husband company. She wasn’t a keen fisherperson at all but stated that she enjoyed sitting by the river reading books and relaxing while her partner fished. She explained the two rods that they had with them by saying that the second was her husband’s spare in case of a breakage.

As the husband prepared his gear the woman took from her backpack a lure container. She opened it and displayed the contents to us.

‘I made them all myself,’ she proudly announced. Inside was an array of lures that were far from anything I had previously seen. Most were large and had strange feathered arrangements attached to the hooks.

The lady took a hugely oversized lure from the case and held it out for her husband to take.

‘It’s my latest design. I call it the Green Goblin and it’s worth a try,’ she enthused.

I thought to myself at the time that the arrangement didn’t look like a salmon lure to me and felt that her husband would be wasting his time if he used it. He obviously agreed when he callously pushed her hand aside saying, ‘I’m not using that bloody thing. It doesn’t look remotely like a salmon lure.’

With that the man sifted through the remaining lures and made a selection.

‘This has worked many times before,’ he’d said as he tied a lure to his line. ‘There’s no need to waste time with experimental new lures now, is there?’

The lady was clearly very put out by her husband’s rejection of her efforts but she said nothing. I suspect he would have got an earful if Gillian and I hadn’t been there.

When set up, the man left and took a spot at the end of the row of fishermen on the river’s edge. As he did this the woman got busy tying her newly designed lure onto the spare rod. Muttering ‘I’ll show him’, she determinedly strode off to the river and took up a position about fifty metres upriver from her husband (the large separation, I suspect, due to her being a bit peeved with him at the time).

There had been no salmon caught that morning and things seemed very quiet. Despite this everyone was busy taking their turn at casting and retrieving their lines.

Gillian had followed the woman to her fishing spot while I remained with the main group. It was by chance that I was watching the woman when she made her first cast with her new lure. Clearly the woman hadn’t had much experience at casting and the lure didn’t go very far out into the river. Despite this, she began to retrieve the line at a modest pace. After only a few turns of the reel’s handle the woman’s line went mad and line started peeling from her spool at a great rate. I think it was fortunate that Gillian was there with her to offer advice on handling the salmon that was clearly well attached to the woman’s line.

For the next twenty-five minutes I watched as the woman, followed closely by Gillian, raced up and down the riverbank. As tradition would have it, when she came downriver to where the others fished they all removed their lines from the water to allow the woman to work the salmon unhindered.

I couldn’t help but notice the indignant look on the husband’s face as his wife played the salmon.

In time, the ladies worked the salmon to the bank and as the woman held the line taut Gillian assisted her by pushing the salmon up the riverbank onto dry land. It was a good one that drew in the crowds to admire her catch. Another fisherman weighed the salmon and it came in at 22.8 pounds.

The woman’s husband reluctantly came to her assistance with gutting the fish and preparing it for the journey home. Quite rightly, the woman insisted that her new lure must be a great design, as she had caught a salmon with it on her very first cast.

The husband wasn’t prepared to accept this and after calling it ‘just plain bloody lucky’, he declined to use the lure himself and returned to the river with his original lure still in place.

Our lady friend was less than impressed with this second rejection but warmed to the praise heaped upon her by Gillian and me.

When asked if there was any chance of us purchasing one of her newly designed lures from her the lady was very receptive. She told us that she’d only made three but that Gillian and I were welcome to have one each. ‘After all,’ she had said, ‘My husband clearly doesn’t want them.’

The lady very generously gave us the lures free of charge.

It was still early morning with a long summer’s day ahead of us. It was Gillian who suggested that we should purchase a day licence, hire some tackle and have a fish ourselves. She quite rightly pointed out that we had several days to spare and a relaxing one on the river would suit her just fine.

With that decided, we returned to Oamaru to obtain the required licences and fishing gear. Getting day fishing licenses wasn’t a problem but getting rods and other equipment to fish with was. Expensive salmon-fishing gear was not available for hire in Oamaru. Our luck changed when we discussed our dilemma with the publican who we’d met the previous night. He was very helpful and soon had two complete sets of gear arranged for us to use. He refused to take any payment for its hire.

By mid afternoon we were back at the river armed with our Green Goblins and borrowed gear. The day was hot and a good number of fishermen had left for home leaving plenty of river where we could fish without causing too much bother to anyone. A quick yarn with the other fishermen revealed that the only fish caught so far that day was the one caught by the woman who had donated the Green Goblin lures to us.

For the first hour all was quiet on the river and no one was having any luck. I then hooked a salmon. What a wonderful feeling it was to be halfway around the world and to be fighting a salmon on your fine river.

After a short struggle I landed the fish. It weighed in at 14.6 pounds, which, while not being large, was very satisfying to me.

As I dressed out the salmon Gillian again cast her line into the water. She too hooked a salmon. Neither of us could believe our luck.

About twenty minutes later and after tracking the fish up and down the river many times, Gillian landed her fish. It weighed in at 18.4 pounds and like me she was delighted.

The Green Goblin lure had struck three times in one day.

As we were off to Christchurch the next day we had no need for two salmon. We gave one to a young boy who was at the river being taught how to fish by his father. The second we gave to the publican for his kindness in lending us the fishing gear in the first place. We yarned and told him about the Green Goblin; he had no idea who the woman that gave us the lures could be.

Since returning to Scotland I have salmon-fished on the Spey and Dee rivers using the Green Goblin lure. I have caught salmon each time, which is a near miracle.

The two Green Goblins that Gillian and I were given are now very damaged and bear little resemblance to the originals. Without doubt they are the best and most consistently successful salmon lure that I have encountered in a lifetime of fishing. Further, they seem to have a global appeal to salmon and work equally well in different countries and rivers types. I do not tie lures myself, however, my friends’ efforts to replicate the Green Goblin have failed miserably. This is possibly due to us not knowing what actual materials were used in the lure’s manufacture.

This brings me to my request for assistance. I did not exchange names with the lady or her husband. The only clues I have as to her identity are that she and her husband had a red 4 × 4 Honda motorbike and the enclosed photograph of the woman. Sadly, the photograph is not of great assistance due to it being taken from behind and the woman’s face not being visible. The woman who made these experimental salmon lures appears to have stumbled onto a very successful formula and I would dearly like to get in touch with her to obtain some more of them from her.

If you are able to offer any assistance I would be most grateful.

Yours faithfully,

James Reid.

I have printed Mr Reid’s letter here for two reasons:

	It would be in keeping with New Zealand’s global reputation of kindness and generosity to assist our friend from Scotland;

	It seems that a New Zealand woman may have created the best salmon lure in the world, the Green Goblin. She may not know that there is a fortune to be made from her efforts should she license someone to make and market her design. Should she or her husband read this – go for it and good luck.


In the photograph section of this book is the photograph of our mystery woman. Who is she?
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Trouble

The following is a yarn told to me by a Maori called Arab. Now don’t you go thinking that I’m being offensive to Arab in any way – that’s how he introduced himself to me!

Arab worked for contractors in the bush and even on his days off had a preference for staying there. His standard clothing consisted of an oversized, ruby red wool hat (that his wife had knitted for him), a black wool bush singlet, heavy-duty, grey, woollen dress trousers that were better suited to town living than the bush and a pair of well-worn leather boots. On cold days a woollen suit jacket that matched his trousers would emerge from somewhere to complete his unusual ensemble of clothing.

Arab is a quiet, mischievous man who has an easygoing nature and is universally liked by everyone he meets. He was aged about 50 when I first met him and that was the only time I have ever seen him with his hat off. His balding head led down to tufts of hair on either side that tried to cover his ears but, due to its thinning nature, didn’t do a very good job. An equally wispy beard covered his narrow face. Arab stood at about five foot eight inches tall, was razor thin (other than a slight paunch that was in the early stages of developing) and wore a permanent smile that revealed a near toothless mouth.

It wasn’t until after he’d consumed a good few beers that Arab’s storytelling ability came to the fore. This is Arab’s yarn so I’ll let him tell it:

‘I reckon that my troubles first started the day I was born. My mum told me that I arrived so fast that the doctor wasn’t able to catch me. Apparently I flew out, careered off the end of the bed and was heading for a bone-crunching collision with the concrete floor below. I could well have damaged myself on landing but fortunately the umbilical cord pulled me up inches shy of the floor. Mum says that I sprung right back up onto that bed and landed in her arms. If I’d been smart enough I’d have realised that this was bungy-jumping in its earliest form and would have patented the idea myself.

‘I was the ninth kid born to my mother and I reckon that there were so many of us she often forgot to feed me. This is pretty obvious to me as all my brothers and sisters are large, big-boned sorts that people don’t mess with. Me – I’m the runt of the litter.

‘Any illness that came along, I had it or if I didn’t have it at any given time I was in the process of getting it. My health troubles started with croup, glue ear, colds, viruses, skin problems, mumps and measles. My asthma didn’t kick in until I was a teenager. I caught a cold once and still haven’t managed to get rid of it. You name it, I’ve had it.

‘No one picked up that I had glue ear until a neighbour noticed that I wasn’t speaking or reacting to noise well. By that time I was over the croup and Mum simply told them that she was grateful that she finally had a kid who was quiet.

‘We lived on a farm just out of Rotorua. My dad worked on the farm full-time and also did odd jobs for others in the district to help make ends meet. We didn’t have much money and our whole family wore old hand-me-down clothes. This didn’t bother us at all but it really was a case of first up, best dressed.

‘I didn’t get my first pair of shoes until I was almost six. Winters were a bugger as we had to walk about four miles to our primary school. Often the grass by the roadside would be frozen solid and the only way to get circulation back into my cold feet was by standing in fresh cow pats in the paddocks next to the road.

‘My older brothers were allowed to ride our Clydesdale horse to school. His name was Buster and he was an intelligent and gentle monster of a horse. Buster carried four people on his back without even knowing there was anybody on board. We didn’t have a saddle or anything like that so in order to get onto him my brothers had stacked up bails of hay in the hay shed and climbed on board from the top of them. To get home from school they stood Buster next to the playground slide and used its ladder to get up.

‘Sometimes Buster would get bored and come home on his own, leaving my brothers to walk home from school. He’d be waiting at the gate for them to let him back into his paddock when they got home. My brothers would yell and curse him for taking off but Buster would simply lay his ears back, roll his eyes and pretend that he had no idea what was getting them so excited.

‘Buster had a mind of his own. In summer he used to take off to the river for a swim instead of going to school where my brothers tried to steer him. He’d stay there all day and only when he was sick of swimming would he allow my brothers back on board of him to come home. When the school principal called to tell Mum that my brothers weren’t attending school she didn’t believe that it was Buster’s fault. My brothers insisted that they really wanted to go to school but couldn’t risk losing Buster who wouldn’t go where he was directed. After Mum told my brothers that they’d have to walk to school if they couldn’t control Buster they managed to retrain him quicker than a flash and had no further trouble with him after that.

‘Buster was kept in the home paddock. It was easier having him there than having to go to the trouble of mowing the lawn. I really liked Buster when I was young but wasn’t allowed to ride him as I was so small. I wasn’t allowed up on Buster without a parachute (we didn’t even own one) so I always had to walk barefoot beside my brothers who rode comfortably to school.

‘My mother loved music and had an old wind-up gramophone that she played her limited number of records on. Whenever she was in the kitchen baking she would have the gramophone blaring in the background. Buster loved his music too and would often have his head in through the dining-room window as he strained to get a front-row seat to the show.

‘Mum used to bake our bread and often left loaves on the kitchen table to cool. The table was beside a window and more regular than not Mum would forget to shut it. Buster was no mug when it came to flogging bread. He’d stick his head through the window and steal that loaf right off the table. The first time Buster did this Mum thought that my two eldest brothers, who were home at that time, had taken the loaf and she gave them a good thrashing for lying to her about it. Buster just stood at the window and grinned as they took his punishment for him. Needless to say that Mum felt very bad indeed when she caught Buster red-handed with a loaf in his mouth some months later and realised that she’d done my brothers a terrible injustice.

‘Buster looked for trouble. He couldn’t help himself and a bit of mischief was never far away when he was about. As a kid I liked to wear a hat and Buster didn’t like me wearing one. Every time I got close to him he’d nip my hat from my head with his teeth and hold it just out of my reach so that I’d be jumping up and down trying to get it back but failing miserably. When Buster finally got sick of teasing me he’d just drop my hat on the ground and pretend that nothing had happened. Many times I feared that Buster was going to chomp my head right off as he stole my hat but he never ever injured me. As I said earlier, he had a very gentle nature and loved company.

‘Like everyone else in our family, Buster had to earn his keep. His contribution to things was to go hunting with my dad and eldest brother. They would ride him to the Whakarewarewa Forest (known locally as the Whaka Forest) to shoot deer and pigs. Buster would then do the hard work of carrying them out. Dad kept us fed by getting our meat free through hunting. Pork and venison were our staple meats and regularly enough we would have rabbit, trout and eels on the menu as well.

‘Dad was an expert at tickling trout and I watched him perform his art many times. Dad had a feel for trout and seemed to know where they would lie under a creek bank in the belief that they were safe. Dad would take his shirt off and lie on the bank, facing upstream with his arm in the water reaching under the edge. He would slowly work his way upstream feeling for trout with his hand as he went. I’d always know when Dad was onto one, as a certain look would come over his face as his concentration increased and he worked his fingers gently along the trout’s belly. Dad would roll forward to make himself more comfortable as he worked his fingers toward the fish’s gills. Eventually he would grab the trout by thrusting his thumb and fingers into its gills, before lifting it from the water and throwing it as far up the bank as he could. We’d then grab it again to stop it thrashing its way back into the creek.

‘As a kid I was scared of eels and no matter how many times Dad offered to teach me how to tickle a trout there was no way that I was putting my hand under any muddy creek bank where it might get bitten. I’d seen what happened to rabbit and possum carcasses that we left in the creeks to attract the eels. The eels would tear them to bits! Despite my reluctance to become a trout tickler, Dad always let me carry the spoils home. I was very proud of my dad’s trout-catching ability and often boasted to the local kids that he was the best poacher in the whole world. As I grew older I learnt a lot about hunting from him and at age eleven, when I’d grown braver, finally had a go and learned how to tickle my own trout.

‘I wasn’t allowed to go hunting deer or pigs, as my older brothers always had first rights to these trips. Whenever they arrived home with pig and deer draped across Buster’s back, I would be there waiting at the boundary gate ready to pester them until they told me the story of their hunt.

‘I wasn’t left out of all the hunting trips. Whenever a rabbit or two was needed for a stew, Dad would take me along. He had a single-shot .22 rifle and was a very good shot with it. Dad insisted that bullets were expensive and that we should try to get a rabbit with every one. Maybe that was why we always stalked in as close to the rabbits as we could before attempting to shoot them. I was seven years old when Dad taught me how to use that rifle. I was the proudest kid alive. I was even prouder when, after shooting my first rabbit, he told me that I was a natural with it.

‘I had my first brush with the law at age eight. Mrs Hibbs, a haggard old witch who lived down the road from my parents, had some apple trees on her property and I got into the habit of “borrowing” a few apples each day on my way home from school. The trees were chocker with apples and I was sure that the old girl wouldn’t miss a few. One afternoon I followed my usual routine and snuck into her orchard and loaded my pockets. I was over the fence and out again in a few minutes and was pretty sure I hadn’t been seen. The apples were big Granny Smiths and they tasted great. I was chomping my way through one when Constable Burrows snuck up behind me on his bike. I never heard him coming – the first I knew he was there was when he grabbed my hand that was holding the half-eaten apple.

‘“What have you got there, young man?” he asked as he lifted my arm skyward, nearly wrenching it from its socket.

‘I was going to say, “It’s an apple you thick shit,” but thought better of it. “It’s my lunch sir,” I politely replied.

‘“And where might you have obtained your lunch from?” he asked.

‘“My mum always packs my lunch,” I replied (of course, she hadn’t packed any apples in it).

‘For that I received a sharp cuff across the back of my scone. “Don’t lie to me, boy! I saw you in Mrs Hibbs’ orchard. Now I’m asking you again, where did you get that apple from?”

‘I’d have run but for the fact that PC Burrows stood about six foot six inches tall and was built like a Russian bricklayer. On top of this, I was almost airborne as he held my skinny arm in a vice-like grip.

‘I stammered that Mrs Hibbs had given me permission to take the apples and received a second cuff around the ear for this wee indiscretion.

‘“Don’t lie to me, boy. It was Mrs Hibbs who asked me to keep an eye out for little boys stealing apples from her orchard,” he roared.

‘In the end, I was dragged to Mrs Hibbs’ house and was made to apologise to her for stealing her apples. Mrs Hibbs was a domineering, screeching spinster who was then about a hundred years old (give or take a few). She was built like the copper himself and would have been the perfect physical match for him. She had long, dank grey hair that was held up in a tight bun on top of her head. Mrs Hibbs gave me a right old telling-off too. When she’d finished she gave me several clips around my ears to reinforce things. PC Burrows must have thought I needed her encouragement to stay on the right side of the law, as he turned a blind eye to these proceedings.

‘I was sent off bawling to tell my parents what had happened. PC Burrows told me that he’d be along later that night to check with my parents that I had told them. I did tell my folks and, sure enough, got several smacks on the arse with a wooden spoon for my efforts.

‘I thought that the matter was dealt with and forgotten when I answered a knock at our door the following evening. I nearly died when I opened it to find Mrs Hibbs standing there looking even meaner than the previous day. Expecting yet another cuff around my ears I instinctively hid my head under my arms and yelled for my mum to come and save me. You’d have thought that Mum and the witch were best mates the way she greeted her. Before I knew it, she was waltzed inside and was being fed a cup of tea and eating biscuits that I’d had my eye on for later. I decided that it was safer to hide in my room just in case the witch wanted to take another shot at my ears.

‘I wasn’t hidden well enough. Not long thereafter I was dragged into the kitchen to face the witch once more.

‘“Young man,” she started. “There are many apples on my trees and no one but me to eat them. You and your brothers and sisters are very welcome to pick them should you be hungry or your mother require some for an apple pie. All I ask is that you knock on my door and ask first. Who knows – I may even have a letter that needs posting that you could drop off for me. I’m not as mobile as I once was you know.”

‘My mum smiled approvingly and I gave the expected thanks. After that I visited that orchard often. Strangely, Mrs Hibbs (the witch) had parked her broom up and turned out to be a rather nice, even friendly old lady. We became sort of friends in a kid kind of way.

‘At age ten I was still walking to school. My older brothers were leaving school and home one by one, and soon enough I would be able to ride Buster to school like they had. I spent a lot of time playing with Buster and we got on really well. He went hunting with Dad a lot and wasn’t afraid of rifle fire. He was also getting a good grounding in music as Mum increased her record collection and he listened in through the dining-room window.

‘By midsummer I had been a regular passenger on Buster’s back and had become very confident around him. Buster seemed to enjoy company and we formed a special type of friendship.

‘I was almost eleven when I fell in lust with Sarah Walker, who lived on a nearby farm. I desperately wanted to get her attention and thought long and hard about how I was going to do it. That’s when I hatched a plan that couldn’t fail.

‘Once a month on a Friday evening my folks went to a friend’s house to play cards and socialise. Sarah Walker’s parents were going to this card evening as well. My parents didn’t own a car so had to walk there and back. I watched them walk from the property with the sun warming their backs. Dad carried food to share and my mum was dressed in her good clothes and carried her prized fawn-skin handbag. It was late summer and the days were long. My plan was to take effect as soon as they disappeared from sight.

‘Buster responded to my whistle and casually wandered across the paddock to me. It was my practice to have a treat for him whenever I whistled him to me – this time I had an apple from Mrs Hibbs’ tree. I soon had the bridle on Buster’s head and tied him up in the hay barn, ready for me to climb on board. Next I went into the house and, without attracting my brothers’ attention, gathered up Mum’s wind-up gramophone and her Bobby Darin record – her favourite.

‘Getting onto Buster while holding onto a gramophone was no easy task, but I had a woman to win and this was my golden opportunity. One hand held the reins and the other the gramophone as we quietly made our way to Sarah’s house. About halfway there we stopped and had a practice run at winding up the gramophone and playing a record. Everything worked a treat. The music sounded better than I’d expected and I was certain that my romantic gesture would win Sarah’s heart. That I wouldn’t be able to get down off of Buster when I got there was a matter that I hadn’t even considered.

‘With a song in my heart and a very light head, Buster and I carried on to Sarah’s house. I knew that she was going to be home alone for the evening so had no fear of making a fool of myself in front of her two older brothers, who were away hunting for the weekend.

‘Sarah’s house was a weatherboard one, with a narrow porch across the front of it and an entrance door right in the middle. The property was littered with trees of all varieties and was one of the nicest houses in the area.
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‘As Buster and I made our way up the short drive to Sarah’s house I saw her standing on the front porch watching my arrival. Trying to be as cool as can be, I wound the gramophone up tight and set the record playing as we went. The tune was one of Buster’s favourites too, and he was happy to plod along at a nice even pace as he nodded in time with the music. Sarah was waving madly at us and appeared to be very impressed with my entrance.

‘When Buster and I were about forty metres shy of the house, a car drove along the gravel road behind us. Both Buster and I were oblivious to its approach and the fact that it slowed to turn onto the property. I was kind of wrapped up with eyeballing Sarah.

‘Beeeeeeeep, beeeeeep, beeeeep, a car horn erupted behind me.

‘Buster got a hell of a fright and shot from almost standing still to flat out in milliseconds. I was jarred backward with such force that I let go of the gramophone as I struggled to keep hold of the reins. The gramophone plummeted unseen by me to the ground and shattered into pieces on impact. Buster ran wildly through the trees beside the house as I struggled to stay on him and held on for all I was worth.

‘Whack – Buster ducked his head under a branch but I didn’t. The branch caught me fair across my chops and knocked me off. I crashed to the ground and landed, minus most of my front teeth, with a bone-crunching thump.

‘I didn’t know whether I’d been reamed, bored or countersunk. Everything hurt like hell and my brain started doing circuits inside my skull. I fell unconscious.

‘The next thing I remember was coming to in the back of a car as we pulled into Rotorua hospital. The pain I felt was bloody near unbearable. Despite this, you can take it from me that I was more worried about my mum’s gramophone and the hiding I was going to get from Dad than any injuries I’d so far suffered.

‘It turned out that I’d fractured my skull, broken my jaw and collarbone, and lost most of my front teeth. There was no ACC back then and I don’t have any front teeth to this day. In fact, I reckon that that may well be why I never did get together with Sarah Walker.

‘The bastard who sounded the horn was one of Sarah’s brothers’ mates. He’d flogged his dad’s car and had called around to Sarah’s place to show off – the bastard. Her brothers weren’t even there.

‘I still believe my idea of playing the gramophone on the horse was the forerunner to car radios. I should’ve patented that bloody idea as well.

‘I was really lucky too, in that my mum and dad got such a fright on seeing me all broken and the extent of my injuries that they forgot to give me the hiding I probably deserved.

‘I left school at fifteen. There wasn’t much point in staying any longer as I wasn’t learning much of the stuff that they were trying to cram into my brain anyway. I got a job with a logging gang in the bush. As soon as I managed to save enough I purchased a new record player for my mum.

‘My five older brothers all played rugby for the same club and at age sixteen I was recruited into their senior grade team to play as halfback. As I’ve already said, I was the runt of the family and on my third game playing against men twice my size and more I ended up back in hospital. I had concussion and suspected spine injuries. For a time I couldn’t feel my toes and that scared the shit out of me. Fortunately, I made a full recovery but decided to give the rugby a miss from then on.

‘As rugby was out I started spending as much time as I could with my dad chasing pigs and deer. Dad ran three pig dogs so we spent most of our time hunting for pigs. Buster loved the outings and carried out anything we caught or shot without complaint.

‘Over time I became more interested in hunting deer. I think it was that I found deer hunting quieter and could enjoy the solitude of the bush more. I was very comfortable in the bush – each time I returned I felt like I was coming home and was overtaken by a great sense of calm and well-being.

‘My bushmen workmates used to tease the hell out of me, as I was so skinny in comparison to them. They were a hard-case bunch who enjoyed a beer and stirring each other up. Neither my mum nor dad drank alcohol. They were religious folks and told me that it was an evil substance. My workmates didn’t agree and I soon found myself having a fondness for beer just like them. They were a hard-working ragtag bunch. We had a Welsh guy whose nickname was Ocker, and an Australian called Pom. It was inevitable that I’d end up with a nickname and before long I was branded Arab. The name stuck and I haven’t been able to shake it off since.

‘Sadly, my dad died when I was eighteen. After his death I became the breadwinner and provider for my mum. My older brothers had all left home, which, by default, left this task for me.

‘In 1959 there wasn’t an overseas market for venison so anything I shot that wasn’t needed I would try to sell locally. I struck up an arrangement with a local hotel where they would purchase two deer a week from me and more if needed. This provided some much-needed money over and above my wage. Deer numbers were fairly high and filling my weekly order rarely caused me a problem.

‘By this time Buster was getting a bit older and, although he’d happily carry any load without complaint, I made sure that I didn’t overload him.

‘To get to my favourite hunting block I’d ride Buster about five miles down the Tarawera Road to the Whaka Forest. Needless to say, I’d always keep an eye out for an easy deer stupid enough to be hanging about in a farmer’s paddock as I wandered past. Most properties I passed backed on to the Whaka Forest and it wasn’t too unusual to see deer out grazing on grass in the early morning or late afternoon.

‘One farmer, Sid (not his real name but to save him and me embarrassment I won’t name the grumpy old sod), was very anti anyone shooting deer on his property. He didn’t hunt himself but preferred to be left alone to live his near-hermit lifestyle without interference. Often I’d ride past Sid’s place on Buster’s back, which elevated me above the scrub and low bush that edged the property and through which most people couldn’t see from the road. Regular as clockwork, I’d see deer grazing out in his paddocks, just begging to be shot – but knew I wasn’t allowed to. Sid’s property was teeming with deer.

‘I called in and spoke with Sid to seek his permission to hunt his property. His answer isn’t printable but suffice to say that he, in very strong language, declined my request.

‘I’d asked but been declined so that was that. However, it irked me to have to ride past such easy deer week after week.

‘At one point in time, I had been to my usual hunting spot two weeks in a row without getting a deer. My hotel customer wasn’t very happy with me and wasn’t shy about letting me know it.

‘“If you can’t do the job, I’ll find someone who can,” the publican said.

‘Given I was being paid in cash I didn’t want to lose the contract.

‘I needed some handy deer and quick. This brought the aforementioned farm to mind. Getting a deer or two from there should be as easy as riding up and shooting what I wanted. However, I couldn’t have a go at them while Sid was about. I needed to know when he would be away from the property.

‘A bit of hasty research revealed that Sid did his shopping every Friday. Further, he often stopped for a beer or two at the pub before returning home well after dark.

‘I wasn’t too happy about having to poach Sid’s land but I had a contract to fill and justified my intended actions by telling myself that all wild deer are classified as noxious pests that should be destroyed. After all, wasn’t the government spending a fortune trying to eradicate deer?

‘That Friday I rode Buster to the farm. Anyone seeing me would think I was headed to my usual hunting block at Whaka Forest and pay no attention to me at all. As I rode up the gravel road to my destination Sid drove past as he headed into town.

‘Absolutely bloody marvellous, I thought. Everything’s going to plan.

‘A gravel road led through undulating country to and beyond Sid’s property. At that time most of the farms were still in the process of being properly broken in and had patches of bush and scrub dotting the gullies and paddocks. Ti tree was the most common cover, with most farms on Whakarewarewa Road backing onto the Whaka Forest where many deer hid during daylight.

‘It wasn’t easy to hide Buster from view while I snuck though the boundary fence onto Sid’s farm. A small gut creek that emerged at the top end of the farm solved my problem. There was no fencing where it hit the road and provided a nice pocket of ti tree for him to hide in. There was even some grass at its bottom for Buster to nibble on.

‘With an hour of daylight remaining, I crept through a thin band of ti tree that lined the top paddock of Sid’s property. Keeping in the bush cover, I snuck toward the uppermost part of the farm where it merged with the Whaka Forest. The lush grass paddocks were devoid of any farm stock, which was a blessing.

‘After less than ten minutes of creeping along, I spied four large hinds feeding right out in the middle of the paddock. Wanting all four of them I resisted the urge to shoot from where I was and snuck further along to put myself between them and their escape route back into the bush. The wind and everything was in my favour as I sat down and steadied myself for the first shot. Dad’s bolt-action, fully wooded, open-sight .303 rifle was all that I had but after using it for the past two years I had become very confident with it. I lined up the closest animal, which also looked like the leader, and dropped her on the spot. The others circled, not sure what was going on. I shot a second hind before the other two. They clearly had no idea where the danger was coming from, and took ages before they got their act together and headed for the “safety” of the bush. This direction, of course, was almost straight at me. I lined up the leading hind but missed her. My next shot dropped her, but moments later the fourth deer escaped into the forest.

‘How good was that? Twenty minutes after dismounting Buster I had three deer shot and ready for delivery to the hotel. I didn’t want Sid to find out about my little foray onto his property so dragged the deer back into the forest to gut and prepare them for the ride back to town. Getting the animals through the back fence wasn’t much of a problem given that Sid hadn’t done a great deal of fence work for a very long time; the wires were very slack too, making it easy to drag the deer underneath.

‘It had just turned dark by the time I’d carried the deer back to Buster. Getting them onto his back was always an effort but Buster had been through the loading routine many times and did his bit to make things easier for me. I had made a saddle-type pack frame for Buster, which made getting the deer up that much easier.

‘The deer were delivered directly to the publican. In fact, Sid was leaving the very same hotel as I arrived to drop the deer off.

‘Needless to say, the convenience of getting easy deer almost on my doorstep was far too tempting. For the next few months I headed back to Sid’s farm most Fridays and always bagged some easy deer. Regular as clockwork I’d be riding up the valley and Sid would be departing down it. It seemed like a grand arrangement until one Friday when I was dropping deer off at the pub, the publican told me that Sid had been bitching at the bar about some bastard shooting his deer. He had mentioned me by name as he’d seen me on my horse heading up the valley as he left and was determined to catch me in the act. Worse still, he’d made a complaint to the police.

‘Obviously, I denied any knowledge and said I’d been hunting up around the Blue and Green Lake areas of the Whaka Forest.

‘“You do whatever you do but I’ve told you what the story is,” the publican stated.

‘I got a visit from Constable Burrows a couple of days later and was interviewed about trespassing on Sid’s land and stealing his deer. Again, I simply denied all knowledge and declared that the baddy wasn’t me.

‘I stayed away from Sid’s place for a few months, while things settled down again. But as was my usual practice, I still went up Whakarewarewa Road each Friday on my way to the Whaka Forest. My friendly publican told me that Sid was sure that the poacher was me and had waited to catch me for weeks. I was winning this game so far.

‘After several months of riding the extra distance to Whaka Forest, Buster and I thought that a short weekend was called for. As we travelled up the valley, Sid drove down it headed for town. That settled that. I was going to hunt Sid’s place again. Somewhere in the back of my mind a warning bell was ringing but I chose to ignore it, knowing that Sid was gone and that I was just being a bit paranoid.

‘For reasons even I’m not sure of, that night I walked Buster past our usual hiding spot and hid him in the forest about ten minutes’ walk further up the road. Better to show a bit of caution than to be silly about things.

‘I snuck back to the rear of Sid’s place by taking a direct route through Whaka Forest. If I got lucky I might even get a deer on my way there.

‘Twenty minutes later I arrived at the back of Sid’s place. I couldn’t see any deer in the paddocks and was about to move further along his boundary when I spied two in a paddock, well away from the bush but pretty damn close to Sid’s house. They were about a hundred and fifty metres from the farmhouse, which was a bit too close for my liking. Why the deer were so far away from their bush cover I had no idea, but they were there and they needed to be shot.

‘What the hell, I reasoned. Sid’s gone and the deer are close to the road. A quick stalk followed by a short drag to the road and I’ll be gone. Couldn’t be any easier, could it?

‘The deer were about a mile away. Getting to them unseen was going to be easy as there was a band of ti tree that lined the roadside all the way to them. All I had to do was stay under the cover of the bush then pop out and shoot the deer when I got there.

‘It turned out that getting to the deer wasn’t quite that straightforward as I had a few steep guts to navigate on the way. Also, Sid had been doing some fencing and there was a lot of mud and fallen scrub to work my way through as I stalked to the deer. By the time I reached my destination it was nearing dark and visibility was starting to get a bit murky. I poked my nose out of the ti tree and, sure enough, the deer were still feeding out in the paddock as happy as Larry. Without any further ado, I shot them both. They fell about sixty metres from me in the middle of the paddock and in full view of the house. This didn’t matter as Sid was single and he was in town. All I had to do was drag the deer into the scrub, gut them then go and get Buster for the short trip home. How easy was that?

‘I was still under cover of the ti tree when a light came on from inside the house. Shit, someone’s there, I thought. Bugger! What do I do now?

‘Without doubt my shots had been heard at the house and if it was Sid in there he’d be on his way to find me, most likely with gun in hand, any moment now. As I was pondering my predicament I heard a car drive along the gravel road, just a short distance from me. I had no idea who was driving but it stopped not too far up the road from where I was hiding. Someone got out of the car and I heard a door slam. At about the same time a spotlight was shone up the paddock in my general direction. My predicament was quickly turning to shit.

‘With both exits closed to me, I had to find a hiding place and fast. Using what little light there was to see, I bolted toward the road where the car had just pulled up. There was a short, steep bank between the road and Sid’s place and I hoped that it would provide some cover for me to hide in. As I ran I saw the spotlight start moving toward me and presumed that it was Sid holding it.

‘As quietly as I could, I scampered to the nearby embankment and sought a place to hide. I came to a very dense patch of scrub that overhung the bank’s edge. Beneath this was a shallow cavity in the bank where the soil had fallen away long ago. I squeezed myself through the scrub and took refuge by pressing myself tightly into the small cavity. The road was only ten metres in front of me and, other than a few spindly bushes, I was practically in full view of it. Should the person on the road shine their light in my direction I was as good as got. All I could do now was wait.

‘After what seemed like an eternity, I heard the sound of fence wire twanging in the paddock above me. Whoever had the spotlight was getting really close to me. I could hear my heart pounding and feared that the racket it caused may give my location away so held my breath in order to prevent this. Suddenly, the whole area surrounding me was lit up by an almost-blinding bright light. Without any doubt I would be seen by the person on the road below me. The light searched from left to right and back again several times before a voice called out from below.

‘“See anything?” It was Constable Burrows’ voice. The pile of shit that I was in had just got deeper.

‘“Not yet. Don’t worry, we’ll find the bastard soon enough,” came Sid’s voice from above.

‘I was too scared to move and didn’t move a muscle, feeling sure that if I did Constable Burrows would see me cowering under the bank.

‘The light searched up, down and around me as I held my breath.

‘“The bastard must be further up,” yelled Sid. “Let’s go take a look.”

‘With that, and to my huge relief, my pursuers headed further up the road. I dared not move and stayed put for the next hour and a half. I only ventured out from cover after I heard two people get into the car below, start it up and drive off toward the farm. As they stood by the car I overheard Sid:

‘“I don’t think the bastard got away with any of my deer this time. My guess is that he’s long gone by now. We might as well go and have a whisky to calm ourselves.”

‘How Constable Burrows failed to see me when I was lit up like a Christmas tree I do not know. The gods had smiled upon me so far that night.

‘What I struggled to figure out was how Sid and Constable Burrows had failed to see the two deer that I’d shot and that were still lying in the paddock.

‘I wasn’t about to give up the deer that easily either, and as soon as Sid’s house lights came on I snuck out into his paddock and dragged the two deer back to the cover of the surrounding ti tree. I dared not turn on my torch so had to gut the deer in the dark. The stars were starting to poke their noses out by this time, so all in all the task wasn’t too difficult. You can rest assured that I was tempted to leave the guts in the paddock where Sid would find them just to show him that the “poacher” had got some deer that night. I didn’t in the end, and hid them in the scrub. After all, I intended to come back for some more as soon as it was safe.

‘In darkness, I walked back to Buster who was very pleased to see me. I rode him back to the deer and loaded them on board before setting off for home. I passed Sid’s house and kept on toward town. I was only about a mile or so past when a car approached from behind. Buster and I stood to one side to allow the car to pass us but it didn’t. It came to a stop and out hopped Constable Burrows.

‘“What have you got there, young fellow?” he asked.

‘Being a bit more worldly than I was years before, when I’d first tangled with PC Burrows, I answered, “I’ve been pig hunting.”

‘“That right?” he responded. “Look more like deer to me.”

‘“Yeah, I know,” I came back. “Really pissed me off – I wanted some pork and all I got were these lousy deer. Mum won’t mind though. It’s better than coming home empty-handed.”

‘“And whereabouts did you get those deer?” Constable Burrows enquired.

‘“Got one in the head and the other in the front shoulder,” I offered.

‘Constable Burrows knew that I was taking the mickey out of him but didn’t allow me the pleasure of showing it.

‘“Sid, up the road there, has been having trouble with poachers on his land. That poacher wouldn’t happen to be you, would it?” he asked.

‘“Not a show in hell,” I replied. “I’ve got a beaut hunting spot up by Blue Lake. Never fails me. It’s a bugger that someone’s flogging Sid’s deer though.”

‘“I don’t recall mentioning that there were any deer being poached,” Constable Burrows responded, as his brow furrowed and he eyed me with a challenging stare. “What makes you think it’s deer and not cattle that are being poached?”

‘“Could be either I suppose. When you find out what’s going missing you let me know and I’ll keep an eye out for you. I’m up this way a fair bit and just might see something of interest to you.”

‘“I think you and I may be seeing a bit more of each other in the near future,” Constable Burrows declared. “Sid doesn’t want anyone hunting his property so to keep things above board I’m officially trespassing you from his land. If Sid or I find you on his property within the next two years you’re in the can. Have I made myself clear on this?”

‘“As clear as mud, but I don’t know why you’re bothering to trespass me. As far as I know Sid doesn’t have any pigs on his property anyway.”

‘I know that I should have shown Constable Burrows more respect and not stirred him up but I found it very exciting having him on, knowing that he had nothing on me and couldn’t prove that the deer on Buster’s back came from Sid’s property.

‘Things slowed down on the poaching front after my encounter with Constable Burrows. Worse still, he seemed to take a great deal more interest in what I was getting up to after that. Prior to our friendly roadside chat, Constable Burrows had tolerated me drinking at our local hotel with my workmates, even though I was well under the then legal drinking age of 21. Suddenly, I found myself being thrown out of the establishment and put before a judge to explain myself. My explanation can’t have been much good as he fined me a good whack of money with the intention of discouraging me from the evils of drink. The net result of his efforts was that I learned to brew beer at home and, much to my mum’s disgust, greatly increased my consumption of it.’
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Putting Me Crook

Dedicating only one chapter to a character as interesting as Arab would be almost a crime so I’ve given him a few more pages to continue with his yarn.

Over to you, Arab:

‘By age twenty-two I had worked in the bush for seven years. Over this time I’d developed a liking for working in old suits that I got cheap from op shops and such places. Sometimes I’d get my hands on an almost-new suit that came from some old codger who’d just kicked the bucket. I must have looked a right old sight out in the bush wearing these expensive suits. Working was hard on clothing but most of the suits I got were made of heavy wool so they kept me warm and lasted a fair while.

‘Although I really loved the bush, the time had came for me to try my hand at something else. A spot came up at a bread bakery that required me to work from 10 p.m. through the night till 6.30 a.m. This had to be the best job on earth. I had time to go for an evening hunt before work and a morning hunt before bed – perfect.

‘The bakery was owned by two brothers, Bernie and Toss. Both were aged in their mid thirties and despite the two-year age difference were often mistakenly thought to be twins. Each had a large, square head that was topped with a thick mass of unruly, wiry, brown hair. Both wore bushy moustaches and moments after shaving looked like they were due for another. These men were slightly above average build and were just plain hairy all over. Of course, their customers didn’t know this as we all dressed up in white overalls and aprons while we worked.

‘Bernie and Toss spent most of their time complaining that they weren’t earning enough to make ends meet and grizzling that I was being paid far too much for doing far too little. While my shift started at 10 p.m., Bernie and Toss didn’t start until about 3 a.m. When the baking was done I would head home but they would stay on at the shop to serve customers until their wives arrived to take over later in the morning.

‘About two months after I started working at the bakery, Bernie and Toss had a terrible fight. They had been bickering with each other from the moment they arrived at work and about an hour later came to blows. Both punched and kicked the living daylights out of each other. They fell and rolled all over the bakery floor, spilling flour everywhere and created a hell of a mess before Toss finally got the upper hand and pinned Bernie to the floor.

‘“I don’t give a shit what you say – I’m doing it anyway!” Toss hissed venomously into Bernie’s ear. “You keep baking and you keep your mouth shut, or else,” he threatened. He pushed Bernie’s face hard into the floor one more time for good measure.

‘With that, Toss stormed out the door still clad in his white, flour-covered baking clothes.

‘Things were very tense between Bernie and me that night as we got the baking organised. It was pretty obvious that whatever their row had been about was serious.

‘Toss returned to work several hours later. His whole demeanour had changed and he was very relaxed and humorous. It was as if nothing had gone on between him and his brother earlier that night.

‘Not long after he returned to work, the brothers had gone into the shop out front together. They were gone for about ten minutes before returning to the bakery.

‘Toss approached me and held out his hand. In it was five pounds – about a week’s wages in those days.

‘“This is a bonus from us for being such a reliable worker,” Toss started. “All I ask in return for this bonus is that, should anyone ask you where I was tonight, you swear that I was here with you and that I never left the premises. Have you got that? I never left these premises. If you agree to that the bonus is yours.”

‘I knew that something wasn’t right but that five-pound note looked real inviting, so I agreed that he was most definitely there on the premises all night and never left. Even better, when we finished baking the brothers put on a dozen quart bottles of beer and we drank them at the rear of the shop. By this time Toss and Bernie were back to being the best of mates.

‘Over the next eight months either Toss or Bernie would occasionally disappear from the bakery for short periods at night. Sometimes they would go individually and on others they would go together. They were never gone for more than two hours and each time I was given a bonus payment of five pounds to say they were there if asked. Taking my bonuses into account, I was earning pretty good wages, I must say, and was extremely happy with my working arrangements.

‘I was still hunting whenever I could and still had my hotel order of two deer a week to fill. I would often boast to the brothers about my great deer- and pig-hunting skills and also of my trout-tickling ability. I may have exaggerated a bit when I told them I could tickle a trout for them any time they wanted one. I’d told them I could do this at any time of day or night and without even working up a sweat.

‘I was really living the good life and had money to burn. I didn’t feel too sexy about living at home with my elderly mum, but she liked company and the others had all left so I guess the arrangement suited us both. And anyway, I had a wahine on the scene and required money to entertain her.

‘One night at work, Bernie returned from one of his forays into the unknown and was in a very exuberant mood. He stated over and over again that he’d “cracked the big one”. I had no idea of what he was talking about but took the five-pound note all the same.

‘Toss was ecstatic as well. “This morning we celebrate with wine, women, song and fine food,” he declared.

‘“We may have to settle for a beer, no women, no wine and our own baking,” Bernie replied.

‘“Not a problem,” enthused Toss, before turning to me. “Arab, old son, now’s the time to prove your trout-tickling skills. We need a big fat trout to put on fresh baked bread to aid our celebrations. Are you up to it?”

‘It was almost four in the morning, it was midwinter and by local standards it was a very cold night. However, after all my boasting I was pushed into a corner on this one.

‘“No problem at all. Lend me your car and I’ll be back with one in a jiffy.”

‘Moments later, Toss’s car keys landed on the bench in front of me and I was off fishing.

‘I left my white baking clothes behind and departed wearing my ill-fitting, weathered and no-longer-fashionable suit. A short drive later had me parked on a quiet side street not far out of Rotorua. Nearby was a stream I knew that was usually teeming with trout. It also had steep grassy sides with a muddy bank underneath. The stream had produced some easy trout for me in the past and I hoped it wouldn’t let me down tonight.

‘To get to the stream I had to traverse a narrow band of dense bush that grabbed and clawed at me as I went. I had no torch and there was no moon out to light my way. The only lighting assistance I got was from the faint glow of the stars above.

‘To get to the best stretch of creek for tickling trout, I had to force my way through a barbed-wire fence. As I levered myself underneath the wire, my trouser leg got caught. I had to wrench my leg pretty hard before I finally managed to break free, tearing my suit trousers in the process.

‘It was bloody cold. All I wanted to do was tickle the first available trout and bugger off back to the nice warm bakery.

‘Having taken my jacket off, I lay down in the dank wet grass and slowly lowered my bare arm into the dark water. My fingers felt their way through the foliage and down to where the muddy bank eased under the stream’s side. The water was cold, and my fingers and arm quickly went quite numb. Following the lessons that Dad had given me, I soon felt the belly of a trout as it lay against the side of the bank. Ever so gently I caressed its belly with a finger just like a strand of grass being washed by the water’s current would. It didn’t take me long to work my fingers up the trout’s body to its gills. The moment of success or failure had arrived. With a swift sweeping motion I wedged my two fingers and a thumb into the fish’s gills and pulled it from the water, throwing it well away from the stream. After a short struggle, as the fish attempted to get back to the creek, I had secured our breakfast.

‘On reaching the car, I discovered that a sizable chunk of my suit trousers had been torn off when I went under the barbed wire. The remaining lower trouser leg was all but removed as well. I was taking my girlfriend out for breakfast at the local hotel after work so made a quick detour back to Mum’s place to put on another suit. Unusual as it may seem, other than underpants and socks, suits are just about the only other clothing that I own. As the one I’d been wearing was now buggered, I threw it into the rubbish hole behind the house before returning to work.

‘True to my word, I was back at the bakery within forty-five minutes of having left. Toss had obtained some tin foil, a lemon, butter and herbs. An hour later, when the horizon was just turning to that orange tinge of morning, we knocked the lid off of a beer each and set about demolishing baked trout on fresh bread. Yes, the world was indeed a perfect place to be at that exact moment in time.

‘I was in the process of opening my third bottle of beer when we received a visitor. Uninvited and in through the rear door of the bakery walked Constable Burrows.

‘“Morning, gentlemen. I’d like a word with young Arab here please,” he stated.

‘Startled, I asked, “Why?”

‘“We need to discuss your wee fishing trip this morning. You may recall the one. It was to catch the trout I believe you are currently eating.”

‘Bloody hell, I thought. How the hell did he know it was me?

‘I may have forgotten to mention to you earlier in the yarn that the creek I bagged the trout in ran through Rainbow Springs. Rainbow Springs just happens to be a major tourist attraction that specialises in breeding and displaying huge brown and rainbow trout. The odd trout escapes down- or upstream from Rainbow Springs but I have always found it easier to obtain one from on the inside of Rainbow Springs than the outside.

‘“We’re eating trout all right,” I stammered. “One I was given by Ted Grainger two days back.”

‘I actually had been given a trout by Ted but had had it for tea that same night with my mum so was only telling half a lie.

‘“Rainbow Springs has a fancy new alarm system that happens to tell us when someone’s poaching there or maybe even doing a burglary of their offices. I got there as quick as I could but you’d gone,” Constable Burrows continued.

‘“Nah, mate. I wasn’t there. I’ve been here working all night.”

‘“That’s right, officer,” interjected Bernie. “We’ve been working here all night together.”

‘“That’s a fact,” Toss added.

‘“I believe you wear suits all the time, Arab. I see you’re wearing one now in fact,” Constable Burrows said smugly. He then thrust out his oversized mitt and in it was a strip of material from my suit. He continued, “I believe this belongs to you.”

My heart missed several beats and my mind was racing. The piece of material was definitely from my suit. I was caught red-handed. It took several long moments before my stunned mind cleared and things began to sort themselves out again.

‘“Take a look for yourself,” I volunteered, as I waved my leg in front of him. “There’s no material missing from my suit.”

‘Man, was I pleased I had ventured home to change my suit before returning to work.

‘“I guess there isn’t,” observed the constable. “The suit material is a different colour and style too. I may well have grabbed the wrong end of the stick on this one by thinking it was you.”

‘“Couldn’t have been, could it?” added Toss.

‘After a bit more discussion, Constable Burrows departed but not before apologising for his accusation. He was plain wrong: the trout hadn’t been poached at all – we’d baked it in tin foil.

‘The last thing Constable Burrows mumbled before he left was that this hadn’t been his night. Apparently someone had also burgled a business and cracked its safe.

‘“It hasn’t been a good night for me at all,” he moaned. “My boss is gonna tear strips off me when I get back to the station.”

‘Constable Burrows never noticed Bernie and Toss exchange knowing glances at hearing this, but I did. It was about then that I started putting two and two together and scored five. I was bloody grateful for their backup when I was being grilled by Constable Burrows but wasn’t too sure how I felt about covering their arses if they were the aforementioned safe-crackers. In the end I resolved my dilemma by convincing myself that I hadn’t actually committed any crime. I didn’t see taking my customary Maori harvest of trout as being a crime, nor had I told anyone a lie to cover for them. Over and above all of this, my bosses might not even be crooks and I could just be plain old wrong about seeing them exchange glances like I thought I had. Once I had squared all this away in my head it was back to business as usual. We carried on as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

‘It was about four months later in early summer before Toss next ventured out for a night foray. After that, either he or Bernie took off on their night excursions on a pretty regular basis. I was getting five pounds a pop for doing absolutely nothing so was happy enough for them to do this. I knew that I wasn’t doing anything wrong – or was I?

‘One night Bernie arrived at work with a tape recorder. He plugged the thing into the wall and I thought he was going to play us some music to help pass the night away. He wasn’t. Instead, Bernie set the recorder to record and spent the entire night making more noise than usual and recording it on the tape. Both brothers broke out singing occasionally, they told jokes and talked loudly about the racehorses that they fancied for the upcoming race meeting. It all seemed a bit strange to me.

‘The following Thursday the brothers arrived at work together and again set up the tape player in the corner.

‘“Bernie and I are going out for a few hours. We’ll leave the tape playing and no matter what, it’s to stay on. Under no circumstances are you to turn it off before we get back,” Toss instructed. “Is that understood?”

‘“Whatever you say, boss,” I answered. “The tape stays on until you return. I’m not to turn it off under any circumstances.”

‘With that, the brothers departed the bakery but, strangely, not through the rear door as they normally did. Instead, they had me turn off the bakery lights for several seconds. While the lights were off they quietly entered the office to one side of the building. When I turned the lights back on they were in the office and its door was shut. What they were getting up to in there was anybody’s guess. I was to later to find out that they had climbed out of the office window and departed.

‘The tape the brothers put on, and rather loudly I might add, was the recording of us working that they had made a week earlier.

‘I had bread orders to fill so I got on with the job as usual. I was used to the continual banter between Toss and Bernie but it did seem bloody unusual to have them carrying on when they weren’t actually there.

‘About an hour later there was a loud and very assertive knock at the locked back door to the bakery. As I had no idea what the brothers were up to and not wanting to blow whatever it was, I chose to simply ignore the knocking.

‘“Arab, I know you’re in there so open this bloody door before I kick it in,” bellowed Constable Burrows’ deep voice from behind the wooden door.

‘Holy shit, I thought. What do I do now?

‘“You have until the count of three to open the door or it comes off its hinges,” Constable Burrows continued at great volume.

‘I am really in the shit this time, I thought. If I open the door the fact my bosses are away would become obvious. If I don’t open the door it’s gonna be broken down anyway.

‘“One.”

‘I haven’t done anything wrong, so why should I care? Having said that, I don’t know if the bosses have done anything wrong and I want to keep my job.

‘“Two.”

‘I was caught between a rock and a bloody big tree stump. I raced to the tape recorder and turned it off before unlocking and opening the door just as Constable Burrows was starting to say “Three”.

‘“Where are Toss and Bernie?” he demanded, as he and an equally large sergeant shoved past me to gain entry.

‘“I don’t know,” I answered truthfully.

‘“I’ve been listening from outside and heard their voices – where are they?” he challenged.

‘“I don’t know,” I replied. “Take a look for yourself.”

‘With that, the policemen searched the premises and discovered that they were in fact “missing”.

‘“Something stinks here,” the sergeant chipped in.

‘“We are very hygienic at this bakery, sergeant, I can assure you of that.”

‘“Watch your smartarse lip,” he bit back.

‘After a bit of chin-scratching and wandering about in the bakery, the sergeant happened upon the tape player. I watched nervously as he, in a pondering sort of way, fiddled with the buttons. As soon as he prodded the play button with his oversized digit, the voices of Toss and Bernie erupted from the recorder. The sergeant’s face changed almost instantly as if something had just clicked.

‘“Constable. Please shut that door and lock it,” he instructed before turning to me. “You and I are going to have a wee chat very soon and so help me God you had better give me the right answers.”

‘He then instructed me to carry on with my bread-making and said that he and Constable Burrows were going to wait inside the bakery for my bosses’ return. In this uncomfortable environment I found the blaring tape recording to be really bloody annoying. I was comfortable that I wasn’t in trouble – I hadn’t done a damn thing wrong – but I had no idea what my bosses had been up to.

‘After what seemed like forever, the office door opened and as bold as brass in walked Toss and Bernie. They had huge grins plastered all over their faces and were obviously very pleased with themselves. The tape was still blaring and they had no idea of what awaited them. Things changed a second or two later when they walked straight into the arms of the waiting sergeant and constable.

‘Accusatory glances were fired at me by both my bosses. All I could do was offer them an apologetic shrug as they were marched from the premises in handcuffs. I watched them being handcuffed and being told something about having rights before they left the building.

‘There I was. All alone and with no bloody idea of what had just taken place. Within hours customers would start arriving seeking their bread and there was no one there to sell it to them. When I had finished baking I made my way to Bernie’s house and woke his wife Elizabeth. When I told her what had happened she burst into tears and hugged me as she sobbed.

‘“I told him this would happen but he wouldn’t listen. He never listens,” she wailed.

‘I’d done all I could so headed for home. I knew that I was going to get a visit from the law in the very near future.

‘Sure enough, about mid afternoon my mum woke me from a deep sleep to tell me that the law was there and wanted to speak with me. She was very worried that I had transgressed to the other side and that I was in trouble. I gave her a reassuring kiss on her forehead, and told her not to worry and that I wasn’t in trouble but knew someone who may be.

‘Back at the police station I was taken into a small room with no windows and a very large lock on the outside of the door. For several hours I was accused of being a liar, a burglar and a thief. According to the sergeant, I hadn’t done a decent day’s work in my life and was cavorting with criminals.

‘At the end of proceedings the sergeant was satisfied that I wasn’t any of the above and that I was simply an employee who had no idea that my bosses were safe-crackers. Yep, you heard right – bloody safe-crackers. I suspected they were up to no good but never that they were doing break-ins and cracking open the safes while they were there.

‘Before I was released from the police station, the sergeant told me that they had suspected Toss and Bernie for some time and that they had been keeping watch on the bakery hoping to catch them. The only reason they had come into the bakery that night was because one of the local pubs had been burgled. The publican hadn’t got around to banking the week’s takings and a whole lot of cash had been stolen. Despite hearing Toss and Bernie’s voices inside the bakery, they had decided to talk with them anyway to establish if they were involved or not. You can imagine their surprise (and delight) when they entered the bakery to find that the voices they had heard were only recordings.

‘Now, you’re probably wondering how my conscience allowed me to keep the five-pound notes my bosses gave me when, as it turned out, they were off doing safe-breaks. The answer to that is simple. I had only ever been asked to say my bosses were there all night if I was asked. I wasn’t asked by the sergeant, or anybody else for that matter, so I never lied to anybody. My bosses were caught red-handed returning to the bakery and couldn’t deny that they’d been away. As far as I knew, they could have just been visiting their mistresses (not that I was supposed to know anything about them either).

‘It was time to return to the bush and get into a bit more hunting.’
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Little Toot

It was far too bloody early when Greg pulled his Toyota into my driveway. We were off for a day’s hunting in the Canterbury high country and getting out of bed at 4 a.m. didn’t sit that comfortably alongside my concept of having a nice, relaxing day off.

Knowing that Greg was an army man who did everything with military precision, it had been foolish of me, after the alarm went off, to try to grab an extra few minutes in the scratcher before he arrived.

By the time Greg flicked my bedroom light on to drag me from my slumber he had already put the jug on, loaded three coffee cups with ingredients and put some bread in the toaster.

After I had managed to blink the grit from my eyeballs, Greg’s smiling face came into sharp focus as he sat in the big easy chair at the foot of my bed. He was clean-shaven, hair gelled to one side, was wearing a huge grin, and looked very awake and ready for action. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he’d already done a couple of hundred sit-ups, ironed a week’s worth of shirts and run a few miles to warm up before he arrived to bugger up my sleep.

‘C’mon you lazy bastard,’ he jibed. ‘Get your arse out of bed. There are deer waiting to be shot and they’re not getting any closer to your freezer with you lying in bed.’

It was sickening how healthy and awake Greg looked at that ungodly hour.

By the time I’d swallowed my second cup of coffee and began to feel almost human again, we were an hour’s drive out of Christchurch. We were off to bag some ‘easy deer’.

The hunt had been mooted the previous year when we were hunting in Fiordland together. I had been foolish enough to tell Greg that I’d never shot a deer in Canterbury despite having lived there for many years.

‘You must be joking,’ Greg had responded. ‘There are heaps of deer there. There are so many and they are so easy to hunt that I rarely have to leave the vehicle to get one.’

I told Greg that he was full of the proverbial and that deer were as scarce as rocking-horse shit in Canterbury. I’d had a good few years of hunting there without success, to prove my point.

‘Clearly you’re an old, tired, fat and useless hunter. I can get a deer in Canterbury whenever I need to,’ Greg had boasted.

It is true that I am older than him but I felt that the issues of my being fat, tired and useless were up for negotiation.

‘You’re talking crap,’ I had challenged Greg. ‘“Rarely have to leave the vehicle” my arse.’

It was after this discussion that Greg, his feelings a little hurt by my disbelief, had volunteered to show me how Canterbury hunting was done.

The winter’s morning was cold and miserable with a strong hint of rain as we drove through dense fog toward the mountains.

The third member of our party was Scott (who you’ve already met). The occasional snore that emitted from his side of the vehicle confirmed my suspicion that he wasn’t much of a morning person either.

After several hours’ driving, we turned onto a gravel road and wound our way through the foothills toward the main ranges. Using a key that had been hidden under a rock awaiting our arrival, Greg opened a padlocked gate to allow us access to a series of high-river terraces. We followed a muddy track through scrub and matagouri-choked paddocks until we reached yet another farm gate.

It was fast turning from night to day and as we travelled Greg regaled us with stories of the many deer he’d shot in this area.

‘You’d better keep an eye out,’ he said as I exited the vehicle to open the gate. ‘We could see deer anywhere here.’

Given that our visibility was limited by the banks of rolling fog, I wasn’t as hopeful.

We eased through the gate and made our way down a narrow, slippery track to the river flats below. Just before we got to the bottom of the incline the vehicle suddenly skidded to a halt and in an instant Greg had jumped from the cab with his rifle clenched in his hand. It wasn’t until he swung the rifle to his shoulder and took aim along the steep bank face on the driver’s side of the 4 × 4 that I was able to see what had set him alight. Trotting away from us along the face and fast disappearing from view into the fog were three hinds. Unfortunately, they were faster than Greg and disappeared from sight before he managed to fire a shot at any of them.

‘Ya useless bastard,’ jeered Scott from the backseat. ‘Three easy deer toasting on your barrel and you missed them. If you’d got off your arse a bit quicker I could’ve been back in my nice warm bed by ten.’

‘If you’d been awake instead of resting your eyes you might have got one yourself,’ Greg responded.

‘You know that I leave the easy ones for you,’ Scott replied. ‘Makes you feel useful. Anyway, I prefer the running shots after you miss.’

Up to this point in time I had been sceptical of Greg’s boast that deer were easy to get where we were about to hunt. He referred to the valley as his ‘meat safe’. Given we hadn’t actually arrived at our intended destination yet and that three deer had been seen already, I was beginning to view things a bit differently.

The valley was typical of Canterbury’s high country. It had a wide, flat matagouri-covered floor through which a braided river meandered. Low numbers of cattle grazed the grass and vegetation that struggled to survive in the barren, rock-strewn environment. We were on the shaded side of the valley and were destined to see very little sun that day. An intensely cold, slow-moving wind ushered the fog down the valley past us, and a foot-deep layer of snow underfoot only added to the bleakness of the day. Both sides of the valley were edged by high and very steep mountain ranges. In places, fingers of bush lurched upward from the valley floor but mostly the sides were cloaked with scrub, matagouri, rock and tussock. The mountaintops proper were a mixture of solid rock peaks and barren shingle knobs.

Across the valley we occasionally saw, through gaps in the fog and low cloud, mountaintops just being struck by the rising morning sun.

Once in the riverbed, the going became slow and lumpy, and the track all but invisible. Banks of fog continued to drift past but with increasing frequency we were treated to glimpses of the snow-covered range immediately above us.

Soon after the 4 × 4 climbed out of a steep side creek, Greg stopped the vehicle on a wide shingle fan.

‘Let the hunting begin,’ Greg said as he eased himself from the Toyota.

It was pretty obvious to me that there would be nothing to hunt on the barren terrace we were parked on. Further, we were some distance from the valley sides. If we were to hunt the area then surely common sense indicated that we should at least drive closer to the hunting grounds. Given that I was the learner here, I took the wise precaution of keeping my mouth shut.

‘Look and learn,’ Greg invited as he set up a large spotting telescope on the front of the truck and aimed it toward the range beside us. Scott, armed with a large pair of binoculars, followed suit.

I have spent most of my hunting years stalking in the bush and along bush edges. To me there should be no deer on the faces above. Firstly, they were on the shaded and therefore bloody cold side of the valley. Secondly, the sides were covered in scrub and tussock and had very little native bush for the deer to hide in.

Within minutes Scott declared calmly, ‘I can see three.’

‘Do you mean the three halfway up that jagged gut to our right?’ asked Greg.

Scott’s ‘Uh-huh,’ confirmed that he was not the only one who had spotted the deer.

‘Have you seen the other two about two hundred yards straight above them?’ enquired Greg.

It took me a while to locate the deer with my binoculars but, sure enough, they were there. All five were out in the open exactly where they shouldn’t be. My suggestion that we go get them was rejected instantly.

‘They’re in a bastard of a spot,’ Greg said. ‘There is no way we can successfully stalk them in their current location. To get onto them we’d have to approach from the far side of the gut that runs behind them. We wouldn’t see them until we climbed out of the gut and they’d probably have moved before we got there. Not to worry – there will be plenty more to choose from.’

I had just seen more deer in five minutes that I had seen in Canterbury in the past 10 years and my mates weren’t even interested in having a go at them – unbelievable.

After suffering the intense cold for another 10 minutes, we packed up and drove a further 15 minutes up the valley to the next section of mountainside, where we repeated the process. This time we spied three chamois feeding in a very deep, ugly and dangerous rock gut. Above the gut on a very steep face, a wall of snow sat precariously balanced, as if waiting for a foolish hunter to venture below. Again, we decided that those animals were not for us.

We spent the rest of the morning glassing the many faces above but, unfortunately, we saw no more animals. The intense cold limited our glassing time to however long it took for our fingers to almost freeze solid.

A highlight of my morning was watching a native falcon as it scoured along the mountainside before landing in a tree about 50 metres from where we sat. It was even courteous enough to pose while I took its photograph.

The intense cold had been getting the better of me but at about the same time as the sun’s weak rays hit the valley floor the wind died out and the day took a big turn towards the warmer side of life.

Greg and Scott were a bit disappointed that we hadn’t seen a deer or chamois for several hours and declared that there were normally far more animals about.

At about midday, we decided to head for home. The day was still cold and my mates had had enough. They seemed a bit peeved at the lack of animals but me – I was bloody delighted to have seen eight animals even though none had been in a location where we could realistically stalk them. But then it was just plain common sense that no self-respecting deer would be out in the middle of the day in the cold conditions we were suffering.

As we made our way back down the valley, we again stopped at regular intervals to glass the snow-covered faces we had already searched earlier in the day.

At 1.45 p.m. Greg blurted out, ‘I can see two deer.’

His eye never left the lens of his spotting scope as he gave us directions to where they were standing. To my surprise, both were in a reasonably open area on a small, flat shelf about halfway up the mountainside. They were standing in low scrub that came about halfway up their chests and their upper bodies could clearly be seen. It looked like they were peering over the edge of the shelf at us below.

With the deer sighted, I was keen for us to go get them but Greg reckoned we didn’t need to be too hasty and that we should stay and watch them for a while. His reasoning behind this became clear later.

We were at least 1.5 kilometres from the deer but through Greg’s spotting scope we could easily see them chewing their cuds and staring down at us. Scott borrowed my camera and took some photographs of the deer through the scope lens. One of these appears in the photo section of this book.

After the deer lost interest in watching us from above, they resumed feeding. They didn’t go far from where Greg first spotted them before eventually lying down out of view on the edge of the shelf.

‘Now we move,’ declared Greg. ‘There are two deer and three of us so we will draw straws to see who goes up the hill to shoot them.’

This didn’t seem to make much sense to me. ‘Shouldn’t we all head up the hill?’ I asked.

‘No, mate,’ Greg answered. ‘That’d stuff up the plan.’

With that Greg broke three matches into different lengths. Holding them half-hidden in his fist he held them out for me to choose one. ‘Whoever draws the shortest match stays with the truck,’ he stated emphatically.

It would be an arduous climb up the steep, slippery snow-covered tussock and scrub face to get to the deer so some would argue that I struck it lucky when I drew the short straw and the task of staying behind to guard the truck.

Greg and Scott checked their rifles and gathered their daypacks in readiness for the ascent. Before their departure, Greg removed a small plastic box from the rear of the vehicle. Inside were two small, hand-held, two-way radios.

‘The plan’s simple,’ Greg started. ‘You don’t take your eyes off the deer so that we can be sure they haven’t moved by the time we get up there. If they do move you keep an eye on them and guide us to wherever they go.’

It hadn’t escaped my attention that I couldn’t see the deer at this point as they were lying down. When I pointed this out Scott stated that I’d see them get up provided I kept a vigilant eye out and stayed awake.

We tested the radios to ensure that they worked before Greg and Scott set off. I was given one final instruction before they departed.

It didn’t take long for me to realise I had indeed drawn the short straw. There I was standing on a cold, windswept valley floor with one eye glued to a spotting scope. I was too scared to move away or take my eye off the deers’ bedding ground for fear of them moving off without me seeing them go. I was freeze-blasted for nearly an hour before I saw the blaze orange jackets of my mates emerge in a rocky gut, about two-thirds of the way up to the deer. They were downwind of the animals and I suspect, due to the strong wind, would not be heard as they approached.

A tinny-sounding voice erupted from the radio sitting on the truck’s bonnet beside me.

‘Are they still there?’

‘Nothing’s moved,’ I replied.

‘How far above us are they now?’

‘You’ve got about a hundred and fifty feet yet to climb. The deer are still in the same spot. The gut you’re in turns nasty about fifty metres above you. Your best approach is to leave the gut and follow the right-hand side until you get to the big rock that overhangs the gut. Get on top of that and you should be able to see the deer from there,’ I instructed.

I watched my mates make agonisingly slow progress out of the gut and up the face beside it. Things were obviously harder up there than for me on the flat below. The deer had no chance of seeing Greg or Scott due to a small ridge that ran vertically between them and the shelf the deer were on.

Eventually, my mates emerged on top of the rock. They were slightly above the deer and I watched them as they glassed the area looking for them.

‘Can’t see the bastards,’ came a whispered voice over the radio. ‘Give us two minutes then carry out the plan.’

I watched Greg as he settled into a comfortable shooting position on top of the rocky platform. Scott sat perched behind him with his binoculars searching the area for the deer.

The ledge the deer were sleeping on was covered in low scrub of about a metre in height. The deer were lying comfortably sheltered beneath it and were invisible to Scott and Greg.

‘Ready when you are,’ Scott’s hushed voice sounded over the radio.

With my eye glued to the spotting scope, which Greg had set up on the bonnet of the 4 × 4, I reached through the open driver’s window and pressed hard on the vehicle’s horn. The serenity of the afternoon was blasted away by the loud, raucous howl that emitted from under the bonnet.

As I watched, a deer’s head popped up through the scrub above. Moments later, it rose to its feet and leaned over the shelf edge to see what was making the racket below. I don’t think the deer had time to figure it out before Greg shot it.

The second deer, who obviously wanted in on the action, stood up and was also shot within seconds by Greg. I watched Greg and Scott embark on a lengthy round of back-slapping and congratulating each other on their fine effort before they departed to gather their spoils.

I would have conveyed my elation to them but for the fact that the radio’s battery had chosen to go flat at that precise moment.

From my position, I knew exactly where the deer had fallen but the chaps above had a different perspective. About 15 minutes after shooting the deer they arrived in the general area where they had fallen. Scott and Greg started grid-searching the wrong area as they searched for the animals.

There wasn’t a thing I could do to point them in the right direction due to the now-flat radio battery.

After some time Scott returned to the rock from where Greg had shot the deer. In no time at all he directed Greg to the right spot and the deer were quickly found.

The journey down the hill with a deer each on their backs was far tougher than the climb up. The slippery tussock often gave way beneath their feet as they tumbled and slid toward the valley floor.

Greg’s day took a turn for the worse when he was about two-thirds of the way down. His foot became trapped between some rocks, which caused him to fall and mangle his ankle. I had climbed up to them by this time and can say with authority that some really choice words crossed Greg’s lips when he fell. The ankle quickly swelled to indecent proportions and from that point onward he struggled to put any weight on it at all.

Even though it was extremely cold and Greg was suffering a very sore leg, my mates were elated when I handed them a beer each to re-energise their batteries for the final leg of the journey.

I have to give Greg 10 out of 10 for the effort he put in returning to the Toyota. In typical military fashion, he never grizzled once. They sure breed army personnel tough here in New Zealand.

In keeping with the long-held tradition, we stopped at a pub on the way home to celebrate our success. By the time we got there, Greg’s ankle had swollen to the size of a small pumpkin and he’d mentioned on more than one occasion that it hurt a little. He couldn’t quite manage to hobble into the bar for a beer so we bought one to him and he drank it while leaning on the 4 × 4.

The last leg of the journey home required a detour to the Christchurch hospital. Sure enough, Greg had broken a bone in his foot, which went a long way toward explaining his reluctance to walk on it.

Greg had exaggerated when he told me a year earlier he rarely needed to leave his vehicle to get a deer in Canterbury; however, he wasn’t that far off the mark. That day my mates had shown me that deer were there and in good numbers too.

As easy as that, two deer had made their way into our freezers. I accept that my physical contribution was far less than Greg and Scott’s but it was them who had been greedy and taken the biggest portions of the matches in the first place.

My mates showed me that hunting in Canterbury was almost as easy as they had boasted and that all it took was patience, a good spotting scope, two-way radios and a loud truck horn.
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Pig, Stag and Paua

I first met Crummy in Featherston many years ago. He’d organised a hunting competition and my team were the only entrants from the South Island. The competition ran for a week and each team was allocated a hunting block that had been decided by a ballot. The hunt lasted six days and by the week’s end a large number of deer, pigs and other game had been shot or caught, and returned to the Tauherenikau racecourse for weighing and measuring. More importantly, an after-match function was held where prizes were given for the heaviest deer, pig, trout and more. The main prize, a rifle, was awarded for the best trophy stag’s head. Some lucky North Island hunter bagged that but that’s another story.

To ensure that the reputation of all hill-hardened southern men was kept intact, my team felt obliged to consume more than our fair share of the amber liquid at the event – and we did.

Crummy was running the show and seemed like a decent sort of a bloke. By night’s end he was talking a similar version of shorthand to me and by some miracle we semi-understood what each other was saying. He blamed his mispronunciation and slurring of words on his drinking but I was sure that it was due his consumption of alcohol.

The night ended with Crummy inviting me and anyone else who could stand to his place for a feed of bacon and eggs before we departed for home in the morning. The bacon, he boasted, was from a wild pig he’d shot himself. Now a man would have been foolish to turn down an offer like that, wouldn’t he?

The next morning, the five bass drummers playing havoc in my head and I wandered to Crummy’s place to take him up on his kind offer of breakfast. By the time I arrived about 20 others were already there and I was praying that he’d got a big pig so that there was enough bacon to feed us all.


[image: 6 Dishes]


After a huge feed, 19 of the 20 present buggered off home leaving yours truly to do the blooming dishes. Thanks very much, guys.

As Crummy and I took to the task at hand he regaled me with tales of his hunting exploits, some from helicopters and others on foot. Crummy has a way of telling yarns that grabs the listener and has them hanging off every word. I suspect that a bit of poetic licence is taken in the telling and there’s always a fair bit of humour thrown in for good measure. Before the dishes were finished my ribs hurt from laughing so much. It’s only natural that we’ve been mates ever since.

Over the years, I have been on many hunts with Crummy, every one a cracker and always handicapped by excessive quantities of booze. We may not have bagged many animals but we sure have had a lot of laughs.

The following story is Crummy’s and I’ll leave the telling of it to him. To help you get the picture of things to come I can tell you the following:

Crummy is a good bastard. He’s a fraction shorter than average and, like me, carries an oversize beer gut, it’s true, but he’s a good bastard nonetheless. Some of you will have met Crummy in my previous books and will have a fair idea of the hard-case character he is. For those of you who don’t know him, you’ll just have to take my word for it.

Crummy has tried his hand at all sorts of things throughout his life but he reckons that the most exciting and fun job he ever had was being a helicopter shooter in the days of deer-meat recovery. Needless to say, a man becomes pretty handy with a rifle when he’s shooting day after day at running deer from a fast-moving helicopter and Crummy was no exception. I don’t go hunting with Crummy much these days because every time we see a deer he’s shot the bloody thing before I can even get my rifle up. He’s often told me that I’m ‘the best damn packhorse he’s ever had and that it would be a bit more practical if I was to leave my rifle at home to save me carrying the extra weight’. I reckon that he may be onto something there.

Crummy lives in the central North Island of New Zealand and, while not hunting from helicopters these days, gets out for a hunt as often as time allows. Now that I’ve given you the general run-down on my mate, I’ll let him tell his story:

‘My mate, let’s call him Big Al, and I had made arrangements to hunt one April roar in the Wairarapa. Big Al flew into Wellington on a ferociously windy autumn day. I’d watched the aircraft twist and lurch its way toward the runway and couldn’t help but wonder why the airport wasn’t closed altogether. Big Al emerged from the plane looking surprisingly composed compared to the other passengers, who obviously hadn’t enjoyed the rollercoaster landing. I liked Big Al’s explanation: “Any landing you walk away from is a good one.”

‘After grabbing his kit we jumped into my trusty old Subaru and headed north. Big Al commented that he would have preferred travelling in a style more appropriate to his station and position in life but, at that time, I didn’t own a skateboard.

‘I was glad I was wearing my Red Band gumboots as within minutes of leaving the airport the bullshit was flowing thick and fast. We laughed and yarned our way over the Rimutakas and into the Wairarapa. The plan was to spend the night at home and then travel to the east coast the next day for a week’s hunting, relaxing and, whenever necessary, rehydrating.

‘That evening was spent catching up, packing kit and ensuring that our fluid levels remained high. Unfortunately, this resulted in a later-than-expected departure time the next day. Isn’t it weird how, despite drinking so much, the next day you are always so thirsty?

‘Our destination was White Rock Station, which is situated on the lower east coast of the North Island. We were fortunate enough to have been given permission to hunt the station for a week.

‘We arrived there at around two in the afternoon and spoke to Rachel, the manager’s wife, to let her know that we had arrived and to find out where we were to set up camp. Thanks to the station’s generosity, setting up camp only required unloading our gear into the shearers’ quarters, stocking the fridge and getting ready for an afternoon hunt.

‘White Rock Station takes its name from a very prominent wall of white rock that protrudes seaward on the coast. It is one of the original sheep and beef stations of New Zealand and was founded in the mid 1800s by Richard Barton. Originally White Rock Station was about twenty thousand acres in size but as it was passed down from generation to generation, through inheritance, the number of owners grew and grew. The inland half of the station was split off and this is now called Riversdale.

‘White Rock Station is boarded by a rugged sea coast to the east and low mountain ranges all around. There are some river and lowland flats on the front coastal blocks. At the northern end of the property the land rises steeply to a paddock known as Front Mangaroa. At the southern end, near Ngapotiki Station, the country is more rolling before climbing steeply into the Haurangi Forest Park and up toward Mount Barton (being named after Richard Barton, the original owner).

‘White Rock Station has large shearers’ and shepherds’ quarters. It also has stables and a raft of other outbuildings, as you would expect on a farm of its vast size.

‘The station is blanketed with plenty of scrub, manuka and native bush where reasonable numbers of deer and pig can hide. There are many clearings dotted about the property that entice the animals out into the open.

‘Sadly, when I refer to reasonable deer numbers this relates more to the past than present times. The land has now been pretty much cleared and 1080 has hammered the animal population into near submission. Despite this, there was normally a deer or two floating around but it paid to know the lay of the land in order to find them all year round. I’d been hunting on the station for a couple of years and was confident of being able to locate an animal at any time. The challenge, though, was to be able to locate stags. We had a gentlemen’s agreement with Rob Pickering, the manager, only to shoot stags. As we only hunted for the pot, we preferred to take young animals such as spikers.

‘I suppose this is as good a place as any to describe Rob. He is a ruddy-faced bloke who stands about five foot, seven or eight inches and, like me, has the body of a god – Buddha. Rob is good bastard with a terrific sense of humour and, like Big Al and me, a love of ensuring his hydration levels are kept up. He has farmed his entire life and when he spoke about the South Island high country you could see that that was where he wanted to be. His claim to fame was having represented South Canterbury in rugby as a prop.

‘Big Al and I were ready for a hunt and we climbed aboard a four-wheel motorbike that had been kindly lent to us by Rob.

‘A short ride inland following the Home River, and after opening and closing numerous farm gates, saw us arriving at the foot of a long spur that rose steeply towards Mt Barton.

‘“Right, you fat bastard, it’s time to walk,” I said to Big Al.

‘“Pot calling the kettle,” he came back.

‘We puffed and wheezed our way up the spur for about half an hour before we reached the main ridge where the going became a bit easier. After finding a good spot where we could glass the many clearings and slips that were visible to us, we sat down and caught our breath.

‘Over the next ten or fifteen minutes I gave a few roars hoping to entice a response from a local stag. I knew I wasn’t the best at imitating the roar of the red stag but you would have thought my guest would have been polite enough to say nothing – fat chance.

‘“Did you hurt something on the way up?” the big bugger queried.

‘“No, why do you ask?”

‘“Because it sounds like you’re in a heap of pain the way you’re moaning and coughing.”

‘“I’m trying to roar, you dozy bugger.”

‘“Sorry mate, but would you mind shutting up for a minute, I think I can hear a stag laughing.”

‘I then offered Big Al a job with sex and travel, which he politely declined. The next second a stag started roaring about two hundred metres away. His roar came from the gully immediately below us. The gully was choked with manuka and patches of native beech trees. Al suggested I have a crack at the stag while he remained on the spur and roared to keep it talking.

‘With about thirty minutes of daylight left, I eased my way over the edge and into the gully. I thought I had pinpointed the stag’s location to within fifty metres or so and quietly made my way toward it. Everything was in my favour. The wind was in my face and I was above the animal. It didn’t make any difference to what happened thereafter. From the moment I entered the bush I never heard the stag roar again. I never got a whiff of him nor did I clap my eyes on his departing figure. The cunning stag had twigged to the fact that something was amiss and had quietly faded away from the area. Bugger. As my roar had got the stag going, I’ll put the stuff up down to Big Al’s comparatively poor roaring efforts. I gave up and made my way back to Big Al, as it was getting too dark to see under the canopy of the bush.

‘“How’d ya go?” Big Al asked.

‘“Bugger all. Didn’t see, hear or smell him,” I admitted.

‘“Yeah, he shut up as soon as you went into the scrub. Not to worry, he’ll be there tomorrow.”

‘My torch decided to crap out minutes after we started our return journey to the four-wheeler. I walked closely behind Big Al and kept a close eye on the weak beam of his torch as I struggled to see where I should be placing my feet on each step. It didn’t help any that the night was overcast and there was no natural light to assist our journey. We stumbled and staggered our way back to the bike in darkness. On one occasion, I tripped and fell forward into Big Al. I was forced to grab hold of the big bugger to prevent my fall.

‘“You can cut that bloody lark out,” Big Al jibed. “Next thing you’ll want more than a hug and I’ll have to shoot ya.”

‘“Get stuffed,” was the only response he deserved.

‘Back at the shearers’ quarters we knocked up a feed and were in the throws of chucking it and a few beers down when Rob arrived. He must have heard the tops coming off a couple of birds (that is, Tui beers) we were drinking. We yarned and drank into the wee hours of the morning until Rob finally declared full-time and took off for his home.

‘Big Al and I decided to hit the scratcher at about the same time as Rob left. We lay in our sleeping bags, yarning and making plans for the morning’s hunt. Big Al was explaining to me how we should attack the stag we’d heard that evening when, in mid sentence, he stopped speaking, fell asleep and simultaneously started snoring.

‘I couldn’t believe it. Big Al sounded like a bloody freight train going past but never getting anywhere. I swear the building’s window panes were rattling and the lead-head nails on the roof above were working their way out as the iron shook. I tried to get to sleep through the racket, and tossed and turned for a few hours before finally giving up in disgust and moving into another room to sleep. Even from the other side of the shearers’ quarters I could still hear Big Al’s deep, resonant rumbling.

‘The next morning saw us up bright and early and heading back to where we’d heard the stag the previous evening. Sure enough, on our arrival it was roaring like a rampant lion. We weighed up the conditions, wind and such and decided to approach the stag from a different direction from the night before. Despite our best efforts, the cunning animal again managed to elude us.

‘We left the elusive stag and went exploring other spots on the station. We had no luck and saw and heard nothing more. We’d covered a lot of ground (I thought it was a good idea to work a bit of weight off Al) before returning to the shearers’ quarters to discuss our options and make plans.

‘Over lunch, I told Big Al of an old track that I thought had been used for logging many, many years earlier. This track wound its way up to the gully where our unfriendly stag was camped up. We decided to try this route. At about three-thirty we parked the four-wheeler at the start of the track and wandered up the valley. We had about a kilometre or so to walk before reaching the area where “our” stag was camped. It took us over an hour of walking and stalking to reach a spot where the track forked. Big Al decided to cut up a spur to the right and I chose the track to the left.

‘I walked about fifty metres, sat down and gave my first roar. The area was mainly covered in tall manuka trees with patches of lush grass growing beneath. In places I could see up to seventy metres or so. Five minutes went by and I hadn’t heard anything, so I gave another roar before quietly moving off along the track. After I’d taken about three steps, a movement ahead of me caught me eye. I saw the white rump patch of a deer drop from view into a tiny stream and out of sight. I took a couple of steps and closed the bolt on my rifle. The stream was only about a metre wide with narrow-trunked ponga trees lining either side of it. Even though the area was covered in manuka and ponga trees it was reasonably open and I was confident of getting a shot at the stag. I gave another moan and the stag replied straight away. I kept moaning quietly in an attempt to lure the stag out of the creek and into the open. He replied often but each time it was clear to me that he was getting further away. The cunning stag kept well out of sight as he made his way up the steep-sided, narrow creekbed. I bolted after the fast-departing beast but never sighted him again. Bugger! The cunning sod had eluded me for a third time.

‘I met Big Al at a pre-arranged spot and told him about the stag.

‘“Shit, you’re a useless bastard,” he stated bluntly.

‘I thought I was too so didn’t reply. Although I hadn’t managed to get the stag I had a heap of admiration for him. He clearly knew his territory, wind currents and every means of escape when things looked dodgy. Those who believe man has an unfair advantage over animals clearly haven’t chased many.

‘On returning to the shearers’ quarters, we had a feed and ripped the tops from a couple of beers. Rob called over and again, and for the second time in as many days, the bullshit piled up around us.

‘After a lot of laughter and far too many beers it was time to hit the hay. I told Rob and Big Al that I was hitting the scratcher early as I was really keen to get back to what I was now thinking of as “my” stag. The other reason I departed for bed early was that I hoped to get to sleep before the Big Al and his freight train started up.

‘I’m not sure how long I had been asleep before I was woken by a horrendous racket. The big bastard was snoring again and it was so loud that he’d woken me up. Annoyed, I rolled over and tried to get to sleep again. Big Al had a variety of respiratory patterns, all of which were very loud. I’d just be getting synchronised to one pattern and be on the verge of falling back to sleep when Big Al would falter, take a deep breath, and then start snoring again – to another, irregular rhythm. I couldn’t believe my ears. Al’s snoring changed every ten minutes or so and the only thing that didn’t change was the volume. I’d had quite a few beers and would normally have slept like a log but Big Al’s thundering would have woken the dead. I lay there for about an hour, unsuccessfully trying to get back to sleep when – for no apparent reason – everything went quiet.

‘You little beauty, peace and quiet at last, I thought.

‘I rolled onto my side, got comfortable and was quietly falling to sleep when, after several minutes of blissful silence, I realised that something was wrong. I hadn’t heard a peep from Big Al for too long. Not even the sound of him breathing. I sat up in my sleeping bag wide awake and strained to hear something, anything, that would indicate Big Al was alive. Nothing. Not a peep.

‘Shit! I thought. Big Al’s stopped breathing. Maybe he’s dead?

‘Frantically, I struggled to unzip my sleeping bag. I had to save the big bastard, who had clearly stopped breathing, and – God forbid – may require CPR. In a few seconds, which seemed like an eternity, I flew out of my sleeping bag and raced across the room toward Big Al. I had all but arrived when Big Al let rip with the loudest fart I’ve ever heard, rolled over and promptly started snoring again.

‘I didn’t know whether to laugh because it was bloody funny or to punch the guy. Big Al is close to two metres tall and weighs around 130 kilos, so I thought discretion was the better part of valour and did neither. I climbed back into my bed and lay there quietly chuckling to myself. After a few more minutes of waiting for the freight train to arrive, Big Al’s snoring finally got the better of me and I again departed to find somewhere quieter to sleep.

‘Our morning hunt again failed to bring home any venison; however, we did see several small mobs of hinds. As agreed, we left these alone but gave the area around them a good going over and were expecting to find a stag in close proximity to them. We didn’t.

‘That afternoon I took Big Al for a trip out to the coast. Just to the north of White Rock Station is a shipwreck. The wreck is a fishing boat that ran aground several years prior. Another thing of interest for our visit was the seal colony that inhabits a reef near to the wreck. Big Al found all these things interesting but, as the day was fine, we had more important things to attend to.

‘Being hunter/gatherer types, we could not turn away from the chance of getting a good feed of locally harvested wild tucker and that was the main purpose of our visit. We had timed our arrival to coincide with low tide and were to harvest a feed of paua.

‘The day, although fine, was cold and a bitter southerly wind was blowing along the exposed coast.

‘“There ya go, big fella,” I said to Big Al as I handed him an oversized wetsuit to get into. “Get that on ya and I’ll then show you where you’ll get the biggest paua.”

‘“Can’t swim, mate,” came his response. “Looks like I’ll have to be the ground crew on this one.”

‘Big Al’s answer immediately stuffed up my plans of staying nice and dry and warm, didn’t it?

‘Having levered myself into my ever-shrinking wetsuit, I reluctantly eased myself into the choppy sea. I quickly began to wish I’d put more weights on my dive belt, as I was too buoyant and bobbed about in the cold sea far more than was helpful. There were plenty of paua clinging to the large rocks that littered the coastline. My problem was finding some that were large enough to be legally harvested. Over the next half-hour, I was thumped and bashed against the rocks as I struggled to obtain our full quota of paua.

‘As I clambered shoreward with my catch-bag hanging from my arm, it struck me: “Big Al, you’re a bastard,” I yelled to my dry cobber, who was eagerly awaiting my return.

‘“Now that’s a bit harsh, Crummy, my old mate. Whatever’s possessed you to make such a rash insult?”

‘“Can’t swim, my arse! I remember you taking a dip in the Kaipo River when we were hunting in Fiordland. You had no trouble racing up and down the river then, ya bastard,” I complained.

‘“Good point,” Big Al had responded, a huge, knowing smile engulfing his face. “Still, you’ve already got our day’s quota so there’s no point in me getting wet now, is there?”

‘The cunning old bugger.

‘We spent that afternoon warming up with a few cold beers consumed at a barbecue at Rob and Rachel’s place. It was very late at night by the time we stumbled back to the shearers’ quarters. I was destined to have a good sleep that night, and had taken the liberty, before going to Rob’s, of moving a mattress from the shearers’ quarters to the nearby stables. I figured that the horses were less likely to fart or snore than Big Al.

‘It was a real struggle climbing from my bed well before daylight that morning. Four hours’ sleep doesn’t quite cut the mustard for me. After driving a short distance we parked the car and headed on foot across the bottom paddocks toward the Front Mangaroa block. It was still dark as we walked across the paddock and started our ascent up the grass-covered front faces. As we topped a small brow that allowed a view in to a shallow gully, I saw movement about fifty metres in front of us. It was hard to see exactly what the animal was given the darkness.

‘I reached out and took hold of Al’s shoulder to stop him before pointing out what I’d seen. We waited for about five minutes without moving or saying a thing. In time the daylight improved and we made out the figures of three pigs that were quietly rooting up the damp gully floor as they searched for food.

‘“Pork does it for me,” Big Al whispered.

‘“Me too,” I replied. “Trouble is Rob and his crew like pig-hunting and I never asked if we could take any pigs. I reckon we’d better leave them be.”

‘“Fair enough,” Big Al answered. “Let’s see how close we can get to them.”

‘We were downwind of the pigs so they couldn’t smell us and, in the half-light, they were busy feeding and paying little attention to what was going on around them. Big Al and I slowly crept toward the animals.

‘As we approached I saw Big Al pull his camera from his Swanndri pocket. Now the prospect of having my picture taken called for some sort of performance so I determined that I would get as close to the pigs as I could for the photograph. The pigs wandered about calmly as they fed and seemed very content with their situation. Over the next five minutes I managed to get to within three metres of the unsuspecting animals. They were young pigs and the biggest one would have weighed in at about 50 kilos. This was the pig closest to me.

‘The time had arrived for action. The pig was feeding side-on to me and then turned back toward its mates, leaving its arse facing me. Taking the opportunity, I made a diving lunge at the pig’s hind leg. My hand touched its hock but I wasn’t quick enough to get a grip on the leg. With a startled squeal and frantic leg action, the pig and its two mates made a hasty departure out the far side of the gully and away.

‘“You’d have stood a better chance of getting the thing if you weren’t so bloody old and slow,” Big Al laughed.

‘“You couldn’t have done any better,” I chided him. “You get that on film?”

‘As Big Al checked his digital camera to see what he’d managed to capture, I watched the pigs run across an open paddock until they disappeared from sight into a band of bush that led into a deep, bush-lined creek.

‘“Sorry, Crummy, the photos have captured stuff all. Looks like the light wasn’t good enough. I can barely make out the pigs,” Big Al told me apologetically.

‘We continued our climb up the mountainside (with my hangover it felt like a mountain, anyway). Near the top we followed an overgrown track to some clearings that I had previously shot deer on. There were no deer out in the open this day; however, we did see a big boar as he walked across a distant clearing. It is always hard estimating the size of animals from any distance but you can take it from me: it was a big one.

‘By mid morning we decided to take to the bush for a stalk. The cold southerly wind that still blew wasn’t exactly encouraging animals out into the open. Generally speaking, the bush on the block we were hunting was pretty much open and easy hunting. Somehow, I got it wrong this day and managed to lead Big Al through the only dense, cruddy patch of bush on the property. We fought our way through it for a long time before breaking out into more open bush that wasn’t so difficult. At least there we could start to hunt again with some chance of success.

‘Deer droppings were everywhere – we had clearly stumbled upon a favoured sheltering spot for them. At a good vantage point, we stopped for a rest and something to eat. I lowered my arse onto a small patch of grass that was struggling to grow within the sheltered bush. On touchdown I found myself sitting on a small, annoying object and reached beneath myself to remove it. To my amazement, I’d parked my bum on an old wind-up wristwatch. The leather strap was well rotted but otherwise the watch itself looked fine. I gave it a few winds and it went as good as old gold. (I still have this watch today and often wonder how it came to be where I found it.)

‘Despite the area screaming of deer, we never sighted any that day. I was beginning to wonder if it was due to my lack of hunting skills or whether Big Al was a jinx.

‘The following days were fine and a lot warmer. The southerly wind died away and the deer came out to play. Big Al and I saw about twenty deer over those days. A couple of tasty, less cunning spikers fell over in front of us and ended up in our freezers. Despite seeing so many deer we only took one each, as that was all the meat we needed.

‘The hunts for these deer were totally unspectacular. One was shot by me from the quad bike as we were returning home from another unsuccessful hunt for my stag. It was mid morning, sunny and hot. The spiker had stood chest-deep in low scrub that sat between the road and the river. From seeing the deer to stopping the bike and shooting it took me no more than a few seconds, but Big Al couldn’t resist telling me that I was slowing up and needed to sharpen my act up a bit.

‘Big Al got lucky later that same afternoon when a spiker walked out onto a clearing below a scrub-covered ridge that he had been sleeping on. A simple shot of less than a hundred yards completed what had proven to be a great day in the hills.

‘White Rock Station is a fantastic place to hunt and, despite us not bagging a trophy stag, we had a great trip. The stag that eluded us throughout the trip won the competition. He’s still there, as far as I know, waiting for someone more cunning than us to outsmart him.’
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No Thanks, I’m Married

I have encountered a good number of idiots during my years of hunting the New Zealand mountains. After each encounter I’d be left shaking my head and wondering if I’d just met the dumbest person on earth. Regrettably, in time, someone even more stupid sticks their hand up and takes over the title. One such character landed himself on a hunting trip with my mate Crummy. He may not be the biggest wally to roam the hills but he definitely deserves a dishonourable mention.

This is Crummy’s story – I’ll once again leave the telling of it to him:

‘Spring in the Wairarapa, like the rest of Godzone, is a great place for those with a love of hunting and the great outdoors. As the days grow longer, the weather warms up and the damp bush begins to dry after often-harsh winters. Everything becomes lush and takes on a new and invigorating appearance. For those of us who like to get out and about in search of wild game to fill the freezer, it’s a very special time of year indeed.

‘The fresh spring grass tends to bring the deer out onto slips and clearings, which makes landing meat a heck of a lot easier.

‘As the cold of winter fades away and the days grow warmer, there are some chores I always look forward to doing. One such chore is the annual check-up of my wetsuit and diving gear. I don’t know if it only happens in my house but my bloody wetsuit has a habit of shrinking over winter and all too often I find myself having to purchase a bigger one.

‘Another chore is to check my trusty old smoke-pole. Each year I drag it from the gun safe to kick the mason bees out of the barrel and check that the hole still goes all the way through.

‘While throwing back a few beers one time, I met a bloke who, for the sake of this yarn, I’ll call Nads. Nads was into hunting and diving so before long we were swapping yarns and telling lies with reckless abandon. Many hours later and after the tops had been ripped off of far too many beers, we devised a plan for a hunt together.

‘Now Nads is just over six foot and weighs in at a touch over one hundred kilos. He’s a big, strong, handsome, square jawed-bugger, who is as fit as a buck rat and wouldn’t be out of place on the side of an All Black scrum. Add to this the fact that he has a terrific sense of humour, has shot a lot of deer and knows his way around the mountains and you have the makings of a great hunting mate.

‘Keeping your hunting hotspots secret from other hunters is a tradition of every hunter I know. To my good fortune, Nads was an exception to this code. He was more than happy to take me to his favourite hunting locations and to share his immense knowledge of deer stalking with me.

‘On our first hunting trip together we only saw one fallow buck. We both had plenty of meat in our freezers already so I was pleased when Nads suggested that the buck would be better off left for another year or so to grow bigger. I liked the man even more after that.

‘Over the following months we went on four or five hunts together. We were very selective about what deer we shot and only took a couple to give to friends. All in all, we had a great time, laughed a lot and sealed a lifetime friendship.

‘One evening, about eight months after we met, Nads rang for a yarn. During discussions he told me that his boss had asked him if he would take him out for a hunt after work one day. It turned out that he meant one day the following week. Nads didn’t really want to take his boss for a hunt and told me the joker was a bit of a dork. Sadly, he was caught between a rock and a hard place so, with great reluctance, he’d agreed.

‘Nads had rung me to ask if I’d like to go with them and, more importantly, to ask if I had any idea where we could take his boss for an easy deer.

‘“My boss is so bloody unfit,” he’d said, “that if he has to walk more than a mile or so we may well have to carry the bastard back.”

‘After a bit of discussion we agreed that neither of us wanted to take “The Boss” to any of our favourite hunting spots. We decided to be cheeky buggers and to ring some local farmers to see if we could get access to their properties for a hunt.

‘Several nights later, Nads rang me back and said that he’d managed to tee up a farm in the South Wairarapa. The farmer had told him there was plenty of native bush on the property and that the deer numbers were getting a bit too high for his liking. It sounded too good to be true – but who were we to argue?

‘The following week, the cook (my wife) told me that she’d bumped into The Boss and that he’d been talking to her about our upcoming hunt. The Boss had asked her what sort of rifle I hunted with and she correctly told him that I use a .280 Browning rifle.

‘“You’re wrong. It’ll be a .270-calibre,” he had insisted. “There is no such calibre as a .280.”

‘My wife was in the army for a few years and knew her rifles. Despite her reiterating that I hunted with a .280, The Boss kept telling her she was wrong.

‘The next day I went to Nads’ place straight after work. We had all agreed to meet there before going for our hunt. Nads was all ready to go and had his quad bike loaded on the back of his Toyota ute. I stashed my rifle and daypack inside the wagon before going inside.

‘“Where’s your boss?” I asked.

‘“He shouldn’t be too far away. He said he’ll be here just after three p.m.,” replied Nads.

‘Now nothing gets on my goat more that someone who is late. This may well be due to all the arse-kickings I got as a young soldier whenever I was late for anything. The time was approaching four p.m., a whole hour after our arranged meeting time, before the sound of gravel crunching in the driveway announced The Boss’s arrival.

‘Nads could see I was fuming but warned, “Don’t you say a bloody thing. My career may rest on the success of this hunting trip!”

‘The Boss stood at about five foot ten inches tall and was very thin and geekish-looking. To be fair, he was probably more wiry than thin. He was aged about forty-five, had short-cropped, tight, curly, brown hair and a ruddy complexion. The Boss was wearing a suit and tie, which didn’t look all that appropriate to me.

‘After introductions, The Boss asked where he could get changed and a few minutes later re-emerged wearing a long-sleeved, blue-and-pink-striped polypropylene T-shirt. Below this he wore pastel-blue, Lycra bike shorts.

‘This outfit caused my right eyebrow to lurch high up my forehead and I distinctly remember thinking, Bugger me. That lot must be his undies. Surely he’ll be putting something on to cover up. Maybe Nads was right – the man seems nuttier than a fruit cake.

‘I was about to say something derogatory when I caught that don’t-you-say-a-bloody-thing look from Nads.

‘Obeying his unspoken instruction, I kept my feet firmly on the ground instead of throwing them at great speed into my gob.

‘At the ute, The Boss secured his rifle behind the seat and then got in. I was seated in the middle. Nads drove and The Boss sat by the passenger window.

‘“So those aren’t your undies?” I eventually asked.

‘I received a sharp jab in the ribs from Nads for that wee indiscretion.

‘As we drove to our hunting block, I yarned with The Boss to try and get a handle on him. His thought process seemed a bit short-circuited; his conversation jumped all over the show and he struggled to string two related thoughts together in consecutive sentences.

‘After a time I managed to steer the conversation to the nuts and bolts of hunting.

‘“Have you done much hunting?” I asked.

‘“Heaps,” The Boss replied. “I’ve got a huge twelve-pointer on the wall at home.”

‘Fair enough, I thought. He must know something about the game then. “What sort of rifle do you hunt with?”

‘“I’ve got a terrific rifle. It’s a Ruger Mini 14 with a five-round magazine. I’ve shot a lot of deer with it.”

‘I’m familiar with the Mini 14 and thought right there and then that he must be a bloody good shot to use such a small calibre with any success. It’s a very accurate but lightweight calibre, more suited to small game like hares and rabbits.

‘After some more yarning it turned out that The Boss only had three soft-point bullets with him and that the rest of his bullets were solid FMJ (Full Metal Jacket). FMJs are great if you’re shooting paper but not animals. Generally speaking, these rounds would be about as good as shiny paper in the long drop: they could do the job but would more than likely just get you in the shit.

‘To my way of thinking things were not going as well as expected. That bugger Murphy must have been wetting himself at what was about to come.

‘The Boss finally got around to asking me, “What do you hunt with?”

‘I looked him straight in the eye and said, “A Browning Abolt in .280 Rem.”

‘Not a peep from him. After telling my wife that she was wrong the day before he didn’t say a word to challenge me on this.

‘In due course, we arrived at the farmer’s place followed by a trail of dust that wafted behind us on the gravel road. We had been told where to go and that we didn’t need to call in to see the farm-owner on our way there.

‘After parking, Nads and I set about unloading the quad bike from the ute. We had just got it onto ground when The Boss appeared from the front of the ute. He had a huge grin on his face and a hand down the front of his Lycra shorts. I couldn’t believe my eyes as he vigorously stroked his privates up and down (and I do mean vigorously).
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‘Nads and I saw him at the same time and we both started backpedalling. Fast. All sorts of thoughts were swirling around in my head. Things like:

‘You have got to be shitting me. He’s your boss, Nads, you tell him to bugger off. What the hell did Nads tell him we were going to be doing?

‘These and other less-printable thoughts were all fighting amongst themselves to come out of my mouth first.

‘After we had taken a couple of backward steps, The Boss (completely oblivious to our discomfort) held out a jar of Vaseline with his unemployed hand and said, “Do you guys want some?”

‘Holy crap, what sort of a bandit is Nads working for? I thought. I was so stunned by the unfolding events that all I could stutter out was, “No thanks, I’m married.”

‘Nads’ jaw was hanging in the breeze, before he finally blurted out, “Nah, I’m right thanks, mate.”

‘Before I could voice any further concerns The Boss continued, “It stops chafing.”

‘The Boss was looking at me like I had two heads, when all of a sudden the light flashed on in my brain.

‘You dumb bastard, I chastised myself. He’s using the Vaseline to prevent his nuts from chafing.

‘I was so relieved that I felt compelled to point out we didn’t need any Vaseline as we were using the quad bike and wouldn’t be walking far.

‘To my relief The Boss then pulled an old green Swanndri over top of his multi-coloured undies, followed by a belt and a hunting knife. At least now he vaguely resembled a hunter. Had any of my mates seen me with Nads’ boss beforehand they would have taken the mickey out of me for life.

‘The station we were to hunt consisted of about 5500 acres of hilly coastal ranges. Of that, about 1200 acres were native bush and uncleared scrub. The farm had recently changed ownership and the current owner had just planted a large portion of the farm in pine trees. As they grew, the deer would have even more shelter. The downside for hunters, though, was that after four or five years a lot of the land now able to be glassed for deer would be covered in tall, view-stopping pine.

‘The three of us mounted the quad bike and by travelling a poorly formed and muddy farm track soon reached a point near the top of the range we were climbing.

‘We stopped in a saddle and glassed a huge scrub-, manuka- and tussock-filled basin to the south. At the far end of the basin was a large native bush block that fell away steeply to the west. About four or five kilometres to the east was the Pacific Ocean. After a few minutes glassing, I spotted a yearling hind on a clearing about seven or eight hundred metres away. Several minutes later, Nads spotted a young stag that was a bit closer to us and we decided to have a go at him. We had little choice really as the hind I’d seen first had quietly wandered back into the cover of the scrub.

‘We took off with the wind in our faces and a low ridge between the stag and us. After a ten-minute stalk out of view of the deer, and with a small ridge between us, we arrived at a point where we should have been able to see the stag when we eased ourselves over the top of the ridge. Slowly, we commando-crawled our way to the ridgeline and peeked over the top. Bugger, the stag was nowhere to be seen.

‘Ever hopeful, we crept over the ridge and quietly stalked toward where we had last seen the animal. There were at least six inches of lush, green, spring grass in the area where the stag had been feeding but when we arrived he was most definitely gone.

‘We figured the stag must have taken refuge in a large stand of manuka that was about fifty metres ahead of us. We were committed to the hunt anyway so we continued stalking into the wind and toward the manuka. Just as we got to the edge of it, the wind paused and then reversed direction completely. I felt the wind touch the back of my neck and moments later heard the stag, which had clearly smelt us, crashing away through the manuka ahead of us. Damn the wind!

‘Feeling very disappointed, we climbed a small tussock-covered spur before sitting down to glass the basin again. As we sat discussing what we would do next, the yearling hind that I had seen before returned to the clearing where I had first observed her. The terrain dropped away between us and the deer; despite this, we were about ten or fifteen metres above it. The deer was on a clearing at the top of a small knob. The clearing and deer were surrounded by scrub and manuka. Given the almost hidden nature of the clearing, the deer would have felt very safe there indeed.

‘The aim of the hunt was for The Boss to shoot a deer so, as I pointed to the deer, I said to him, “There you go, mate. Have a crack.”

‘At this stage the yearling was about 260 metres away.

‘“Mmmmm, aahhh, well, I haven’t fired a shot through this for a while. I’m not sure where it’s shooting,” was his rather limp reply.

‘“If your rifle’s not up to it use mine or Nads’ then,” I responded.

‘“But I don’t know where they’re shooting either.”

‘“For God’s sake! Just aim where you want to hit the bloody thing and pull the trigger. It isn’t rocket science,” I replied, barely able to hide my frustration.

‘Nads was staying quiet. I could see him rolling his eyes but he wasn’t going to step on toes that were attached to the legs that met at the top and made the arse he may have to kiss later in his career.

‘“I haven’t shot for a while. I’m not sure I’d be comfortable shooting at this distance. You’d better take the shot.”

‘“Get out of the friggin’ way then,” I said, probably more abruptly than Nads would have liked.

‘With the scope wound up to its maximum of ten-power, I lay down and with the rifle’s bipod extended had a rock solid rest. The yearling was standing side-on to us grazing quietly and the shot was simple. On squeezing the trigger, the peace and quiet was shattered. As the thump of the hit came back to us I saw the yearling leap up and take a few wobbly steps before collapsing.

‘“Good shot,” Nads said. “I’ll go and get the quad bike while you get the deer.”

‘“No worries, mate – see you at the deer,” I said as I picked up my daypack.

‘The Boss and I wandered down the spur where we found a farm track that meandered in the general direction of the deer. Ten minutes later we were standing next to the yearling hind. By the way The Boss kept rabbiting on, you’d have thought that he had never seen a deer shot before.

‘As I was gutting the yearling, The Boss wandered aimlessly about the clearing. All of a sudden and full of obvious excitement he yelled, “There’s one.”

‘I looked up and saw that The Boss had his rifle up and was aiming at something on a hillside about 400 metres away. From where I was, it looked like his finger was either on the trigger or very close to it. I peered in the general direction to where The Boss was aiming and could clearly see Nads making his way up the hill face.

‘Holy shit! The dumbarse was aiming at Nads!

‘“It’s Nads!” I screamed, lunging toward The Boss to knock the rifle from his grasp. Fortunately, I didn’t have to as he lowered it when I yelled at him.

‘The Boss was showing his true colours. Obviously, he couldn’t see properly because Nads looked nothing like a deer. I’ve seen bugger all green deer in all my days of hunting anyway. I was far from impressed.

‘The Boss stammered a weak apology, arguing that he was sure he had seen a deer. With people like him in the hills it’s no bloody wonder that innocent people get shot.

‘Nads returned a short time later with the quad bike. After a strenuous two-metre carry, the yearling was tied to the front of it. One deer was enough so we decided to head back towards the truck. We followed the slippery farm track ever downward until about a third of the way down we rounded a point and immediately saw a hind about a hundred metres in front of us. It was on the far side of a small side gully. The hind was walking up a ridge and was about to go out of sight around the back of a small knoll. The track we travelled wound a short way up the gully then went over the same ridge the hind was on. We decided to try to cut her off at the pass and continued onward along the track.

‘At this point, Nads was driving, I was seated on the left side of the quad and The Boss was on the right. As we neared the head of the gully, I said to The Boss, “You had better be ready to rock ’n’ roll mate. That hind might be just over this ridge.”

‘I expected The Boss to chamber a round but he didn’t. All he said was that he was ready.

‘Nads stopped the quad bike just short of the ridge and, on foot, we crept slowly forward. On cresting the ridge, we could not see the lone hind; however, about eighty metres away, on the far side of the next gully, was another large hind, a young fawn and a spiker. Other than a lone bush on the face, there was nothing but open grass between the deer and us.

‘The deer had been walking slowly from our right but upon seeing us broke into a quick trot.

‘This was The Boss’s shot so I kept the butt of the Browning on my hip with the muzzle pointed safely skyward.

‘The Boss swung his rifle toward the deer and without appearing to have taken any time to aim properly let strip. Bang!

‘“You’re high,” yelled Nads.

‘Bang!

‘“Still high.”

‘Bang!

‘“Low.”

‘Bang!

‘“Low.”

‘Bang! With his last shot, The Boss clipped the bottom of the spiker’s throat. Realising that he had just run out of bullets, I swung my rifle to my shoulder and, as the crosshairs met the animal’s chest, squeezed off a shot. The spiker fell faster than a French scrum facing the All Blacks.

‘Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

‘I nearly shit myself at the unexpected barrage of bullets that started up beside me. The Boss was shooting at the hind and fawn as they disappeared around the edge of the ridge about 200 metres away. It turned out he had a spare magazine loaded with FMJs that he’d decided to let off in the general direction of the rapidly departing animals. Fortunately, none of the shots connected.

‘We all walked across the gully to where the spiker lay. Sadly, three bullets had hit the poor animal: mine, which killed it outright, and two from The Boss’s severely underpowered rifle.

‘The Boss then said triumphantly, “I told you my Ruger was a good rifle, didn’t I?”

‘I was lost for words. My idea of meat hunting is to take the deer with one clean, killing shot and not to riddle the animal with bullets from an underpowered pop gun. I do not like people using low-powered rifles on big-game animals, and The Boss had just demonstrated why I feel this way. Had I not shot the deer it may not have died at all or may have taken a long time to die from its wounds. Neither option sat well with me.

‘I told The Boss in very clear terms that he should get rid of his pop gun and never use it on big-game animals again. My language was pretty severe, as I’d had a gutsful of the man by this stage.

‘Sorry Nads, but enough was enough. It was very obvious that this guy was well beyond just being an idiot.

‘We dragged the spiker over to the quad bike and I was about to gut it when The Boss stepped in and offered to do the job.

‘“Fill ya boots, mate.” I graciously accepted his offer. To be honest, at that point, he went up a notch or two in my estimation, not that he could go much lower. Moments later, I realised that I had again been far too forgiving and that I should have known better.

‘The Boss pulled from his belt the biggest knife I’ve ever seen. It was bloody huge – it pulled up just fractionally smaller than a machete but was perhaps blunter. The knife was so big that it could have been used to fillet a whale.

‘The Boss got stuck in to gutting the deer and preparing it for carriage out. It quickly became obvious that he’d never performed the task before. What a total muck-up he made of it. There was blood, guts and crap going in all directions.

‘As The Boss reckoned he knew what he was doing, Nads and I left him to it. We just sat and watched and offered him no advice whatsoever. After all, wasn’t it The Boss himself who’d said he’d shot loads of deer? The meat was destined for The Boss’s freezer so, for the sake of entertainment, we stood back and watched.

‘The badly hacked-at spiker was eventually loaded onto the quad bike before we again set off for the ute. As we wound our way down the track, The Boss spotted a hare sitting about thirty metres from the track. He got all excited and yelled at Nads to stop. Quick as a flash, he was off the bike and fired four shots at the hare. These were followed by a fifth. By some huge fluke, he hit the hare and it cartwheeled to a halt.

‘The Boss raced to it and quickly returned to the quad with his trophy proudly held before him. He insisted on a photo session, which somehow hadn’t been necessary when we shot the deer. We sure had a strange one here.

‘Nads and I simply exchanged understanding glances before we carried on back to the ute.

‘Hard as it might be to believe, neither Nads nor I ever went hunting with The Boss again.

‘It wasn’t long after this hunting trip that Nads came to realise arse-kissing wasn’t his style. The next time The Boss tried to make himself look good at Nads’ expense Nads told him to stick his job where the sun don’t shine. The firm’s owner wasn’t too happy about DJ’s departure and after sacking The Boss managed to entice my mate back to work.

‘Nads is now “The Boss” but I’m happy to take him hunting nonetheless.’
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The Gods Conspired

I don’t know about you but whenever I purchase a new rifle, vehicle or piece of hunting equipment, I can’t wait to get into the mountains to put it to the test. So it was with Jock.

For many years, Jock had worked hard and put in long hours at work as he built up his business. At long last he’d reached the stage in his life when the rewards for his efforts were finally starting to put in an appearance. Not only had Jock purchased a jet boat, he’d also bought a new Land Rover Discovery to tow it.

Jock is one of those chaps you can’t help but like from the instant you meet him. He has boundless energy, a wry wit and laughs easily. He’s a very intelligent man with a knack for relating to people in an easygoing sort of way. Jock stands at about five foot ten inches and is deceptively skinny. His slightly stooped shoulders and hawk-like facial features are accentuated by large oval glasses.

The first time I met Jock was on a hunt in the back blocks of Canterbury. The weather had been atrocious – it had snowed and blown a gale for days. Now if you’ve ever been on a hunting trip with a bunch of blokes you’ve not previously met, you’d agree that the quickest way to find out how they tick is to fill them up with a few beers. Before you know it, a chap’s real character comes to the surface. Jock turned out to be a really good bastard.

It was during this hut-bound time that I first heard Jock say, ‘I don’t care who your father is, you’re not walking on the bloody water while I’m fishing here.’ This was his catch-cry for the trip, given whenever he didn’t agree with what was going on.

One evening, after the weather had cleared, Jock sat on the hut’s front step slipping in a few generous glasses of Jack Daniel’s. He’d been contemplating life, when out of the blue he offered up the following piece of philosophy:

‘You know what?’ he’d stated, as he peered into his glass. ‘A man sure has a lot of fun making himself sick, doesn’t he?’ This comment kind of sums Jock up.

The following is Jock’s story and I may well be getting ahead of events by telling you as much as I have so I’ll hand over the reins to him:

‘I’ve always had a keen interest in jet boating and over the years have owned a few rough boats that took care of getting me up and down rivers. These boats weren’t very flash but were all I could afford at the time and did the job.

‘By the time I reached my late forties, my kids had left home and my business was doing well, so I decided that I was due a decent jet boat and vehicle to tow it.

‘I purchased a 141A Hamilton jet boat and a brand new Land Rover Discovery to tow it. It’s fair to say neither item came cheap.

‘I was as keen as hell to get both of my purchases into the hills on a hunt. I had read and heard a lot about the Arawata River on the West Coast of the South Island and decided that the time was right to tackle it – with the assistance of a few mates, of course. A bit of research revealed that most of the rivers in the south were grade two, which means that if you keep both eyes open you’ll probably survive.

‘A telephone call to John Nolan to get permission to stay in his two-room hut beside the Waipara River (a tributary of the Arawata River) soon had us sorted and a date set. John had even kindly invited us to stop in for a yarn and to offer a few tips on river conditions, where to launch the boat and things to be wary of before we commenced our assault on the river.

‘My companions for the trip were to be my brother Les and my mates Russ and Dick.

‘At about 8 a.m. on 14 November 1999, Russ and I departed Christchurch on the long drive to the Arawata River. My Discovery was one month old and hooked on behind it was the jet boat containing four days’ supplies, fuel and personal gear for four of us. The boat’s weight had become really excessive due to the huge quantity of beer and spirits that my comrades had spent hours loading on board.

‘At the township of Darfield, we stopped and picked up Dick and Les. They had consumed a few beers “in preparation for the trip” before we arrived and were both in effervescent frames of mind. Russ was very put out that our companions had commenced celebrations without him and immediately set about rectifying the situation.

‘The weather was fine as we travelled over Arthur’s Pass but became increasingly gloomy as we approached the West Coast side of the island. By the time we reached our first scheduled stop at the Jackson Pub, the weather had given up on us: it was raining heavily. We had all day to get to the Haast Pass Hotel, where we were booked in for the night, so being wet on the outside was set to be accompanied by being wet on the inside as well. By the time we’d stopped for beers at the Jackson, Greyhound, Mahinapua, Ross, Hari Hari, Fox and Franz Josef pubs, the day was all but shot.

‘The further south we travelled the worse the weather became and we drove the final leg to the Haast Pub in torrential rain. At times I had to slow to an almost complete stop – the rain lashing down on the front windscreen was so hard that I couldn’t see a thing through it.

‘At about six-thirty that evening, we booked into the Haast pub. From there, I rang John Nolan and arranged to call in at his farm for a yarn first thing in the morning and before we set off up the river.

‘Les, Dick and Russ had spent the day tanking up and by the time we arrived at our destination they had the world sorted. Les was sure that there were so many deer up the Arawata that he’d have to shoo them away from the flat outside the hut before he’d be able to take a leak. Dick reckoned he was about to score the biggest stag ever shot on the coast; Russ reckoned that he’d be happy enough if we were able to clean up all the beers we’d brought with us.

‘The company of the locals was enjoyed that night and it was nearer to dawn than dusk when I finally managed to creep into bed. It seemed like only minutes had passed before my alarm was banging away, demanding that I resurface. The other thing banging away was my head.

‘The rain hadn’t let up for a moment since we’d left the Hari Hari pub the previous day and I was sceptical about our chances of being able to head up the Arawata that day, as planned. The publican told us that we were behaving like girls and that we shouldn’t let a wee sun-shower or two put us off.

‘We duly loaded our gear back into the boat and in heavy rain set off for John Nolan’s. On our arrival, he was busy in a large shed situated close to his house. After a round of introductions and in the shelter of this building, John briefed us on the characteristics of the Jackson, Arawata and Waipara rivers that we were to navigate over the following days.

‘Given the weather, Russ and Dick were keen to return to the Haast Hotel to renew their acquaintances with the locals but the kibosh was put on this when John told us that the Arawata River was wide and easy to travel, even when in flood.

‘“I’ve come down that river in a tyre tube when it’s been in far greater flood than this. Don’t worry about it, you’ll be good as gold on the river in this,” he stated with a casual wave of his hand toward the heaving rain outside. “I’m heading up that way by horse this morning to move some cattle.”

‘Who were we to argue with a man of his immense knowledge and experience on the river? So, following John’s instructions, we set off to launch the jet boat on the Jackson River just above where it converges with the Arawata. Just as John had said, the Jackson River didn’t look too bad at all. It was running high but wasn’t even dirty as I had expected it would be. Further downriver the Arawata River was in full flood and appeared to be a dirty, lurching mass of water and debris.

‘There was no way that we were going to get all four of us plus our huge quantity of gear to the hut in one load, so we decided to take half the gear plus Dick and Les on the first trip. Russ would wait by the car until I returned for him.

‘The boat was backed into the river ready to be launched. I climbed on board and tried to start the motor. When I turned the key nothing at all happened – and I mean nothing. I had given the boat a test run before we left Christchurch and it had started first turn of the key. I was gutted.

‘There was no other course of action than to return to the Haast where we went to the local garage. The mechanic quickly diagnosed a flat battery as the cause of our troubles and put it on a charger. The process of recharging the battery would take all day and night so didn’t solve our dilemma. I was worried the battery might be a dud so, not wanting to risk being miles up a river without a good battery, bit the bullet and purchased a new one.

‘The mechanic was a decent sort of bloke and we talked for some time about the Arawata River and jet boating on it. Like John, he too said that it was safe to boat the river when it was in flood.

‘The lads had decided that the flat battery was an omen so we decided to spend another night at the Haast pub to wait out the bad weather.

‘By the next morning, the rain, if anything, had become harder and heavier. The publican, mechanic and John were all adamant that the river was safe to jet boat in the current conditions so we again set off to the launch point. This time the motor started first turn of the key – marvellous.

‘With a very heavy load plus Les and Dick on board, I headed out into the Jackson River. The load was far too excessive and I couldn’t get the boat up into the plain so had to return to the launch point to offload some gear.

‘It was raining cats and dogs still and, even though we had only been on the river for a few minutes, we were all soaking wet. Russ, armed with a suitable liquid for company and being a veteran rain dodger, was safely tucked up in the Land Rover that was parked on a small knob, well above and away from the river. John Nolan had said we were to park the vehicle there as the river had never been that high in a hundred years.

‘After unloading some heavy items we were back in the river and the boat was planing along nicely. A short burst downriver had us at the junction of the Jackson and Arawata rivers. The Arawata looked menacing with its seething mass of dirty water and logs. I wasn’t about to turn around now and powered through the junction, before making a sharp turn into the current and heading up the Arawata. The rain was lashing down so hard that at regular, short intervals I couldn’t see a thing and was forced to cross my fingers and hope that no log came my way at that moment in time.

‘I was in my element and loving it. I couldn’t see any channels but followed John’s instruction that if I stayed beside the rough water and pressure waves I would be okay. At one point, a huge tree emerged from under the dark mass in front and just to one side of the boat. I reacted quickly and was very fortunate not to hit or be hit by it.

‘John had told us that under normal conditions it would take about thirty minutes by boat to the junction of the Arawata and Waipara Rivers. Our destination was John’s hut on the Waipara River and not far above its junction. It took us forty-five minutes of intense concentration to get to this junction. To get into the Waipara River proper I had to weave the boat through a tangled web of log jams, which was tremendous fun. Unlike the Arawata, the Waipara, despite being in flood, was running almost clear. Good water visibility made river travel so much easier, as we could easily see the obstacles in our path as we went. A few minutes later we were tied to a small totara tree at the river’s edge close to John’s hut. It was still raining hard but we had arrived safely.

‘After a hasty unload, Dick and I set off downriver to pick up Russ and the rest of our gear. This journey was as tense and exciting as the first. By the time we arrived safely back at the hut with Russ in tow we were as wet as shags. I was mentally exhausted from having to concentrate so hard as I fought to keep everyone alive. Yep, I was tired but I’d had a great day’s jet boating, that’s for sure.

‘The rain had not let up for an instant and as the day progressed seemed to increase in intensity. Outside the hut, it rained a wall of water, through which it was impossible to see the river only a short distance away. Given our circumstances, there was no chance of us going deer hunting that day so we took the only option open to us and tore the scabs off the tops of a few beers.

‘Dick’s pack wasn’t waterproof and all of his gear had got soaking wet as we travelled up the river. A raging fire in the hut soon had his, and our, clothing and sleeping bags drying. I don’t think that Dick’s gear ever fully dried out, as he spent the rest of the trip wandering around in his light blue Y-front underpants, a cotton shirt and gumboots.

‘The next day it was still raining unabated. We played cards, told lies, read books, drank heaps of grog and repeated the process many times over. At one point I ventured outside and wandered to the boat for a look. To my disbelief, the river had come up at least two metres and the nose of the boat was almost being dragged underneath the water, which had raised to the full length of the rope. On top of this, the boat had almost filled up with rain water. After a back-breaking half-hour of bailing out water, the boat was afloat again and ready to be relocated downriver.
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‘Where the boat had been tied up was on the outside of a sweeping bend in the river. As the water rose the force of it increased and repeatedly drove the jet boat into its rocky banks. Belatedly, I remembered that John had warned me to tie the boat up at a spot below the hut while the river was in flood. He told me that there was a cattle holding paddock several minutes downriver from the hut and that that was the safest place to secure the boat at such a time.

‘Les wasn’t about to let me out onto the river on my own so volunteered to come with me. Moments later we were roaring downriver in search of the safe harbour. The boat had started at the first turn of the key and we’d set off into the heaving river without a care in the world.

‘After rounding a long curve in the river, the fenced cattle paddock eased into view. As described by John, there was a deep back eddy in the river, almost adjacent to the cattle paddock. This appeared to be a natural harbour so I spun the boat around and gunned it toward the head of the eddy and in line with the cattle paddock gates. The river was high and up over its banks, leaving the surrounding ground and paddocks severely waterlogged. I gave the throttle another quick burst as we neared the shore in order to propel us securely up onto the safety of the grass. This worked a treat and we shot shoreward onto the soaking wet paddock. Unfortunately, we failed to stop as planned. We careered onward at a frightening rate across the saturated grass and aquaplaned toward the waiting paddock gates.

‘We weren’t slowing down one bit and as we neared the solid wooden gates, I held my breath, crossed my fingers and shut my eyes knowing that a fibreglass-crunching stop was inevitable. God stepped in at exactly this time. He (or something) seemed to grab hold of the boat and wrench it to a rapid halt. The front of the jet boat gave the gate a solid nudge but the anticipated crunch never eventuated. On opening my eyes I was almost delirious with joy that my boat had sustained no damage. Even more importantly, I was happy to be alive and in one piece.

‘The problem we now had was that the boat was stranded some forty metres from the river and would require a lot of manhandling before it got its feet wet again.

‘Les and I walked back to the hut and told the others of our plight. Needless to say, we got a fair ribbing about our boat-parking escapade.

‘My mates were very keen on a card game called Acey Ducy. It’s a simple game where vast quantities of money change hands in a hurry. I won’t bore you with the details of how it’s played but I can tell you that I lost a shitload that day.

‘On day three, we woke to the sound of silence. It was almost deafening after the constant noise from the rain battering the old tin roof of the hut. It took some time for my brain to register that the downpour had finally stopped.

‘Everyone was dead keen on a hunt. After all that rain we were certain that the waterlogged deer would be frequenting the open spaces in search of warmth from the sun and respite from the dripping bush. The helicopter deer hunters must have thought so too, as before we left the hut at least six had flown low over the hut as they scoped out the valley. The mere presence of them really pissed me off, even though they had as much right to be there as we did.

‘Les, Dick, Russ and I climbed into the jet boat and I dropped them off at various places on the river. Each had a designated area to hunt that ensured we would not be in each other’s way.

‘Everyone hunted hard that morning but no deer were seen. As arranged, I picked everyone up and we returned to the hut for lunch.

‘At about midday, John Nolan arrived at the hut. Nothing could have prepared me for the news he brought.

‘“Sorry boys,” he began, “but I have some bad news for you. Your vehicle has drowned in the flood. That knob I told you to park your car on, the one that hasn’t been underwater for a hundred years, went under yesterday. Your car’s had water right through it up to just above window height.”

‘So that was that. We’d managed to park on the bloody knob during the one hundred-and-one-year flood. We were one year out of the allocated time slot. John was adamant that the vehicle was well and truly drowned and that there wouldn’t be any show of it going after the huge volume of water that’d flowed through it. He was right.

‘We talked the situation through and reached the conclusion that we couldn’t do a damn thing about it. Given this, there was no need to hurry out of the bush just to wait for a truck to come and pick us, the boat and the Land Rover up. We decided to stay in the bush and keep hunting. John would ring Dick’s wife and have her arrange for a truck to be there to get us when we came out.

‘After the usual round of beers, or billy tea for those so inclined, John left us and headed for home. Before he left we agreed on a time to meet back at the vehicle several days later.

‘The next morning dawned fine and after the usual round of noisy morning clambering we again set off for hunts.

‘Firstly, I dropped Dick off at a large bush-covered flat some way downriver. Next, Russ was delivered to the other side of the river a short distance above Dick. Finally, I dropped Les off just below the gorge. I wasn’t keen on going any further upriver as I’d heard it got a bit rugged and dangerous from that point onward. More importantly, I was keen on surviving the trip so we could do many others in the future.

‘The area that Les was to hunt was a bench on the true left, above the river. The bench was sloping and led into the gorge proper. The area wasn’t large but would nonetheless take Les several hours to hunt thoroughly. Having dropped Les off, I returned downriver a short distance before tying the boat up on the opposite side and at a spot just above the hut we were staying in.

‘After securing the boat I left the small flat and set off into the bush for a stalk. It was dripping wet – every touch of a tree or bush sent a torrent of water down my neck from above. All in all, it was very wet and unpleasant hunting. I had been on the go for about twenty minutes when a long and loud roar, similar to a jet engine winding up, hit my ears.

‘Avalanche! my mind screamed, as my eyes raced over the bush above me trying to identify the source of the oncoming rockslide. My knees turned to jelly and my legs wouldn’t work. I stood paralysed at the spot. The roar grew louder and I was fearful that I was about to be engulfed by a water-saturated rock-and-mudslide. After what seemed like an eternity, the roar ceased. I was hit by a strong rush of turbulent, moist air. It was obvious that somewhere close a huge amount of hillside had just given way to create such a large gush of wind. I was grateful that I was safe and as I savoured the joy of being unharmed I broke free of the bush and stood on a small river flat that gave me an unobstructed view upriver. The entire hillside above where I had dropped my brother off was gone. All that was left was a long, deep scar in what had moments earlier been a bush-covered mountain face.

‘Oh shit! my mind screamed. Les may be under that avalanche.

‘As fast as my legs would go, I raced toward the boat. As I reached the clearing near the boat, I almost ran into deer that had ventured from cover. Both of us got a hell of a fright and, despite my panic, I managed to fire a poorly directed shot at it as it dashed for the safety of the bush. I missed.

‘Moments later, I reached the jet boat and fired up the motor. The trip upriver probably took a minute but seemed like ten. As I travelled, my eyes searched the riverbank in the vain hope that Les could have survived the landslide. His hunting plan would have taken him directly into the path of the avalanche and I was mentally preparing myself for the worst.

‘I reached the spot where the avalanche had punched its way through the bush and splayed itself across a bush shelf before partially blocking the river. Les was nowhere to be seen. He was gone; my heart sank inside my chest. How was I going to tell his wife about this tragedy?

‘As I sat despondently holding the jet boat against the current, the bush below the slip caught my eye. Moments later a bedraggled and very shaken Les emerged from the scrub looking worried but alive and none the worse for the experience. Feeling almost overcome with the emotions of knowing that Les was okay, I powered the boat toward the gravel shore. As the bow struck the gravel beach I turned the jet boat’s motor off and launched myself over the side. I ran to Les and gave him a bloody great hug to make sure he was real.

‘“You took ya time getting here, ya bastard,” I chided. “It’s too damn wet to hunt the bush and I’m through with wasting petrol racing up and down the river. I reckon we’d be better off back at the hut having a drink.”

‘“Thought you’d never ask,” Les replied, as he levered himself onto the boat.

‘I turned the key to start the motor. Nothing happened. Several more attempts all had the same result. Suspecting a wiring problem, I checked out the system but couldn’t find anything glaringly obvious. Needless to say, I went from feelings of euphoria to misery pretty quickly.

‘A half-hour of playing with wires and pondering the problem didn’t resolve it. We were a good hour’s jet boating from our vehicle and that was only if we were under full power. The prospect of trying to drift down the river through all the log jams didn’t bear thinking about. It wasn’t really an option.

‘“What do we do now?” I pondered aloud.

‘“How the hell would I know?” asked Les. “It’s your boat. You tell me.”

‘We decided we would get the boat back to the hut and then re-evaluate things from there. To do this, we had two choices: one – slowly walk the boat downriver using a rope. This option would be a long and awkward one, given the tangled riverbank we would have to travel; two (the one we chose) – put ourselves at the mercy of the river and drift back to the hut.

‘Armed only with two short oars for steering, we pushed off from the shore and were grabbed instantly by the quick-flowing water. As best we could we tried to steer the boat away from protruding logs and from being driven into the boulder-ridden riverbanks. The currents fought us every inch of the way and took great delight at slamming us into the ugliest logs and biggest rocks along the way.

‘Ten minutes into our journey we rounded a bend in the river that led us to the final stretch above the hut. Unfortunately, we were on the left side of the river and, of bloody course, needed to be on the right, where the hut was. Realising we may bypass the hut altogether, Les and I rowed frantically, trying to nose the boat across the river. Both of us worked the oars maniacally. I was near exhaustion before it seemed we were headed in the right direction. We were fortunate that the river had a sweeping curve just above the hut paddock that, once we got past the centre, helped to keep us on track.

‘Our speed picked up as we hit midstream. We were propelled at an ever-increasing rate towards the near-vertical riverbank on the other side. It dawned on me that the boat was about to get slammed into the rocks and that some serious damage may follow. Without conscious thought, I launched myself over the front of the boat in an effort to get myself between it and the riverbank. The river was deeper than I’d anticipated and I all but disappeared underneath the water. After some frantic scrambling, I managed to keep the boat from colliding with the shore and, with the aid of a rope, eventually tied it up in front of the hut’s paddock.

‘Les and I had had a nerve-rattling morning! It wasn’t until we got three or four whiskys under our belts that our knees stopped rattling and we began to regain our composure.

‘As we drank, Les told his tale regarding the slip. By a stroke of sheer good fortune, he’d been a mere fifty metres or so from the avalanche when it roared through the bush in front of him. Had the landslide happened ten minutes later, I may well have been drinking that whisky on my own.

‘“If only the good die young then I’ve got plenty of years left in me yet,” Les boasted.

‘I have never before or since enjoyed my brother’s company as much as I did that afternoon. I’d thought he had died. I’ll blame him for generating the following morning’s hangover.

‘That afternoon, Dick – a mechanic by trade – declared that the battery was flat and that the alternator had clearly not been working to recharge the battery. The boat had previously started using the existing battery life already in it when purchased.

‘This clearly created a dilemma: we were a good forty minutes’ boating from our vehicle and that was if we were under power. It was simply unfeasible to try to drift downriver, because of the many log jams that needed to be avoided on the way.

‘We had a car battery in the hut that we were using to power the lighting system we’d brought with us. We’d rigged up a series of eighty-watt light bulbs that were powered by this battery. Our only hope of avoiding a long walk out of the valley was if the battery still had enough charge in it to start the jet boat. Even if it did, we could not get us all downriver on one boat trip so would need to make a return journey for the rest of our gear. With the alternator on the blink, we could not risk stopping or stalling the boat. If we did, it may not start again.

‘Given our changed situation, we decided an early exit from the valley was called for and set about loading the boat with all our gear. We had made a decision to try to get all of our gear and us out in one trip, should Dick be able to get the boat started. As we loaded the boat, Dick removed some electrical wire from a derelict tractor that sat rusting outside the hut. He then performed a mechanical operation on the jet boat’s electrics to bypass the alternator that was intended to keep the boat going should we manage to get it started.

‘While still casually dressed in his light blue Y-front underpants, a cotton shirt and gumboots, Dick carried the battery from the hut to the boat and installed it. Everyone stood watching as he gave me the signal to turn the ignition key. I gave it a twist. Moments later, the motor gave a brief splutter before roaring into life.

‘Dick interrupted the round of backslapping and celebrating by telling everyone to get their sorry arses in the boat so we could bugger off before the battery crapped out again.

‘We were off just moments later. The river had dropped and cleared a lot compared to the dirty floodwater we’d travelled up in. This made traversing the many log jams and shallow rapids a breeze. Throughout the journey downriver, I was constantly on edge expecting the motor to stop at any time. If it had, I was dead sure we wouldn’t be able to push-start it again.

‘An hour later, we were all safely back at the launching point. The boat hadn’t missed a beat the entire day and I felt enormously relieved to have got us all safely back to the now defunct vehicle.

‘Our arrival hadn’t gone unnoticed by the locals, who had gathered in large numbers to share my misery at the loss of my Land Rover. The river had run so high at the peak of the flood that it had flowed a good one and a half metres up the wagon.

‘By the time we arrived back at the vehicle the river had dropped to its usual level and was running a good six metres or more below where it had peaked.

‘We headed back to Christchurch the following day. A truck carried my vehicle while towing the jet boat behind. The Land Rover was stuffed. The insurance company reluctantly paid for a brand-new replacement. Given the vehicle was only a few months old when it drowned, I would have accepted nothing less.

‘The 1999 flood was a one in one- to two-hundred-year event. The township of Queenstown, about fifty miles away from the hut, was drowned under the deluge of water. Many shops and businesses were submerged by more than a metre of water as Lake Wakatipu rose to record levels. This flood is the highest ever recorded in Queenstown and exceeded the previous record levels of 1878. Approximately five hectares of the township were flooded. Prospective visitors were advised to stay away.

‘We may well have been the only hunters stupid enough to venture out onto the river. We should have stayed in the pub.’
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Are We There Yet?

It has always been my belief that if I’m going to the trouble and expense of travelling to Fiordland for a hunt, it’s highly inappropriate to return home without any venison.

I held this belief as I stood on the helipad at Milford Airport, having just returned from an eight-day hunt inland from Poison Bay. The trouble was that I hadn’t managed to bag a deer while there. This was partly due to the week of atrocious weather we had just suffered but was equally due to my lousy hunting efforts.

During the previous week, my hunting companions and I had endured snow, torrential rain, gale-force winds and flooding. On the only fine day, we had three keas visit our camp and set about destroying an expensive tent. Needless to say, the owner of the said tent wasn’t so happy on returning to camp to find these mischievous birds still tearing up his home, laughing raucously at him as they did so. The birds were extremely lucky they are a protected species. Otherwise, a one-way trip to birdie heaven would have been a certainty.

Between four hunters we had scored only two deer. While it is our usual practice to divide equally any meat gained, I had declined my share due to the low number of animals shot.

On our only fine day, I had hunted a native bush-covered shelf above our camp and had smelt a deer somewhere ahead of me (for the benefit of non-hunters, think of the smell of a wet sheep). The slight breeze was in my face so I reasoned that the deer couldn’t be too far ahead. As I crept through the reasonably open bush, the wind shifted direction slightly and I could no longer follow my nose to my prey. I came upon a dense patch of windfall logs that was in line with where the deer scent originally came from. Sneaking through the tangled mass was impossible so I stalked along one side, trying to peer into the dense foliage as I went. I saw nothing. Beyond the windfall was really open bush, through which I could see for a long way. No deer were visible so it was clear that ‘my deer’ was hiding within the windfall.
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Having no other option, I slowly climbed over several logs as I eased my way into the tree- and log-choked patch of bush. It was wet, slippery and noisy going. After 10 minutes of painfully slow progress I realised that I was wasting my time and gave up. I wanted out of the tangle.

My exit was blocked by a large tree that had been blown over. Its trunk was about 5 feet through, so to get past I lay across the top of it and swung my legs over and down the far side. I nearly had a heart attack when they landed on something big and soft. Instantaneously, a very large hind burst into life, squirmed free of my weight and bounded off. The animal had been resting in the shelter of the tree until I had rudely woken her. The hind had been so close that I could have stuck my rifle’s barrel in her ribs as she ran off; however, I got such a fright that I never even raised my rifle. I’d had my chance at getting a deer for the freezer but had let myself down – badly.

My mates loaded their gear into Scott’s 4 × 4 for the return journey to Christchurch. I put mine into my car and headed for Te Anau where I was going to stay and do some day hunts. My family were anticipating a freezer full of meat on my return so I felt obliged to stay on and sort the issue out.

I’d made arrangements with my cobber Bart to do a few days’ hunting at local spots he had access to, and was looking forward to seeing some new territory.

The day was again wet, cold and miserable as I arrived at Bart’s home. As always, the door was unlocked and I let myself in. I had no idea whether Bart was home or not but, as he was a ladies’ man who enjoyed entertaining the local women, I didn’t want to disturb him should he be otherwise occupied. I snuck inside, ensuring that my presence wasn’t noticed.

Huddled over the kitchen table was Bart, intently studying a small handheld appliance and an instruction sheet.

‘What the hell have you got there?’ I asked.

Startled, Bart looked up and broke into a huge grin.

‘About bloody time you arrived,’ he replied, holding the device toward me. ‘I can’t figure this little baby out.’

It turned out that Bart had purchased a Global Positioning System (GPS) unit.

‘It won’t do you any good asking me for advice,’ I replied. ‘I’ve never needed or used one.’

I always learn better with a beer or two in me, so I knocked the tops off a couple of bottles and handed one to Bart. Many beers later, Bart was no closer to solving his problem than he had been when I arrived.

‘You don’t need those fancy devices,’ I told Bart. ‘A man can’t get lost in New Zealand anyway. The country is only a few hundred kilometres across, give or take, at its widest part. So long as a man can figure out up from down, he’ll always find his way home.’

‘What about the time you got yourself lost up behind Nelson?’

‘I wasn’t lost,’ I came back. ‘I knew exactly which forest park I was in but was temporarily at a loss as to exactly where in the park I was. You’ll no doubt recall that I got myself home safe and sound, and without a bloody GPS either.’

‘What say you shot two deer in the bush but could only carry one out at a time. Wouldn’t it be handy to simply mark the spot and return directly to it guided by a GPS bearing?’

He had a good point there. On the rare occasion that that had happened to me, I had ferried one animal a short distance before returning and uplifting the second deer, leapfrogging the first and so on. Picking up and putting down the heavy deer was a very energy-sapping and time-consuming task.

By the time we’d eaten a meal, told a few lies and downed more beers, we were still no closer to understanding the workings of the GPS. Clearly, it was a problem that would be more readily solved in the morning so we gave up and concentrated on the task at hand (drinking).

The next morning, it was snowing and very cold. Undeterred, Bart insisted that we were going for a hunt. Me – I would have been happy to stay put in my nice warm bed.

Dressed in innumerable layers of clothing, we set off for Bart’s favourite hunting grounds. On the way, we were to call in and see his mate Kit, who ran a Land Corp farm up the Upukerora River. Kit was going to give Bart a lesson on how to use his GPS.

It was still snowing when we pulled up at Kit’s farmhouse. It was extremely cold, with strong southerly blasts of wind trying to cut clean through us.

Kit emerged from the garage and quickly ushered us inside.

I hadn’t met Kit before but a more friendly and hospitable man you could never meet. Kit stood at about 5 foot 7 inches, and was of average build with short-cut brown hair. His weathered, clean-shaven, square-jawed face showed he was an outdoors man. Kit’s handshake nearly crushed my hand and came close to tearing my arm out of its socket. More importantly, he made coffee so strong that you could stand your spoon up in it. He was a real man’s man.

It soon became apparent that Kit loved hunting as much as we did, and he was very annoyed that he couldn’t come for a hunt with us that day, as he had to travel to Invercargill.

I watched and listened as Bart received a lesson in the use of his GPS device. It sounded more like a maths lesson than anything else, and appeared a bit like gobbledegook to me.

Several hours later, Bart dragged me outside into the sleet to go hunting. My offer to ‘stay behind and guard the house’ was dismissed as silly.

A short 10-minute drive from Kit’s saw us leave the gravel road and head across well-fenced paddocks towards a range of low, native bush-covered hills. I couldn’t tell if there was any grass on the paddocks due to the thick layer of snow that covered everything.

Many gates later, we crunched to a stop at the bush edge. My plea that we give the hunting a miss and return once the weather settled was ignored altogether.

Bart spent several minutes playing with his GPS as we stood by the truck getting blasted by freezing, wind-driven sleet. The cold was intense.

When Bart finally got his arse into gear we climbed a fence and immediately entered the bush on the far side of it. As soon as we reached the shelter of it, things picked up. Sheltered from the wind, our body temperatures rose quickly and we soon became quite comfortable.

In front of us was a huge, rolling and bush-covered area referred to by the locals as downs. On one side of the downs was a low range of hills and far away to the south was White Stone River. Bart led the way into this featureless wilderness, heading straight into the wind.

‘Kit has programmed the location of several large and recently used wallow holes into my GPS for us,’ Bart declared. ‘All going well, the stags will still be in residence and make for easy meat.’

It was mid April and in theory the roar should have still been going at full throttle. We hadn’t heard any stags roar during our hunt in Poison Bay so I hoped things might be on the boil here.

As the wind changed direction, so did we. Bart stopped often to check his GPS and to log our current position should we need to return there for some unknown reason later in the day. At one point, Bart declared that there was a large wallow several hundred metres directly ahead of us.

The wind was perfect so Bart took the opportunity to give a few roars to see if there was a stag in residence. He roared, and we waited, and … nothing.

Ten minutes later, we proceeded forward to the aforesaid wallow. Several hundred metres came and went but we never found that wallow or for that matter any of the other wallows that had been programmed into the GPS. I suspect that a technical error had been made in setting the thing up. Needless to say that, on discovering this, my confidence in the machine wasn’t at its greatest.

The bush we were hunting was totally different to anything I had hunted before. Underfoot there was a constant bed of lush, green moss, through which only stunted, close-knit beech trees and the occasional fern grew. There was nothing visible that I thought the deer could or would want to eat. For these reasons, I couldn’t see why a deer would want to live there at all. I put my concerns to Bart and he responded by telling me that the deer often commuted through this area when travelling between the hills to the west and the deer farm on the far side of the White Stone River. I wasn’t convinced by this but every so often we saw some old deer shit, which proved he wasn’t totally wrong.

The forest floor was undulating and pretty much featureless as I followed dutifully along behind Bart. Our day improved greatly when the sleet stopped and sun broke through the bush canopy above. The whole feel of the bush changed, and for some unknown reason I felt that our prospects of seeing a deer were much higher.

Three hours later, Bart declared that it was time to stop for a bite to eat. I was getting a bit tired of following his bony arse through the bush and welcomed the break. We stopped on the crest of a low rise in the downs (it wasn’t big enough to call it a hill). On either side of the rise, shallow, moss-filled gullies ran off in parallel.

I was about to throw a sandwich down my gullet when Bart let out a pre-lunch roar. Instantly, a reply was heard from the direction of the White Stone River.

‘That bastard’s a long way off,’ Bart declared. ‘Even at full sprint, it would take that stag a good half-hour to get here I reckon.’

I thought Bart was pretty much on the money and nodded my agreement as he let out a second roar. This was also answered immediately.

‘I reckon we should wander over to the edge of the rise, to where we can keep any eye out in the direction that stag roared from while we eat lunch. If he does come our way, we’ll at least be able to see him coming,’ I suggested.

Bart agreed so we gathered up our daypacks and rifles, and wandered across the top of the rise to where we would have a better view down the gully. Bart led the way; I followed close behind. As we neared the edge of the rise, and over top of Bart’s head, I saw a set of antlers climbing the side toward us. The stag was no more than 30 metres away and was coming at us quicker than a Scud missile. Bart saw the stag at about the same time as the stag spotted us. For a brief moment, time seemed to stand still as we all took stock of our situation.

We all reacted at the same instant. The stag was now only 10 metres from us. It reared up on its hind legs as it twisted and ran off in the direction that it had come from. Wanting to get a shot at the stag as it fled, and at the same time not wanting to shoot Bart, I ran to my right in the hope I might get a shot at the stag as it ran away through the gully below. I ran about a dozen paces then crouched down and raised my rifle, pointing it where I expected the stag to emerge into my view.

Nothing. I looked hard but couldn’t see a thing.

Bang! Bart’s rifle pierced the tension.

‘He’s down,’ he yelled.

‘Then where the hell is it?’ I shouted at the fast-departing Bart.

‘Right bloody here,’ Bart replied a few seconds later. He was standing over a stone-dead stag that was lying in about the same spot as where we had first seen it, and not well down the gully where I had expected it to be.

‘What happened?’ I asked.

‘We both saw the stag at about the same time I guess, but with me being in front I simply raised my rifle and waited for chance of a clear shot at it. I thought it was about to bugger off – it didn’t. The stag turned to run off but almost immediately changed its mind, turned back and charged me. I couldn’t believe my eyes and was lucky that I already had my rifle up and ready. The stag was going to have me, there was no doubt about that. It had me lined up and was charging straight at me. I shot the bastard fair between the eyes.’

Now it’s true that Bart is a ladies’ man, and a fairly popular one at that, but I was a bit taken aback by the fact that a stag had wanted his body as well.

I took a look and – sure enough – Bart was right. His shot had hit the stag a mere inch below the eyes and smack in the centre of its head; a very good shot indeed.

After the standard round of back-slapping and photograph-taking, we butchered the animal in readiness for the carry back to the vehicle.

The stag was an eight-pointer and, despite being in the roar, was in fairly good condition. Bart was keen to take the head and back steaks only. I was keen to take the meat to keep my family happy. In the end, we took both. I had a large daypack with a wide bellyband so ended up with a very heavy load of meat, but wasn’t about to complain.

Bart took a bearing from his GPS that he reckoned would take us directly to the truck, and told me to follow him. He set off at a cracking pace that only a man without a pack full of meat could keep up with. Despite this, I sprinted behind as best I could and made sporadic contact with him when he stopped to take another bearing from his GPS. The deep, spongy moss underfoot made my progress even slower, with every step being like walking in soft sand.

I am old, unfit and not used to carrying big weights. It wasn’t long before my legs felt like jelly. At one point, we happened across a very large clearing within the bush. It had several well-used stag wallow holes on it, which caused Bart to stop for a look-see. I managed to catch up again while he logged the clearing’s location into his GPS.

Having failed to find any resident stags on or around the clearing, Bart again set off for the vehicle. He must have gotten his second wind – he either doubled his speed or I halved mine. I watched Bart disappear into a shallow creek and climb out the far side before disappearing from view over a rise. Getting down into the creek was easy but dragging my sorry arse and pack full of meat up the other side wasn’t. Eventually, I managed to heave and labour my way up the bank to the top. I was just about shagged, and sucked in huge gobs full of air as I tried to recover from my exertions.

I rested my weary bones by leaning against a tree and managed to locate Bart about 70 metres up ahead. He had his head down and was busy studying his handheld GPS. Directly behind Bart, and about 30 metres away from him, was a large hind just standing there watching him. Hell, it was so close that Bart could have thrown his rifle at the old girl and been almost guaranteed of a hit. Bart was blissfully unaware of her presence.

I raised my rifle and lined the hind up. The crosshairs settled comfortably on her chest, but I couldn’t take the shot. If Bart moved, there was a chance that I’d hit him and I wasn’t about to take that risk. I ran (as best I could anyway, with 40-odd kg of meat on my back) to get to a safer angle. Unfortunately, Bart started to move again before I got the chance and the hind trotted off, unseen by him.

I gave a whistle for Bart to stop and wait for me to catch up. He wasn’t very happy with himself when I told him that a hind knew the GPS co-ordinates better than he or his machine did.

We arrived at the vehicle less than five minutes later. Had we managed to bag the hind as well as the stag, our freezers would have been very full indeed. Even better, very little extra effort would have been required to complete the task.

Kit wasn’t there when we called in on our way back to Te Anau. We rang him later that night and told him how we’d got on. He was still annoyed that he hadn’t been able to come with us. Having stirred his urge to hunt, Kit asked us if we’d like to come spotlighting with him the following night. His kind offer was graciously accepted.

We returned to Kit’s about mid afternoon and spent a few hours yarning about our hunting experiences. Kit showed us a new piece of hunting gear that he had recently purchased and which I had not seen the likes of before. This was a pair of binoculars that had a rangefinder built into them. All that was required was to find an animal in the binoculars, press a button, and the exact distance between you and the animal flashed up. Knowing how far away an animal is makes it a lot easier to shoot.

An hour and a half before dark, we drove to a paddock at the rear of the property that was being broken in. Kit parked his vehicle on a lush green patch of grass that was between a deer-fenced paddock and a thick band of native bush. To reach the newly broken-in paddock would require us walking up a short, steep, manuka-covered face to the terrace above. Kit had recently seen fresh deer prints in the soft soil of the new paddock and was hopeful of catching an animal out in the open before dark.

We followed a fence line as we made our way through the manuka to the terrace above. The paddock we were to hunt was situated on the terrace and above a large stream. On one side of the fence was the newly worked-up, muddy paddock and on the other was native bush and dense bands of manuka scrub.

As we pushed our way through a patch of manuka, we came upon a deer that was tangled up in the five-strand wire fence. The deer was dead. It was obvious that the animal had tried to jump over the fence but had miscalculated its leap. The animal’s head had gone between the top two strands of wire while its body had gone clean over the top one. This had trapped the animal’s head, causing it to be semi-suspended above the ground where it was strangled by its own body weight. It was sad to think of the horrible death the animal must have suffered.

We stalked the edge of the new paddock without success but saw many fresh deer prints.

Rather than walk the paddock edge a second time, we elected to make our way back to the vehicle by walking along the easier flat terrace that sat above a creek. Kit was a lot fitter than Bart and I, and soon found himself a long way ahead. Below us was a grassy creek that, on both sides, had fingers of native bush reaching down to it from above. Bart and I couldn’t help but stop to examine these faces and clearings.

‘There are two deer on the bush edge on the far side,’ Bart stated as he pointed across the creek.

It took me a while to find the animals but, sure enough, Bart was on the money. They were on the move and it as clear to us that they had smelt Kit, who was a long way ahead of us and whose scent would have blown over them.

Bart waved madly, trying to attract Kit’s attention but failed to do so.

‘If you are going to have a crack you’d better make it quick,’ I suggested. ‘They’ll disappear into the bush soon.’

Bart raised his rifle and took aim for some time. In the end, he never pulled the trigger. He stated that he wasn’t sure of the distance and that he did not want to risk injuring a deer that we might not find before dark. You can’t fault ethics like that.

When Kit found out that he had walked right past two easy deer he did what any decent person would have done: had a good laugh at his own misfortune.

We returned back to Kit’s house where we waited several hours before again venturing out into the darkness. By this time, it had become very cold and our breath frosted in front of us as we walked to the vehicle.

Given we were off spotlighting for deer, there was no need for three rifles to be in the vehicle. I volunteered to leave mine behind and, as quick as a flash, so did Kit. Bart couldn’t believe his luck at being designated the shooter for the night, as this is generally a keenly sought-after, even thrilling role.

Kit gave me a knowing wink as we climbed into the cab of the nice warm vehicle and set off. The night was cold and the shooter, Bart, had the misfortune of having to stand on the rear of the ute as we hunted.

We travelled through numerous paddocks, and opened and shut many gates as we shone the light over all the likely spots where a deer may lurk. After an hour and a half, we had seen about 10 rabbits and a few possums but no deer.

‘Things are a bit quiet tonight,’ Kit ventured. ‘We would normally have seen a deer or two by now.’

Only moments after these words crossed his lips, the light settled on three sets of eyes at the far end of the spotlight’s range.

‘Whoa up,’ Kit spoke, ‘we’re onto something here.’

The animals were in a dense patch of low native scrub about 200 metres away. Kit turned the light off and continued driving in their direction to close the gap and hopefully make it easier for Bart to shoot one or preferably two. Before long, we reached a spot where we could not get the vehicle any closer to the animals. After asking Bart if he was comfortable and ready, Kit flicked the light back on and, sure enough, three sets of deer eyes were illuminated in front of us.

‘I can only see their heads above the scrub,’ Bart said. ‘It’s a headshot or nothing.’

‘Well, stop talking about it and get on with the shooting,’ I instructed.

Bang! As I watched, the three deer heads flicked about in fright but none of their lights went out.

‘Ya bloody missed,’ contributed Kit.

Bang! A set of eyes disappeared instantly. The other two deer turned and disappeared quickly from view.

‘Not that time,’ came Bart’s clearly pleased-with-himself reply.

Bart told Kit to keep the light on the spot where the deer had fallen and not to move it until we’d found the animal. This precaution is required as things often look a lot different when you are on foot, in the dark, with no specific reference point to where an animal fell. On this occasion, our deer was in rolling, featureless scrub and was about 100 metres from the paddock’s edge.

Bart and I fought our way through the dense scrub, trying to keep the spotlight directly behind us. At one point, we dropped into a shallow creek and on climbing out the spotlight seemed to have veered from our original direction. Almost immediately, Kit swung the light back and forth across the scrub again before settling on a spot away from our first course. Needless to say, some choice words were exchanged before we again headed into the scrub.

Without labouring the point we searched for over an hour looking for that deer and never found it. The ground was featureless and we simply couldn’t get a good fix on exactly where it fell.

On returning to the vehicle, Bart reckoned he’d worked up a decent thirst and suggested we should return to base for a beer or two.

Fending off Bart’s suggestion of an early retirement, Kit said, ‘We’ve got one more spot that’s worth a look before we call it a night.’

With that sorted, and guided by Kit, we headed back to the paddock that we’d hunted just before dark. Kit thought that it would be worth flicking the light over the new paddock ‘just for a look-see’ before pushing off.

The journey back to the paddock was about five kilometres and by then the night had become incredibly cold. Several times during the trip, Bart tapped on the vehicle’s window and, with chattering teeth, enquired if there was room in the nice warm cab for him. There wasn’t.

As we approached our destination, Kit flashed the spotlight along the bush edge. Standing in the lush grass, only metres from where the ute had been parked for our earlier evening hunt, was a large spiker.

Calm as a cucumber, Kit turned the light off and casually continued on. While not headed directly toward the deer, we were still getting a lot closer to it.

With the words ‘I’m stopping, get ready’ directed at Bart, Kit eased the ute to a halt. Moments later, a shot rang out and the spiker, unhit, took off along the fence line. Two more shots and it went down.

‘What’s the bloody story, Crocket? Three shots,’ I teased.

‘Tried to headshoot it the first time,’ Bart replied. ‘I shouldn’t have, should I?’

Kit was able to drive the ute right up to the deer for it to be loaded onto the back. Talk about easy!

Earlier that night, we’d started hunting at that spot before doing a near full circuit of the farm. Six hours later, we bagged a deer right where we’d started. There must be some irony in there somewhere.

With the rifle safely tucked away and the hunting finished, we headed back to the farmhouse for a brew or two.

Feeling sympathetic towards my poor hunting skills and lack of meat to take home, Kit and Bart kindly donated the deer to me. Thanks a lot guys – the gesture was really appreciated.

For the record, the next morning Kit returned to where Bart had shot the deer in the scrub and, with the aid of his dog, located a hind. Once again, Bart had taken one with a shot fair between the eyes.
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A Load of Croc

When Bruce shot through to Australia to start his great overseas adventure, Tim thought he’d never see him again. All things considered, he wasn’t too upset by this – Bruce had proved to be a very unsatisfactory hunting mate and his buggering off was likely to save Tim a lot of money.

The troubles had started when Tim, a lean man aged 20 years and freshly arrived in the Coromandel, had ventured to a Thames Valley Deer Stalkers’ Association club day to make himself known. Having been recently transferred into the area by his employer, he knew no one there but was keen to team up with a local hunter and get stuck into any handy wild deer or pigs.

By day’s end, Tim had proved himself as a marksman, coming second in the 400-metre marksman shoot. A few locals had introduced themselves and inspected his rifle, just in case he had some new fancy weapon that had given him an unfair advantage. He didn’t. At the clubrooms, towards the end of the day, Tim managed to fill himself up with beer to the point that he couldn’t drive himself home and had to sleep off his excesses in his car. The following morning, just as the sun was poking its nose over the horizon, Tim woke and was surprised to find a new, bright yellow Holden ute parked right beside his rickety old 1988 Nissan Terrano. He assumed it belonged to a local who had also drunk to excess and who would return to collect it later that morning.

Feeling the need to rid his body of the toxins that had accumulated within, Tim had struggled from the makeshift bed in the back of his 4 × 4 and had taken a leak against the rear wheel of the neighbouring Holden.

‘That’s bloody lovely isn’t it?’ a voice erupted from beneath the ute’s deck cover and before Tim was able to tuck away his offending implement.

Tim stammered an apology aimed at the mystery voice under the cover and claimed that he’d have done the business elsewhere but for the fact that he was about to explode and couldn’t have made it any further without soiling his trousers.

A hand slowly reached out from beneath the ute’s black vinyl deck cover and one by one released the bungy straps that held it in place. After an eternity, a red-headed, heavily freckled, podgy face emerged into the now-bright sunlight.

‘I hope you didn’t forget to flush,’ he grinned as he leapt to the ground and, utilising the same rear wheel, followed the fine example set by Tim.

After giving his weapon a shake, the bloke stuck out his hand and said, ‘Name’s Bruce. That’s Bruce with a B.’

Given preceding events, Tim was pleased he wasn’t being offered something to eat, but shook his hand anyway.

Bruce wasn’t a chap who had been blessed with good looks or for that matter any other redeeming features. His problems started with his thick mop of fiery red hair and densely freckled face, and continued through his podgy body to stumpy legs that were far too short for him. Tim guessed he was about the same age as himself.

After a round of introductions, the pair soon found that they had a bit in common. For a starter, both had huge hangovers. Further, neither had any idea of where the local hunting was to be had. Having so much in common, they soon decided that they’d team up and give the hunting thing a go together. Rumour had it there were plenty of pigs to be had in the area and Bruce seemed pretty confident that he and Tim would get into them sooner rather than later.

Tim wasn’t too sure about that after Bruce told him he had only arrived in town from Auckland a week earlier. He was parked up at a motor camp and hoped to get work locally on a dairy farm. Given that there were a lot of farm jobs available and a shortage of workers, Bruce should have found employment immediately – but hadn’t. Tim should have heard the warning bells ringing then – but didn’t.

After swapping cell phone numbers, they arranged to meet at the local pub two days later to see if either of them had managed to sort out a hunting spot. The following day, Bruce had rung and told Tim that he’d landed the hottest hunting spot in the whole Coromandel.

‘There are so many pigs there that the local cocky has sold his plough. He reckoned he doesn’t need one anymore as the pigs turn his paddocks over every night for free,’ Bruce boasted.

Arrangements were made and after work the following Friday Tim called to pick Bruce up from the local pub. Leaning against the wall outside was an old Mountain Mule backpack with a fully wooded and very old Lee Enfield .303 rifle propped against it. There was no sign of Bruce’s bright yellow ute outside. Bruce was inside and by the look of him had spent a good part of the day loading himself up with beer. What’s more, he refused to leave the sanctuary of the pub until they’d both consumed several more rounds. For some unknown reason, it escaped Tim’s attention at the time that Bruce’s drinking crowd was a bunch of good-for-nothing, lazy, ne’er-do-well, dope-smoking losers.

With packs and rifles loaded into Tim’s 4 × 4, and guided by Bruce’s instruction, the pair headed off into the great void. Literally – they never found the farm that Bruce reckoned he had access to and only proceeded to get themselves disorientated (a diplomatic word for ‘lost’) after taking numerous random turns on back-country gravel roads.

After several hours of driving in the dark with a spotlight aimed out the window, just in case they stumbled upon the said farm, they gave up and parked for the night in a gravel pit just off to the side of the road. Fortunately, Bruce had taken the precaution of bringing several dozen beers with him for such an eventuality.

As they consumed the grog beside a small fire they’d lit, Bruce loosened up and told his story. It turned out he’d come from a very wealthy, Auckland-based family and had two older sisters. The sisters had both gone to university and made good of themselves. One was now a doctor and the other a university tutor in some subject or other. Unfortunately, Bruce was more of a ‘doing’ sort of chap, rather than an academic. He used to wag school, drink grog and get into trouble with the law. Bruce was simply waiting for his old man to kick the bucket so he could take over the family business and inherit a fortune.

By a stroke of bad luck (according to him), he’d found himself involved in an importing business that brought silk shirts into the country. Some ‘criminal bastard’ had hidden contraband in his shirts and the police had seen fit to charge him with importing it. Somehow, the jury got it wrong and found him guilty before a judge sent him to prison for rehabilitation. Bruce reckoned he’d never forgive the bastard who did that to him. That was about the time his parents had had a gutsful and disowned him. Bruce was told not to come back until he had sorted himself out and made good. He was in the Coromandel taking the opportunity to evaluate life away from the big smoke, and thought he’d give hunting a try. That’s how he came to be at the Deer Stalkers’ Association meeting where he first met Tim.

‘I didn’t see your ute at the pub,’ Tim interjected.

‘It was there a quarter of an hour before you arrived,’ Bruce stated. ‘But an ugly mongrel who was driving a repossession truck arrived, threw my gear off and towed the ute away.’

‘Why didn’t you stop him?’ Tim enquired.

‘Couldn’t really. You see, I borrowed it from my dad but forgot to ask his permission first. I didn’t think that he’d miss it, having four cars and all, but it seems he did. The towey was a rough-looking bastard so I didn’t think it prudent to argue with him about it. He came into the pub and handed me a letter. It was from my old man.’

‘What did the letter say?’ asked Tim.

‘I don’t know; I didn’t bother opening it. At a guess I’d say that it contained all the usual stuff he throws at me: I’m a useless no-hoper and that he doesn’t ever want to see me again … that sort of stuff.’

‘What does your old man do?’

‘He owns a drain-laying business in Auckland. Makes a bloody fortune arranging for the departure of people’s shit. He’s always saying that their shit is his gold. All he does now is office work and the banking while others do the dirty work. He rakes in the dough though.’

‘Why don’t you go and work for him?’

‘Weren’t you listening?’ Bruce replied. ‘His business is dealing with people’s shit. There has to be more to life than that. Anyway, the old man has told me a thousand times or more that he has more energy in his little finger than I do in my whole body. He’s probably right, but at least my body isn’t covered in shit. I don’t need his dough or his business. I’m up here to start afresh and get away from some people I know in Auckland.’

Bruce never elaborated on that.

Come morning, a further search was made for the said farm but it wasn’t found on that trip or any other. In fact, despite making a dozen or more trips into the wild looking for deer and pigs, none were ever shot and only a few were sighted.

On one spotlighting trip, Bruce took the wheel and Tim aimed the light. The idea was to shoot a few possums and if their luck held maybe even get a deer. While travelling down a narrow, gravel, back-country road, a deer ran across it about 50 metres in front of them. Bruce got so excited at seeing the deer that he drove Tim’s 4 × 4 into the bush after it. Somehow, he failed to see the deep ditch to the side of the road or the stump protruding from the bank on the far side of it. The vehicle had entered the ditch at about 50 kilometres an hour, rolled onto its side, and had part of the roof staved in by the protruding stump. It finally came to a muddy halt while partially submerged in the ditch.

After a two-hour walk, Tim managed to get to a farm and use their telephone to arrange for the vehicle to be rescued. Further, an ambulance and the fire brigade were called as Bruce had broken his leg in the accident and was lying trapped in the vehicle. Relations weren’t helped by the fact that the vehicle wasn’t insured and that Bruce failed to contribute toward its repair.

Despite their different backgrounds, work ethics and views of the world, they formed an unusual alliance as friends and shared a similar sense of humour. Their hunting trips slowed when Bruce took up with a local girl and he all but disappeared from the planet. Personally, Tim couldn’t see what he saw in her, as she was all but covered in tattoos. She had a huge Japanese scene tattooed across her shoulders, colourful birds on her biceps and floral arrangements on her forearms. She even had dragons tattooed on her ankles.

After several months of no contact, Tim stumbled into Bruce one night at the pub. He was on his own and looked a bit shaky.

‘What’s up, mate?’ asked Tim.

‘You know that girl, Trish, who I’ve been seeing over the past months?’

Tim nodded that he did.

‘Well, it turns out that she has gang connections that she forgot to mention to me. Last night, I was at her house, safely tucked up in bed with her, when the door opened and in hopped this big hairy gang member who was busy taking his trousers off as he entered. I can tell you that he wasn’t my type – I’d have preferred he kept them on. I don’t know who got the biggest fright – him, me or Trish – but he sure wasn’t happy to find me in that bed. After a bit of a dust-up, the hairy bastard and I came to an arrangement, which went something like this: if I didn’t get my arse permanently out of “his house” – yep, you heard me right: “his house” – within three seconds, I was going to leave my teeth behind as souvenirs; maybe even a leg and an arm as well. I was out of there so fast that my shadow struggled to keep up. The bloke reckoned that if he ever saw me again he’d take my head off. I have no reason to doubt him.’
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Bruce now had nowhere to stay, his seasonal farm job had come to an end, and he declared that he was getting the hell out of town. Tim managed to convince him that he should stay for a few beers before he departed, as they would help to settle his nerves and do him no harm. He even offered Bruce safe refuge at his place for the night. He could make his escape from there in the morning.

Bruce said that he had left Trish’s house so fast that he’d brought nothing with him, other than the clothes he was standing in. Worse still, he’d left his wallet behind. Given this, he apologised and said that he’d have to bludge beers from Tim for the night. Being old mates and under the circumstances, this wasn’t a problem. At one stage during the night Bruce declared that it was his turn to shout and, as he didn’t have his wallet, borrowed Tim’s EFTPOS card to do so (Tim had drunkenly supplied the PIN number).

By night’s end, both were very drunk and sang as they staggered the short distance to Tim’s house to crash for the night.

Come morning, Bruce was gone and by some strange coincidence so was all the money from Tim’s bank account. It had been cleaned out – just under $1600 had been taken by Bruce. A note reading, ‘Sorry mate, but my need is currently greater than yours,’ didn’t go far toward making Tim feel any more compassionate toward his thieving, now ex-mate.

As time went by, Tim came to realise that he would never see the money again. His mind had written the debt off. He’d also given up on ever receiving a contribution towards the repair of his 4 × 4. In total, Bruce had managed to set him back more than three grand. The loss had to be filed away as one of life’s harsh lessons.

Life was good for Tim, and over the following three years he was promoted twice. He had just been given notice of a further promotion and transfer to Palmerston North when he answered his work telephone:

‘Hey Tim, Bruce here. How’s it going, mate?’

Initially Tim was too stunned to talk. When he finally managed to gather his wits, he launched into Bruce with a tirade of abuse all designed to advise him that he hadn’t been altogether happy with his departure arrangements.

‘I’m really sorry about that, mate, but I was in a predicament and couldn’t see any other way out of it. Look, Tim, I want to make it up to you. I know that I done you wrong and it’s time to make amends. I’m on to some bloody good pig hunting here in Australia and want to shout you a trip over for a hunt with me. We didn’t do any good on the pigs while we were in New Zealand but I’m getting plenty of them over here in the Northern Territory. The porkers are the size of small outhouses, have tusks the size of Harley handlebars and are as thick as flies. You’ve got to come over, mate. No one in their right mind would turn down the chance to hunt the big Northern Territory boars. Better still, the whole trip’s on me: airfares, accommodation and rental car – the whole works. What do ya say, mate. Are we on or what?’

Tim had given up on ever getting anything back from Bruce, so his offer of a fully paid holiday had a lot of merit. Better still, he’d planned to take a few weeks off before taking up his new job in Palmerston North anyway.

‘Don’t worry about a thing,’ Bruce said. ‘I’ve got everything covered: rifles, boat, fuel, tucker, hunting rights – the lot.’

After a bit more discussion, things got sorted out and plans were made for Tim to venture to the north of Australia for a spot of pig hunting.

Having never left the shores of New Zealand before, Tim decided that he’d take a decent look at Australia before meeting up with Bruce. His plan was to fly to Melbourne then drive right through the middle of the country to Darwin.

True to his word, Bruce booked and paid for Tim’s airfare to Melbourne, and when he touched down there was a rental car waiting for him.

For the next eight days, Tim made his way northward, stopping at places that took his fancy or for no particular reason at all.

Tim was particularly interested in the history of Australia’s goldfields and stopped for a day at Bendigo and Mt Alexander, where some of the biggest gold strikes were made. Over four million ounces of gold had been recovered from the area over a four-year period in the 1850s.

The Mt Alexander field yielded one gold nugget that weighed a mind-boggling 1008 ounces. It was found by some new and inexperienced gold diggers who had been sent to what was thought to be an empty or ‘duffer’ claim. They found it on their second day of working. Today, that nugget would be worth over a million dollars. Even more interesting was that, in 1869, the world’s biggest nugget was found at Bulldog Gully at Moliagul. That one weighed a massive 60 kg.

At Alice Springs, Tim took an energy-conserving flight over Ayers Rock. This was followed by him booking into a camping ground, taking a hot shower and departing to find a pub where he could rub shoulders with the locals. Tim was tempted to make a visit to the casino there but, having suffered a lifetime of incredibly poor luck, decided not to.

The following morning, Tim was up and away before first light. For some unexplainable reason, there were far fewer kangaroos on the road than he’d encountered on his journey to Ayers Rock. Throughout his travels, Tim had had to dodge dozens of them as he drove. Kangaroos seemed to take great delight in leaping across the road in front of him and on a number of occasions Tim came close to colliding with one. Tim couldn’t figure out why they needed to cross the road – one side looked just as good as the other to him.

Another night was spent staying at a motor camp at a little place called Larrimah. The camp had a swimming pool where at night-time small bats swooped down to catch flying insects and scoop up water to drink. Tim spent the evening at the poolside watching the bats’ antics and cooling himself down with a few beers. Every now and again a bat’s radar system would jam and one would crash-land in the pool. This must have been a regular occurrence, as the lady from the motor camp’s office would hear the bat splashing about in the pool and come to its rescue. Once freed from the water’s grasp, the doused bat would fly off untroubled.

Thanks to the air conditioning in the rental car, the sweltering heat outside was barely noticed by Tim as he travelled the final leg of the journey to Darwin, arriving at Bruce’s address in the late afternoon.

Tim’s view of Bruce (with a B) had mellowed a lot. Having just spent the better part of a week travelling at his expense, he was very happy indeed to shake Bruce’s hand and greet him warmly:

‘It’s bloody great to see you again, mate.’

Bruce didn’t look much different to what he did when he’d departed New Zealand three years earlier. Mind you, his stomach was a bit more rotund and his legs appeared to have grown a fraction shorter.

What struck Tim the most wasn’t the short, buxom brunette named Tanya who was introduced as Bruce’s partner, but rather the flash house and three expensive vehicles that were parked outside of it.

The huge house, although new, was built in a style that replicated the homesteads of yesteryear. A wide porch ran around its perimeter and at one end was an impressive barbecue area that led to a big in-ground swimming pool. Even more impressive was that the house sat fair in the centre of a fully landscaped and well-manicured 20-ha block on the edge of Darwin.

The first vehicle was a bright red, two-door Porsche, the second a bold yellow Audi and the third an olive-green, top-of-the-range Hummer 4 × 4 with all the bells and whistles.

As soon as Tanya was out of earshot, Tim said to Bruce, ‘You’d better marry her fast, mate. Her folks are bloody loaded.’

At this Bruce burst out laughing. ‘It’s not her parents’ house, mate – it’s ours,’ he stated between chuckles. ‘Have I got a story to tell you, mate. However, now is not the time. After your long drive my bet is that you’ll be needing a beer to wash the grit off your tonsils.’

A few cold beers were swallowed before Bruce declared that he had to head into Darwin to pick up a motor for the tinnie.

Tim didn’t know what Bruce had planned but if it included a boat and fishing he might as well have chucked in the idea right there and then. Tim wasn’t a nautical man and whenever he’d had anything to do with boats disaster had followed. Worse still, he was the unluckiest fisherman on earth. It was almost like the fish had built-in anti-Tim radars that warned them he was about to wet his line and that they should depart forthwith. Tim mentioned these things to Bruce, who laughed that he should think they were going fishing.

‘No, mate,’ Bruce responded. ‘This hunting trip’s to be done in luxury. Having put in a big effort planning the hunt and purchasing the best gear available, we’re going to be doing our pig hunting by boat. There’s no walking to be done on this trip.’

The no-walking bit sounded good to Tim, who wasn’t handling the intense Australian heat too well.

Departure the following morning was a bit later than scheduled, directly attributable to their excesses of the previous night. The boat, filled with camping gear and everything they might need, was hooked on behind the Hummer before they took off for their intended hunting ground.

Three hundred kilometres later, they reached an unmarked gravel side road, made a turn and headed cross-country. An hour later they crossed a dry riverbed and continued onward along a barely visibly track for another half-hour or so.

The country was dry, rocky, covered in clumps of brown grass and in places had stunted trees that offered minimal shade. The going was at times challenging, especially with the boat hitched to the back of the 4 × 4.

By Tim’s standards, it was bloody hot and, having come from New Zealand’s winter where the daytime temperature was lucky to reach 14°C, he found the heat almost unbearable. The temperature was somewhere around 36°C. Every time Tim left his mouth ajar for more than a second or two, flies would seek refuge in the cavity. Add to this that he was drenched in perspiration and you get the general picture that things were a tad unpleasant.

Bruce stated that he was on the lookout for a particular clump of trees that marked where they were to turn and head toward the Daly River. Eventually, they came to a patch that looked no different to any other, but Bruce confidently declared that they had arrived at the prescribed turnoff point. Tim couldn’t see any definable track leading anywhere and began to have doubts about Bruce’s navigation skills as they headed further into the semi-barren desert country.

‘How many times have you hunted here before, Bruce?’ Tim asked casually.

‘Not a lot,’ said Bruce.

‘How often is not a lot?’ pushed Tim.

‘Well … never actually,’ he replied. ‘But I’ve been given directions and I’m told there are pigs for Africa there.’

Remembering the time Bruce had sorted out a hot hunting spot in the Coromandel, and how they had got lost on well-defined roads without finding it, Tim suddenly began to feel very nervous about being guided in the Australian outback by Bruce.

Several kilometres later, they passed a dried-up billabong that had wilted gum trees struggling to grow alongside.

‘Not far to go now,’ Bruce enthused.

Before long, the terrain started to change and the arid country eased to denser scrub. Eventually, a tall band of gum trees came into view and Bruce declared that they were near their destination. Ten minutes later, they dropped over a steep, sandy face and found themselves on the banks of the Daly River.

In front of them was a large circular pool in the slow-moving river. A short distance upriver from it was a shallow rapid that fell about a metre and half to the pool below. The location was sheltered, flat and, according to Bruce, the ideal camping spot.

The trailer was carefully backed to the water’s edge before the boat was launched. Once the craft was safely in the water and tied up, a camp was erected and the billy boiled.

Tim, still feeling that Bruce didn’t have a full handle on the whats and wherefores of outback Australia, asked, ‘Should we be camping so close to the water given there are crocodiles in these parts?’

‘Don’t worry about crocodiles,’ came back Bruce. ‘They aren’t very big this far upstream. Besides, they don’t like broken water.’

Bruce was pointing to the small waterfall above the pool.

Tim didn’t think that such a small waterfall would deter a cockabully, let alone a crocodile.

‘Besides,’ continued Bruce, ‘There are only small freshwater crocs this far upriver. They’re bloody near harmless. It’s the big saltwater crocs that a man needs to be wary of. We are too far inland for saltwater crocs here, mate, so don’t worry about it.’

‘How can you tell the difference between a saltwater croc and a freshwater croc?’ Tim asked.

‘The freshwater croc is quite small and won’t attack unless provoked. The saltwater croc, on the other hand, is much bigger and is far more vicious. A man definitely wouldn’t want to tangle with one of those.’

A plan was formulated for the afternoon where, following a siesta, the pair would head upstream shooting any pigs they found as they went. After dark, they planned to return downriver, repeating the process but using a spotlight.

As Tim had travelled so far to get an Australian pig, it was agreed that he would shoot the first one they encountered.

In due course, the boat was loaded with a spotlight, rifle, several fishing rods and some tucker before the duo set off upriver. Having motored about 30 metres, they reached the waterfall and were forced to climb into the quick-flowing water. Considerable effort was required to drag the boat through the rapids to the slower-moving stretch of river above.

As Tim stood in the river heaving the boat through the rapids, he couldn’t help but wonder just how many crocodiles there were in that part of the river and whether they had a liking for freshly arrived New Zealand boys.

Once above the rapid, the going was easy. The river ranged between 20 and 30 metres in width and quietly meandered through the relatively flat country. On either side, the gently tapered riverbanks varied in height from 1 to 4 metres and were edged by scrubby bush and taller eucalyptus trees. At regular intervals, sandy beaches reached out into the river and shallow belly furrows could be seen where crocodiles had rested on the warm sand.

Tim had the job of sitting at the bow of the tinnie to look for any submerged rocks that may cause them to sink and become crocodile bait. He took this role very seriously.

After 10 minutes of quietly motoring upriver and seeing no pigs, Tim noticed the head of a crocodile barely visible above the water. Its head was facing upstream and it was in about a metre and a half of water. Tim directed Bruce to move the boat closer so he could have a decent look at it. As they approached, the massive size of the crocodile became apparent – this was no freshwater croc. Bruce’s jaw dropped as he throttled back the boat’s motor and the crocodile, which was longer than the tinnie they were travelling in, quietly faded underneath the water. Tim’s eyes shot about searching the river beneath the boat to make sure that it wasn’t coming their way or about to attack them.
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‘If that’s a small freshwater croc then I don’t want to encounter a big bloody salty,’ Tim stated sarcastically.

‘I was told there are no saltwater crocs this far upriver,’ Bruce said. ‘It’s pretty bloody obvious that I was told wrong!’

By mutual agreement, the pair decided that it would be a good idea for them to stay out of the water from then on.

About an hour later, Tim spotted a thin, tan-coloured snake, about 1.3 metres long and as thick as an average man’s thumb, swimming across the river. After watching it for a short time, he felt confident that the boat would pass well clear of it and refocused his eyes on the river’s edge where he hoped to see a pig.

Suddenly, the boat rocked wildly and Bruce lurched forward into Tim, almost knocking him from the boat. The impact was so hard that had he not been holding onto the bow rope he may well have fallen into the river and become croc food.

Feeling somewhat threatened by Bruce’s unwanted advances, Tim fought him off and yelled, ‘What the *#$! are you trying to do, kill me?’

At that point, there was nobody controlling the boat and it was doing all sorts of crazy manoeuveres as it flitted and wobbled about in the river.

Bruce nodded towards the motor end of the boat and stammered, ‘That bloody thing’s trying to kill me.’

Slithering across the seat Bruce had just vacated was an identical snake to the one Tim had seen swimming in the river minutes earlier.

Both were galvanized into action and fought over a fishing rod, which was the first object that came to hand, with a view to evicting the intruding snake. After a short struggle, Bruce managed to wrestle the rod from Tim’s grasp and, using the tip of it, flicked the snake over the side of the boat. Neither Bruce nor Tim had any idea what type of snake it was or whether it was poisonous but they weren’t about to let it hang around while they found out.

When calm returned and the boat was back under control, a very relieved Bruce explained how events had unfolded. It turned out that while he was steering the boat he had felt something touch his arm and, thinking it was a spider, had just brushed it off. When the thing touched his arm again he looked and saw the snake that had somehow climbed aboard. This had caused Bruce, in panic, to jump from the stern to the stem of the boat and land on top of Tim. He’d have probably gone overboard had Tim not been in his way.

By nightfall, no pigs had been seen, but a few more crocodiles had. The night was balmy and the stars were out in force. However, the lack of any moonlight left things a little murky. Both Bruce and Tim couldn’t help but feel nervous at the prospect of a saltwater crocodile lurking underneath the boat and on several occasions had taken fright when bats had swooped past them in the darkness.

Using the spotlight, Tim made several sweeps of the riverbanks looking for pigs. None were found. However, an ominous looking pair of crocodile eyes was illuminated by the light.

Several hours after dark, it was time to commence the return journey back to camp. It was at this point that the spotlight’s battery decided to die. Bruce managed to rig up the wiring so that it ran off the outboard motor, provided the revs were kept high enough to power it. This, of course, put paid to their plan to quietly idle down the river.

With Bruce in control of the motor and Tim the spotlight, they worked their way downriver. In order to keep the spotlight working at full strength, the propeller was raised partially out of the water. The effect of this was to keep the revs up but boat speed down. Any chance of sneaking up on wild game on the river’s edge was greatly diminished by the increased motor noise.

At regular intervals, as Bruce and Tim worked their way downriver, crocodile eyes would blink out as they approached and reappear after the boat had passed. Whenever a game trail was sighted at the water’s edge, the spotlight was shone over it, searching for the pig they hoped would be nearby.

On rounding a bend in the river, Tim swept the spotlight across a sandy beach and illuminated, at the water’s edge, was a huge boar that sported an impressive set of tusks. The animal was drinking from the river and didn’t seem concerned by the light or approaching boat. Bruce had also seen the pig and throttled back the outboard motor, which in turn caused the spotlight to dim so much that its light barely lit up the end of the boat. Realising his error, Bruce revved the motor again, which had the dual effect of sending power to the light but also caused the boat to lurch forward across the river in the general direction of the now-startled pig.

Tim leaned toward the back of the boat, intending to hand the spotlight to Bruce. At the same time, Bruce stretched forward to take it from him and accidentally let go of the outboard’s throttle. This again caused the spotlight to go off and the boat to rock violently. Bruce quickly regained control of the vessel before aiming the light at the fast-departing pig. Tim managed a wild shot in the general direction of the animal but only succeeded at encouraging it to disappear faster.

‘Ya useless bastard,’ roared Bruce. ‘You missed the bloody thing. It was huge. The biggest boar I’ve ever seen.’

‘If you’d sat bloody still and not rocked the shit out of the boat, I might’ve had better chance. Do you think I can shoot by bloody Braille?!’

A further sweep with the light across the river revealed yet another set of crocodile eyes that blinked out as soon as the light illuminated them.

Unfortunately, no more pigs were seen during the remainder of the journey downriver.

As they approached the rapids above camp, Tim voiced his concerns: ‘How the hell are we going to get down that rapid? There’s no way that I’m getting out of this boat and risking becoming crocodile fodder.’

‘Not a problem,’ Bruce enthused. ‘We’ll aim for the deepest part, lift the motor up and run the rapid.’

‘What if we tip out?’ asked Tim as he shone the spotlight on another set of crocodile eyes.

‘Don’t be a dork. The rapid’s only small. We’ll be as safe as houses. All you’ll have to do is hang on.’

As the rapid approached, the light was shone along its length in search of the deepest water and safest route through it. This appeared to be a spot near the middle of the river, so a course was set and the outboard motor lifted. The force of the current took hold of the boat and propelled it downward. Just as the boat reached the top of the rapid, it was swept at an obtuse angle to the left where it struck a submerged rock. After a bone-crunching jolt, the boat came to a grinding stop in the middle of the river. The force of the water held the boat against the hidden rock and, despite their best efforts to free it by rocking and pushing with oars, the boat wouldn’t budge.

Tim refused point blank to get out of the boat to try to push it free. ‘You’re the one who told me there are no crocs worth worrying about this far upriver. You get out and push us free, because I’m bloody not going to,’ he told Bruce flatly.

‘If that’s your attitude, you yellow bastard, then I’ll do it. Shine the friggin’ light into the water and if anything moves shoot it,’ Bruce instructed.

Being left with no other option, Bruce gave a grunt as he heaved himself overboard onto the offending rock. Driven by a massive rush of adrenalin, he gave the boat a mighty shove that set it free and was back on board before the legs of his trousers had a chance to get wet. The boat shot forward and moments later was through the rapid and floating sedately in the calm pool below.

It didn’t take long to moor the boat and return to camp for a few nerve-settling beers.

As the pair sat around a large blazing fire, Tim said, ‘You haven’t told me how you came into money. What’s the story?’

Bruce’s face lit up. ‘You’re right I haven’t, have I? Well, it goes like this. After my run-in with that ugly bikie bastard who was shagging my missus, I decided it was time to get the hell out of New Zealand and start afresh here in Aussie.

‘Needless to say, I was running a bit short on cash to fund the plan so I was forced to borrow some from your good self – sorry about that. Anyway, I flew into Brisbane but had bugger-all cash left and needed a job pretty quick. I wasn’t too keen on city living so hitched my way inland doing a few days’ work here and there as I went.

‘The further away I got from the big towns the friendlier and more accommodating the people got.

‘I picked up a number of jobs doing fencing and helping with farm musters and stuff like that. Trouble was, I couldn’t settle and after a few months at any one place I felt inclined to move on again. I’d been on the go for nearly eight months when, destined for nowhere in particular, I grabbed a lift in a road train. I was right in the guts of Australia and headed anywhere north intending, eventually, to get to Darwin for a look. We were only a few hundred kilometres down the road when the truck driver said that he was heading inland away from the main drag and offered to drop me off. He was a hard case and was telling some interesting yarns so I decided to stay onboard and see where we ended up. Eventually, we arrived at a small town near Borroloola, about 800 kilometres south of Darwin. It was a two-horse outfit that only had about a dozen buildings and a pub.

‘The truckie pulled up and said he was stopping the night with his cousin who lived down the road. He told me that I could get a bed at the pub and if I wanted a ride the following morning to be waiting outside the pub by six a.m. For reasons I’m about to tell you, I didn’t take that ride.

‘Strangely, all the businesses in the town were shut and there seemed to be no one around, which, it being a Monday, was a bit strange. The only person I could find was a young Aboriginal girl, so I asked her where everyone was. She told me that someone had died and they were all at the funeral. This left me with only one option, so I went to the pub. Even though the door was open, there was no one there. All I found was a note sitting on the bar:

HELP YOURSELF TO GROG AND PAY ME WHEN I GET BACK

‘I was downing my third beer when the bar suddenly filled up with people. The funeral wake was being held in the bar and I reckon there would have been about two hundred people that crowded into the pub.

‘I approached the bloke who had settled in behind the bar and who appeared to be the barman. His name was Gazza, and he was a friendly bastard who had a thick handlebar moustache and booming voice. He refused to take the money I offered in payment for my drinks and we got yakking.’

‘Where’s this going?’ interrupted Tim, who was finding the story a bit long-winded.

‘Hang on, mate, I’m getting there,’ Bruce replied. ‘Just hold onto your boots for a bit longer. Gazza owned the pub and told me that I could drink all the grog I wanted for free. It was all being paid for by Old Muddy’s estate. Old Muddy was the bachelor they’d just buried. Gazza reckoned that he was worth gazillions and that he had no family to inherit his large outback station. The town was rife with speculation as to what was going to happen to the property and stock. A fancy lawyer was arriving the following day and a handful of locals had been invited to the will’s reading. Most people believed that Old Muddy’s head stockman was going to get the lot.
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‘Feeling very grateful to Old Muddy for his generosity to a stranger, I consumed more than my fair share of drinks as we sent him on his way.

‘Parked in a corner of the bar on her own was Tanya, who seemed to be getting ignored by the locals. Maybe I was just using that as an excuse to say g’day to her but, either way, I managed to introduce myself and spent a fair bit of the night enjoying her company and having a few laughs. It seems that we were the only two out of towners there.

‘It turned out Tanya was from Sydney and that she was there for Old Muddy’s funeral. Old Muddy was her grandmother’s estranged brother. Tanya said she had come to the funeral as the only surviving member of the family. We were both staying at the hotel and, after consuming far too much grog, retired to our respective rooms. Come morning, we were both at the dining room for breakfast. Tanya seemed pleased to see me so we yarned and by breakfast’s end I had been invited by her, as a support person, to the reading of her great uncle’s will later that morning.

‘The will reading was had at the hotel at eleven a.m. and there were about ten others present. By all accounts, most had worked for or with Old Muddy for years and all seemed confident that he was going to see them right for their contributions to his life. It seemed strange to me at the time that no one had made the effort to introduce themselves to Tanya or to establish who she was. It was none of my business anyway, as I was only there as her support person. I kept my mouth shut.

‘The lawyer read out the will and addressed each person in the room one at a time. Each received something or other ranging from a small parcel of land to sums of cash; each gave the appearance of being pleased.

‘I can still visualise the shocked look on Tanya’s face when the lawyer read out, “And to my sole surviving family member, Tanya Abbot, I leave the remainder of my estate, stock, chattels and cash.”

‘Tanya didn’t know a bloody thing about running a backcountry station, managing stock or anything else to do with farming. For no other reason than I happened to be there holding her hand throughout proceedings, she asked if I would help her sort things out. She must’ve thought that I knew far more about farming than I actually did.

‘After renewing the farm manager’s contract and evaluating her new empire, Tanya found out that she wasn’t worth gazillions, as stated by Gazza – she was, though, worth more than a few million.

‘I stuck around helping Tanya and giving advice when she wanted it. Over the following months, we just kind of settled into a relationship.

‘About five months after the will reading, a man arrived at the homestead with a proposition for Tanya. It seems that an exploration company had been trying to get mining rights to Old Muddy’s property for years, but the old man had refused point blank to sell.

‘To cut a long story short, a deal was struck where Tanya kept ownership of the property, was paid a massive sum of money and was issued with a huge chunk of shares in the company in return for them being able to mine it.

‘It turned out that the property was absolutely bloody loaded with zinc, lead and silver, and Tanya will receive more money throughout her life than she’ll ever need.

‘In return for running the station, Tanya gave Old Muddy’s farm manager a stake in the profits plus put him on a salary for running the show. Everybody wins.

‘With all that sorted out, Tanya and I decided to move to Darwin and that’s just what we did. So there you have it, Tim. The whole story.’

‘You’re a jammy bastard, Bruce. But I still reckon you’d better marry her before she changes her mind.’

‘Already taken care of,’ Bruce beamed. ‘Obviously you haven’t taken a look at her ring finger. What’s more, she’s pregnant. Baby’s due in March.’

‘Bloody hell. You haven’t wasted any time have you?’ observed Tim.

That night, Tim and Bruce slept with loaded rifles beside their beds and wished that they had set up camp a lot further away from the river.

Come morning, when they stuck their heads out of the tent and kicked some life back into the fire, both were feeling a bit unwell. The bottle of whisky they’d consumed to help settle their frayed nerves may have accounted for that.

While the billy was warming up, Bruce surveyed the river’s banks. Almost directly opposite was a sand bar that appeared to have a large belly mark from a crocodile on it. Although the distance wasn’t great, Bruce took out a pair of binoculars to check that his double vision wasn’t deceiving him. Sure enough, it was a crocodile mark and it was about 12 to 15 inches wide. Without doubt, the mark had been made by a good-sized croc. Seeing this so close to camp made Tim very nervous, so he made a thorough search around camp before returning to the tent to cook breakfast.

The plan for the day was to bag a monster pig, so after breakfast they set off on foot to hunt two almost-dry billabongs close to camp. Bruce hunted one billabong and Tim the other. Underfoot, there was plenty of dry leaf and bark litter so moving quietly through it was all but impossible.

Tim had almost circumnavigated his billabong without seeing any animals when he spotted a patch of grey, in some scrub toward the river, that didn’t seem right. He checked that the breeze was still in his face and not taking his scent to his target before stalking silently forward. After 10 minutes of careful approach, Tim managed to get a clear view into the scrub and saw a large buffalo cow and her young calf. How such large animals had managed to remain almost invisible in the scrub was a mystery to him. Tim watched the buffalo for 10 minutes or so before the wind changed and carried his scent to the animals. The moment his scent reached them they became very nervous and moments later ran off through the scrub.

Tim could easily have shot a buffalo but he decided not to – the rifle he carried was a small calibre and may not have killed it outright. Further, the thought of leaving a young buffalo without a mother didn’t sit too well with him either.

Neither Bruce nor Tim had any luck at finding pigs at this location so the decision was made to move on. The duo’s enthusiasm for remaining in crocodile country had been extinguished; the comforts of the city called.

Over the following week, Bruce and Tim made several more hunting excursions into the bush as they endeavoured to shoot the elusive pig. Sadly, they failed miserably on each occasion.

The last boarding call was blaring over the intercom at the Darwin airport when Bruce handed Tim an envelope.

‘Open that when you get back to New Zealand, mate,’ Bruce said as he shook Tim’s hand for the final time. ‘It’s been great catching up again. You know that if you weren’t such a useless shot you would have got that bloody big pig at the Daly River. Maybe next time, eh?’

As Tim sat on the plane on his flight back to New Zealand, he reflected on the fact that during their four-year friendship, he and Bruce had not shot a single pig.

Remembering the envelope that Bruce had given him, Tim reached into his jacket pocket and retrieved it. Inside was his stolen EFTPOS card and $4000 in $100 bills. A handwritten note read:

HERE’S REPAYMENT OF THE CASH I BORROWED AND A FEW BOB EXTRA TO PUT TOWARD THE REPAIR OF YOUR TRUCK – THANKS FOR BEING A TRUE MATE.
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You’re a Winner, Mate!

The final comment made by Clint before he hung up the phone was, ‘And you’d better chuck your rifle in. There have been a few pigs hanging about the farm lately and you just might pick up an easy one.’

My ears pricked up at this suggestion. It went some way to lifting my enthusiasm for the four-day building expedition I’d just agreed to undertake with him.

Clint and his wife own a property on the westernmost side of the Marlborough Sounds. It faces Tasman Bay, and is a fabulous spot for both fishing and hunting. I’m not going to say any more about the location than this – hunting and fishing spots this good are best kept secret.

Clint had a problem in that there were no buildings on the block and each time they visited they had to stay in a tent. This wasn’t exactly to his wife’s liking, so he had enlisted my services to help build a small hut that would accommodate them until they were able to build a more impressive structure some time in the future.

Clint is an easygoing, jovial chap who, at the time the following events happened, was aged in his late 40s and had a strong liking for a beer. He stands at about five foot seven, is tanned year round, and has a thick mass of dark brown hair that somehow forgot to go grey, leaving him looking 10 years younger than he should do.

On Saturday, 27 October 1997, Clint arrived at my place at the wheel of a large tip truck that he’d somehow acquired. After heaving my gear on the back, I climbed aboard and our long, slow journey from Christchurch to the Marlborough Sounds began.

We made several stops in Blenheim to purchase cement, gravel, timber, electrical fittings and many other assorted building materials. These were all loaded onto the back of the truck beside the monstrous generator that we intended to install in the hut-to-be.

There were many small and highly efficient generators that Clint could have purchased for the hut, but he has a fascination for all things old and historical so had acquired the original generator from the Molesworth Station, made in the early 1900s. It had been reconditioned and, although huge, it was hoped it would give a further hundred years of trouble-free service once installed.

Clint is a very organised guy, who plans things in great detail. After checking that we had made all the purchases recorded on his shopping list, we departed Blenheim and headed towards the Rai Valley, where we would turn off and head out into the Sounds.

We were only 10 minutes out of Blenheim when Clint visibly flinched, giving me the impression he’d just remembered some indispensable item that we would need for our building project. Moments later, he slowed the truck and pulled to the side of the road before making an awkward u-turn and heading back towards Blenheim. At the township of Renwick, Clint pulled to a halt at the foot of the concrete steps of the Renwick General Store. He jumped from the truck and in a very determined manner stormed inside. Moments later, Clint re-emerged and stood on the top step waving a Lotto ticket at me.
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‘That’s the winning ticket, my boy,’ he boasted, with a cheeky grin, before continuing back to the truck. ‘There’s over a million dollars up for grabs this weekend and I told the missus that I’d invest in a ticket. I reckon she’d be a bit miffed with me if I forgot.’

Thinking that Clint might have been onto a good idea, I leapt from the truck to purchase the said ‘winning’ ticket for myself.

Seven hours after departing Christchurch, we reached the turn-off to the Marlborough Sounds. It was dark by this time and we still had more than an hour’s drive to go. Due to the heavy load on board, progress was slow and we seemed to spend a lot of time with the truck locked in low gear, grinding its way over steep hills.

The last leg of our journey was travelling along the top of a narrow ridge that dropped steeply off on either side.

Clint and I had yarned the whole way and had sorted out most of the world’s problems as we went. I was in the process of falling asleep when Clint suddenly hit the brakes and the truck started slewing from side to side as he fought to keep control. My eyes shot open just in time to witness my side of the vehicle clip a clay bank before we bounced back onto the gravel road and finally came to a sliding halt.

‘What the hell was that all about?’ I asked.

‘Let me get over my heart attack first,’ Clint replied. ‘Didn’t you see those bloody deer?’

The story unfolded like this: Clint had been driving along the ridge top without a care in the world, until he rounded a bend in the road and almost collided with three deer that were parked right in the middle of it. Instinctively, he’d hit the brakes and the rest is history. That we hadn’t careered off the road and over the side was a small miracle.

We carried on. Ten minutes later, we turned off onto another narrow gravel road that led steeply downward through native bush and manuka to our destination. At the foot of the hill is about 10 acres of flat ground situated at the head of a large, shallow tidal bay. At that time, this land was owned by Clint’s brother-in-law and there was a large derelict house perched on the front of it. This was to be our accommodation while we erected the hut on Clint’s land above it.

The rotten, old, weatherboard house was barely liveable. Most of the windows were boarded up or broken and it was well on its way to falling down of its own accord. One wall was weatherproofed by a large sheet of black polythene that was nailed to the outside of it to prevent light from fading the torn curtains that hung limply inside. There was no power to the building, so we were going to have to make do with a lantern and torches. As with most old buildings, it had a certain feel to it. It was dry, basically weatherproof and filled with an atmosphere that reeked of history and stories untold.

We had to take extra care not to fall through the loose and rotting boards on the verandah as we carried our supplies inside.

Clint spent some time outside rigging up the water supply that ran from a tank perched up a nearby tree. All in all, the house would be very satisfactory accommodation for our short stay.

The following morning was launched well before first light. Loaded with a huge feed of bacon and eggs, we were soon setting up site profiles and digging out the hut’s foundations. The hut was to be built on a gentle slope a short distance above the derelict house. The site was nestled into the hillside and had a band of tall native trees in a half circle above and manuka scrub below. A shallow creek ran beside the site and in front of it was an impressive and unobstructed view down the harbour towards Tasman Bay. Without doubt, sunsets would be fantastic when viewed from the location.

Clint is one of those blokes who has boundless energy and no internal time clock. We worked like Trojans all day without stopping for anything more than a cigarette break when Clint’s nicotine levels dropped below his required levels. By nightfall, we had things ready for a concrete pour in the morning.

A huge feed was had before we retired for the night. Before turning out the lantern, Clint told me about his wife’s family history and their connection to the house we were staying in. Most of the surrounding land had been owned and farmed by them and for many years they made a good living from the land and surrounding sea. Things took a turn for the worse when a family member suffered a horrific demise. According to Clint, the man was a terrific worker who toiled hard, breaking in the scrubby hill country with an axe, shovel and matches. At day’s end, he would return home, fill the bathroom hand basin with water to the top and then have a full body wash as he stood beside it. The bloke met his unfortunate demise in the bush behind the house when he felled a large beech tree. The tree got hung up in another as it fell, forcing this joker to venture underneath it to cut the second tree down as well. Hang-ups happen a lot in the bush and are referred to by bushmen as ‘widow makers’. As the man was cutting through the offending tree, and without warning, the first broke free and fell on top of him, crushing his skull and killing him instantly. Clint reckoned the ghost of this relative haunts the house we were staying in. I told Clint that I’d be keen to meet the bastard as I was interested in the history of the place and thought that he might be able to fill in a few blanks.

‘You may jest,’ came back Clint, ‘but you wait and see. The ghost is seen most often in the bathroom having a wash and has even been known to turn on the bathroom tap during the night. Twice I’ve heard the sound of him washing himself in there and it’s a bit nerve-racking, I can tell you.’

At about the same time that the lantern was turned off, it started to rain heavily. I hurt all over and, despite being absolutely knackered, lay in my sleeping bag unable to sleep. Clint on the other hand fell to sleep the moment he got horizontal and was soon snoring like a man possessed.

After what seemed like an eternity, I must have dozed off but was woken by a sound that my mind initially had trouble identifying. Eventually, I came to realise that the sound was that of water running and it sounded like it was coming from the bathroom.

Clint must have got up and forgotten to turn the bloody tap off after washing his hands, I thought.

Grabbing a torch, I struggled from my bed and went into the bathroom. Sure enough, water was gushing from the cold tap and had filled the sink to overflowing. I quickly turned the tap off and pulled the plug from the sink to release the water. I’d have to give Clint a tune-up in the morning for being so careless. As it was the middle of the night, I made no effort to clean up the water that had spilled onto the rotten bathroom floor and simply returned to bed. I fell back to sleep almost immediately.

The next day, and despite the rain, we worked harder than the first. I felt knackered from the previous day’s efforts but Clint just seemed to be warming up. Countless loads of concrete were hand-mixed and poured on site. By day’s end, I was absolutely stuffed but the concrete work was done, and the framing cut and pre-nailed. Come morning, we intended to lift the generator onto the pad we had prepared for it, before erecting the framing and putting the roof on.

That night, I was so tired I fell to sleep almost instantly and didn’t even hear Clint snoring. I don’t know how long I had been asleep before I was woken by a blood-curdling, banshee-type screaming. I got such a fright that I feared I was about to die of a heart attack. Although it was dark and I never saw it, Clint swears that he was woken with such a start that he catapulted several feet into the air before landing and sitting bolt upright as he tried to sort out his surroundings.

‘What the hell is that?’ I yelled at Clint as I fought back feelings of panic and frantically tried to locate my torch.

‘How the hell would I know?’ he replied in a stressed voice that was many octaves higher than usual.

‘You reckon it’s that bloody ghost?’ I asked as, much to my relief, I located and turned on my torch.

The piercing squealing continued unabated and was soon accompanied by a frantic thudding noise that was similar to a quick drumbeat. The racket was coming from outside the house so Clint and I eased our way towards the door. Neither of us actually wanted to be the one who reached the door first. By good management on my part and bad on his, Clint arrived there first and eased the door partially open before poking his torch through the narrow gape and lighting up the porch. This caused the squealing outside to increase greatly and the drumming sound to reach frantic proportions. The light from Clint’s torch fell upon a wild pig that had foolishly ventured onto the rotten porch. Its leg had broken through a wooden floorboard, trapping it in the narrow gap. The pig was a big one that would have topped the scales at over a hundred pounds. What it was doing snooping around on the porch at that time of night was anyone’s guess. The pig, a boar, was clearly very frightened and was quickly taking on an angry kind of look. The more the pig tried to pull its leg free the more trapped it became and the more frightening its squealing got.

‘There ya go,’ stated Clint with a very relieved grin. ‘Didn’t I tell you that you might pick up an easy pig on the property?’

The only problem with the situation was that my rifle was on the back of the truck, my bullets in my pack and the rifle’s bolt in the glovebox.

‘Why don’t you just cut its throat?’ I helpfully suggested.

‘Good idea,’ Clint replied. ‘I’ll get you a knife.’

Now, suggesting that Clint stick the pig seemed like a good idea to me but it didn’t seem so flash when the job became mine. I was just about to let Clint know that I was off to assemble my rifle when the boar broke free and bolted off the side of the porch before disappearing into the darkness.

That was all the excitement I could handle for one night. I didn’t stand a show in hell of getting any further sleep. Clint felt the same so we put the jug on and organised an early breakfast.

It was about 5 a.m. and still darker than the hobs of Hades by the time we were sitting at the table scoffing back a feed of baked beans, sausages, eggs and toast. We’d fired up the lantern. Clint was sitting across the table from me and we were once again solving the world’s problems when the bathroom tap suddenly turned itself on.

Clint and I exchanged glances before heading into the room to see what the story was. There was nothing there other than a tap that was turned fully on. It was then that I remembered to ask Clint about the tap running the previous night. He was adamant that he never got up throughout the night and that he hadn’t turned the tap on then either. This got me thinking, I can assure you.

At the first sign of daylight, we were on the hill levering the generator into place. The thing was so heavy that we broke a shackle when we first tried to lift it. By day’s end, we had fixed the generator in place, put up the walls, nailed down the roof and put on the roofing iron. As the last nails were driven home through the iron, the sun was setting down the bay. Clint and I discussed how the building project would have been better suited to being done in midsummer when the days were longer and weather more settled.

That night we were again visited by the tap-turning nuisance and I again had to get up in the middle of the night to turn it off.

Our last day was spent weatherproofing the outside of the hut. We were very happy with our efforts and, as we drove home that evening, felt certain that Clint’s wife would be very comfortable in her new accommodation on her next visit.

‘I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention the tap incidents to the missus when we get back,’ Clint requested. ‘She’s a bit funny about things like that and I don’t want her to have any concerns about coming down here, even though she won’t be staying in that house at all.’

I couldn’t see any reason to rock his boat so agreed to his request. Further, I didn’t tell a soul about it for fear of them thinking I was bonkers.

Several months later, I was visiting Clint’s and got invited to stay for tea. I’d kept my mouth shut as requested and, as far as I knew, his good wife was none the wiser.

At one point during the evening, Clint left the room to find something or other and, in his absence, his wife asked, ‘Did you meet the ghost while you and Clint were at the house at the bay?’

‘What ghost?’ I nonchalantly queried.

‘The ghost that’s always there and that keeps turning the bathroom tap on,’ she replied. ‘Surely Clint told you about it.’

So much for his little secret, I thought. ‘Well, yes, he did mention it actually. Truth is, we had three visits during the nights we were there.’

At this she burst into an uncontrollable fit of laughter. When she finally regained control of herself she set about explaining things.

‘Al, you’ve been conned. There is no ghost in that house and none of my relatives died felling trees, as Clint loves to tell people, either. Clint’s been pulling your leg. You know the water tank that he’s rigged up that sits in the tree beside the house, well it takes ages to fill up. When it does, we have to turn the inlet tap off or else water spills all over the place and it gets very wet underfoot. Rather than constantly climbing the tree to check the water level Clint has rigged up an overflow barrel. When this fills up it tips over and spills water through the cold water tap in the bathroom. Clint leaves the tap on so that when this happens he knows to go outside and turn the inlet tap to the water tank off. Clint loves nothing better than to have people believe there’s a ghost in the house and sets things up so that the water tank becomes full in the middle of the night and spills the water then. I’m sorry, Al, but you have been had.’

Nothing was said to Clint when he returned and as far as he knows I still believe the house is haunted. Take it from me – when the time is right, I’ll mention it.

It had rained a lot while we were away and for the better part of the trip we were wet and miserable. Clint and I had struggled to keep any clothing dry during the building expedition and when we finally headed for home we’d stuffed our wet gear into our packs and buggered off pretty quickly. In the back of my mind, I had a niggling feeling that I’d left something behind but couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was.

I was watching the news on television just short of a year after our stay when an item caught my attention. A Lotto ticket that had been sold at the Renwick General Store almost a year earlier had won first prize of more than a million dollars. The news item stated that the prize money had not been claimed and that if it wasn’t claimed within the following week it would be forfeited and the winner could no longer lay claim to it. It was then that I realised I hadn’t checked the Lotto ticket I’d purchased from that store! I viewed my work logbook and, sure enough, the date married up.

I made a frantic search through the old pack that I’d taken with me but couldn’t find the ticket or any evidence of it. I searched out all the old clothing that I had with me on the trip (most of which I hadn’t worn since) and searched the pockets, again to no avail. I spent a whole day racking my brain and searching every possibly location for my missing ticket but never found it. I could have cried.

I called in at Clint’s and asked him if he’d won Lotto but failed to tell me. He gave me one of those are-you-for-real looks. I then explained my reason for asking and his face turned a funny shade of pale.

‘I went to check my ticket as soon as we got back,’ he stated, ‘But couldn’t find the bloody thing anywhere. I never knew that the winning ticket had been purchased at Renwick on the same afternoon that we bought ours, otherwise I’d have made a far greater effort to find it.’

‘Maybe the tickets are still at the house,’ I suggested. ‘Maybe we should take a trip there for a look?’

At this Clint’s face went from pale to ashen. ‘You aren’t going to believe this,’ he said. ‘But the house was demolished several months ago. It had reached the point where it was too dangerous and, in the interests of safety, it had to go. It was burnt to the ground, Al – there’s no building to go and search.’

After a long silence, I started to feel considerably better and even managed a smile – after all, on 27 October 1997, it had been Clint waving his Lotto ticket at me and saying, ‘That’s the winning ticket, my boy.’








Epilogue

As you have read, the hills are full of hard-case characters who are out there simply being themselves. The mountains have a habit of bringing out the best in people, despite the hardships of rain, hail and snow that are often thrown in. In fact, it’s only after a bit of adversity comes your way that a person’s true character comes to the fore. Those with a love for the hills take these things on the chin and just get on with enjoying it.

I’ve been fortunate over the years to meet a bunch of ‘really good bastards’, all with a sense of humour, a liking for a beer and a willingness to lend a hand whenever one’s needed. This book’s been about their adventures as much as mine, and I’d like to offer them my special thanks for their friendship, humour and permission to print their yarns.

You’ll have noted that alcohol got a fair mention throughout this book. When I’m on holiday I like to have a beer and have found that heading into the hills doesn’t change that. So there you have it: for me anyway, taking grog is all but compulsory. One thing needs to be said though: over my many years of hunting, I have never seen anyone misusing a firearm in the mountains. Before the grog comes out, the firearms are put away and stay away. It’s that simple.

In this book, I’ve tried to capture hunting adventures that are a bit different from the norm and that offer something a bit special. I hope I’ve achieved that goal but, again, will let you be the judge.

I’ve still got a yarn or two left in me so if you enjoyed this book, and I can convince the publisher that another’s worth printing, then there’s a good chance we’ll meet again. In the meantime, I wish you happy hunting and hot barrels.

‘Big Al’ Lester
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