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DEDICATION

‘Courage is being scared to death but saddling up anyway.’

John Wayne.

It was this mindset combined with a loving and supportive family and my amazing wife, Sarah, that helped ease the realisation that I would never move my body again.
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GYRO

I’m swooping just metres above the ground. The bullock gives up the fight as it darts back towards the main mob. I pull back hard on the stick as I feel the hundred-horsepower engine roar behind me. The sound brings with it only momentary relief, as the ground rushes even faster beneath my feet. I watch the gauge tick over to fifty knots. Then sixty, seventy, seventy-five, but still there is no lift. There’s a shudder as I suddenly feel the back wheels hit the ground and spin madly along the open grazing country, peppered with scrub and small trees.

It’s OK, I think to myself. I just need to get some air under these blades. No need to panic.

Then there is relief, as the machine begins to lift centimetres from the ground. I had been in pickles like this before, but little did I know there was no escaping this one. A massive ant bed rises out of the landscape before me and slams into the front wheel. The huge impact mickey-flips the gyrocopter back into the sky, with the 7.5 metres of spinning blades then taking the rest of the hundred-kilogram machine on a ride of its own, cartwheeling along the ground. I am in there somewhere, helplessly strapped to the small seat, spinning around, hoping not to be struck by the shrapnel hurtling in all directions. Finally, I feel the seat underneath me slam into the ground, my helmet hitting the dirt. But the engine keeps running like a lawnmower on its side trying to weave its way across the paddock. I hold my breath as the visor fills with dirt and grass. There, through the dust and carnage, is an image of St Christopher, waiting to take me away from this hell.

‘This must be it,’ I say to myself.

I had done enough flying to know that this crash, which took place in 2007, was my fault. In the 1970s my grandfather, Bob Savage, brought the first aeroplane to Suplejack Downs Station to help with mustering the vast open plains of this part of the Northern Territory. During the thirty years since, aerial mustering became more and more popular on large cattle stations around Australia. Worker shortages and an increased use of motorbikes led many to adopt new mustering strategies, with the hard work being done by helicopters or planes. The pilots cover the many kilometres from the watering points out to where the cattle are grazing, and the dispersed stock are then moved into one main mob headed towards the yards. Ringers on horses and motorbikes then follow along with the stock, surrounding the herd from the lead to the tail to keep them at a steady walking pace. Although my grandfather eventually sold his plane, he continued to hire helicopters to help during the mustering season in the years that followed. The huge outlay in purchasing a helicopter and the high running costs make it prohibitive for most family-owned stations to operate their own machine. But this did not stop me dreaming of the prospect and even attempting the theory course for a commercial helicopter licence in the hope of one day owning my own.

The idea of buying a gyrocopter (also called an autogyro) as an alternative to a helicopter first came to mind in 2006, while I was awaiting the birth of my first son, Braxton. I was helping Gary Dann muster cattle on Amburla Station near Alice Springs, when local cattleman Neil Bowman flew in with his gyro. While I had seen photos before, this was the first time I had observed one in person. I was amazed at just how versatile the aircraft was, considering it looked like a motor had been tied to a pushbike with a set of rotor blades expanding out overhead. It looked unsafe and dangerous for the pilot, who sat exposed on a small seat, out in the open air. While I was initially taken aback by the simplicity, I was soon looking into its potential as a mustering machine.

Of course, being in the air, off the ground and out of the timber, makes the job of finding cattle so much easier, without having to worry about negotiating creeks and gullies on a horse or motorbike. A gyrocopter, unlike a helicopter, uses an unpowered overhead rotor and relies on thrust from an engine-powered propeller at the rear. The main rotor must have air pushing through the blades to keep it spinning; this will eventually create lift. It made sense to me, and while I didn’t need much more convincing, I started researching gyrocopters. And that led me to another Territory cattleman, David ‘Birdy’ Bird from Indiana Station, who was known as a gyro guru. Operating on just ten litres of fuel an hour, the gyro was certainly economical, and David would not only use his aircraft for mustering but also for checking roads, fences, flood gates and bores. However, even with those frugal running costs, $42,000 was a big outlay for my young family. Only after many a long conversation was it decided that I would travel to Broken Hill in far western New South Wales with my wife, Sarah, and toddler Braxton, to buy my first gyro. Aviation engineer Ross Symes owned a workshop there, and was known for designing and building the best frames for mustering. I was to stay there for the next month to build my new toy, while also working off some of the huge debt.

It was like piecing together a Meccano set, except for the fact that every part of the gyrocopter, including the washers and bushes, tail rudder and control panel, was painstakingly handcrafted in Ross’s workshop. Even the joystick was built out of fibreglass and aluminium by hand. To the frame we mounted the Rotax 912 ULS engine with a three-blade prop intact. Next came the horizontal stabiliser, tail rudder and control panel. The job was finished with the attachment of the fuel tank/seat and main rotor blades. Once the final wiring was completed and I had helped Ross manufacture some other aviation parts in his work shed, I began spending time in the South Australian town of Lameroo with pilot and trainer Kevin Traeger. During the training we were using a tandem gyro with dual controls. With someone like Kevin in the seat next to me, my confidence soared; the problem, however, was that I often couldn’t tell when he’d switched the controls over to me. Sometimes I would think I was in control, when in fact it was Kevin making the seamless turn in the sky. Still, Kevin was a great teacher and after a few days I thought I had all the skills to take on the flying world – until, that is, my first solo flight back at Broken Hill.

I was raring to fly my brand-new gyro. We wheeled out the machine onto the rough, cobblestone airstrip in the middle of nowhere, with only spinifex and nothing much else surrounding us. I reached up and grabbed one of the main rotor blades and pushed it hard to start the spin. Jumping into the seat, I did up the clasp of the buckle, and started the motor. As it roared into life, I could feel the power at my fingertips when I grabbed hold of the joystick. The wheels started to turn below me, bumping along the airstrip. As I opened up the throttle, the blades above me started turning faster and faster, rocketing me forward down the runway. I could feel the nose and front wheel coming up off the ground and I quickly reacted by altering the pitch of the blades with the collective lever, and pushed for more power. Slowly I pulled back on the stick, effectively pulling the rotor blades back, and allowing me to take off. I’ve ridden plenty of wild bulls and horses, but I have never been so scared as when I first felt myself being flung up from the earth on that day. A sickly feeling swept through my stomach. It was like being on an extreme ride at the show, only with me in control of how it moved. I knew if I made the wrong move, I would crash for sure. There was no trainer sitting beside me now to take over should something go wrong. But I got a grip on myself, and attempted to steady my breathing.

So far, so good, I thought to myself.

The plan was for me to fly around the airfield for a few minutes and then come back in for landing. It was simple really. The first part of the maiden flight had gone very well, the takeoff and the control in the sky, and I just needed to land, but that’s when I really found myself in trouble.

Ross was on the ground giving me instructions via the two-way radio.

‘Righto Rob, line the airstrip up and take it back to thirty-five knots and ease it down onto the runway. As you get close to the ground, flare it out and power off,’ came his calm guidance.

‘OK, sounds straightforward,’ I replied, happy to have someone looking over my flight.

As I approached the airstrip, my gauge read thirty-five knots – or sixty-five kilometres per hour – but it felt like I was doing more like a hundred knots. I was covering some serious country, too fast to land. I packed on the power again and aborted the landing, returning to the familiar comfort of circling the airfield.

‘Hey Rob, you need to drop back the speed to thirty-five knots on landing,’ came the advice from Ross.

‘Yes, that’s what I was doing but it seems too quick,’ I said, wanting to sound confident.

‘You need to pull it back to the right speed,’ he said.

At this stage I was starting to panic. If it hadn’t been for the constant wind in my face, sweat would have been pouring off me. I took the gyro through two more aborted landings and both times my speed wouldn’t allow me to land. It quickly became obvious there was something wrong with the air speed indicator; it was reading the wrong speed. For an inexperienced pilot like me, that was a big problem. I had to start ignoring my air instruments because they were telling lies.

How am I going to get out of this one? I questioned myself.

Fortunately, after about twenty minutes circling the airfield and getting a feel for the correct speed, I eventually managed to land without incident. It was little comfort to poor Ross who had been standing on the ground pulling his hair out for the duration of my flight.

‘Shit,’ he cursed, ‘you’re far from ready to fly solo. Get back to Lameroo for more training.’ Advice I was more than happy to comply with. We later discovered a spider had built its web in the little pipe poking out the front of the control panel that registers the air speed on the indicator gauge as air blows into it.

It just so happened during my training stint with Kevin that the Australian Sports Rotorcraft Association was holding the national championship competition at Lameroo. Although I had only flown three hours solo and was still a little shaken by my recent experience in Broken Hill, I decided to get involved in the various events on that weekend. Still, to this day I wonder how I ended up winning three of the eight or so competitions, including the estimated takeoff distance section. Competitors were asked to predict a point in the airstrip where lift would occur during takeoff, having taken into account runway condition, local temperature, wind direction and speed. The pilot who gets lift-off closest to the line, without breaking the line, wins the event.

I even took out the Australian Rookie Pilot trophy, which was followed by some heated discussions about whether I even qualified to fly in the broader competition, given my inexperience. But the judges said, ‘If he’s good enough to win an event, then he’s good enough to participate.’

So there I was, with just three hours of solo flying experience under my belt, on my way back to the Territory with a bag of trophies.

My intention was to pack up the gyro and drive it home to Suplejack, but I was easily dissuaded by Birdy, who suggested I fly it instead.

‘These things are meant to fly, not to sit on the back of a ute,’ he said.

He didn’t have to talk me into it any further. So Birdy flew down with what he calls his ‘little fat pig’, a two-seater gyrocopter, and we began the amazing five-day journey home from Lameroo. When we flew over the Flinders Ranges, a large updraught blew us up into the air on one side, then we had to dodge the spinning wind turbines at the top, only to be sucked downwards by a natural sink on the other side of the mountains. It was interesting flying for an amateur like me. Averaging fifty to fifty-five knots, we touched down for the first night at Peterborough in South Australia’s mid-north, and flew on the second day to Williams Creek, landing on the road in front of the fuel station. The expressions on the faces of the Chinese tourists were priceless. As we continued our journey north, the country was so majestic I only wished the rest of my family could have shared the experience. Earlier, we had flown around the edge of waterless Lake Eyre, with clay pans and surface salt stretching for hundreds of kilometres. I was used to living in a desert but this really was desolate country. A feeling of insignificance hit me, flying in this tiny machine through the centre of Australia, a beautiful and massive continent. The sense of freedom was overwhelming. Of course, if you crashed out there, there was a good chance no one would ever find you. That may have also been on my mind.

After taking in more of the magnificent landscape below us, we landed at David and Liz Bird’s home, Indiana Station, north-east of Alice Springs. Four days of flying in a constant wind was like being strapped to the front of a jet; your neck gets tired and even when you hop out, it still feels like you’re flying. It was a relief to take a much-needed few days’ rest at Birdy’s place before continuing onwards solo for Suplejack. I first headed for the Bond Springs Airport near Alice Springs, and then followed the Tanami Track north-west to Tilmouth Well Roadhouse. Sarah followed me home in the ute, carrying jerry cans of fuel for me to fill up when I needed to. Finally we arrived at Suplejack, Australia’s most remote cattle station, having flown more than 2000 kilometres in what was really just a chair attached to some thrashing rotor blades. While it was tough going for the most part, this wouldn’t be the last time I crossed the Tanami Desert solo, strapped to a similar type of chair. But next time it would be a lot harder.

As the dust continued to settle at the crash site, I took a breath and realised I wasn’t dead. I half expected to stand up, step aside and still see myself lying there on the ground like some hallucination or final reflection before dying. My aunt, Marie Cook, who has always been a great supporter of mine and knew I had begun flying, had previously sent me a key chain with an icon of St Christopher, the patron saint of travellers. There in the dirt, not far from my hand was this key chain. I smiled, momentarily putting the seriousness of the crash out of my mind. But the noise and vibration from the engine quickly brought me back to reality. I could feel the seat belt strapped tightly around my waist and my helmet was still firmly stuck on my skull.

Good signs, I thought to myself.

My leg was bent back under the motor and my right hand was still clasping the control joystick, a 1.5-millimetre-thick aluminium shaft that had been completely ripped from the mangled wreck. Reaching down with my left hand I managed to turn the key, killing the motor and leaving an eerie silence. As I wedged the machine sideways to get it off my leg, I began to think if I wasn’t dead, then I must have broken a lot of bones. I knew by the state of the gyro that something on my body had to have given. But as I crawled out of that wreckage, and slowly stood on my feet, I became more concerned with what I couldn’t find wrong with me. Turning my head side to side, there was only a slight pain, one of my ankles was sore and a little bit of blood was oozing from my right knuckle, but that was it. There wasn’t much left of my flying gear, however, with my pants ripped down both legs from the fly to the ankles. I took off my helmet and bent down to pick up St Christopher to put him in my pocket. You saved me this time, I thought.

I wanted to cry when I stood back and started to comprehend the damage I had done to my family’s prized possession. We had put so much time, effort and money into this gyrocopter, and here it was scattered all over the bullock paddock. As my emotions built up, I realised this wasn’t the time to have a closer inspection of the carnage. The sun was hot, the paddock was bare except for a few small trees, and the stench of fresh cow pads filled the air. I had to tell someone what had happened because no one knew where I was.

It was the day of my brother Cam’s joint twenty-first birthday with his girlfriend Leza Vallis and also my youngest sister Loretta’s eighteenth birthday. Members of the extended family and friends had made the trip to the station for the occasion. As usual there was always plenty of work to do, so Cam, my other brother Brad and young blokes were helping me muster the bullock paddock. Luckily, only minutes before the crash, I had used the two-way radio to tell the boys to wait on a baldy hill about four kilometres away. So, knowing where they would be, and after testing out my sore ankle, I began to jog in their direction along the fence line. Sweating out 3.5 kilometres, I began whistling to their shadowy figures lurking on the hillside; in response, I heard the familiar motorbike noise powering towards me. As they got closer they knew something was wrong. ‘You left in the gyro, and you come back on foot,’ said Cam, pointing out the obvious.

‘Yeah, I parked it up in the corner,’ I responded drily. But their smiles showed that they weren’t to be fooled.

‘You didn’t just park it, you crashed it, didn’t you?’ declared Brad.

‘Yes, I did,’ I finally agreed. ‘But don’t announce it on the two-way because I don’t want Sarah to worry.’

So I grabbed the hand-held radio from Cam and called for my father, Bill, to ask where he was.

‘I’m waiting for you at the yards, where are you with the cattle?’ came the crackled response.

Taking another deep breath, I said, ‘I’ve had a bit of trouble with the gyro and I’ve parked it up in the top corner of the paddock.’

‘Parked it?’ queried Dad.

‘Yeah, I’ve parked it,’ I replied.

‘OK, I’ll be there in a minute,’ he said.

As there were a lot of people already at the station for the birthday party, Dad brought with him my Grandad Savage and my father-in-law Graeme Canning. They drove over to where I was and took me back to the crash site. I was still probably in shock, so I might not have been prepared for their reactions. After a nervous hug and with one hand still resting on my shoulder, Dad started going crook at me, Sarah’s father had tears in his eyes and Grandad began asking why I would want to even fly a three-wheeled hunk of aluminium like this. It was then I started to retell the story for them. The cattle were moving along well towards the yards, but a lone steer decided to dribble out from the rest of the mob. So, as I had done countless times before, I flew down to push him back, but I made the mistake of flying into a shallow valley with a tail wind. Ordinarily the gyro would rocket out of such a pass and soar into the sky, but at such a low height, just a couple of metres above the ground, I hit a severe down-draught which forced me to slam into the ground. As I was explaining the circumstances of my undoing, we stepped out the point of impact from the ant bed to where the machine mickey-flipped through the air and came to a rest. The distance was fifty metres, and it was obvious that various parts had taken flight in all directions, including the horizontal tail stabiliser, which we found another fifty metres away. The engine brackets had punched a hole through the bottom of the fuel tank, which is effectively the seat. On closer examination, when we removed the bracket, it was only a millimetre away from piercing through the top side of the seat and into my leg. It’s still a wonder that I was not seriously injured in this accident. I have spoken to people since who have flown gyrocopters their whole lives and cannot believe I came out unscathed. Many to whom I show photos truly believe I jumped out with a parachute and watched the machine hit the deck and explode, so severe was the impact.

After everyone had had a chance to look over the site, Dad was the one to bring us back to focus.

‘What do you want to do now?’ he asked.

‘Let’s finish the muster,’ I said, hoping to find a distraction.

‘Well, when we hit the yards you had better go and tell Sarah what has happened here,’ he cautioned.

Once the cattle were yarded and the boys had started to draft, I rode a motorbike home to speak to Sarah, who was in our house on her own.

‘So you crashed it?’ she said incredulously.

‘Yeah, I really crashed it,’ I replied a little sheepishly.

‘But it’s still standing up?’ she asked, offering me a way out.

‘No, it’s really crashed,’ I said.

As the gyro couldn’t be insured, Sarah was quick to point out that we couldn’t afford to spend all this money, crash it into the ground and expect to get anywhere in life. So needless to say, the crash put a bit of a dampener on the joint birthday party, but it certainly gave me a new lease on life. I was quite happy to sink a few rums that night on behalf of my siblings’ milestone.

I did end up selling the crashed engine to a mate who was keen to upgrade from a Subaru engine to a Rotax; after an oil and carburettor change, I’ve been told, it has never missed a beat. The challenge was then to find another gyro so that I could get back in the air. I had fallen in love with flying and I wasn’t about to let that love go. It took Sarah and me some time to find the right machine and the resources to buy it. Unfortunately, the next time I fell out of the sky, I wouldn’t be so lucky.
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DINKI DI

My teachers always told my parents that if I spent as much energy doing my class work as I did being the class clown, I would have done much better scholastically. They were probably right, but I had other things on my mind growing up. Like most adolescent boys, attempting to win over the hearts of the girls at school took up much of my time. But well before I even knew what girls were, another love interest was beginning to blossom, my love for animals and horses in particular.

We lived on a couple of small blocks of land outside Clermont in central Queensland, one called Rosewood Park and the other, where the family home was, Langstone Lane. It was a nice house, from what I remember, with large, open glass doorways and a concrete extension, built by Dad and his brothers, which became our dining room. In what could have been a parody of the television series The Secret Valley, there was always a menagerie of animals around the house. Mum would often be chasing goats, chooks, ducks and horses out of her garden. At that stage, for me and my three older sisters Tiani, Lilly and Sonia and younger brother Brad (Cam and Loretta came later), there was always something to keep us entertained after school. In fact, if we weren’t at school we would be at home riding our horses. Playing ‘hide-and-seek’ and ‘tag’ in the forage sorghum on the block was always a highlight. With so many kids in the family, we had to live on a tight budget, so there were never any Nike or Reebok shoes for us. Jelly, ice cream and soft drinks also never made an appearance, and we were lucky to get cordial on our birthdays. However, although we had to settle for the cheapest joggers from Kmart and ordinary foods, none of us ever went without. In many ways we were much more fortunate than other kids at the time. We each had our own horse and saddle, a paddock to get lost in and plenty of room to ride our bikes.

My mother, Letty, was the most kind-hearted, passionate, loving mother any child could ask for. From daylight to dark, every day, she would work solely for her kids. She would literally keep the home fires burning while my father, Bill, was away working. Dad also had his family in his heart, but in many ways he was Mum’s opposite. We saw him as a grumpy old bugger. He would spend his weeks on a fence line, knocking in posts and running out wires, managing his own contract business. Getting home on Friday nights, he’d say ‘G’day’ to the family and the next morning he was out spending the weekend working on the home block; Dad did not stop working. He was also very strict. If he told us to cut out our bullshit and we didn’t, ‘Look out!’ Out came the strap, a kick up the arse, or a clip under the ear. It was a decent reminder of who was in charge and I never saw Dad as being mean to us. We understood there was a line in the sand and he would give us plenty of warning not to cross that line. If one of us did push it, that kid must have been a simple thinker because we knew what was coming. ‘Simple thinker’ – that probably describes me best as there were not many weeks that went by where I didn’t get a kick up the backside. I was probably the worst behaved kid, and for some reason I liked to push the boundaries. Dad would tell me not to do something, but I would do it anyway just to see what would happen. It always ended in tears. Mum, on the other hand, was the soft-hearted one. Often we played up while travelling in the car together and when ultimately the strap made an appearance, Mum would cry to us, ‘Why can’t you kids learn?’ While I may have judged my father harshly as a youngster, appreciation for what my parents did for us grew stronger the older I got. I don’t remember those days as being hard for Mum and Dad, but they undoubtedly were. In fact, they were probably stressed out of their brains. Poor old Dad was working himself into an early grave and would have been pulling his hair out if fencing contracts weren’t rolling in and Mum was juggling seven snotty-nosed kids at home. I do often wonder how my parents’ relationship survived those hard times. I don’t ever remember Mum and Dad having a day off. Every weekend was spent working or running us children to Pony Club or some other sporting event. They were selfless parents. Everything they did was for their kids to have a decent life.

Playboy, our Shetland pony, was a hand-me-down pet that went through the family, but my first horse was Dinki Di, a blue mare; gentle most of the time, with a tendency to get a little too enthusiastic. Before novelty events she loved to buck, and she threw me head-over-heels countless times, however it never seemed to deter me from getting back on. I was often the highlight of the day at Pony Club, which was very much a part of life in the Cook family. Most Sundays we would take part in various competitions, in which horse and rider would compete against the clock to complete courses laid out with flags, barrels and jumps. In the early days, the three oldest kids, Tiani, Lilly and Sonia, would ride their horses the ten kilometres into Clermont, leading two other horses for me and younger brother Brad. This was the norm until one day I got it into my head that I was old enough to ride myself. I confronted Mum.

‘If I don’t ride Dinki Di to Pony Club today, then I’m never going to Pony Club again,’ I declared.

‘I can’t send you on that horse because I’ll be the one in trouble if it bucks,’ replied Mum.

‘Well,’ I said in a huff, ‘I’m never going to Pony Club again.’

Fortunately, my idle threat worked and off I rode smiling from ear to ear as I was led by Tiani all the way into town. Mum was right to be concerned, though. Dinki Di was a handy mare, and I could win the events if I could just stay on her back, but staying in the saddle was no easy feat. Every time I was heading towards the finish line to hopefully take a prize, she would drop her nut and sling me straight over her head.

‘How can you be so cruel to the boy?’ onlookers would ask Mum, as she encouraged me to get back on.

It got to the point where Dad would have to ride Dinki Di out into the scrub and canter some energy out before I got on. If he could get some sweat running from her before we started to compete, I’d be right to go, but if she came back with some oats still in her, then there was no doubt I’d hit the deck during the competition. Despite the regular face-plants, I was never seriously injured and still managed to win a good share of the ribbons and trophies on offer. Rob Cook and Dinki Di became a well-known comedy duo in the Clermont district. After a year or so of putting up with Dinki Di’s antics, I was allowed to upgrade to a more trustworthy partner, True Blue.

We didn’t always have to ride our horses to local eventing. As the kids got older and we became more serious about our riding, Dad bought a little Toyota Dyna dual-cab truck, complete with a horse crate on the back and dog box on the roof. Each weekend we would load up seven horses – including Playboy, who would walk around under the bellies of the big horses – and drive off to Pony Club or to help my uncles muster on their properties. I remember having a great time riding up in the dog box when the truck was full of kids. As was obvious with Playboy, whose mane and tail would drag along the ground, we didn’t have expensive horses, but we didn’t need well-bred mounts for us to get the most out of them. From every ride or fall, my parents had something to teach us, both being riding instructors. My eldest sister, Tiani, was nothing short of being a horse whisperer herself. She had a beautiful Appaloosa called Caprice, and went on to make it into the State Equestrian Championships and win many showjumping titles.

Our keen interest in horses and adventure followed us to Miles, in the western Darling Downs region, when the Cook family left Clermont in December 1989. By then eight years old, having completed Year 3 at St Joseph’s Primary School, I was enrolled in the Miles State Primary School. My two youngest siblings, Cameron and Loretta, had joined the family to complete the tribe of seven kids. Dad had bought Rakaia, a 1300-hectare cattle property just outside of Miles. It was a rundown, under-developed block with no house to speak of. The property could run about 150 breeder cattle and had a good stand of ironbark timber, which Dad was able to use as posts in his fencing. The only dwelling on the place was an old, gutted cottage with walls missing and holes in the floor. With no flushing toilet we had to use the thunderbox out the back. That part didn’t worry us too much – as kids we were just happy to relieve ourselves, it didn’t matter where. But it gave us the opportunity to scare each other and visitors by opening up the back chute and tapping the unsuspecting toilet-goer with a big stick that resembled a snake. There was also no power at the house and we would run a little Honda generator flat-out to keep up with our electricity needs. Dad rigged up a long string from the on/off switch up to a tree, along the roof and into his bedroom. He would yell, ‘Are all you kids in bed?’, before pulling the string to turn the motor off.

Rakaia was presumably named by the previous owner after the cold flowing waters of the Rakaia River in the South Island of New Zealand. The irony was not lost on my parents as we walked into five years of drought. They had put a lot of thought into the decision before buying that property and knew the hard work that it required, but no amount of hard work can make up for having no rain. To Dad’s dismay, he had to return to Clermont to pick up more fencing contracts to make ends meet. I remember on many occasions hopping off the school bus at our turn-off to find Mum was running late to pick us up. In her defence, she was trying to feed the cattle during those drought years by bulldozing silver myrtle trees so the animals had something to eat.

We were used to Dad being away much of the time, and life at Miles continued as it was in Clermont. During the school holidays we would go and help Dad with mustering or out on the fence line. He and Mum also found the time to take us to the equestrian events around the district. When I was ten, my three older sisters and I were selected to represent our zone in showjumping. It was the first time four members of one family were chosen to represent at one event. So, as we had done many times before, the little truck was loaded up and off we went to Beaudesert in south-east Queensland. Miles also brought more opportunities, particularly for us boys, to get involved in sport. My physical education teacher was also the rugby league coach. A nice bloke, he took me under his wing, ensuring I made it to weekly games and coaching me to make representative sides as a second rower. This also spilled into other sports like touch football, soccer, athletics and boxing. I wasn’t a big kid, but I wasn’t small either and in my early teens I learnt to stick up for myself and my family. When Dad found out I had taken up boxing, he was going to make sure I took it seriously. He saw the benefits of discipline, focus and fitness that could be gained. I’d train in Miles every week and Dad would make me jog home, saying, ‘If you’re going to do something, you’re going to do it right.’

By the end of my short career, I’d had plenty of training bouts but only three official fights, winning one, losing one and drawing one. I never had any real exposure to become good at it. While boxing did help me to develop my right hook, unfortunately I was never one to leave the fighting inside the ring. I was constantly finding myself in schoolyard scraps. There were many situations where I could have walked away from a fight, but I would always much rather smack someone on the chin instead. I’d prefer to take a shot at the other kid than have a verbal disagreement with him. I was nearly always in the winner’s circle, although I copped my share of lumpy jaws and swollen cheeks.

It didn’t take me long to fit in at Miles State High School. I found my spot in the playground on a sloping hill near B Block. It was here the sporty types hung out, close enough to the girls but far enough away from the ‘homies’, smokers and the Year 12s who sat near the lockers and toilets. The hill was our area, no one else was allowed to sit there and of course we were cheeky to anyone who walked past, including teachers. One teacher would take exception to the way I’d always be pulling the piss and trying to make other kids laugh, using her wood-bound diary to belt me hard across my head. But showing off was a way for me to attract girls, and no crack on the head was going to deter me. Sonia and I were quite close in age, which became very handy for me in meeting the girls in the older grades. School soon became a game of chasing skirt, and rejections just made the challenge all the more exciting. It go to the point where I was building quite a reputation, in the innocent boyfriend/girlfriend sense. If they were female and popular I dated them. At the time I thought I was cool by going out with all of Sonia’s friends, but looking back now, it was pretty bizarre really. Age was of no relevance to me. If an older girl got caught up with my age, I would often let them know that age is only important when referring to dead fish and good wine. This was always a winning remark. Strangely enough, there was one beautiful girl in the year below me at Miles who I didn’t date while I was in school but who would become the very person to hold me down in the future.

Hard lessons were common occurrences during my teenage years, like perhaps with most teens, except I was slower to learn. I was a typical run-out Year 8 kid, lucky to have my sister Lilly in Year 12 at the same time, who was also the very popular school captain. She was the girl all the other girls envied. After school one day, at the popular Green Frog Deli, some older girls and boys were giving her a rough character assessment behind her back. Holding such a revered position as school captain, she was to these kids a ‘stuck-up bitch’. Not wanting my own popularity to take a hit, I sat idly listening and let the students have their whinge. If I kept my mouth shut, I got to stay popular with the older students, the girls in particular. But in true school gossip fashion, word quickly got around about the group ‘bitching’ about Lilly, and worse still, I had been party to the conversation and failed to take issue with the name-calling. Of course Lilly found out and was heartbroken. I had never seen my sister so beaten down, more about my actions – that I’d said nothing and did nothing – than the actual comments themselves. As a thirteen-year-old, seeing my sister so upset because of something I could have prevented was a major learning curve. So from then on the gloves were off. If someone said anything derogatory about my family or friends, no matter how old, they copped it from me. If a Year 12 student became cheeky, I had no qualms running in and giving them a touch-up. I was no pushover, the other kids began to learn, and I was able to help my friends as well. One day after serving my time in detention for swearing, I walked past the locker rooms and was certain I could hear someone mumbling. Walking closer, the muffled noises sounded a lot like one of my best mates, Wayne Hills.

‘Hillsy, is that you?’ I called out.

‘Yes it’s fucking me, get me the hell out of here!’ came his frustrated reply.

Hillsy was only a small bloke – he went on to be a jockey – and the Year 12 students had stuffed him into a locker. As I was trying to wrangle the door free, the older kids returned and told me to walk away. One big bloke, who looked like he’d been kept back a grade, threw his basketball at me which I managed to catch before it hit me. Knowing it would antagonise him, I started to bounce the ball until the boy approached me.

‘Give it back, you little shit,’ he demanded.

So I did. I threw it as hard as I could right into his face. It had the desired effect. His nose was busted and there was blood everywhere. Capitalising on the surprise, I ran in with a few more punches to give him, from what I remember, a pure thrashing. I then freed Hillsy and disappeared before the teachers came.

My fighting was starting to get out of control later in Year 8, when I found myself again having to choose between being cool and my sister. School captain Lilly had rallied those on the hill to get involved in the school choir, as the group’s numbers were dwindling. As usual I walked into the room being loud, cracking jokes and thinking I was cool. Seeing the teacher hadn’t arrived yet, I jumped on the piano and knowing a couple of basic tunes, I started playing. With the class in disarray, the teacher arrived and yelled at me, ‘Robby, get off the piano.’

‘But Miss, I’m being a pe-nist!’ I called back.

Of course the kids laughed and the whole room got even louder. The teacher then decided to leave, either in disgust or to bring something she’d forgotten for the choir practice. So Lilly, being the responsible student she was, stood up and called out to the group.

‘Everyone shut your mouths. We’re here to learn to sing and that’s what we’re going to do. Have some respect,’ she said.

In response, one of the boys replied, ‘Geez Lil, you don’t need to bite our heads off.’

While the room settled down to a murmur, I heard a rough derogatory comment made by a former male friend of Lilly’s to his mates. In an instant, I knew what I had to do and how to fix it. I stood up, grabbed my chair by the legs and cracked this ill-mannered kid across the head. I had no problem taking issue with that comment, and I knew if I hit him hard enough he wouldn’t get up off the floor. Later, in the office, the principal went off his handle at me, punching the desk and demanding answers. I was standing there smug in my glory with the older, much bigger kid standing next to me with the remnants of the battle all over his face and shirt – evidence of a fight that, at the time, I was very proud of.

‘This little psycho just hit me with a chair,’ said the footy jock, before the principal told him to leave the office.

‘What happened?’ asked the principal.

‘He was making a rude comment about my sister,’ I said.

‘Well, you’re not allowed to go around bashing people,’ he snapped back.

‘Well, people aren’t allowed to say filth about my sisters,’ I retorted.

‘Rob, I’m going to have to expel you from school,’ cautioned the principal.

‘What, for hitting someone who publicly humiliated my sister?’ I asked.

After he told me he was going to ring my parents, I left the office. Lilly walked up to me outside, put her arm around my shoulder and rubbed my head. She knew exactly why I had done it. When I got home that day Mum and Dad knew of the incident, but I’m not sure how much detail the principal had told them. I had detention for a week but never got expelled. At the end of the week, he asked me if I had learnt my lesson.

‘Yeah, next time I’ll take better aim and hit him harder,’ I told him. ‘I’d do it for my other sisters too because I’m not going to sit by and let people talk that shit about my family.’

That particular fight, while being the worst thing that happened to me during school, was a turning point and Years 9 and 10 were a breeze for me. I never had to worry about anyone picking on me and there were no more rotten sandwiches in my lockers. One of the most valuable lessons I’d learnt at school was the importance of loyalty to my friends and family. But that was something I’d later forget when it came to my father, a mistake that would end up defining my very future.
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PINEAPPLE

‘Hurry up, ’cause this won’t buy the kid a pram,’ Dad would yell.

It was his favourite saying, one that reverberated throughout my childhood. In other words, whoever it was directed at needed to work harder. Dad was the hardest worker I ever spent a day in the sun with, whose work ethic came from his father, Tom Cook, a Queensland farmer and grazier. Together with his wife Margaret, in 1957, Tom had forged a life on a 2500-hectare property called Coovin, about sixty kilometres north of Clermont. The eighth of eleven Cook kids, Dad was taught to work hard from an early age. The family lived in a tent for the first twelve months on the property, before the boys helped build a shed out of the local timber – that became the homestead for the next ten years. Initially Grandad Cook grew crops and ran sheep, until it was decided cattle would do better on the black-soil, scrub country. Dad went to a small local school before being sent to boarding school at Marist Brothers in Brisbane for Years 8, 9 and 10. It was no real surprise that he left school early to return to the property as he loved working with his hands. However, the ferocious 1969 drought meant he instead spent most of the next four years contract fencing and yard building away from Coovin with his father and older brother Jim.

As all young blokes inevitably do, Dad sought out adventure. Together with his mate John ‘Jumbo’ Burnett, he began a trip around Australia, picking up work where they could and riding broncs at local rodeos, hoping to win money to keep them going on the road. When a job fell through near Halls Creek in the Kimberley, they decided to jump in a cattle truck headed for Suplejack in the Tanami Desert. However, the truck became bogged on the way and they had to help unload all the cattle and hold them in temporary yards made of hessian. Suplejack’s owner, Bob Savage, emerged in the middle of the night to retrieve the truck and reload the stock. He must have been impressed by what these two young blokes had done because he offered them work for a few months at the station. One of Bob’s daughters, Letty, soon caught Dad’s eye and there, in the middle of the desert, he managed to find love.

As a youngster, all my dreams were inspired by Dad. First and foremost, I wanted to be a world champion bronc rider, something I’d tell anyone who would listen. Hoping desperately for my parents to allow me onto the back of a wild horse, my begging and pleading started well before I had turned ten. Those unbroken horses can put the fear of God through any man when they’re kicking up dust and snorting in the yards. Riding my first poddy when I was four had me hooked for life. The idea of having to stay on and compete with an over-enthusiastic, bucking animal for eight seconds in front of a screaming crowd was me all over. But I had to be content with the junior steer rides at the various rodeos until I was thirteen, before I could move one step higher. While Dad had been busting his backside to build new fences and yards at Rakaia, I had been in his ear about building a rodeo arena and chute so we could practise.

The bucking chute is a small, gated enclosure that allows just enough room for the animal to stand in, while the cowboy gets set to ride. Different disciplines of rodeo require different equipment. In bull riding, a bull rope, which goes around the bull’s belly just behind the shoulders, is used by the rider to tie his preferred hand firmly to the bull’s back. An internationally recognised saddle is used for saddle bronc events, while a special rigging is used for bareback broncs, known as the latigo. The rigging is generally made from wood or fibreglass and resembles the handle on an old-fashioned suitcase. All stock in the three categories are fitted with a flank rope or kicker which entices the animal to kick high while it’s bucking. Although all rough stock events require the cowboy to ride for the eight-second whistle, different rules apply for each. The horse sections require a ‘mark out’ where the rider must hold contact with his spurs over the break of the shoulder of the bronc and hold this position for the first jump out of the chute, until the horse’s front feet hit the ground. Failure to do this results in a disqualification or ‘no score’. Each event is scored by two independent judges who critique the ride out of a total score of fifty. Combining both judges’ cards gives the cowboy a final score out of one hundred.

Unfortunately, all the pestering in the world couldn’t get me on the back of one of those wild animals soon enough. I was lucky, though: Dad built me a full-sized rodeo arena, and at least my mates and I could buck out some steers and poddies at home. Poddies are generally weaner-sized calves. It was these times at home where I developed most of my basic rodeo skills and fed the yearning within to start riding with the big boys. Finally, when I turned thirteen, Dad caved in.

‘I’ll cut you a deal,’ he said. ‘You can ride in the open bullock event against the men and if you ride time, I’ll let you ride in the saddle bronc.’

Although both bullocks and horses hurt just as much when you get stomped on, Dad saw the horses as being more dangerous. As a rule, broncs are more likely to buck away from you if they do throw you off, whereas a bull will come back and try to camp on you. But if you get bucked off a bronc you will get thrown a lot further into the sky than you would on a bullock. My interest in riding bulls and bullocks was nil, but if I had to ride one to show my father I was ready to ride a bucking horse, then I would do it. I hadn’t waited this long to simply shy away. So when the local rodeo came to Miles, I took along my rope to ride in the open bullock ride. It was as rare as hen’s teeth for a thirteen-year-old to compete against the men, but I knew what was at stake. Just like I had practised at home so many times before, I jumped on the bullock and rode it like my life depended on it, reaching the eight seconds. It was all over in the blink of an eye. My ride wasn’t good enough to put me in the winner’s circle, but it was enough to allow me to ride a bronc. As soon as I was out of the arena, I ran across to the pay window to nominate for the saddle bronc event to be held later in the day; true to his word, Dad was to let me ride. I nervously watched the other competitors, knowing my time in the chute would come around quickly. I’d drawn a horse called Pineapple, and when I saw it storm up the race, I was petrified. He was a big, strong chestnut gelding, a former racehorse in fact, and I knew enough to know if he’d gone from the track to the bucking ring, it was for a good reason. I was glad Dad was there to talk me through it.

‘Get your mark out,’ he said reassuringly. ‘Then let everything else happen in the arena.’

Many of the older cowboys loved seeing a young bloke keen on the rodeo, so they also got behind me, cheering me along. I lowered myself slowly onto the snorting, impatient horse, eased my boots into the oxbows and grabbed hold of the bucking rein. Soon the crowd and my father became white noise as I called for the gate to be opened.

‘Let’s go boys,’ I only just managed to choke out.

As the gate cracked open, Pineapple blew out of the chutes without hesitation. He reared up and then dropped his head, twisting in a full circle, throwing me straight back into the chute on my head. It had only been two or three seconds before I was flung into the dirt. The horse had got the better of a very young, inexperienced rider. But that was enough, I knew this was for me; I was hooked.

Ever since that day at the Miles rodeo, riding broncs took over my life. I loved the adrenaline hit it gave me, the adoration that came from the crowd and the smiles from the girls. It was also something I found very natural and, in turn, became good at.

I had shown Dad I had the guts to ride. Now he took me aside, as he had done with my boxing.

‘If you’re going to be a bronc rider,’ he said, ‘then you’re going to have to practise.’

He soon bought me a bucking horse to take home and do just that. Whenever we had the opportunity we would saddle up the bronc at our private rodeo arena so I could sharpen my skills. In the chutes I’d jump on while Dad opened the gate. Once I was bucking out he would quickly climb on his own horse to ride pick-up. The pick-up’s role is to ride alongside the bronc at the end of the eight seconds, so the rider can jump off safely, grabbing the pick-up rider and horse on the way down to break the fall. Sometimes I’d be riding the bronc for more than ten seconds, screaming at my father to pick me up. He would just yell back at me to practise my spurring and control, and when he was ready he would ride in and help me jump off. It was a great way for me to learn, even if it was pretty tough. I know Dad always wanted the best for me and would push me to keep improving. When I went well he would tell me so.

‘That was a good ride,’ he would say.

Dad’s character was the ‘actions speak louder than words’ type. His support drove me to try harder, without needing to hear him tell me he was proud of me.

At the age of fourteen, I made the Queensland State Rodeo Finals held in Dulacca, just forty kilometres west of Miles. There were a lot of my schoolmates at the event and I loved the idea of being the only kid in the open saddle bronc category. I had been working on my technique since my first ride, even studying videos of American bronc riders, where at the end of their eight seconds they would jump off and land on their feet next to the horse. While that move was a crowd-pleaser and looked straightforward, I found it was a lot harder to master in reality. Spending time leaping from the lounge chair and the front gatepost wasn’t quite close enough to doing it from a live bucking horse. But my mind was made up: if I made the final round, I would attempt to jump off without the assistance of the pick-up man. Again my nerves were running high, as they would inevitably do at every rodeo, when I slid into my saddle aboard a feisty grey horse called Spider. This time around I did very well: I managed to get in time with the bronc from the start and, for a kid, I had a fair crack at spurring him, too. When the buzzer sounded to indicate I had ridden time, I tried to seize my moment. Unfortunately for my ego, I miscalculated my timing. As the horse went forward and downwards, I jumped but was too slow. The horse’s rump came back up and hit me square in the backside, tossing me through the air and to my horror, straight out of the arena. I flew over the top rail and landed on the front of a hotted-up utility, denting the bonnet and cracking a star in the windshield with one of my spurs. At the time and in the rush of the moment, I didn’t realise the damage I had done to this spectator’s vehicle. I jumped to my feet and shouted something at the horse as the crowd cheered me on. Although I hadn’t pulled off the dismount, it was still very entertaining, my friends assured me. Later on in life I became mates with the young bloke who owned that ute, and we would often joke about the night I scuffed up his pride and joy. Clearly I wasn’t judged on my dismount, but I still managed to come second in the finals. It wasn’t the worst way to fall off a horse – I would learn in the future that there are some ways that can prove near fatal.

I’ve made many mistakes in my life, but none bigger than the day I told my dad to ‘get stuffed’. I often find myself thinking about that moment and asking the fifteen-year-old inside me why I needed to go that far. How could I be so self-centred, forgetting for even a second everything both my parents had done for me? Was I really that cool, that I didn’t have a place for the man I had idolised for so many years? At least I didn’t think I needed anyone when I left school in Year 10. But if I thought life was going to be a holiday, which I would merrily drift through, I was sadly mistaken. I went off to work with Dad on the fence line. He had warned me that if I was old enough to quit school, then I was old enough to work like an adult. While I had spent many a school holiday working with Dad and his men, it was never tough going. Not that I had noticed at the time but Dad would make a huge effort to go easy on me and my siblings, allowing us to daydream. Needless to say, it was a huge smack in the mouth when I went on the books as a wage earner with the business. We would wake up at 4 a.m., then work the day digging post holes, knocking in steel posts and running out barbed wire. It was hot, hard work. A lunch break with a cup of tea and a sandwich would fly by, and then we’d work well into the darkness of an evening, having dinner and a shower way past my usual bedtime. I would crawl into bed, completely and utterly rooted. I struggled physically to get up each day. Life after school was about work and just work.

After a full week out in the camp along the fence line, I was expecting to come home and have the weekend off. I’d even hoped I might get a nice sleep-in. But it was never to be. Dad would come into my room before daylight on a Saturday morning, dig me in the ribs and get me to go out to cut timber, repair yards or just do some general work around the property. I couldn’t understand it. He didn’t know what ‘stop’ meant. As a teenager, I was sure life wasn’t meant to be this hard. It had only been a few weeks, but I was quickly becoming fed up with the lack of sleep and downtime. In the third week, and to my delight, it started to rain on the property we were fencing, so we were forced to return home prematurely.

This is terrific, I thought to myself. There’s no way he will make me go to work tomorrow.

The next day I woke up and walked into the kitchen at around 6 a.m.

‘I’m going to go out to the shed and see if I can get the generator working,’ said Dad.

Bloody hell, I thought, it’s pissing down rain and he’s still got to find himself a job.

We had walked out to the shed when I remembered that the night before, Dad had asked me to pull the toolbox off the ute and open it all up in the shed to let the water out. I hadn’t done it; I just forgot. Dad was not happy and began ranting about me not doing what I was told.

‘Shape up or ship out,’ he yelled at me.

I tried hard to regain favour by attempting to dry out the tools but after some more heated discussion, I made the fatal mistake.

‘Go fuck yourself, I’ve finished working for you,’ I responded curtly. ‘You can take your job and shove it up your arse.’

At the time, I was oblivious to the effect that those ten seconds would have on our relationship. The next Monday, Dad had to return to work one man down – well, perhaps half a man – but still I didn’t realise I shouldn’t have left him in the lurch. I had hurt him, but failed to understand it.

My regret from that moment came after a long, protracted period of time, but it did come. It started when Dad told me to find somewhere else to live and get a job to pay for it. He was being fair about the situation, but he was being fair dinkum at the same time.

‘I’m staying here at home,’ I said defiantly.

‘You can only stay here if you pay rent. So you best find yourself a job,’ said Dad firmly.

Knowing the hole I had dug for myself, Mum took me into town to go job hunting. I walked the main street of Miles from business to business, copping rejection after rejection. It wasn’t until I got to the butcher’s shop, right up the end of the street, that I found a willing employer. I was put on as an offsider, or ‘shit kicker’, at the princely sum of $2.10 an hour to clean the abattoir, move carcasses and cut meat. Each day I would catch a lift with Sonia, who was also working in town, at the hardware store. It was hard to see the $350 a week wage offered by Dad disappear and be left in a position where I could hardly afford to buy cigarettes. I still did manage to buy them, though, and smoke them in front of my parents. The young boy inside me figured if I had a job and was paying rent, then I was a man who could smoke at home. It didn’t sit well with my family. The young boy also wanted to have a beer with his Dad and ask for advice about girls, but those privileges were gone. After everything Dad had done for me, I was throwing it back in his face. I got the feeling I was no friend of his, and he treated me as such. If he acknowledged my existence with a ‘Hi’, then that was a good day. Other than that, we didn’t speak again for some time.

While my family life was in trouble, my love life was powering ahead unaffected. The girls had continued to come and go, until the very last day of school. Sarah Canning was tall, skinny and athletic with a contagious smile; a beautiful brunette. She was in the year below me and someone I’d always admired but never dated. Out of all the girls, she was ever the cool one, a little eccentric and bit of a hippy. I liked her style. She didn’t care about the latest clothing or the latest sayings; Sarah didn’t have to fit in, she was cool without trying. Her parents, Graeme and Lois, owned a cattle and grain property near Dulacca and she would take the bus into Miles each day for school. We had a lot in common and it made sense to me that I should ask her out. After leaving school I eventually managed to work up the courage to do so by phone, an offer she accepted. Little did I know at the time that it was probably the best move on a girl I would ever make.

‘If you want to be a ringer and move to the Territory, pack your bags,’ said Dad. ‘We’re leaving in the morning.’

It was the end of 1996 and he had walked up to me on the stairs, standing over me while I sucked back on a smoke. It was the first time I’d heard my parents were considering leaving Queensland as they certainly hadn’t confided in me. Perhaps he didn’t care whether I went or not. We had visited my grandparents at Suplejack a few times over the years so I understood where they were going. Being a stockman was something I had always dreamt about, but did I really want to be a ringer? I knew there were wild, bucking horses and cleanskin scrub bulls, which excited me. But I didn’t consider the isolation of living there for an extended period or the fact I didn’t really know my grandparents, Bob and Lillian Savage. As I threw away that cigarette, I knew I had to go, so I hurriedly packed my bags for the Top End. I shouldn’t have been surprised by Dad the next morning. On the back of the two-door ute he had loaded a large dog cage and stuffed all the swags and bags into it, leaving just a small crawl space. As he opened the back door he simply said, ‘Get up.’

So like a mongrel, flea-bitten dog, I crawled up into the cage, knowing there was plenty of room in the front between my parents. I wasn’t happy about it, but what could I do? Dad shut the door and that’s how I travelled to the Territory, the rest of the family stayed at home. He refused to elaborate on why we were going to Suplejack or for how long. Unbeknown to me, his plan was to take me there, leave me and return to Miles. Initially I thought perhaps Mum and Dad were going to ask my Grandad Savage whether I could stay there with him, discussing the prospect with me in a consultative process. But knowing Dad, I should have known better.

There were plenty of rest stops along the way, so I was allowed to jump out and relieve myself near a tree, but the most memorable break was at Mt Isa, 1600 kilometres into the journey. Having had plenty of time to think by myself in the dog space, it struck me that I hadn’t actually told my new girlfriend, Sarah, about my Territory adventure. I had got so caught up in the excitement that I had left Miles without even speaking to her. Not the best decision, so early on in a relationship. But it was my uncertain future that forced me to break up with Sarah. While Dad was paying for the fuel, I had asked Mum if I could use his mobile phone, which in those days, was big enough to have its own carry bag. So making a quick phone call I told Sarah how it was.

‘So you know how we’re going out?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ came Sarah’s cautious response.

‘Well I’m headed to the Territory and I’m not sure when you will see me again so I think we’re finished,’ I said bluntly.

Sarah probably thought it was great. It wasn’t as though there was a shortage of blokes keen to take her out. It would be my loss. So squashing myself back into the dog box we continued on to Suplejack via Tennant Creek and Alice Springs. Once we turned off the Stuart Highway and onto the Tanami Highway, the dust was almost unbearable. The road is often called the Tanami Track or sometimes the Tanami Goat Track because most of the road is in a terrible state. The bitumen only runs one lane for a few hundred kilometres and then it’s just sand, dirt and clay corrugations for the remainder through to Halls Creek. Each year the wet season washes away much of the road and irresponsible drivers will often tear wheel tracks through the dirt while it’s still wet. During the dry season the corrugations are enough to shake every tooth from your head. The council graders try to keep up with levelling the road, but by the time they finish grading, it’s time to start again. I could only just cope with the agonising 750 kilometres from Alice Springs to Suplejack. That highway would become the bane of our existence in the desert.





4

COLD ARRIVAL

‘What the devil do you think you’re doing?’ someone screamed, rousing me from the beauty of my sleep. I flinched as a bright light shone in my face and my eyes struggled to adjust.

‘You can’t sleep in here! Get out now!’ the woman yelled at me as I slowly sat forward.

It took me a few moments to realise where I was, wrapped in my warm sleeping bag. Breathing in a sickly smell of fresh meat and stale air, I looked to my left to see a kangaroo carcass lying on the floor. On either side of me were shelves of various foods, including fruit and vegetables. It was the station cold room and Grandma Savage had discovered me sleeping on the floor.

“I’m sorry,’ I muttered. ‘I won’t do it again.’ Forlornly, I took my pillow and sleeping bag back to my room.

I had never heard of humidity before moving to the Territory. The heat at Suplejack was unbearable, especially at night when it came time to sleep. My parents were long gone. They had dropped me off a few weeks earlier, having stayed just a week themselves, and left me in the care of Grandad and Grandma Savage. They were family, but I didn’t know them, having only spent a few holidays with them before. Dad had continued his silent treatment towards me up until the day he left with Mum, simply saying, ‘We’re going, and you’re staying.’

I was not told when or if they would come back. My parents had long discussions with my grandparents through the days they were there, while I was given odd jobs outside. At no point was I privy to those conversations. It was a scary feeling for a fifteen-year-old, although I would never have admitted it at the time. There I was on the most remote property in Australia, with two bush stalwarts who I barely knew, being forced to accept a new life for myself. What struck me the most on the day we arrived was the age of my grandparents: Bob was seventy-one and Lillian sixty-nine. I immediately decided the place wasn’t for me, stuck out there in the bush. However, I had no choice in the matter, having come this far, so I decided to explore what was around me. I hadn’t yet realised I was to stay there long term.

In 1997, Suplejack was still a fledgling cattle station. About 8000 Shorthorn cattle grazed on the desert plains. Because my grandparents were very much at the mercy of the weather and local and interstate markets, they’d had many hard times running the business but also some good times. As we’d driven in along the final section of the driveway, a wonderful slate-rock garden bursting with the different colours and aromas of wildflowers framed the entrance of the modest homestead, which faced west. But it wasn’t the only smell to take in as I walked towards the front door; there were plenty more to come. Out the front of the timber and masonite house, the small cold room and meat house area smelt like a butcher’s shop. It was the same stale smell of raw flesh I had become accustomed to during my work in Miles. Then came the whiff of fermenting beer, as I passed Grandad’s special homebrew room. Walking through the front door and into the living room, there was an eerie stillness to the home. It was dark with fading photos on the wall like vague memories slowly disappearing, and there were cabinets with no doors, only curtains hanging to cover the front of them. An old rectangular dinner table with trimmed, curved corners stood near the closest wall. Away from a small kitchen, pantry and lounge room, a narrow corridor led to four bedrooms and an office. My grandparents slept in another bedroom on the far south-east corner of the house. A shower and toilet were in a bathroom, also on the southern end. Electricity was provided by the generator for a maximum three hours each day, just enough to keep the cold room cool. It was started in the late afternoon so that we could watch the evening television news and cook dinner. But after that, there were no lights, fans or air-conditioning units for the remainder of the night. We would often listen to a battery-operated short-wave radio on which I remember Slim Dusty playing. Luckily, Mum had taken pity on me during the drive over from Queensland and had bought me a small CD player with earphones. Before she left, she slid it into my bag, quietly telling me to leave it there until she and Dad were long gone. She had also bought me some country music CDs to play, including one called Slap and Leather and another by Garth Brooks. Later, as an adult, I would listen to those songs and be reminded of those times, when I lay in bed at night trying to sleep. My cold room brainwave struck on one of those hot, sleepless nights, and I crept down the corridor to that cool paradise. I couldn’t see any problem with sleeping in there, it was so nice and cool, and it opened from the inside so I couldn’t lock myself in there either. But Grandma Savage was adamant, when she found me at 6 a.m., that I was wasting the cool air. Despite the reprimand that had cut me deep, it remained the sweetest eight hours sleep that I’d ever had at the station, cuddled up next to a dead kangaroo.

Initially, my grandparents were very strict and formal towards me. I often wondered if my Dad would have told them about my recent obnoxious behaviour, but deep down I knew my parents wouldn’t do that to me, and I later discovered it was just my grandparents’ nature. I was not accustomed to living in a house where there wasn’t frequent hugging, kissing and talking through problems. I knew Grandma and Grandad loved me, but they were different. Grandma, in particular was very stuck in her ways. Wearing her beautiful floral dresses, sandals and floppy white hat, she would lay down the law. When she said it was lunchtime, I sat down and I ate lunch until she decided I was finished. At dinnertime, I had to show up on time, showered with brushed hair. Once dinner was finished I was to leave and get out of the house. Small talk was not an option. Grandad was also strict, but he tended to relax a little outside the house. He would be wearing stubby shorts with a low-hanging knife belt, short-sleeve work shirts, T-Boots and a little green felt hat cocked sideways on his head. I could tell Grandad was slowly warming to me the more time we spent together. After a hard day working alongside each other, we sat out the back, him with a tin cup of home brew and me with a cup of Milo, having a yarn about the good old days. Grandad was a big believer in reminiscing and telling stories, in a way that’s a bit like the Indigenous Dreamtime stories, where information is passed from generation to generation. It was during these early conversations that a great relationship began to develop, along with deep respect for the man who pioneered Suplejack Downs Station.

I was taken aback when Grandad told me that his own father, James Savage, had died when young Bob was just fifteen years old. Things with my own Dad weren’t exactly rosy, but I couldn’t imagine him not being there at all for me as a teenager. I quickly discovered Grandad and I were very much alike in many ways. As I listened to his stories, I found that rodeo and women were also two of his loves as a youth. He was born in 1926 at Rockhampton in Queensland, into a family renowned for its pioneering activities. His father dabbled in several different jobs throughout his life but spent most of his time training racehorses, holding a professional licence for thirty years. As a three-year-old, Bob would meet his Dad at the front gate after track work in the early morning and ride the racehorse back to the house and stables. He was introduced to horses early too, he told me.

Young Bob started school at four years of age and left when he was just eight. Schooling didn’t come naturally and he would often find other distractions to keep him busy. A neighbour had built him a small billy goat cart from a wooden frame and some thin pram wheels. His father then trained a pet goat to pull the cart, which ran faster whenever little Bob scratched its tail. Bob and the goat became inseparable and the other schoolkids thought he was very cool, although he spent more time skipping school and riding off into the bush than he did actually attending. The goat eventually disappeared one day and it was assumed someone had stolen it for some mutton curry, but not before six-year-old Bob had used its popularity to charm a pretty little girl who lived down the street. Lillian Bean was the daughter of Henry and Rachel Bean and the seventh of fourteen kids in the family. She thought Bob was good looking, but like many young men of that era, he had no money. Luckily, Bob had another treasure for wooing the girls, his vocal cords. He was so good at singing people would often comment that he sounded like the famous yodelling cowboy Harry ‘Torrani’ Hopkinson from the United Kingdom. Bob’s singing came to an abrupt end, however, when, at fourteen, he had to have his tonsils out. He soon discovered he no longer had his wonderful singing voice, but of course he was still able to play the harmonica and guitar.

The Savage family moved to Canoona, forty kilometres north-west of Rockhampton, to live on a 210-hectare dairy farm when Bob was twelve. His father would die there at the age of sixty. Bob had set out a couple of years earlier by himself, at the age of thirteen, to prove he could make a good life. He held various jobs, including in a meatworks and on a sheep station, usually for seventeen shillings a week, before hitting the droving run mostly up and down the east coast of Queensland. On one trip he took 1500 bullocks from Morestone Station near Camooweal to Avon Downs Station near Clermont, a journey of more than 1000 kilometres. It took eighteen weeks and three days for the team of three men and a cook to cover the distance. He would sleep on a ‘pencil swag’, named after its size and lack of warmth, but he assured me the ‘cold wouldn’t worry young fellas like me’. The men would take turns watching the cattle at night, rotating the shift until dawn. Drover Bob soon learnt not to bring his harmonica or guitar on the droving trips, as anyone who did was known as a ‘useless jackaroo’. At first he wore a typical cowboy hat, complete with bashes where the front rim is turned upwards at the sides. But, as he later joked, he lost a lot of weight just chasing it when it blew off his head in the wind. Soon the cowboy hat was replaced with a more conservative, country broad-brimmed hat.

To my amazement, Grandad Savage’s introduction to rodeo was also at the age of thirteen, when he rode a bullock in Rockhampton. He then went on to ride buck-jump horses and became well known for his riding in central Queensland. It was inevitable that his interest in horses and stock work would eventually see him end up heading to the Northern Territory and the Kimberley. The isolation, vast distances and hard work were sure to test any young ringer. Twenty-year-old Bob arrived on Flora Valley Station on the Territory–Western Australia border, owned by the Vestey Group, where he ran the mustering stock camp for twelve months. His inherited love for horseracing followed him across the country, and he began riding as a jockey at meets including Halls Creek, Wyndham, Broome, Port Hedland, Onslow, Aileron and Alice Springs. He had many of his own horses over the years and went on to take home a good share of the prize money. His two big winners were Sweet and Tidy and Cloette Gold, one of which won six races straight at its peak. Beyond the racetrack, Grandad longed to own his own cattle property, so in 1949 he went halves with a partner to buy Bohemia Downs Station in the Kimberley. Perhaps it was the loneliness in the stock camp or the desire to settle down, but in 1951 Bob and Lillian married in Queensland and returned to Bohemia Downs to begin raising a family. There they stayed for another eight years before selling out their share and moving to Broome to pioneer banana growing and a market garden on a two-hectare block. The venture was reasonably successful until two cyclones, two years in a row, wiped out the plantation. The Kimberley banana industry has had some good years since, but the cyclones have forced most growers to sell out.

So Grandad and Grandma were on the road again, this time to the Aboriginal communities of Lajamanu (Hooker Creek) and Yuendumu, back in the Territory and on the edge of the Tanami Desert. Grandad had taken a job with Native Affairs as the manager of stock operations for the region. During his time mustering and managing the cattle on the government land, he had become very familiar with the country and made friends with many of the traditional owners. Although he always felt the area had good grazing potential, it took a vehicle breakdown between Rabbit Flat and Lajamanu for him to truly grasp the opportunity. Around him was flat limestone country, surfaced with red sand and flourishing with more than twenty different species of grass, including mitchell, flinders and spinifex.

Could this be the best cattle station in the Territory? he asked himself.

It was a question he wanted answered, and he would devote the rest of his life to that patch of country. In 1964, he applied for and was granted an annual grazing licence to run cattle in the area (in fact, he applied for the same grazing licence for the next thirteen years, as his application for a full pastoral lease was repeatedly rejected). The adventurous couple loaded up the family’s green Bedford truck and trailer with supplies and possessions to make the three-day journey to their new home in the desert. Their six young children, Linda, Veronica, Jamie, Letty, Robert and William, were also bundled into the load (young Mark arrived later). It was a gruelling trip, crawling along the Tanami Track for around 600 kilometres before turning right at Rabbit Flat and heading north-east for another 130 kilometres. Eventually, the family arrived at a site previously chosen by Grandad. A slight rise in the landscape stood out on the vast plains, and there was some surface water nearby. It was just high enough to allow for a view across the red, sandy desert, over the brown grasses and past the tea-trees and bloodwoods. This was the spot the Savage family would make their own. For the first three months, everyone slept in a tent before a small shed could be built as a home.

It frustrated Grandad that a Lands Board would meet each year, deny a pastoral lease because it was not convinced it was viable land on which to run cattle, but still demand a fee for an annual grazing licence. The lack of long-term security also prevented him from developing the land with fencing or watering points. Grandad Savage had hit the droving stock routes again, moving cattle and horses from Lake Gregory Station to Alice Springs, and was paid with a portion of the stock: 212 Shorthorn cattle, which he trucked into the station. He also took on mustering contracts to help supplement an income for his fast-growing family. After thirteen long years, in 1978 the Lands Board met again, this time with some cattlemen on the review committee, and the application for a perpetual pastoral lease over Suplejack Downs Station was granted. There was some opposition from Aboriginal elders to the move, so a parcel of land in the top corner was excised from the lease where some houses had been built, but the majority of the area was approved. Grandad would have the run of 3823 square kilometres. Despite the final recognition that the property was a cattle station, the couple had many friends and others who continued to tell them they would never make a living out in the desert. Grandad Savage would often run into stockmen in Alice Springs as he brought cattle into town to be sold, who would raise their doubts with him, but he’d just swear at them and continue on his way. He wasn’t going to be told he couldn’t do it.

Grandad had hired the services of two Aboriginal men to help him in the work, one of whom had a wife and two young girls. Their local knowledge of living off the land would prove invaluable in the early days when Suplejack was nothing more than a campsite. The women would cook goanna, kangaroo and beef, although never beef from the station. No one, in those days, ate their own cattle. Perhaps, some might argue, no one does still. Goat meat, mutton and goat milk were other favourite ingredients. They had bought forty-six goats from another station to run in the house yard. These were locked up at night to keep them from wandering away. In the absence of a fridge, any meat would be salted, laid on bushes on the ground, and covered by more bushes to keep it as cool as possible. Then there were the vegies – it may have been the edge of the desert, but Grandma Savage sure knew how to grow vegetables. She had a massive vegetable garden, which would have been the envy of any neighbour, had they actually had neighbours. There is an old photo of Grandma that could be mistaken for a ‘Fresh Food People’ advertisement. In it, she is pushing a wheelbarrow full of every veg you could ever imagine needing, including potatoes, onions, carrots, broccoli and cabbages. She would speak proudly of an onion she once grew which weighed a whopping 600 grams. Other staple foods were trucked in from Alice Springs every three months.

If living in the bush and off the land was the challenge, this family was never going to be defeated. They kept in touch with the rest of the world via HF radio, with which they could also receive and send telegrams. But as well as their own, they could also hear everyone else’s gossip on the service, usually on a Sunday. These eavesdropping moments were humorously referred to as the ‘Sunday Galah Sessions’. Meanwhile, the older children, including Mum, were packed up and sent to boarding school at St Phillip’s College in Alice Springs. Grandad continued to work from daylight to dusk developing the station. There were hundreds of kilometres of fencing required, but he could only dig holes in the wet season when the ground was softer. So while it was pouring rain, he would be out with the crowbar and shovel knocking in wooden posts 4.5 metres apart. He was also able to put down some boreholes with the help of a business partner who owned a drilling rig. Once suitable watering points were established, another thousand Shorthorn cattle were trucked onto the property from Lake Gregory Station. Over the next twenty years, my grandparents would continue to slog it out in the hope of turning a patch of desert country into a thriving and profitable cattle station, running more than 8000 head.

I was in awe as I sat and listened to the tales told by my Grandad. He was one of the last great Aussie drovers. I was fifteen and this life, the life he had described, was the one I wanted and had always dreamt about.

If only I could have been born sooner to have experienced that life, I would think to myself. To pack up a horse and live off the land.

But alas, I was born too late. Perhaps I didn’t realise just how tough the life of a drover was. It didn’t matter, though, I wanted to be there with them, walking cattle for thousands of kilometres across the country, for months on end. It wasn’t long before I was begging Grandad to find me a horse because if I couldn’t be a drover, I wanted to be a ringer. He was coming around to the idea, but first I had a lot to learn about the bush and how to read the landscape. One day, as we were driving the old Toyota on a bore run, he pulled to a stop at an intersection of the main road and Suplejack driveway.

‘Get out Rob,’ he said. ‘Go look at those tyre tracks in the dirt and tell me which way that car was going.’

I squatted down for a closer look at the tracks, which looked fresh to me. I was thinking left but looking right, not really having a clue on how to determine it, stupidly thinking the brand of the tyre may be imprinted on the ground; if I could find the imprint perhaps I could work out the direction the wheel was turning. I was naive, but of course at that age I thought I knew everything. Finally I conceded defeat: ‘I’m buggered if I know.’

‘Well, have a close look at which way the rocks are pushed,’ Grandad said patiently. ‘If the rocks are pushed one way, then the car is travelling in the opposite direction.’

This was one small lesson in an education that continued throughout the usual workday. As we got closer to the water trough he stopped again, pointing to cattle pads.

‘Which way would the cattle walk to get to water?’ he asked.

Again, despite some serious thought, I couldn’t provide him with a reasonable answer.

‘You just need to follow them for a little way,’ he said. ‘If the pads begin to spread out, then you are walking away from water, but if the pads are all leading towards one main pad, then you are headed straight towards water.’

It was all about attention to detail, which, as a teenager, was a foreign concept to me. Grandad was a good teacher; a patient teacher. He, like Grandma, was very set in his ways, so I had to do it his way or not at all. I would later understand the value in the knowledge he was passing on to me, including the skill of shooting a gun. He was a big believer in shooting to kill, not just hitting the target. Using a gun on a station is very common and on this particular day, one was being used to collect dinner.

‘You’ve got to taste the bush turkey around here, Rob,’ he said convincingly. ‘There’s nothing like a bush turkey.’

As we were checking a watering point called Olympic, Grandad pulled to a stop again. About forty metres away, out the driver’s window, a turkey was scratching around in shrubs. At that stage in his life Grandad was three-quarters blind so even seeing the bird in the bushes was an achievement in itself. He then pulled out his open-sight .22 Magnum rifle, with a matchstick stuck in the end of the barrel to help him sight the gun. Within a few seconds he shot the turkey, with feathers flying into the air.

‘Go on Rob, go and get him,’ he instructed.

So I jogged over to where the bird had been and was shocked to find not one but two turkeys lying there in the grass, both shot through the neck. Picking the dead turkeys up by their heads I carried them back to the ute.

‘You hit two with one shot!’ I exclaimed.

‘Yeah, well I aimed at the bastards, didn’t I?’ he replied casually.

I was taken aback. I couldn’t believe that he shot both of them with one bullet, but he has always maintained that’s exactly what he was trying to do. He was an instant hero to me. It was like something I’d seen in a Western movie. We took the turkeys home, and plucked and gutted them for Grandma to boil one and roast the other. It was another fine dinner to mix into the weekly cooking schedule, along with her great kangaroo tail stew and her tripe, which appeared on the table more often than I liked.
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A FATHER’S SON

It would become my Hollywood moment. Perhaps the closest I’ve come to being a movie star or rather, the closest I’ve felt to being a movie star. The old cast-iron bath tub sat brimming with cool water next to the bore pump, less than a hundred metres from the house on the station. Ochre colours stretched through the sky as the sun set over the endless desert lands. It was out in the open, in the middle of nowhere, the perfect setting for a bath after a hard day’s work. Taking off my work clothes – boots, jeans, shirt and socks – I jumped into that bath tub like it was a swimming pool. Of course, I grabbed my Akubra hat, and tipped it slightly to sit on the back of my head, just like John Wayne.

‘This is the life,’ I said to myself, stretching out to enjoy the cool water over my body.

I had found the tub earlier down at the station’s dump and, seeing its potential, I dragged it over to the bore. Having spent a couple of months working with Grandad at the station, I was beginning to feel more at home. He had finally given me a horse, partly because of my incessant begging. The station only had one old green Toyota ute that ran, but it was strictly Grandad’s vehicle, so he gave me Tonto to ride, a great old campaigner, and we hit it off immediately. He was a well-built brown horse with a white snip on his nose and a couple of white hooves. The only saddle Grandad and I could find was a hybrid stock saddle with a horn and swinging fenders. It didn’t worry me, though, as it looked like a saddle straight out of a Western.

‘I need you to go check the Four Mile fence,’ said Grandad. ‘Take this wire and these pliers, and whatever happens make sure you bring back the bloody pliers.’

So I pulled the roll of wire over my shoulders and put the pliers in a pouch, hanging off the horn of the saddle and off I rode. I was only out there for a few hours, repairing some wires at the far end of the Four Mile, when a typical wet season storm began to sweep over. The thunder and lightning strikes were shaking the ground next to me and poor Tonto was as petrified as I was. The rain looked as though it was going to settle in, so I made for home. They say you should never canter your horse towards home to avoid bad habits, but on that occasion I bolted for the homestead. In record time I made it back safely, put Tonto in the yards, and drenched from head to toe, trudged my way up to the main house to get changed. It was only then I realised my error. The pliers had jolted out of the pouch.

‘Grandad, the pliers fell out on my mad dash home,’ I said sheepishly.

‘Right, well as soon as this storm passes, you’ll be straight back out there to find them,’ he replied.

So later out I went again, trying to retrace my tracks, which had been washed away by the rain. I couldn’t find the pliers.

So my first job as a real ringer didn’t end very well, but luckily I was given plenty more chances to prove myself. Grandad even decided to upgrade my horse to something with a bit more life. This time he picked out a chestnut called Comet, with a square, broad chest and a hint of quarter horse. Comet stood around fifteen hands tall but he looked like he could go all day. Grandad had taken me down to the yards and pointed him out to me.

‘You know, your Uncle Willie broke this horse in all those years ago,’ said Grandad, reminiscently. ‘Now Rob, remember when I explained every time you have anything to do with an animal, he is learning from you?’ he asked me.

I nodded without taking my eyes off the horse as he walked around the yards, so Grandad went on.

‘Well, it seems here that old Comet has got a win on a few blokes that weren’t much of horsemen and as a result the bastard has learnt to buck,’ he said, as I slowly took in what he was saying. ‘But when you get by this bullshit, you’ll have a good horse under you.’

If Grandad was looking to reassure me, he wasn’t doing a very good job. I was beginning to wonder if this was an upgrade to a better horse, or rather a punishment. But it was down at the yards on this day that I first realised my Grandad was anything but over the hill and all the stories he had told me previously had plenty of truth behind them. I was excited and a little worried as I watched my ailing, bow-legged grandfather having trouble catching Comet, jumping back and forward before blocking him in a corner. As he leaned up to put the bridle on, the horse pulled forward and took off with the headstall behind his ears and the bit under his chin, with Grandad holding the reins and skiing along behind on his boots. Comet was jumping sideways and double-barrelling the air as I quickly retreated to the top rail for fear of being run over. Eventually the horse settled down and the bridle was placed correctly before he was bagged-down with a saddle cloth. This is a technique a lot of horse trainers use to let the animal know of their presence and that they’re in charge, but also that they’re not going to hurt the animal. Sliding the cloth over Comet’s legs, belly, neck and rump, Grandad worked him all over. He then started to put the hobbles on his front legs, but Comet again surged forward, knocking Grandad off his feet and rolling him like a turtle on his back. With his patience waning, Grandad regained composure, managed to get the hobbles belted up and held the horse’s head while I threw on the saddle and tightened the girth. It was the first time I had seen Grandad move like that and the first of many confrontations I would experience in life with troubled horses.

‘Come on, jump on,’ said Grandad. ‘He might move around a bit. We’ll see what happens.’

So I climbed on, but with the hobbles Comet couldn’t really buck so he started pig rooting around the yard. I still felt like I was Lane Frost riding the famous bull Red Rock. The horse was doing its best to buck and I was still on top, so I thought I was a gun ringer straight up. But I suddenly felt a little loose in the saddle as Comet planted his feet and sucked back and sent me straight over his ears into the dust. While I was still scrambling to get out of the way, Comet jumped the top rail of the yards and landed on his side, in the next pen. To my disbelief, Grandad met him on the other side with the agility of an eighteen-year-old and jumped on top of the horse, jamming his knee into Comet’s neck while pulling his head back like an old bullock. I had only ever seen the technique used to hold down a calf during branding. But here was Grandad pulling off the move while having a ‘stern word’ with the horse beneath him.

‘Trust me Rob,’ he said, breathing heavily. ‘Get over here and get on this bastard.’

He wanted me to get on as Comet stood up, but I was still shaking from being thrown a few seconds earlier. A horse that jumps a 1.8-metre fence with hobbles on its front legs was too good for me. I was shit scared and couldn’t do it.

‘All right, all right,’ said Grandad patiently. ‘We’ll let him go.’

Once Comet had stood back up, Grandad temporarily removed the hobbles and brought him back into the yards where we had started.

‘Now, if you’re going to ride this bastard,’ said Grandad, repositioning the saddle and replacing the hobbles, ‘you’re going to have to get on him.’

So I built up my confidence and climbed back on again. I pulled the nearside rein tight as Comet tried to crow-hop around the yards. Once in the saddle he moved faster and pulled harder, kicking out and jumping around, as I tried to hang on. It was only when I glanced behind that I realised Grandad was chasing us with a bushy branch, flogging the ground behind us. Eventually, the bucking stopped and so did Grandad. All three of us were buggered from the flapping about of the last three or four minutes.

‘Righto, that’s a win,’ said Grandad. ‘Get off while you can and we’ll do the same thing tomorrow.’

We undid the saddle, took off the bridle and kept Comet on some feed in the yards overnight. At daylight the next day we were at it again, and slowly Comet’s behaviour improved and he bucked less, although he would always have a bit of fight in him and never forgot how to buck. Down the track, when a new day started or after a lunchbreak in the stock camp, the horse would put on a great display for everyone else, whenever I got on him. While I tried desperately to hold on, Comet would often dust me, hurling me over his head. I needed help to get on, so if I got off at the waterhole or to relieve myself, I’d have to walk until someone could help. He would let me ride all day and jump off when I wanted, but when it came time to get back on, he wouldn’t have a bar of it. I rode Comet for the first three years at Suplejack, and we ended up renaming him Launchya, because that’s what he was best at. So having to handle up to three bucking sessions from Launchya every day during the season, the horse turned out to be a great training ground for my rodeo career ahead.

After a few months, I had been feeling more comfortable living at Suplejack and enjoying the work with Grandad, but there were changes happening at the station and things weren’t about to get easier. Grandad had suffered a stroke a couple of years earlier and the work on the station was catching up with him. An agreement had been reached with my parents to take over the management of Suplejack, with my grandparents maintaining a half share in the business. These were confidential discussions at the time and have remained so ever since. All the Savage boys had a turn of living and working at Suplejack but none found it a suitable life for their respective families. The fourth Savage child was Letty (my mother), who had fallen for the fencing contractor Bill Cook when he had turned up at the station all those years ago on a trip around Australia. Mum had left school in Alice Springs after Year 11 to return to the station to help Grandad. Her dream was one day to become a veterinarian, but the huge distances to the nearest university held her back. Her heart was also in the bush, so the idea of living in the city was very daunting. Instead Mum worked alongside her brother Jamie at home and would often ride the bronco horse in the yards at branding time, lassoing the calves as the men scruffed them. Then one evening a dark and handsome bloke rolled through and swept her off her feet. He was a fit and active workaholic; she was a slim, attractive brunette with similar interests to his.

In 1975, the couple moved to manage a virgin block called Larranganni on the Western Australia and Northern Territory border, drawn in a ballot by Dad’s father, my grandad, Tom Cook. By coincidence the block was not far from Suplejack Station on the edge of the desert. Mum and Dad were married at the same time and had Tiani and Lilly while they were out there. There were three blocks on offer in the ballot and Larranganni was the worst in terms of pasture quality. It was unsustainable sandy country with no substance to the grasses, and buffel seed thrown out by Grandad Cook wouldn’t establish. They would have gone broke feeding supplement to the cattle, so after three years they made the sad decision to strip all the infrastructure and improvements they had brought with them, taking the fences, windmills and tanks, and handed the lease back to the government with a polite ‘thank you, but no thank you’. It was a hard time for the young family as they returned to Clermont in Queensland.

Now, in 1997, the Cook family was on the road again, this time moving to join me in the Territory. Mum and Dad sold Rakaia at Miles, packed up all their possessions in a truck, Troop Carrier and Land Cruiser ute, and started out on the 3000-kilometre trip. The brightly coloured tarps covering the loads on the truck and ute made the convoy look more like a circus than a house-moving operation. Dad drove the Cruiser, while Mum drove the Troop Carrier and Dad’s leading hand in his contract fencing business, Gordon ‘Gordy’ Coward, drove the truck. Having jobs of their own, Tiani, Lilly and Sonia stayed in Queensland, while Brad, Cam and Loretta all came along, to soon continue their schooling as distance education. Grandad had warned me of the family’s imminent arrival about a week beforehand and, while I was excited and relieved to some degree, I was also nervous about my future role on the station. I had spent the last three months being in charge of myself, as directed by Grandad. Quickly picking up the bore-run routine, the names of the paddocks and which cattle were held where, I figured I knew a fair amount and was someone of importance. But if I thought Dad would release me from the proverbial ‘dog house’ when he arrived, I was mistaken. He wasn’t holding a grudge, but I had let him down and had a lot of work to do to make it up to him. Despite the tension between us, Dad had bought me a stock saddle as payment for my three months of work. However, he couldn’t pass up the opportunity to have a bit of fun with me first. We were still unpacking the truck from their trip when Dad called me over to reveal my new saddle. Unzipping the saddle bag, my heart sank as I was looking at something that should have stayed in the 1960s. I was almost wiping away tears when he burst out laughing and pointed out my actual saddle, resting on the bench. A fantastic Australian-made Sid Hill Barcoo Poly stock saddle, with leather of a rich mahogany colour catching the sunlight. It was a nice surprise.

From day one, we were in ‘let’s go to work’ mode. Often darkness still engulfed the station with the stars high in the sky as Dad, Gordy and I sat up at the breakfast table, the kerosene lantern, with its distinctive buzz, lighting the room.

‘Gordy, I’ll get you to go out and start the pump at Olympic bore,’ said Dad, beginning to outline his instructions for the day. ‘Then we’ll get stuck into the bullock paddock fence.’

It took me by surprise, as Gordon had never even been to the Olympic bore before. But Dad was still not acknowledging me nor mentioning me in the daily plans. At the end of the list of things to do, he simply said, ‘Rob, help Gordy.’

It was another challenge for me to deal with. I’d been used to being my own man at Suplejack, knowing what was what, and now I was being put back into the ‘little boy’ category again.

Big Gordy, as he became known to the family, was a typical larger-than-life character in every sense of the term. Raised in the Emerald region of Queensland, straight out of agricultural college he answered a fencer’s assistant advertisement in the paper and was hired immediately. Starting on the fence line as a seventeen-year-old, he was quickly introduced to Dad’s work ethic, running all day, sleeping when it was dark and going back to work at daybreak. He fondly remembers those times as ‘Bill Cook’s weight-loss program’ – he lost sixteen kilograms in six weeks. There wasn’t much chance to talk a lot with Dad – they exchanged about ten words a day – but it didn’t take long for Gordy to understand what was required. Over the next five years he worked on and off for the contract fencing business, and was back on board when the Territory prospect called. Gordy had earned a level of respect from my father, which made things even trickier for me to get things right with Dad. As a sixteen-year-old know-it-all, I was green with envy at the working relationship Dad and Gordy had. Perhaps the worse confrontation between the two of us was when we were moving some cattle into the Eight Mile yards using two of the station’s old Toyotas. They were buggered old machines that barely ran, but lacking motorbikes, they were the next best thing for moving stock from one place to another. Gordy was having trouble edging an old cow along the fence line and as I stopped to watch, he ran straight over the poor thing. Eventually the cow, which was uninjured, staggered to its feet and ran along with the rest of the mob. I was furious and drove straight over to Gordy to tell him what I really thought.

‘You useless, cruel, fat bastard,’ I screamed at him. ‘Why the bloody hell did you run over that poor old cow?’

Gordon looked at me as though about to punch me. ‘I didn’t mean to,’ he replied angrily.

‘You’re bloody useless, mate,’ I said, continuing my rant. ‘I should get you out in the paddock and run over you to see how you like it!’

‘Whatever,’ said Gordy, jumping out of the car. ‘If you’re such a smart man, you drive it then,’ he went on, slamming the door.

I had earlier, as I’d done many times before, raced Gordy down to the shed to get in the better of the two station utes. Having spent little time in Gordy’s vehicle, I didn’t know just how bad the brakes were. After swapping vehicles, it took me about two minutes to find out. I was chasing an elusive cow and overshot the mark so I started pumping the pedal but there were no brakes. I slid it back a few gears as I ploughed towards the fence. Thinking quickly I swerved and used a bloodwood tree to stop the runaway car because I knew how much repair work would be involved if I was to take out the fence. Hence I realised my dummy spit wasn’t warranted and worked up the courage to apologise to Gordy.

Just as a young father learns to become a strong and supportive parent, in many ways I was slowly learning how to be a respectful and grateful son. It was probably unintentional that Dad’s iron-fisted ways constantly had me reflecting on my own behaviour. Perhaps one of the reasons I was so hung up on what Dad may or may not have thought of me was because I knew what he really thought of his father. A few years earlier, the family had visited the station at Christmas time and we brought Grandad Cook along with us. Sometimes he would come on holidays with us, having lost the love of his life, Margaret, in 1993. My paternal grandfather was a kind and thoughtful man, tall, with broad shoulders. He was always smiling and seemed to have an endless adoration for his grandkids but he also liked to have a bit of fun with them as well. Whenever an opportunity arose to start some mischief, Grandad would find a way to playfully tease or cheekily jibe a child for a laugh. In the dawn of my teenage years, I hadn’t spent a great deal of time around him, but I knew he loved to ruffle the feathers of an unsuspecting kid. Maybe he wasn’t expecting my smart tongue one day, when I made a wisecrack and backchatted him. My belligerence took him by surprise and without responding, my Grandad simply left the room. It wasn’t long before Dad arrived to vent his disgust.

‘My father is my mate,’ said Dad angrily. ‘I don’t let people talk to my mates like that.’ He went on, ‘If I ever hear you speak to my father like that again, you better look out.’

His reprimand and the example of a great son–father relationship that he set were the beginning of an ideological thought process deep in my subconscious. I can only imagine, despite making decisions that would suggest the contrary in the future, that this is where my desire was born to become best mates with my dad, just like he was with his. There were still some rough times ahead, though, not least of all in the stock camp where it was just Dad, Gordy and me working full-time. We did rely on Mum and my younger siblings on occasion, when we were really busy. Brad and Cam were forever racing through their school work under a torch late at night and early in the mornings so they could join us for a day’s work. Later in the season, Lilly also moved over from Queensland and joined the family out mustering.

During the early days after Dad’s arrival, I got my first real taste of what work meant. If I thought working on the fencing plant was hard at Miles, I’d seen nothing yet. Dad was a man on a mission; he had taken on a station in need of significant development and he wasn’t going to have a day off to sit and think about it. The three of us were working eighteen-hour days, seven days a week. There was no enjoyment and it was a hard slog. I had told Dad where to go once before, and I was determined not to do it again. I had to stick by him through work and earn his respect back. Perhaps no other son of any other father could have tried as much as I did in that year. My problem, in hindsight, was that I was a self-absorbed sixteen-year-old who couldn’t be told anything – I didn’t agree with the saying ‘You can’t put an old man’s head on a young man’s shoulders’. I felt like I couldn’t do anything right. No matter how fast I rammed a steel post into the ground, it wasn’t fast enough. It didn’t matter how hard the horse bucked, if I got dusted it was my fault. I had the feeling I could not impress him. The tension and ongoing feeling of unworthiness culminated one evening when Dad responded sarcastically to a comment I’d made. I couldn’t take any more, so I grabbed a bottle of rum, walked outside to the front lawn and, sitting on a chair, started drinking straight out of the bottle. I suppose I had figured that I could drink my sorrows away. It wasn’t long before Mum walked outside too.

‘How are you going, Rob?’ she asked.

I had always been able to talk to Mum about my problems and she was familiar with my usual rant about Dad’s opinion of me.

‘So do you really think the rum will help?’ she asked, getting annoyed with my insolent behaviour.

‘Oh well, at least this way it doesn’t hurt so much,’ I replied, taking another swig from the bottle.

This was enough for Mum; she had seen and heard enough. She reminded me there were always two sides to every story and that not everything was about me. Mum always seemed to know what to say and when to say it. I mumbled something in response, not wanting to accept that she was right.

‘Wake up to yourself, Rob,’ she told me sternly, taking the rum bottle from me.

Mum warned me that rum was incapable of fixing any problems, and sent me to bed. Her parting words were simple but held much value: ‘Tomorrow’s another day.’
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SLOW REDEMPTION

Mum was trying to get Dad to ease up on me. She could see how effective his silent treatment had been and was sure I had learnt my lesson. But Dad wasn’t done yet. He could see the work that was ahead of him on Suplejack and didn’t have time to deal with the minor problems of a sixteen-year-old know-it-all. He would work me until I dropped to prove a point. If I busted a finger under a fence post, I received no sympathy. There were no excuses. It didn’t matter if I was tired, I was to tell myself I wasn’t and get back to work. The morning was only as cold as I thought it was. Dad had plenty of comebacks to my whingeing.

‘Shit, I’m hungry and thirsty, Dad, I need a break,’ I would say.

‘Oh bullshit, think about that poor rock over there,’ he would point out. ‘Does he get a drink? No, he doesn’t, he just has to lay there.’

It didn’t matter what I thought I needed, he would encourage me to change my mindset to be tougher, and on we would go. Several of my friends asked me why I stayed there, as I was only being paid $190 a week, but I didn’t want to leave. I so admired Dad’s work ethic and wanted to be just like him; if only I could somehow convince him that I hadn’t meant what I’d said in Queensland.

I had long moved out of the main house and was now living with Gordy over at the single men’s quarters. There wasn’t anything, really, to be happy about in the move, except for the extra space I had. The quarters consisted of an old white donga with five small bedrooms, each with a window and an old bed. A couple of steps led to each room from the outside. My bed was of an old design, made of springs and steel, with one end propped up with a couple of milk crates. The glass in the window was broken, so there little chance of escaping the oppressive heat. Sometimes I would throw my swag up on the roof of the quarters in an attempt to get just a little respite, hoping for a slight breeze to come my way. On the really hot nights, a breeze rarely blew.

The living space wasn’t much, but it soon became my home and I tried some simple renovations whenever I found spare time. I decided I needed a veranda, or ‘lean-to’ as they are known, out the front of my room, so I went and borrowed the big chainsaw in the shed and started cutting up some mulga. With some rails and a couple of beams, I managed to stand them and bolt the frame together. A few old sheets of tin finished off the rustic-looking pergola and I even added a homemade table and chair. I was proud of my work and would spend as much time as I could having a drink under the shade, or of course, in my outdoor bathtub.

Perhaps I should have spent more time replying to the letters I was receiving from schoolfriends. The mail plane would come once a month and drop off any small deliveries as well as the station mail. It was good to have contact with the outside world, but the mail was very slow. If two letters were sent weeks apart, sometimes the second letter would arrive before the first. Note passing in class was very popular during my time at school, so letter writing was not a foreign concept. This was well before the boom in email. Most of my friends were still at school and had never been to the Territory, so I was seen as a bit of an adventurer living in the wilderness. They would write to me and ask basic questions like what’s the countryside like, or what does a camel turd look like. It was fun to reply when I remembered to. Usually I’d be furiously writing a letter as the mail plane was circling the homestead, knocking out as many words as I could before racing down to the airstrip to hand it to the pilot. Sarah was a constant letter writer, and she suffered most from my disorganisation. Often she would simply receive a few lines with the sign-off ‘Gotta go, love you. Bye’, but sometimes I put more time into them. We had broken up, so Sarah was just a friend, but a special friend who I wanted to keep close. I was allowed occasionally to call my friends for a maximum of three minutes. If I abused the privilege then it was taken away, so generally letter writing was my safest option.

The first twelve months on the station had come to an end and I had not left the property. It was a tough year and the amount of work that Dad, Gordy and I had done was immense. Maybe it was the way I had stuck to it that made Dad see a little bit of light in me. Perhaps I wasn’t as big a disappointment to him as I thought. Whatever the reason, he had slowly begun including me in conversations and giving me the chance to speak. I was even occasionally asked what I thought about a particular work plan. They were small yet promising steps to keep me encouraged and to stop me from walking out the door. Dad had suggested I enrol at the Katherine Rural College and take on a traineeship. I was interested and, realising I could have a future as a ringer, I moved to Katherine in January 1998 to tackle Certificates I, II and III in beef production. My eldest sister Tiani, who had been visiting the station for Christmas, drove me there, 700 kilometres to the north-east of Suplejack. Katherine is known as the cross-roads of the Top End, as the main highways there extend west to Western Australia, southeast to Queensland or south to South Australia. It is a hub for supplying goods to cattle stations and Indigenous communities and a residence for the Tindal RAAF base.

I should have realised as I was dropped off that studying at the Charles Darwin University Rural College, twenty kilometres north of Katherine, was going to be no different from being at school. But I wasn’t to blame for a delay in getting started on the course. I had picked a hell of a year to be in town – a onein-100-year flood caused destruction and mayhem on Australia Day. The campus was not affected itself – being some distance from the Katherine River we were right on the edge of flooding – but the Stuart Highway was cut on both sides of the town, leaving us, along with the rest of Katherine, stranded. Yet I was there with a group of young blokes and we were determined not to let the water ruin our fun. Using one of the boys’ cars we drove about ten kilometres towards town before we could go no further. Leaving the car on the side of the road, we then walked the remaining distance, using the roof of a car stuck in the water at one point to negotiate a crossing. Eventually, we made it to the river itself at the railway bridge, and using the gangway poles sticking up out of the water, we guided ourselves across. The brown, swirling water was incredible; one slip and we would have been lost downstream forever. It was unimaginable just how much water was passing by the town, with the height of the river at the bridge reaching eighteen metres. At that time the main street had not gone under water, so we scurried to the closest pub and bought a carton of beer. Knowing we probably didn’t have much time, we hurriedly re-crossed the river and began our return journey to the college. It was a long walk, as plenty of drinking got in the way of progress, but we made it in the end. That flood would redefine Katherine forever, wiping out so many houses and businesses that a lot people simply left town for good; of course, others stayed to rebuild. Even now, many years later, memories of that terrible event are very close to the surface for those resilient residents who had to endure the flood, particularly as each wet season approaches.

Towards the end of the flood, as the roads were beginning to reopen, trouble struck one young man on campus. Although food had been dropped off to us via helicopter, other items like prescription medications were not. Unfortunately, this particular lad had some mental health problems and whether it was because he had run out of medication or he felt trapped and isolated by the flood, he decided he’d had enough of life. Climbing up one of the trees, he tied a rope around his neck and to a branch on which he sat, before yelling out that he was going to kill himself. In hindsight, it was probably more a cry for help. Dozens of students gathered beneath the tree, trying to talk the bloke down. As a teenager, I couldn’t understand why anyone would want to kill themselves and saw it as weak way out of problems. As no one else seemed to take a lead, I decided to climb the tree and sit next to the would-be jumper, just a few metres off the ground. I had been friends with the bloke and, while he was relatively comfortable with me sitting next to him, I wanted to get him to the ground quickly. While I distracted him by talking, I stealthily untied the rope around the branch.

‘You don’t know what it’s like,’ he said, beginning to cry.

‘No I don’t, but everyone here is worried about you, and this is for your own good,’ I said, giving him a big shove off the branch.

He landed on the ground with the rope around his neck. Other than a little rope burn, he was unhurt. Later, we were able to find someone to help him and talk to him. But this bloke wasn’t done yet. About a week later, word got around that he had been drinking in the dorms. He was pissed as a parrot, drawing faces on the back of plastic chairs with a Nikko pen and writing my name below the faces. Using a baseball bat he then smashed the chairs to pieces. As I got to the dorm, there were bits of furniture everywhere. I tried to talk to him, but he came swinging at me with the bat. My instincts kicked in and I gave him a wakeup call, using my fists. It was the last straw for this bloke, who was in his early twenties. Soon after he was flown out to Darwin on one of the food-drop helicopters to get some help.

Once we finally got into our three months of training, I began to enjoy my time in the classroom. The curriculum covered various modules from basic welding and mechanical work, through to fencing and horsemanship skills. All areas would have been of value to anyone who wanted to be a ringer. While I would enjoy using those new skills in the years ahead, it was the time outside of class that I remember the most. They were good memories, mostly. One Saturday afternoon, just after getting my learner’s licence, I had borrowed a friend’s car to drive into Katherine to get some ‘refreshments’. Two of my mates came with me. At that time there were open speed limits in the Northern Territory, but still, I was travelling much too fast. Reaching 160 kilometres per hour in the Toyota Camry, I was showing off, being a dickhead. None of us had been drinking, but as I tried to negotiate a large sweeping bend, I dropped the front left wheel off the bitumen and onto the gravel. The car immediately started to vibrate heavily and the instinct from my mate in the front seat was to grab hold of the steering wheel, swinging us back across the other side of the road. As I punched his arm away, I tried to correct the car but in doing so we went into an uncontrollable spin. Rotation after rotation, we were hurtling down the bitumen until we were flung off the road and slammed into a mound of dirt, just missing a tree. Thick, black smoke filled the car as we all managed to jump out, dumbfounded to find everyone was OK.

Adrenaline running high, we began walking back over our black skid marks on the asphalt and tried to analyse what had happened. It was fairly clear we had done a 180-degree slide, then two full 360 spins, finishing with another 180 before we slid into the dirt. It was terrifying to think that I had been so careless with the lives of my two friends as well as my own. We could have easily become another road-death statistic. That experience certainly cured me for life from being a wanker behind the wheel. I would never be the bloke doing doughnuts or burnouts at parties; I knew the risks and the potential consequences. I didn’t tell my parents about the near-death experience until years later.

During my time at Katherine, I dipped my toe in the local rodeo circuit. I borrowed a saddle and rode in the open bronc ride in Darwin, placing second to local stockman and helicopter pilot Mark Sullivan, someone I would come to owe a great deal of gratitude to later in life. Most of the other students at the college all wanted to be cowboys and cowgirls, but few had my experience. My skill also meant at college I was asked to ride any horse with some buck. Up on a bit of a pedestal, I suppose, I was able to pretend to be a little cooler than I actually was.

Soon I was headed back to Suplejack after having graduated with my certificates and the accolade of best overall student in 1998. Again, I could see a shift in Dad’s attitude to me once I arrived home. He gave me a little more authority in decision-making, which made working there a lot more enjoyable. In the ‘Gospel According to Dad’, nobody is indispensable and if one person doesn’t want to work he will find someone else who does. He had seen that I wanted to work and I wanted to be involved, so he threw me a bone. We still weren’t real friendly but we were civil towards each other and were beginning to appreciate each other’s presence. Younger brother Brad also began dodging school and came out working with us. He was doing his high school studies through the NT Open Education Centre in Darwin, while Cameron and Loretta were enrolled in the Alice Springs School of the Air. Mum was their teacher but would often be struggling to keep them engaged with so many distractions on the station. It was a common problem on many cattle stations, as were delays in correspondence going back and forth. The mail plane came only once a month; after much campaigning, the plane came fortnightly and then finally weekly.

At the end of my second year, I was asked by a schoolfriend in Miles to partner her to our year’s valedictory. The wet season had arrived and typically most staff leave Top End cattle stations for two to three months while the rains fall. So jumping at the chance to catch up with my mates, I bought a Triton utility from Lilly who’d started working at the nearby Tanami Gold Mine, and drove back to Miles. Times had changed from when I had left, including the pecking order, but I wasn’t yet mature enough to accept it. I was seventeen, an adult (or so I thought), and I was trying to come back and walk proudly on my old stomping ground. There were a few down moments that I brought on myself by getting involved in some teenage scuffles, but by and large I had a good time. I particularly enjoyed catching up with Sarah, although at this time she had another boyfriend who was a little bloke, a bull rider. I didn’t like bull riders much, especially this bull rider, but Sarah, being a good judge of character at sixteen, must have seen something more in him. From what I’m told the relationship was nothing serious and it was a boyfriend/girlfriend holding hands situation. I tried making a line for Sarah but ended up causing a scene with the bull rider and his mates.

I copped a fair bit of flak along the way, but over those few months I did manage to steal Sarah’s heart and we started going out once again. I also got to know Sarah’s family a little better. They lived on their property Rossmore, eight kilometres out of Dulacca. She was the middle kid of three with an older brother, Luke, and a younger brother, Joel. From what I could tell her parents seemed to like me as our new relationship moved quickly and it wasn’t long before I found myself uncontrollably, madly in love.
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FIRST BULL RIDE

I was tricked into my first bull ride, which would eventually open doors I had never imagined. At the time, I didn’t have the highest opinion of bull riders. They were stereotyped as rough blokes who did nothing but drink, fight and chase women. I had certainly seen my fair share of arrogant and condescending half-wits in my short time on the rodeo circuit. With my own faults and cockiness, I could have fitted into that crowd quite easily, but I was slowly learning there were better ways to behave, particularly out in public. Grandad and Dad had both been proud bronc riders and that’s just what I wanted to be. Visiting Sarah in Dulacca in the summer of 1998 gave me the chance to hit the rodeo. I was only there a few months but I certainly made the most of my ‘time off’.

Staying with Tiani on her place near Miles, I spent time between the old butchery I had previously worked in and on Sarah’s parents’ property. Her father, Graeme, had me out cutting timber and fencing, and I was glad to do anything to win their respect. I must have done an all right job, because they seemed happy enough to allow us to become more than just friends. At the same time I also managed to get a job breaking-in two horses for local rodeo announcer Pat Stains, a rugged, country bloke who loved a good laugh. He lived on a small property fifteen kilometres out of town called Pov-r-tee Park and often told the story of how Sarah would mysteriously appear sitting on the rail of the round yard in her school uniform, without anyone ever driving her out there. In fact, Sarah was dropped off at the highway by a friend after school and walked through the bush to the yards to spend the afternoon with me. I was enjoying training those horses for Pat. It was always rewarding to see all the hard work pay off at the end, the foundation training for the riders who will take on the horses. Of course, if the horse still bucked or played up, you hadn’t done a very good job. At one stage Pat came down to the yards and was watching me saddle up one of the horses for its first ride. As I was getting ready to jump on, he leant forward through the wooden rail.

‘You better put that rear girth on,’ he said, pointing to the second strap on the saddle.

‘Nah mate, it’s right. I’ll leave it off,’ I replied confidently. ‘If I tighten that strap it will make her too tight.’

As I gathered the reins, jammed my foot in the stirrup and threw my leg over the saddle, the horse was none too happy. It threw itself forward, kicking up its back legs and bucked like it was off to town. The saddle beneath me loosened and lurched forward, throwing me and the saddle straight over the horse’s head. I had ignored Pat’s advice and there I sat, covered in dust on the ground. I quickly picked myself up, regathered control of the horse and saddled him up again, this time making sure I put on the rear girth. While my ego took a little hit, it certainly gave Pat a hearty laugh. In the end he was very happy with his two freshly broken horses. While I was at Miles he also allowed me and my mate Wayne ‘Hillsy’ Hills to head out to his place a few times a week to practise calf roping on dummies that he had set up. We loved it out there and would regularly muck around long into the evening under lights, well after Pat had gone to bed.

Although I didn’t need much encouragement, Pat began pushing for me to go to various rodeos while I was back in Queensland, as he was heavily involved in the local circuit himself. He suggested I go with him to the weekend’s rodeo in Talwood, about 230 kilometres south of Miles. I jumped at the chance to ride, so I got my bronc saddle together, threw it in his car and, along with Hillsy, off we went on Friday afternoon. We pulled up at the rodeo grounds an hour or two before it started.

‘You boys jump out here and get your gear ready,’ Pat said with his usual cheer. ‘I’ll go and get your nominations sorted.’

I didn’t know anyone else there, besides Hillsy, and the nerves were starting to kick in as I wandered behind the chutes to look at the stock. I could see the bulls, bullocks and a few poddies but there were no horses. It was strange the horses hadn’t arrived yet, but I figured the contractor must be running late and would arrive soon. So to pass the time and calm my nerves, I pulled my bronc saddle out of my bag and warmed up my chaps with rosin. About an hour passed, but still there were no signs of the horses. Becoming more concerned, I walked around to find Pat and see what was happening. I found him having a beer with some of his mates.

‘Hey Pat, there’s no broncs here, mate. Where are they?’ I asked.

‘Didn’t I tell you? It’s a bull ride, mate, there are no broncs,’ he replied with a chuckle.

I couldn’t believe it. I had come all this way and even stood in front of all the bull riders preparing my saddle and there was no bronc section. They must have thought I was a bit of a fool. I didn’t really want to discuss the mix-up in front of Pat’s mates in case the whole crowd found out about my naivety. Pat was more than a bit of a character and I was convinced that he had purposely not told me there was no bronc ride just for a bit of fun.

‘Mate, it’s just a bull ride,’ he said, patting me on the back. ‘I’ve paid your noms and you’ve drawn a good bull in the second round.’

‘All I’ve got is a mongrel steer rope,’ I protested. ‘I’m not ready for a bull ride.’

‘You’ll be fine, no pulling out now,’ he reassured me.

Looking around the crowd, I could see no one I knew, so I figured I didn’t have much to lose. I had ridden bullocks and steers before but never a bull. It’s not good practice in the rodeo industry to borrow gear, but this time round I had to borrow Hillsy’s rope for the ride. My nerves were killing me as I climbed onto the bull that night. Time seemed to be in slow motion as I took in the noise from the crowd and controlled my breathing. From the second the gate swung open, everything just came naturally. I was locked into a great position and started making my moves; up and down and round and round I went, and I was finding it quite enjoyable. Somehow I managed to stay on and win the open bull ride, having never been on one before. I was ecstatic.

Having a few beers with Pat and Wayne on the way home from Talwood, I called home. It was 10.30 at night, but I wanted to tell Dad I had won the event. Not wanting to run up my mobile phone bill I hurriedly and excitedly told Dad what had happened. He seemed happy for me. After I hung up, Pat was curious about my phone call, thinking I was a little too excited.

‘You’re pretty stoked about winning that bull ride, hey?’ he asked.

‘Why wouldn’t I be? It’s the first bull I’ve ever been on!’ I shot back.

Pat always denied he set me up. He maintained he always assumed, me being ‘a boy from the scrub’, that I had ridden plenty of bulls in my time.

‘There’s a rodeo in Tara next weekend, are you coming?’ he asked when we got back to Miles.

‘Is there a bronc ride?’ I asked cautiously.

‘Sure there is,’ he said.

‘Well I’m there,’ I replied.

And I did go and get on a bronc, but not a bull; it wasn’t for me. Despite my win, I had no urge to ride a bull again. I remember my father’s mate Bruce Talbot telling me once that ‘the day I see a bloke saddle up a bull to go to work will be the day riding one for fun will make sense’. Anyway, Pat remained a good mate and supporter of mine and would always have the one line of solid advice for me.

‘If you want to soar like an eagle, don’t roost with turkeys,’ he would say, referring to some of the riff-raff that were part of the rodeo industry. Wayne Hills was also a good friend to me – someone I had long kicked around with, sharing a lot of memories. Sadly, his life was cut short when he was tragically killed in a tractor accident in March 2000.

The wet season was soon over and it was time I headed back to the Territory for another year as a ringer. After a sad goodbye to Sarah, off I went, straight back into the hard work at Suplejack. The two years the family had put in at the station were really starting to become obvious. More fences and yards had been built, and slowly we acquired more equipment to get the job done; eventually all the old sheds were refurbished. It was unbelievable just how much work Dad accomplished outside, while Mum kept the rest of the business going, including schooling the kids. Grandad had started the station and done it tough in the later years through drought and poor health, and now he had passed the baton to my parents to keep the place going forward. It was a big gamble for Mum and Dad to become involved, particularly giving up their business and bringing in the expensive equipment like a dozer and truck for possibly no return. But the reason Suplejack continued as a productive property is because of my parents’ hard work which began fifteen years ago.

Dad and I had picked up from where we’d left off, and although we weren’t best mates, there was a friendship slowly reforming. I began to ask for his advice on general issues, mostly about my budding relationship with Sarah.


I Love You Sarey

I came back to Miles

To regain my spirit

I found a few girls

They just didn’t do it

I’ll skip to the middle and

Go straight to the ending

When I fell for a girl

Who’s named Sarah Canning

She’s cute and sweet

With a smile so petite

With brown locks of hair

I can’t help but to stare

I’m telling you this

So you understand

That I really want to

Be your Man

Robby Cook, 1998



After many more letters and brief chats on the phone, Sarah made the decision to come and visit me in the June/July school holidays. She caught a bus from Miles to Alice Springs, before jumping on the next available flight to the Tanami mine, where I met her. It was a great feeling to finally be able to show her what I could only describe in our letters. I took her riding and showed her the many waterholes. Every day, regardless of how hard we worked, it was like a holiday when Sarah was with me. I struggled with the isolation once she returned to Queensland, as I longed to be in her company again. When Sarah graduated from school at the end of 1999, she ventured back out to Suplejack to stay for the festive season. But Sarah didn’t remain at the station long, instead electing to work as a casual at the gold mine. She began as an administration assistant and then moved into the laboratory testing rocks and soil samples in search of gold traces, working two weeks on and having one week off with me at home. Lilly was also still working at the mine with a similar shift, while Sonia had moved to Alice Springs. Both Lilly and Sonia had begun dating two blokes from the mine, who by coincidence, happened to be close mates living together in Darwin. Shane Pugh made his move on Lilly, while Hans Wochnik later befriended Sonia. They would all go on to marry, have children and come and go from the station over the next ten years.

Whether it was for the money, the flexible shiftwork or just the chance to be closer to Sarah, I also went to find work at the mine. I landed a job in the exploration camp, about eight kilometres from the main site, so I was separated from Sarah and the rest of the miners. The only time I could see her was at the bar after hours, but that was rare, so we didn’t end up seeing a great deal of each other. I was recruited as a ‘fieldy’ for my local knowledge of the area. The company also used me to gain easier access to the Suplejack surrounds and I was always given any work that was needed in the area. A strong relationship between the station and the mine already existed, but it made it easier for everyone if I was the one explaining to Dad or Grandad where we, the company, wanted to explore. I would work twelve-hour day shifts, two weeks on, one week off. The roster suited me perfectly, with the chance to drive back to the station and work there for the week. Other mine workers generally flew interstate for their rest week. Sometimes I also went to Darwin or Alice Springs, but during the nine months I worked there, I spent most time off at home.

The work varied somewhat, but once management discovered I could weld, they stuck me in the workshop. Before, I spent most of the time sorting core rock samples through to mapping thousands of samples in the field. A couple of us would drive out to the middle of the desert, over which an aerial survey had previously flown. Following direction from a navigation system, we would collect surface samples for the geologists. A computer on the dashboard would alert us to the coordinate where we needed to scoop up some dirt or rock. Sometimes the points were fifty metres apart, sometimes only five metres apart (which generally meant the area held more promise). Often we’d drive for days collecting those samples and stacking them in bags and boxes. It was a monotonous task, but we had a good crew to work with, mostly New Zealanders. Once the geologists had decided where they wanted the drill rig to operate, we would be there to collect the core rock samples, keep them in order and mark at what depth they were taken. Sometimes I would trade my fieldy position for the more physical role as an ‘offsider’ on the actual drill rig, helping shift rods and operating parts of the machine – which was much more enjoyable. The regular staff meetings at the mine were the biggest killer for me. A message of workplace health and safety was constant, and while necessary, it was too much for me. The atmosphere was like being at school, with every minute of every day scheduled and regimented.

Sarah finished up at the mine before I did, returning to Queensland in March 2000 to begin her enrolled nursing course, studying externally at Dulacca. In September, I also left but not before the job had taken its toll on my health, as I weighed in at a massive 99.5 kilograms. I told myself a lot of the weight was muscle, but the truth was the majority was fat, so it was obvious that I needed to get back out to the stock camp to work it all off. I had been doing weights in the gym but not enough cardio, so while I wasn’t sloppily fat, I was indeed round. Another reason I wanted to return home full time was that two of my best mates had taken jobs as ringers on the station during the year: my cousin Tony Allwood, the son of Dad’s sister Pauline, and Ian ‘Talby’ Talbot, the son of Dad’s good mate Bruce Talbot. Although they were a couple of years older than me, we had grown up together at Clermont and beyond. They were on a road trip around Australia, much like my Dad had done forty years earlier, and were looking for work to pay their way. It was great having such good friends on the station helping with the work.

Like most Top End cattle stations, each year we had two rounds of mustering, the first of which began soon after the wet season. Weaner calves were removed from the cows and saleable cattle were drafted out, and in those early years there were a lot of bullocks and mickey bulls (uncastrated young males). Young heifers were held on the station as replacement cows. Our biggest challenge was getting on top of the number of cleanskin (unbranded) cattle and more importantly the mickey bulls, so we could introduce better performing Brahman bulls into our breeding herd. As a result of our efforts, the station began to generate some lovely Shorthorn-cross cattle which were suitable for the live export market in the Middle East and Indonesia as well as the domestic southern and eastern markets. Breeding an even line of crossbred cattle was what we were aiming for in those days, although that line of thought had to change in the years ahead. The second round muster, several months later, would be mostly for branding the newborn calves, and we would use trap gates around watering points to muster the cattle. Because there was less surface water on the property later in the year, mustering was easier as we could predict stock movements around bores and troughs. So while there were busier times on the station during the mustering rounds and less busy times when fencing and maintenance were required, there was always something to do, which is the main attraction of working on the land.

Depending on how hard we worked, Dad would occasionally give the crew a rest every so often for four or five days. If he was willing to offer time off, then we wouldn’t say no to the idea. Whether it was skiing on one of the station lakes behind a Toyota or chasing crocodiles up at Kununurra, there was always a way to make the most of the down time. The Top Springs Hotel, 400 kilometres north-east of the station, also became a regular hangout for the Suplejack crew. The pub and roadhouse stand on the corner of the Buntine and Buchanan highways, but there are no other shops or houses, other than accommodation for staff and tourists. It wasn’t a place to chase women, swim in a pool or get into fights; it was simply a place where we could drink as much rum as our bodies could handle. The publican was Elaine Beswick, a lovely white-haired lady who all the visitors respected. Arriving for our first stay, Talby, Tony, brother-in-law Shane and I booked two rooms between us. It was basic accommodation but fancy compared to our usual single men’s quarters at home. There was a shopfront to serve motorists and then a small bar area at the rear of the building, which opened onto a patio and grassed area. We spent the next four days drinking about eight litres of rum, like it was going out of fashion. Visitors would come and go, but most of the time it was just the four of us arriving when the pub opened and stumbling back to our room once it had closed at night. There were no Bloody Marys or other hangover cures; it was just rum and I suppose the idea was to see how much rum we could take before we actually did die.

Elaine was a great host and the more we made her laugh, the more she was happy to have us there. We became good mates with the entire crew at Top Springs. On subsequent visits, if they were short staffed, we would be asked to man the cash register at the bar or even help cook the meals in the kitchen and clean the bar area. We knew if we ever turned up back at work at the station looking worse for wear, then Dad wouldn’t let us go again, so we made sure we worked hard no matter how hung over we were. Top Springs became our favourite watering hole, just a cool five hours drive up the road.


Keeping the dream alive

Just a little story to turn your head

It all started in winter, before we went to bed

Round the old bush donkey we sat

Thinking of places we’d rather be at

Was peace and quiet when Rob hit hard at his knee

And yelled ‘Top Springs is where we should be’

But first we had to convince old Billy Boy

So we put our heads together to agree on a ploy

We’ll work flat out and soften the boss down

Then hit him with the question ‘Can we go to town?’

So the very next day we headed to the Green Swamp

Two truckloads of panels is what we want

You have never seen yards thrown together so quick

All that rum on our minds sure did the trick

At the end of the day all that hard work was done

So we asked Billy Boy can we go have some fun

To our disbelief the answer was yes

So we promised our behaviour would be at its best

Early next morning we jumped in the car

All four of us like yams in a jar

There was Dingo, Rob, Tony and Ian

Out destination was the ‘Wanda Inn’

T’was only five hours of travelling straight

To our arrival at the Top Springs front gate

And to greet us there was the owner Elaine

Her gentle witty mind had brought her fame

We drank most of the rum eight litres to toe

But our friend Elaine had much more to go

She fed us and housed us and the fee was free

We only left the bar if we needed to pee

Then like all good times it came to an end

It was homebound to Suplejack once again

Instead of the five hours this time it took seven

As we bound the rough roads back into heaven

Robby Cook, 2001



At the end of the cattle season I decided to join Talby and Tony for a few weeks as they resumed their trip, heading off to Kununurra, Katherine and Darwin. We had a wild old time, stopping in at every pub along the way, including Top Springs, of course. Drinking rum and eating meat pies was mandatory. While at Kununurra we stayed with Big Gordy, who had left the station the year before, and he put us up in his shed for a week. He had a great big tomato plant in the garden and we devoured as many tomatoes as we could in an attempt to detox our bodies (but of course we had a rum can in the other hand at the same time). Apparently one day, we told him we were off to a rodeo in town and it was three days later when we pulled up in a taxi back outside his place, full of rum and wearing the same clothes as when we left. I’m not entirely sure what we got up to, but needless to say we would’ve had a good time.
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DAY IN THE SUN

By October 2000, I was a bit of a fat mess. Nine months eating miners’ tucker and three weeks drinking myself silly with my mates had left me very overweight and unfit. The last thing I felt like doing was going back to work. I needed a holiday from my holiday, but Dad had called and asked if I could help him with a fencing contract he had taken on for cattleman Gary Dann, near Alice Springs. It only took half an hour on the first day before I felt like I was going to die from exhaustion. Working at the Dad’s pace, I was stuffed in no time and busted my hump to carry on. The contract was for 33.5 kilometres of fence, with four-barbed wires and steel posts every twenty paces with a galvanised dropper between them. Gary had already cleared the line on his Milton Park property, with several creek crossings, gateways and corners.

It was a massive effort for me, Dad and Brad, who was still a young teenager. We began with Brad driving the ute carrying the posts and Dad stepping them out and sighting the line, while I followed with the rammer, belting the steelies into the ground. The rammer was just a metal pipe, enclosed in one end, with handles on either side. By lifting the open end onto the top of the post, you could then slide it up and down with force to ram the post into the ground. Even early in the morning, the heat was stifling and after just a couple of posts, sweat was pouring off me. It was like I had just had a swim fully clothed. I knew the day was only going to get hotter, and the slower I went, the longer the job would take. So I was going hell for leather right up until I broke the handle off the rammer, leaving it virtually useless. Dad and Brad were now about three kilometres ahead of me and there was no way of telling them to bring back another rammer. But in the wisdom of my youth I knew if I sat under a tree and Dad returned, he would go off his brain at me for being a bludger. I also didn’t want to leave the rammer on the ground in case Dad wanted to take it to be fixed, so I threw it on my shoulder and started jogging up the fence line. Eventually, I caught up to them, grabbed a drink and went to grab the other rammer from the back of the ute. I thought my initiative would have won Dad over, but it didn’t have the desired effect.

‘It’s fucking forty degrees and you’re running around in the heat of the day,’ he started to rant. ‘You should’ve sat under a tree.’

‘She’s right,’ I said, throwing the working rammer on my shoulder.

‘No, get back in the car and we’ll drive you down there,’ he said.

So he drove me back to where I was up to, and as I was getting another drink, patted me on the head. It was enough recognition to spur a young fella on for having a go – I had made the right decision. With renewed confidence, having been able to impress Dad, off I went again ramming in more posts. But still my body continued to struggle keeping up to the pace. We were staying at the Milton Park homestead and on the second night the exhaustion really hit me. After another beautiful dinner, complete with dessert, I couldn’t sleep. It was hot and late at night when I sat forward in my bed and power-spewed all over myself. Luckily Brad was there to drag me out of the bed, as I could hardly walk, and hosed me down on the lawn. I later managed to feel somewhat better and caught a few hours sleep before dawn. In the morning I noticed the work shirt that I had taken off the night before was rock solid from sweat. It was as stiff as a piece of cardboard.

The fence line only took us eight days to complete, including creek crossings and the gates all swung. It was a testament to Dad’s work ethic to have finished 33.5 kilometres of fencing in just over a week. If I’d only known how rewarding fencing was, things might have been different the first time around. We celebrated our achievement with a few drinks on Melbourne Cup Day at the Alice Springs races. It was also the start of a great friendship between my father and me; with a gutful of rum we got up to all sorts of antics. It was a good day that I will always remember.

I earned a few thousand dollars working on that job, somewhat more than I would have earned at Suplejack. Being a ringer never pays much money; most people say the exciting lifestyle and what you can learn about yourself are worth so much more. During the mustering season we would travel out to the farthest parts of the station and set up camp, where we would spend days, if not weeks, processing cattle from that area. It’s a carefree feeling when the stock work begins, riding for days through such beautiful country without a worry for what’s happening elsewhere in the world. Waking in darkness and setting out on the horses not long before the sunlight cracks across plains. The cool morning air gradually lost to the hot sun and a strong smell of cow manure, dust and horse sweat. It’s where I belonged. As a small family-owned and run business, we never had the luxury of running a big stock camp. Instead we nearly always operated with a skeleton crew of family members and friends, always relying on the women and kids to pick up the slack. Other larger company-run stations took on many more workers for the entire year. I guess the real attraction and the beauty of working in the bush is that no two days are ever the same – something always happens to keep the stock camp buzzing. For the first few seasons after my family arrived, it was generally me and my horse that kept everyone entertained. Comet, better known as Launchya, was now well known for putting on a good bucking show. I remember one muster when Mum and I were out the front of a mob of cattle trying to steady the lead when I had to jump off quickly to tighten my girth. I knew it would be a challenge to get back on but I had no choice.

‘Do you want me to lug him down for you,’ asked Mum as I prepared to get back on. ‘I can twist his ear.’

‘No, it’s OK. I’ve got this,’ I said confidently.

I pulled the inside rein short so the horse would only move in a circle with a bent neck. Putting my foot in the stirrup, I moved in as close as I could before hoisting myself up onto his back. But immediately Launchya started bucking and threw me off his rump and into the grass behind, before bolting down the paddock, dragging the reins. So Mum went and caught him for me and brought him back. I prepared for round two.

‘Now get ready when I say go,’ said Mum, leading the horse’s head into the fork of a tree so he couldn’t buck forward.

With me holding only the inside rein this time, Mum pulled the other rein towards the tree and up I went, this time successfully. It was a mounting technique we were to find very useful in the future. Of course, Launchya found other times when it was necessary to buck. Even the squelch noise on my hand-held UHF radio was enough to set him off. I had never seen a horse buck up a rocky hill, but he managed to, and spat both me and the UHF off together. Towards the end of my term riding Launchya, an unfortunate accident put an end to his incessant bucking. It was a few years after I first began riding him and we were down in the house yards getting ready to tail a mob of weaners. I was more confident to get on in the house yard before setting out. As usual he opened up trying to throw me and I gave him a little spurring action to help him along, before he bucked blindly, straight into the back of the Toyota parked near the round yard. His head hit the metal tray in the middle of his forehead, stunning him and making him rear straight up in the air. Thinking he was going to fall over on top of me, I jumped off but kept hold of the reins. I climbed straight back on and cantered him around the yard, working up a sweat. Launchya never bucked again after that hit to the head. Perhaps, as they say, it had knocked some sense into him.

There are always some accidents on cattle stations that can’t be avoided despite all the precautions you take. I often found myself at the centre of the action. In the season of 2001, some familiar faces had returned to the stock camp, including Talby, and we were moving through the branding very quickly. Never wanting to leave the calves separate from their mothers for too long, we would easily process 500 before a late lunch. As the calves moved up the race and emerged through a small gate, one by one they were dumped on their side in a calf cradle. Once the calf is down, the bloke doing the catching would take care of the dehorning and earmarks while another person working the race would stretch out the back legs for branding and castration if necessary. With good teamwork, a calf can be lying in the cradle for as little as ten seconds before being released. Usually Dad would wield the brand and I would be cutting the male calves. To save time, as I leant over the rear of the animal, I would spread my legs to allow Dad to brand at the same time.

‘Brando!’ he would yell to let me know not to move while he’s using the hot iron.

On this particular day at the Eight Mile yards, I was wearing a heavy-duty miner’s twill shirt, which was untucked at the front and a little frayed. As Dad branded, I was shocked to see my shirt begin to smoke and catch on fire. I stood up and swatted it out.

‘It’s OK,’ said Dad. ‘If I light you up I’ll pat you out, don’t you worry about that.’

So I agreed to his emergency response strategy and got back to work. The very next male calf that arrived was a hairy Shorthorn. Any cattleman knows the hair on a Shorthorn or Hereford can catch fire around the brand, particularly in winter. It never worried the calf, just singeing the tips of the hair, and was easily patted out. So sure enough, this Shorthorn calf started to smoke and flames burnt up to my frayed shirt and started to singe the hair on my belly as I leant over.

‘Fuck, I’m on fire,’ I yelled in surprise.

Reeling backwards, I used both hands to grab the shoulders of my shirt, jerking it hard over my head. At the same time Dad came running in to put me out as he said he would, and copped an accidental but solid punch straight to his face. My fist busted his mouth, knocked his glasses off and cut the bridge of his nose in the process. He looked like he just stepped out of a pub brawl.

‘You know what, fuck ya,’ he said gruffly. ‘Next time I’ll let you burn. Run another calf up.’

With a bit of bark missing off Dad’s snout, we got back to work and, besides the broken glasses, it didn’t slow him down much. I still didn’t realise what had actually happened until months later Dad was telling the story of when I punched him in the head. He was always cautious about coming to my aid in the future, but was always there if I needed him.

Later in the season I again found myself in the same peculiar situation, leaning over the calf cradle castrating. I had noticed the Brahman-cross calves had a lot more fight in them than the Shorthorn calves that we were used to, but they weren’t causing many problems – until now. The person who chased the calf up the race was generally responsible for closing the gate at the end of the race to prevent the next calf running out, before then grabbing the leg of the one in the cradle. I knew the spring-loaded pin in the gate was playing up but I was keeping an eye on it and had flung it shut myself this time around. Unbeknown to me, the pin went past the hole and was not locked. So while I was halfway through cutting the testicles out of this calf, a sappy one came bolting through, head-butting the gate, which swung open at speed. The pin smacked me square in the top of my head. There was nothing to slow down the force, the gate hit me hard and knocked me clean out on my back. While the boys tried to scruff the escaped calf, I spent the next few seconds on the ground having a fit, waving the scalpel around in my hand. Luckily, Dad pinned down my arm with his foot and removed the blade before I did further damage. A short time later, I woke up and there was a big gash in the top of my head. My hat lay on the ground beside me, but amazingly there was barely a dent in it. However, the blood dripping onto my face told the story, and Dad gave me a hanky to stem the flow. I couldn’t really feel anything and there was no headache at all.

‘Come on, we’ll go and sit down for a bit,’ said Dad encouraging me into the shade.

‘Nah, fuck it, run another one up,’ I declared, taking my lead from him earlier in the year.

I pulled my hat back on my head firmly to hold down the hanky and back to work we went. From that point on we knew shutting the little race gate was very important, or else it could get ugly, as I had found out.

As was becoming the tradition at home, the boys would head to Top Springs for the occasional weekend away during the year. Sometimes we would call Elaine prior to leaving and find out what was happening at the pub. She even began calling the station to alert us to some strip show she had organised for a Friday night or other event of interest. Strippers at such a remote pub were a very rare sight, although I don’t think we ever made it. After the first visit we didn’t have to pay for accommodation or food and we only paid cost price for cigarettes, Coke and rum by the bottle. Elaine made no money out of us, but we kept the travellers there, having a good time. We sometimes walked out to the highway intersection to wave down passers-by to stop for a drink in the pub. At one stage Elaine had to drive to Katherine to pick up a load of beer, leaving just the boys to man the cash register in the bar. We didn’t want to be handling any money, so we instead tallied up our drinks in a very honest manner and balanced it at the end of the day. Kev, the gardener and bouncer, told us it was also Elaine’s birthday and possibly one of the reasons she wanted to get away for the day. So we went into the kitchen and tried to make her a cake, but between us there was very little in the way of cooking skills. We made numerous attempts with flour and cocoa but each time the cake came out of the oven looking like a black rock.

‘Well boys, stuff this,’ I said. ‘One thing I can cook is a mean damper, so we’ll make that and put a candle in it instead.’

So sure enough, mixing a bit of water and flour proved fruitful and out of the oven came beautifully soft damper bread. Unfortunately, Elaine came home late, well after we had all gone to bed, so we couldn’t present her with the damper, which had been accidentally left out in the cool breeze. The next morning I nearly needed to use a cordless drill just to put a hole in the exterior for a candle; it was as hard as a brick. Nevertheless, we took the damper to Elaine singing ‘Happy Birthday’ and she broke down in tears. She wasn’t expecting such a surprise from a few dusty ringers. It was nice to know we had made a small effort for a lady who had been so kind to us. Later, when we were back at our favourite table in the bar, it became apparent that the Suplejack boys were a sight for sore eyes.

‘Gone are the days when stockmen can come into a watering hole, drink all day and go home happy,’ Elaine told us. ‘They always need to start shit.’

We were getting a little worried until she went on. ‘You blokes should be very proud of yourselves, giving Suplejack a good name by doing what you’re doing,’ she said.

Each station had its own reputation, according to Elaine, and it largely depended on the staff behaviour when they were in the pub. Although I was known for a bar fight or two myself, I had stayed well out of trouble at Top Springs. We even tried to prevent fights and help Kev to sort out problem drinkers if needed. In some ways we were the peacemakers, although Elaine didn’t need much help – what with a cricket bat and a faithful red heeler behind the bar. If required, she would kick the swinging door open and let the dog out to chew on whoever was in the wrong. Most rowdy travellers would find out the hard way about her aggressive companion who lay ready to gnaw on their leg.

On one of our most memorable trips to Top Springs, Talby, Brad and young friend Dusty Weeden made up the station stock camp.

‘You know what, with all these young fellas here,’ commented Elaine one afternoon. ‘I bet you’d look good in a dress.’

‘OK Elaine, we’ll dress up as women in your clothes,’ I replied thoughtfully. ‘But while we’re dressed as women in the bar, we get free grog.’

‘I’ll take that bet,’ said Elaine confidently.

A done deal. But Elaine hadn’t let on that the station crew from up the road, which included boys renowned for fighting, was also coming to the hotel that night. Out of the wardrobe came beautiful, old-fashioned dresses, along with flowered hair bands and high heels. All four of us put on a dress and even makeup and lipstick. I didn’t look crash hot, but some of the other boys looked all right. I’d been in the desert a long time and they looked like decent women to me. We had a good hour or so in the bar laughing and mucking about before we heard about the wild boys who were on their way. It shouldn’t have surprised us, but we took off the high heels and put our boots back on, just in case things got out of hand. The free drinks kept coming as long as the dresses stayed on. It wasn’t a privilege that we were going to throw away. Soon the crew came barging through the door, as excited as we were to get on the piss. The usual bragging and big-noting came with them about catching scrub bulls, flying choppers and being ringers from the Top End. We were a little worried sitting at the bar in our dresses and eye shadow, and we certainly didn’t want to turn around. One big, burly bloke sidled up to the bar stool next to me.

‘Where are you from, love?’ he asked, lightly touching my arm.

As I turned around to look at him he nearly fell off his chair in surprise.

‘Down the road, mate,’ I replied slowly.

‘Well, what the fuck are you dressed like that for?’ he asked angrily.

‘Oh, we’ve got a bet going,’ I said.

‘What kind of a crazy bet involves you being a woman?’ he asked.

‘That’s between us, mate. You just leave us alone and we’ll be all right,’ I said.

After the boys had had a skin-full of grog, they became very rowdy. Some were pretending to bullfight the bar stools, until they broke the seat off one. That was enough for us fine-dressed women to say something.

‘Now we’re not going to do it in Elaine’s bar,’ I told them. ‘But if you want to go, then come outside.’

The rowdy bunch thought twice before going toe to toe with us, which was lucky because it could have become terribly ugly for us, wearing fake boobs and pretty dresses. The night continued without a glitch, with everyone enjoying themselves, particularly us with free rum.

One of the last times I was at the pub, before Elaine sold and left, I met local cattleman Michael Underwood from Riveren Station, north of Suplejack. The name Underwood is synonymous with the northern cattle industry, Michael’s grandfather Pat Underwood having pioneered Inverway Station many years earlier. I knew of Mick, as he’s known, but had never met him until he passed through Top Springs that day. He was a big bloke, I noticed, as he approached me in the bar.

‘You’d have to be a Cook,’ he said, pointing at me.

‘Yes, I am,’ I said, not really knowing what was coming next.

‘I’m Mick Underwood,’ he said holding out his hand. ‘I went to college with your cousin Tim Cook.’

After a brief chat, he insisted on buying us a beer, before jumping in his car and leaving.

‘You know, Rob,’ said Elaine from behind the bar. ‘I’ve known Mick for most of his life and I’ve never seen him buy another person a beer here at the pub who wasn’t a mate of his.’

I could only assume that this was a good thing. The Underwood family have always been good friends of our family since we arrived in the Territory, and they remain so.

Sadly, Elaine Beswick passed away a few years ago and we never had the chance to have one last rum together. Elaine was a tremendously kind and considerate lady with a beautiful sense of humour, someone I will never forget.
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STICKS AND STONES

I knew I had done some serious damage to my body, but as I pulled my jeans down, I couldn’t believe what I was looking at. High up in the left side of my groin was a giant blood blister the size of a water balloon! The longer I sat propped against the wheel of the horse truck, the more pain I started to feel as the adrenaline wore off. I looked over towards the chutes where the bright lights shone, where the crowd cheered for the riders and where the smell of sweat and manure filled the air. It was November 2002, at the Four Seasons rodeo at Armidale in northern New South Wales, and the fourth season in one day was just kicking in, a freezing chill. Fittingly, the horse that had thrown me and caused so much pain was called Frosty. He was a big grey gelding, blind in one eye and a nine-time Bucking Horse of the Year. At that point in my career, I had ridden or tried to ride none tougher than Frosty. I had plenty of advice coming my way but my first crucial mistake was made in the chute in preparation for the bareback ride. As my mate helped me with the latigo, the buckle on the rigging was caught on the top of the rail while the buckle on the girth was caught on the bottom of the rail. This meant that as he pulled the strap tight, although it felt tight, it really wasn’t.

The big horse was leaning on his nearside into the railings because of his blindness, so I had to jump-start him out the gate as it opened, just hoping to land somewhere in the right spot. I had jump-started many bullock rides that ended with me at the pay window, but the difference in power between a bull and a horse is out of this world. I dipped my head to the gate opener and away we went, with the first four seconds of the ride going all my way. He had me a little stretched out and I was letting my spurs work me back into a good position. In typical rodeo lingo I was laying back ‘howling at the moon’ while ‘taking a dig at the devil’. Bareback riding is known as a kamikaze sport because you basically close your eyes for the duration. There’s no point looking around as you can’t see anything anyway.

I was pretty happy with the way this ride was going. But suddenly it felt like Frosty had quit on me because I wasn’t feeling his initial speed and power. With most of my weight on my riding arm, I decided to have a glance over my shoulder and was shocked to see the ground only a few inches from my head. Initially, I figured the horse had reared up and was falling on top of me, so instinctively I moved my left leg outwards to prepare to roll out of the horse’s way. The loosened girth had allowed the rigging to slide down the nearside of the bronc – I had been spurring him with my left boot in his chest while my right boot had been catching him up on the neck. So when I put my left leg out to the ground, the horse bucked forward, bending my leg behind me with my right leg still stuck in the mane, forcing me to do the full splits and tearing my groin – hence the blood blister. But the ride wasn’t finished yet, as my hand was still tightly wedged in the rigging and it was not coming out easily, so the horse kept bucking around the arena jumping and stomping on me as it went. Luckily, Frosty threw himself down on his side, allowing the pick-up men and even the bullfighters (who usually only help protect bull riders from being hurt by bulls) to hold him down while the girth was cut free, leaving me with my hand still wedged in the rigging. Adrenaline pumping, I was OK to stand and walk out of the arena, being careful not to limp in front of the crowd. My father had taught me years earlier that no matter how bad things get inside the arena, if you can’t walk out, you better hope you are dead and on a stretcher. So knowing Dad would kick my arse if I limped, I quickly got out of there before the pain set in. My travelling mate, Ryan Frame, helped me over to a parked truck where I took a seat at the back of the arena. It soon became obvious to us that I had done more than just rip my jeans. Unfortunately, my night wasn’t over. I still had one more ride ahead of me on a bull that had always eluded me.

I had finally hit my twenties and for the next couple of years I began spending more time away from the station and more time chasing the dream that is rodeo. In Queensland I continued to base myself at Miles and Dulacca, driving thousands of kilometres some weekends to attend different rodeo events. Sometimes I even managed to squeeze three rodeos into one weekend. I was supporting myself by running my own timber-cutting business; starting at 4 a.m. and finishing at 1 p.m., I’d easily make $300 to $400 a day. It also meant I could spend time with my other love, Sarah, who had finished her enrolled nursing studies and was beginning registered nursing. We eventually began living together in a small railway house in Dulacca, along with Ryan Frame, who was working for Sarah’s father doing a traineeship on their property. After getting to know Ryan, one Wednesday afternoon he told me he was off to ‘a practice’.

‘Oh yeah, what instrument do you play?’ I asked, thinking he was part of a music band.

‘Nah mate, a bull-riding practice day. Dad’s a contractor so we’ve got bulls at home,’ he said. ‘Do you want to come with me?’

Ryan’s father was Campbell Frame, a well-known bucking bull contractor, supplying stock to the various rodeos. Although I was still only riding broncs, it sounded like fun so I jumped in for the forty-kilometre trip to Chinchilla. I should have thought that decision through a little more because as soon as we pulled up, the other cowboys, whom I didn’t know, were hanging shit on me about being at a practice event and not riding. Aside from the continued harassment, it was a good evening spent at the Campbell’s property under the lights at the arena watching the boys ride as many bulls as they wanted. It gave the riders, the bulls and even the bullfighters a chance to practise without the pressure of time or a crowd watching. But as good a night as it was there was no way I was going back the next week to take the pressure they put me under. I still had no desire to ride, mostly because I was scared of bulls. It’s funny, though, how time passing can change the way you think. After three weeks, I suddenly decided that actually I did want to try riding a bull again. I had still only ridden the bull at Talwood, and while I’d won the event, deep down I considered it to be a fluke. Perhaps I didn’t like being called weak, or perhaps I just needed to prove to myself that the first ride wasn’t a fluke, but whatever the reason I decided to head along to the next practice day and get on a bull. Although it was a relaxed atmosphere, the nerves were kicking in as Campbell ran a big Brahman bull, with impressive horns, up the race.

‘Cookie, here’s your bull,’ he yelled out to me.

‘Ha righto, mate, nice one,’ I chuckled back, thinking he was just winding me up.

‘This is your bull, Cookie. Come and get on the bastard,’ he shouted back.

The bull was scary as it stood snorting and raking the dirt in the chute. There was no way I was riding it. I was expecting something smaller to ease my way into the new sport.

‘Like fuck,’ I said. ‘I’m not getting on that big-arsed thing.’

‘Last chance mate or I’ll put someone else on it,’ he said, getting impatient.

‘Good,’ I replied. ‘I’m not getting on the fucking thing.’

To my relief another young bloke nominated himself and prepared to ride the bull I was so scared of. I watched as he put the rope on and tightly secured his hand. As he and the bull jumped out of the chute, it turned out the bull was dead quiet. It barely even bucked and just cantered across the arena. It would have been an ideal bull for me to get on, just to break the ice. I should have realised that if anyone knows the temperament of a bucking bull, it’s the stock contractor. Campbell had chosen the right bull for me, but I’d been too scared to get on it. The very next bull that ran up the chute caught my eye, though. It was a little nuggetty beast called Young Gun, who seemed placid.

‘I’ll get on him,’ I yelled out to Campbell, which brought barrels of laughter from everyone.

‘He’s an Open bull, Cookie,’ said Danny, one of the riders there. ‘Normally only the good cowboys get on him.’

‘Nah, it’s all right. I watched the last one, I’ll be fine to ride this bull,’ I said confidently.

Campbell also spoke up and told me the bull wasn’t for me, and I should have listened. While I persevered with my argument, Ryan stepped forward to help me and convinced his dad to let me ride. So not really knowing what I was in for, I jumped up on the rail and strapped myself to the back of Young Gun. He was an experienced bull and good at standing in the chute, not playing up as we tightened the rope. Once that gate opened, it was like letting off a firecracker as he twisted to the left and pulled back to the right. This bull knew how to buck, but I also again found a comfort in sitting there and holding on. When the eight seconds were up, I pulled my hand free from the rope and jumped off. It was as much a surprise to me as it was to the boys looking on.

‘Ah, you’ve been on heaps of bulls haven’t you? You don’t just ride like that first or second time round,’ declared one of them in disbelief.

‘I’m serious, that is the second bull I’ve ever been on in my life,’ I said excitedly, giving high fives to blokes I had just met.

I started to feel that maybe I should give this sport a try, seeing as though I had ridden two from two. So the next weekend I caught a lift with Ryan and Campbell to the Allora bull ride near Toowoomba. Travelling with the stock contractor meant we arrived early and had to set up all the yards and portable panels for the night ahead. It gave me time to psych myself up and look over the bull I had drawn that day, Hell’s Yarn. There would be no excuses this time; I knew exactly what was in store for me. I was still the novice and as usual the advice came thick and fast from the other riders on the fence, but I chose to concentrate on the simple line that Dad had provided me years earlier. ‘Leave it out there in the arena’, circled through my head. After the nod, the bull gave me a good, quick start and let me hang, throwing me from one side to the next until the buzzer blasted. Hell’s Yarn had given me a fair run and I ended up second overall. Again, I had found the experience natural, fun, exhilarating and challenging. In the space of a few weeks I became hooked and was bull riding every weekend. From that point onwards, although I rode in every event, I called myself a bull rider and started to think riding broncs was a bit like a day off. Framey would always pull the piss out of me for carrying so much rodeo gear; our vehicle was filled with saddles, rigging, bull ropes and of course my chaps, vest and spurs. Every Wednesday night I was bucking out four or five bulls and every weekend I was driving to as many rodeos as I could. I managed to win a lot of money in those early days, but the challenge came when I started falling off. That’s when I realised the sport of bull riding wasn’t as easy as I had first thought.

So my travels had led me to that event in Armidale – a tough day in the office. The blood blister on my leg was massive and it wasn’t getting any less painful. My bull ride was still to come on my arch nemesis, Sticks and Stones. I had drawn the bull eight times before along the circuit, and my record wasn’t great: one re-ride, and the other seven times he had thrown me. He wasn’t a good bull to draw because as hard as he was to ride and get covered, it was even tougher to score points while doing so. For whatever reason, I kept coming up against Sticks and Stones and he kept getting the better of me. This was my ninth chance to have a crack at him and, even though I could barely walk, there was no way I could turn him out. That was another sacred rule in the cowboy’s book. I also knew if I didn’t get on again, that might be the end of me psychologically. When the chute boss shouted my name, I hoisted my fat arse to my feet and limped over to the bucking chute while Framey came to help put the rope on the bull. I cringed with pain as they lowered me down onto the bull’s back, my legs shaking uncontrollably. I couldn’t sit down properly because of the blood blister so, like I had done with Frosty, I jump-started him the second the gate creaked open. He blew out of the chute, cut a corner and began spinning before blowing out across the arena. The siren sounded and off I jumped. Finally, I had ridden time on Sticks and Stones, but I was in too much pain to enjoy the moment. Putting on a brave face, I walked out past the chutes and once out of sight, collapsed on the ground. Looking down at my legs, I didn’t need to take off my jeans to survey the damage; I already knew. My groin was so wet from where the blood blister burst, it looked like I had peed myself. I bet those in the crowd who saw my soiled jeans before I left the arena are probably still laughing.

The moment you sit in the chute on the back of an 800-kilogram bull is the point of no return. While you need physical strength and skill, you also need to be focused mentally. You can’t be sitting there thinking about something else and expect to do any good. If you think you will get hurt, then that’s what will happen. Or if you keep looking at the ground, that’s where you’ll end up. The beauty of bull riding is that it requires total control, physically and mentally, and that’s what I loved about it. Slowly, I was making a name for myself, earning championship points.

The next few years would be the biggest for me in my rodeo career. But as much as I was enjoying myself, I missed Suplejack and my family. Whenever I had the chance, I would head back home and help out with mustering for as long as I could. One day came a phone call I wasn’t expecting and had me driving home immediately.

During the mustering season, the station had a set of portable yards we would move around the property for branding and drafting. Once one paddock had been mustered, the panels, gates, branding cradle and calf race were all loaded onto a truck and moved to where they were required next. It was tough work but an affordable answer to not having permanent yards in far reaches of the property. On one of these occasions nineteen-year-old Brad and sixteen-year-old Cam, along with their friend Nathan Smith, were loading the truck when an accident happened. It was about 4.30 in the afternoon. As Brad and Nathan lifted the homemade steel calf race, Cam began reversing the truck underneath it. But Nathan slipped and as Brad tried to take the weight, the heavy contraption tipped over on top of Brad, landing on his shoulders and pushing his head between his legs. The enormous pressure shattered his first lumbar vertebra and pinched his spinal cord, leaving him paralysed from the waist down. It had all gone unnoticed by Cam in the driver’s seat of the truck, and he continued to reverse. The calf race had bounced off Brad after it struck him and somehow, having no feeling in his lower legs, he managed to pull himself away from the truck’s wheels until he lay directly beneath the tray. Cam was soon told to stop and moved the truck away. Initially there was no pain for Brad, only anger directed at Nathan, who he threw a rock at, hitting him in the head.

The boys found a long ‘Give Way’ sign and slid it under Brad and carried him up to the house, laying him on the kitchen table to await help. Fortunately, after about fifteen minutes, Brad started getting pins and needles in his legs and he regained movement and feeling. Of course, that’s when the pain set in. Brad described it as feeling like someone was trying to jam a football into his back. At about 11.30 p.m. the paramedics from the Tanami Gold Mine arrived and administered morphine before driving him in a Toyota Troop Carrier back to the medical centre at the site. He was later flown to Alice Springs, arriving at nine o’clock the next morning. After scans were taken, one of the nurses commented on just how lucky he was: you couldn’t slide a cigarette paper between his vertebrae and spinal cord, it was that close to rupturing. Although he had to spend three months in bed, Brad recovered well and regained full movement in his lower back. About a week into his recovery, our cousin Billy Leard had called Brad and abused him for not having spoken to Nathan, who had copped part of the blame for the accident. Apparently Nathan was so upset with himself that he hadn’t eaten since, but after Brad phoned and reassured him, the two moved on and are now even better mates.

It was great to see Brad back on his feet once he’d fully recovered and, although he was never as mad keen on rodeo as I was, he still rode plenty of bulls to really test out his healed back. He, along with Cam and I, rode in a few rodeos together at Darwin, Katherine, Daly Waters, Harts Range, Aileron and Alice Springs. We would all take an active role in helping to run the events, whether behind the scenes or out entertaining the crowd. Probably our finest act together was when Brad and I would team up as the clown to keep the crowd’s attention during breaks between rodeo events. In preparation, we ordered a variety of costumes on the internet, sparing no expense to get the classiest and most outrageous outfits. As soon as the clown face was painted or costume put on, Brad adopted a different persona; in a little while, he’d have the crowd wrapped around his little finger. With me as the rodeo announcer and Brad as the guinea pig, we would go about telling jokes and pulling small stunts in the arena. One year we went so far as to name him Carbon Neutral, in honour of the climate change debate that had gripped Australia.

‘Hey Carbon,’ I called out. ‘Earlier you were telling me you like surfing and it’s actually possible to catch a wave here in Alice Springs?’

Brad would try to answer me by yelling out towards the announcer’s box, but without a microphone it was always difficult to hear him. This actually made the skit a lot funnier as I was just able to make up his answers for him, leaving him look even sillier.

‘Where are we going to get a wave from, Carbon?’ I continued, as he ran around the arena in his seventy-centimetre clown boots, encouraging a Mexican wave from the crowd.

The grandstand came alive as everyone got involved, including the cowboys resting near the chutes.

‘You have to keep the wave going or you won’t be able to surf,’ I said, while Brad put his finger up in the air, as if testing the wind direction.

Simultaneously, my younger sister Loretta cantered into the arena on a horse towing an old surfboard with a rope tied to the horn on the saddle. Brad then tried to ride the surfboard, stacking it in the dust many times while trying to ‘catch the wave’.

But it wasn’t always just a clown costume. At one rodeo we had Brad wearing an extravagant Easter Bunny outfit. The kids loved him throwing chocolate eggs over the fence, but even more so when he was dared publicly over the loudspeaker to ride a steer. Not one to turn down a challenge, Brad climbed onto the back of a bullock still dressed as a big, white bunny with a fluffy, pink tail. He could only see out of the black gauze in the bunny’s mouth, and he had the crowd in stitches as he straightened the massive head in preparation for the gate to open. It became even funnier when he started bucking out in the arena, as with every jolt his rabbit’s head would turn slightly until it was sitting in the reverse position. It looked as though this giant Easter Bunny was riding the bullock backwards, hanging on for dear life. Poor Brad couldn’t see a thing, and he did well to last as long as he did. When he fell off, he was still trying to readjust the head to the forward position when the bullock charged him and barrelled him back into the dirt. He then clambered to his feet again with the audience applauding in disbelief. It was probably the highlight of the night for the crowd, despite the action of the bull riding.
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FREE FALL

‘Hold on, we’re going down!’

It was only a whisper but I had somehow heard it above the thud of the rotor and the wind rushing past my window. My stomach lurched as we began dropping out of the sky. I knew it would only be a few seconds before we smashed into the ground below.

It was late September 2008, and we were on our last muster for the year. There was some excitement around the house because the approaching wet season meant that we’d soon get a break. I had a special reason to be excited. The area we were mustering had never been mustered before. Suplejack, like many stations, was massive and as yet we hadn’t been able to develop the whole property with fences and watering points. So this area in the far south-east corner remained largely untouched, although there were cattle that had wandered out there following two good seasons. The rain had filled a nearby lake. With no fences the cattle could walk off the property onto Crown land, but of course they were restricted by access to water. It was a large expanse of land, covered with a good growth of a variety of sweet grasses near the lake, and as the country rose slightly away from the water, spinifex took over. The area was heavily timbered in parts by tea-tree, black wattle and bloodwood. I had flown over the area a few times recently and decided there were enough cattle out there to warrant a muster. With the backing of Dad, I got the plan in motion by picking out sites for the portable yards and stock camp, and I had arranged two contract helicopters to fly in for the day to assist.

At daybreak, I helped brother-in-law Shane and my mate Joe Henry to load up the avgas, unleaded fuel and motorbikes onto the utes. The two Robinson R22 helicopters, which had arrived the night before, cut through the early morning silence as they roared into life. Dad sat in the passenger seat of the blue chopper, piloted by Zebb Lesley, while the other was being flown by Andrew Scott. I was happy to have two such experienced pilots working for us that day, both having mustered for us before. As usual, I took a few seconds to watch them take off, always in awe of anything that flies. Although an uneasy flier, Dad was going with the pair to help direct them to the area we wanted to focus on. Once we had loaded up the food and swags, Shane and Joe also headed off, leaving me to drive out to the airstrip where my gyro sat. This was my second gyro – I’d bought it after crashing the first the year before, in 2007. I enjoyed every time I fired up the four-stroke engine, whether it was for mustering or just a recreational flight, and this time was no different. Climbing to around 300 feet I flew straight out to the east before swinging around to the south to tail the cattle, which I could see were already on the move towards the yards. It was like the cattle had been living in their own paradise beside the lake, looking very fat and very suitable for the live export market. There appeared to be two mobs on either side of the lake and at this early stage all seemed to be walking along well. Chatter on the two-way radio between Zebb and Andrew confirmed what I had seen, as the two worked in tandem, criss-crossing the country searching for stragglers.

After covering some more ground in the gyro I decided I would fly back to where we had set up the portable yards to help Shane and Joe erect hessian cloth on our temporary yard wing. The wing is used to channel the cattle towards the gate in the yards, the hessian giving the fence line more presence and stature. With about fifteen kilometres from the lake to the yards, we had time to fix the hessian and clear the area before the cattle arrived. The desert wind was picking up when I landed, after being in the air for a couple of hours, so I parked near a tree and used a rope to tie down the gyro to prevent it blowing over. It wasn’t the best weather for flying, nor was it the best weather for trying to hang 300 metres of hessian cloth on a fence. But the three of us eventually managed to tie it all down, before stopping for a cup of tea. The muster was going well. If it continued as planned, we would have all the cattle in the yards by mid-afternoon. The boys had been in the sky for three hours, Andrew flying back first to fuel up at the stock camp before Zebb also returned with Dad. I was surprised Dad had lasted so long in the sky, given how easily he got airsick. Normally, he would ask the pilot to leave him on the ground to walk for half an hour before getting back up in the sky again.

‘Maybe you should go up with Zebb this time, show him where you’ve been and what your plan is,’ suggested Dad.

‘It’ll be right, Dad,’ I replied. ‘I can just go up in my gyro, talk on the two-way and point it out from there.’

The conversation continued, but I couldn’t be persuaded to get in the helicopter.

‘All right then,’ said Dad patiently, ‘I’ll go back up with Zebb and he can bring me back once we all know where we’re going.’

But feeling sorry for Dad, as I didn’t want him getting airsick, I gave in.

‘OK, you wait here and have a cup of tea,’ I said. ‘I’ll go with Zebb for a bit and come back soon.’

I climbed into the chopper – they were the last steps I’d ever take.

The R22 is a small, compact aircraft designed in California in the 1970s for private business and flying schools to run at low cost. It has one main powered rotor with two blades for lift and a tail rotor for control. The cabin, which has two seats side by side, is enclosed, although most pilots take the doors off when flying, to more easily see the landscape below. It is by far the most popular aircraft used in Australia for mustering. Having flown my gyro for the last year, I preferred my craft but I certainly had no problem flying with Zebb. We became mates a few years earlier when he began flying for us. He wasn’t much older than me and started having children with his partner Kylie, at a similar time as I did with Sarah. It was good having a mate around on the station, a smart stockman and gun pilot. Pulling on a headset and microphone, we took off and flew out to the cut-off point, the area that I had flown last so Zebb didn’t have to waste time covering old ground.

‘It’d be great if you can go up this range,’ I said loudly, pointing to my left. ‘I reckon it might be worth a look.’

I pointed out a few more areas as we flew along. The day was going well and I was happy that my idea to muster this area looked to be paying off. Using Zebb’s camera I took some great photos of the stock and the lake on what would turn out to be a historic day. While Andrew continued with the cattle on his side of the lake, Zebb buzzed around his side, keeping them moving forward. Looking down at the mob stretching out as the cattle walked along, I became a little worried they may have stretched too far apart, so after being up in the sky for twenty minutes, I asked Zebb to fly me back to my gyro. I wanted to work the wing while he gave the tail a bit of a hurry along, keeping them tighter together. Having just moved a troublesome bull along we climbed back up to around 250 feet at sixty or seventy knots and were just above some heavy timber beside the lake when we struck trouble.

It felt like the wheels had fallen off, or as though someone had knocked a car out of gear as it sped along. Suddenly we were no longer powering along; instead, the arse-end of the chopper was beginning to sag. I glanced at Zebb, who I thought had backed off the power and was making a turn in the sky to chase some cattle below us, but his face told a different story. As he yelled at me to hold on, a chill went through my spine. Zebb immediately lowered the collective lever and wound on the throttle, hoping desperately for a response from the helicopter, but none came. As we began to fall into autorotation, where only the wind through the blades was slowing our drop, I could see Zebb’s eyes frantically scanning the ground below for a clearing among the timber. There was no real option other than one small area a short way ahead. Without time to hesitate he went about trying to land safely.

‘Scotty, we’re going in,’ called Zebb on the two-way.

By putting the collective lever to the floor, he changed the pitch of the rotor blades, allowing the helicopter to fall at speed with an upward flow of air. A freewheeling clutch allows the rotor to turn even if the engine is failing or not running. Zebb also set the cyclic control stick, tipping the blades to an angle that would allow us to land at the clearing. It wasn’t a big area, perhaps half the size of a tennis court, with fewer big trees but still plenty of small wattles. On an ordinary day under ordinary circumstances, no pilot would land there, but this was no ordinary landing. When we had just fifty feet to fall, he pulled back on the stick in an attempt to slow our descent. My heart was in my mouth, but I wasn’t scared. I had flown with Zebb many times before and I knew just how skilful he was and how much he had practised autorotation.

Despite the lack of power, Zebb showed his skill by throwing the machine left and right, to avoid branches as we came in. Unluckily, as we levelled with the top of the timber, the tail rotor smashed into a small tree only a few metres tall, ripping the tail end from the rest of the chopper. Again Zebb pulled back on the stick to flare out and slow us down, and this time pulled in the collective. The helicopter hit the ground hard on a forward angle, sliding on the skids for about two lengths, before clipping a small stump and flipping us over onto the left side. The rotor blades flopped around in the dirt, bending but not breaking while kicking up sand and dust. When the blades stopped, the body of the aircraft spun instead, taking us on a cartwheel and slamming us down again on the passenger side. As quick as it had begun just a few seconds earlier, the fall was over.

My eyes opened. I couldn’t believe what had just happened. Both of us were upside down, hanging from our seat belts, Zebb above me. I was on my back, my neck and head jammed in the top of the door frame, which was now the bottom corner of the cabin, with my knees and legs dangling back towards my face. It was like the whole weight of the chopper was resting on my head, bending my neck forward so my chin was resting on my chest. What scared me the most, as I surveyed the wreck from my precarious position, was the lack of pain. I couldn’t feel a thing. The engine was still whirring away behind me, until Zebb undid his belt and was able to turn it off. He then kicked out the front windshield before pulling himself out.

‘Oh fuck, Rob, are you OK?’ he called out to me.

‘Yeah mate, I think I’m fine,’ I replied, finding it difficult to speak.

‘Well come on then, get out,’ he said.

As I tried to move away, nothing happened. Again I tried, but my body wouldn’t move.

‘I can’t move, Zebb,’ I said, realising I was in a bad way. ‘And I can’t feel any part of my body at all.’

‘Stop fucking around and get out,’ he said, hoping I was joking.

‘I’m serious mate. I think the chopper is on my head, can you lift it off me?’ I asked.

As he grabbed the wreck and rocked it sideways, it was like I was being electrocuted from the top of my head down to my feet and back up again. My whole body lit up like I was hit with 240 volts. I was on fire. Something had taken hold and shaken me so hard, it took my breath away and I found it hard to breathe.

‘Fuck, don’t move that again,’ I pleaded with him.

He leaned in to the cabin and gently shook my arm. I could see my arm move but couldn’t feel it. It looked like a piece of rope, sagging beside me. Part of me thought the bones must have been shattered for it to shake so loosely like that. Almost simultaneously, a thumping started in my head and my back started to burn again. It dawned on both of us that I really was up shit creek.

Realising our predicament, Zebb moved quickly to turn off the fuel and take out the battery in the hope nothing would spark a fire. Somewhere above us I heard the thud of the second helicopter, knowing Andrew wouldn’t take long to find us. I envisaged him going to get help so I could go to the hospital to get fixed up. It was that simple. Andrew hovered nearby and had a chat with Zebb before taking off to get help.

Having been knocked out plenty of times before, I knew that I was beginning to lose consciousness. An eerie dullness swept over me as breathing became a struggle. Trying to think of nothing else, I just tried to concentrate on breathing.

‘We’re going to have to do something here, Zebb,’ I whispered.

We both knew you shouldn’t move a person with a suspected spinal injury. We both knew we could do more damage by doing so, but I couldn’t breathe and if we didn’t take action, I could well die. No one was coming in a hurry to help me, so we needed to make a decision. A big decision. It wasn’t easy for Zebb to listen and trust me, as it was ultimately up to him whether or not he would move me.

‘If it ends badly mate, I won’t hold it against you,’ I said reassuringly. ‘But I really need you to straighten my body out.’

Taking a deep breath, he released the seat belt, leaving my body to flop down on top of my head. He then grabbed my feet and straightened me, extending my legs out of the cabin through a gap between the door and the ground, a space created by the left skid propping the chopper up a little off the ground. While the move could have been disastrous, it proved OK with me – I could breathe again. It was still hard and laboured but I could breathe as long as I concentrated. Neither Zebb nor I spoke, and the silence of the Tanami struck us. There wasn’t a sound; we were so remote that if Andrew hadn’t been flying with us, we could have been there for days. My thinking was interrupted by a dripping sound. It was a welcome distraction from the silence, until I realised it was the smell of avgas wafting past my nose. There wasn’t much we could do about it so we left it be, hoping there would be no fire.

Again I could hear the sound of the second chopper returning and I wondered to myself who Andrew would have picked up. Would it be Dad or Shane? While Shane was a good mate, I was hoping it would be Dad. I figured if this was the end and these were my last moments at least I could give him a wink and say goodbye. Dad was my best mate and I wanted him there at the end. Dust swamped me and the wreck as the other chopper landed, and while I couldn’t taste it, I could feel the gravel between my teeth. As I heard the footsteps of someone close, it was Shane who reached in and gently patted me on the head.

‘It’s all right mate,’ he said. ‘We’ll get you out of here soon. I’m just going to put some shade up while we wait.’

Shane had always been a controlled and organised type of bloke who paid a lot of attention to detail. He had done emergency response training at the mines and would have been well prepared to provide first aid. Even so, I did have to wonder to myself why Shane had come before Dad. He quickly put up an old sheet to protect me from the hot sun and dust. While Andrew took off again to get Dad, the smell of avgas around me was getting much stronger. Because of the way the chopper was lying, the fuel was leaking onto the roof and then running down the small gutter on the side, to fall in front of my face. The fumes were overpowering.

‘Guys, if there’s a sign of a fire, please drag me out by the legs,’ I told the boys. ‘Don’t let me lie here and burn.’

That smell has stayed with me ever since the crash and even now when I smell avgas, it takes me back to that very moment. The boys were talking to distract me from the situation I was in, but my head was elsewhere. I wanted to ask them to pass on my love to Sarah and our two boys in case I missed out on a chance to do it myself. When I had finally built up the courage to ask, the thundering chopper again cut me from my thoughts, bringing with it my Dad. I could hear him walk up and take a breath, as though the scene had shocked him, but I couldn’t see his face to tell. He squatted down beside me and reached in with one of his unmistakeable weathered hands.

‘You’ll be right old mate,’ he said lightly touching my cheek. ‘We’ll get you out of here.’

When I felt that familiar old hand, that’s when I knew things would be all right. For some reason, having him there reassuring me made me confident I would get out of this mess. Immediately my attitude started to change and I realised I had to go home and tell my wife what had happened myself. It was my responsibility and I owed her that. Suddenly I wasn’t thinking about dying, I was worried about the challenge ahead, which involved staying in control of my breathing and ultimately staying alive.

In the background, an army of people were working together to get me out of there. Dad was using the satellite phone to talk to Mum at the house and Mum was calling whoever she could to get help. Andrew was asked to fly to the Tanami Gold Mine to pick up a paramedic called Michelle Gough and bring her back in the first instance. When they arrived an hour or so later, Michelle’s training kicked in and she looked after my every need. While they had been waiting, the boys wanted to create as much room as possible around me, but removing the frame of the chopper was proving difficult.

‘Well, I’ve got this bloody Leatherman we could try,’ said Dad, grabbing his pocketknife.

I remember smiling to myself at the thought that this knife was the only thing they could find to cut the metal. Dad was the first in our family to have a Leatherman, which we had nicknamed the MacGyver knife, after the TV series. It didn’t matter what job you were doing, whether it was cutting up a cow, pulling down a fence or fixing a vehicle, you were nothing without your Leatherman. It was laughable when he held up the knife with its little serrated blade. But while covering my face with his hat, he went about attacking that roof with the blade in one hand and a pair of pliers in the other. Sure enough after a little wrangling, Dad cut off the roof and framework, opening up the chopper. Michelle quickly put a neck brace on me, a drip in my arm and started examining the rest of my body. Soon they moved me over to the shade of a tree. I couldn’t see much other than the sky, a tree and anyone who stood over me. An ant crawled up my face and I didn’t feel it until it climbed onto my eyeball.

The Royal Flying Doctor Service was called, but of course a plane couldn’t land anywhere near where I was so they had to find a way to get me back to the airstrip. Word got through to another pilot who had flown for us before – Mark Sullivan from Limbunya Station, several hundred kilometres north of Suplejack. Mark owned an R44 helicopter, which has four seats and could land at the small clearing. It was hoped they could lay me across the back seat or floor on a stretcher and fly me over to the airstrip at the homestead. So without wasting time Mark flew down to the nearby Lajamanu Aboriginal community, picked up a full-body stretcher from the health clinic before flying on. Zebb and Andrew took an axe to the nearby trees to clear a large enough area for the R44 to land. Mark was then able to land by mid-afternoon, bringing two doctors from the Flying Doctor plane with him. As a very experienced pilot he took a moment to survey the damage and crash site before him. He could see the bend in the chopper’s skids and the marks along the ground where the machine had slid.

‘At least we know you got it on the ground nice and straight,’ he said to Zebb. ‘You did what you could do, good job.’

Zebb was taking the accident hard and at times cursing himself. I knew just how hard he had tried to land without crashing, but it was difficult for me to reassure him given the state I was in. But for someone of Mark’s calibre to let him know that he’d done very well was important for both of us.

As they loaded me into the back of the R44, I began to ‘vague out’ as the drugs kicked in. I’m not sure if I remember what happened or I’ve created a memory from what I was told. But with my head stuck out one side of the chopper and my feet hanging out the other, we took the quick flight over to the airstrip where the RFDS plane was waiting for me. Sarah was there, but I could barely talk by that stage.

At least I’m still alive, I thought, as I drifted off.

We had crashed at 10.20 a.m. on 30 September. Now, as the sun was falling over the desert, we were finally taking off for Alice Springs hospital. It was a team effort to get me there and I will be eternally grateful to all those who helped me.
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SCREWED FACE

It wasn’t quite the reaction my brother Brad and partner Rebecca Clark were expecting when they excitedly rang home with the news of yet another grandchild on the way. Brad’s joy was soon forgotten as he heard of the helicopter crash from our distraught mother. For my family, it shed new light on the definition of ‘accident’, even though they’d become accustomed to receiving bad news over the phone about my various misfortunes …

Back in 2003, having recovered from my enormous blood blister, which burst while on the back of Sticks and Stones, my rodeo career was moving ahead well. I continued to divide my time between the station and the rodeo circuit. Even missing out on months of rodeo action due to injury, I was still lucky enough to be leading the points on the all-round cowboy title going into the Queensland finals. It was good enough encouragement for me to keep travelling and improving on each individual event. An opportunity came for me to advance my cowboy career when I was asked to ride at the Royal Queensland Show, known as the ‘Ekka’. It would be the second year in a row that I’d take part in the special event showcasing Australian bush life, inspired by the Year of the Outback. Each night for the duration of the Ekka, a group of cowboys would put on an old-style buck-jump show in the main arena in front of thousands of show-goers. There were no chutes. Instead, two horsemen would lead out an unbroken bronc under the shine of the spotlight, all the while trying desperately to hang onto the horse. It was our job to then get our stock saddle screwed down, climb on and put on a hell of a show for the audience. It was easier said than done; some broncs would stand relatively still, making our job a little easier, but others would really go to town – rearing, striking, kicking and stepping all over us. But when once our backsides hit the saddle, we were encouraged to crack our whips, fan the bronc with our hats and generally do anything to make the ride look as rank (rodeo-speak for ‘tough’) as possible. It was a wild show for the Brisbane city folk and tourists who may not have been exposed before to rodeo and country life, albeit a slightly exaggerated one. The event proved to be so popular in 2002 that the company and cowboys were invited back the next year.

The week-long spectacular was turning into an endurance test for the cowboys. Every night, at least one rider would come away with a fresh wound: damaged shoulders, twisted ankles or a torn groin were the regulars. Along with the socialising, it was hard work finding the strength to ride night after night, but hell, was it fun! Every night was different depending on how the horses behaved; sometimes the boys were thrown and other times they’d ride them into the ground. We were gearing up for the fourth night as the contractor, Kerry Hall, approached me and offered me an easier night out.

‘Mate, I’ve been trying you out a bit over the last few nights. You got by some of the rough ones. Tonight I’ll cut you some slack,’ he said.

He offered me Storm Boy, a big Clydesdale crossbred with a particularly quiet temperament. I was happy to have him as I was sore from the previous night’s ride and still a little hungover from too many rum cans. Our role in the show was just one act of the bigger story being told in the arena, from the droving era through to modern mustering techniques with bull catchers and helicopters. The crowd cheered for the most part and kept applauding as we emerged carrying our stock saddles. Soon the broncs would gallop out into the arena and, while the dust still hung in the air, men on horseback would gallop to the front, whips cracking, and muster them into a small holding yard. The horsemen would then lead the buck jumpers one by one out to the riders. I was getting a buzz from the crowd and as usual wanted to put on a good show when Storm Boy was trotted over to where I was standing. The old horse wouldn’t stand still, but I managed to throw on the saddle and tighten the girth without him jumping all over me. He may have been the quietest horse there, but he still had some fire in his belly. Once I was ready to hang and rattle, I grabbed hold of the bucking rein, put my left boot in the stirrup and, just as I was hoisting my leg over, one of the horsemen pulled the flank rope tight. Perhaps it was a little too soon. With my right leg only halfway over the saddle, Storm Boy reared up vertically, as if he were trying to jump the moon. My foot missed the offside stirrup iron, which was now swinging wildly and, as I tried to get balance, the stirrup swung up and hit me square under the chin. The force of the blow knocked me clean out. My unconscious body then bounced along on the bronc’s back for the next few bucks until I was back-flipped high in the air over his rump towards the ground. As I fell headfirst, the horse bucked forward and kicked out, connecting hoof with my lower jaw, cartwheeling me through the air until I landed hard on the arena floor. Still unconscious and bleeding heavily from the mouth, face-down in the dirt, I wasn’t doing real well.


The Buck Jump Show

It started off so gracefully

I was dropped off by a patrol

The grandstands were a rockin’

So the stories told

The pick-up boys led out my bronc

It found its place to stand

The flank rope placed upon its back

Me with whip in hand

Now girths inched up carefully

It’s time to take my seat

Aboard this little buckin’ horse

A point of no retreat

As adrenaline fills my veins

I take one last look around

Forty thousand people, all in seats

At the Brisbane Ekka grounds

I slide up to Storm Boy’s shoulder

To take my final halt

With my foot placed in the oxbow

I’m ready for any jolt

What happened next was indescribable

He bucked backwards twice then reared

I missed the offside iron

But I held on in despair

He was jumpin’ and a kickin’

Across the Ekka grounds

I was loose and out of rhythm

But givin’ up was out of bounds

I finally started to catch him

When I copped that ghastly blow

It hit me somewhere in the head

That bloomin’ loose oxbow

Now shook up from the impact

My hands felt weak and heavy

As I slowly tumbled backwards

The ground my landing jetty

Southbound I was headed

To take my place on the dirt floor

But as if synchronised and practised

Storm Boy kicked me in the jaw

Now your guess is as good as mine

From here on in my memory’s shot

All I remember is the next morning

I lay in a Royal Hospital cot

Two hours of surgery and a new steel jaw

Is simply all I gained

My friends and family gathered around

To try and ease the pain

Off course now you’re probably wondering

How this all came to be

Well we were at the Brisbane Ekka

Displaying our history

’Cause many men have come and tried

The old style buck jump show

The rewards are small and priceless

As only the old style cowboys know

Rob Cook, 2004



Well-known horseman Guy McLean was the first to reach where I lay and tried to wake me. He then used his hand to scrape away the soil from my face to stop the blood from pooling around my mouth and nose, allowing me to breathe. From the bloodied dirt, he also managed to pick up some of my teeth to give to the paramedics when they arrived.

Uncle Steve Cook had been watching from the grandstand and ran over to where I lay, although there wasn’t much he could do to help. He did become frustrated at the ten minutes that the ambulance took to get to me. Still, being in the middle of the city, it was probably the fastest trip to hospital I would ever have. I was soon taken to the Oral and Maxillofacial Surgery Unit at the Royal Brisbane Hospital to have my face put back together. My lower right jaw, the mandible, was shattered so severely that they had to remove a lot of the bone and replace it with a steel plate. The doctors then sewed the gum back on and my teeth were returned and wired into the plate. They did an amazing job. I woke up in hospital a couple of days later in a world of pain.

‘It’s great that you have your appetite back, Mr Cook,’ said a nurse, wheeling in some food. ‘Here is your lunch, do you need help to eat?’

Still groggy, I struggled to understand what she was saying. There was a jaw brace attached to my face, as well as a brace around my neck and I certainly hadn’t eaten since the accident. It was then I noticed one of the other riders and my mate Aaron Ryan sitting beside the bed in the visitors’ chair.

‘It’s OK nurse,’ said Aaron. ‘I’ll help him with that.’

As the nurse left the room, he stood up and started picking at my food. It became apparent that he had been living there for the past couple of days devouring my meals. Of course the nurses just assumed I had been eating so they kept bringing in the meals. Once Aaron knew I was awake enough to know what was happening he argued the point.

‘Well, there’s got to be some perks to sitting in this hardarsed chair,’ he protested.

Not that I was aware of it at the time, but Sarah arrived in Brisbane the day after the accident while I was in surgery. Aaron met her at the hospital entrance and quickly ushered her to the elevator, instructing her not to talk to or even make eye contact with anyone. Apparently the local reporters had been following Aaron trying to get the scoop on my story.

Aaron had also made sure I was in a good room with my own shower and toilet so he could make himself more comfortable. Aaron was a good mate for staying with me during that time, and Sarah arrived the very next day also. I have always been lucky to have blokes like Aaron around me.

On the seventh and final night of the Outback Spectacular show at the Ekka, I was allowed out of hospital to attend. From the back of a ute and looking like I’d been hit by a train, I waved to the crowd as I was driven around the arena and the story of my accident was told over the loudspeaker. A television news crew, which had captured the fall on video, later sent me a copy of the tape. It was good for me to watch as I had no recollection of what had happened – it’s not for the faint-hearted. You could see bits of teeth fly out of my mouth as I was booted. Back at home and for a long time after, Ryan Frame would pull the piss out of me by continuously repeating the words used by the news reporter in the video.

That injury put me on the edge of a bed for fifteen weeks, living on yogurt and pumpkin soup. I was forced to sadly wave goodbye to the all-round cowboy title that I was leading at the time on the Queensland circuit. The accident created a psychological barrier for me and this accident was one I needed to overcome. He who hesitates in the sport of rodeo generally misses out. Even though I still had wire on my teeth I figured after being out of action for more than three months, it was time to step up again. Other than some slight soreness, my face was back to normal.

I travelled to a small rodeo at Bell, near Dalby, and although I desperately wanted to get on a bull, I knew I had to get another bronc ridden first. The ride itself went well, placing me third overall, but with each jump it felt like I was being hit with a jack hammer. My jaw was jolting in my head – boy, did it hurt. So I took another three weeks off to give myself more time to recover and eventually I felt ready to go again. Over the Christmas and New Year period, I took part in the ‘golden run’ on the Australian professional bull rider’s circuit; three bull rides in four days on the Queensland coast. The first was in Maroochydore, then further north in Rockhampton and lastly back down south again in Mooloolaba. It was a surreal experience to ride up against the best in the country. Maroochydore was my first ride as a professional and, fittingly, I drew a bull called Billy the Kid. The fact that it shared my father’s name was a good omen; everything felt perfect and I got him covered. I came second in the round and fourth in the average at Maroochydore, second overall at Rockhampton and fourth overall at Mooloolaba. Ecstatic with the results, I was determined to get fair dinkum about my bull riding and took the chance to go professional in 2004.

Sarah, Framey and I were still renting the house in Dulacca, and if I wasn’t at a rodeo somewhere, I was off cutting timber or contract fencing. Sarah continued her registered nursing studies and worked casually at the hospital in Miles. I wanted to stay in Queensland because it was close to the professional circuit. Drinking and smoking were two bad habits I had picked up as a teenager and, according to Dad, were the ones that would hold me back if I wanted to be serious about bull riding. The Dulacca pub was an easy one-hundred metre stroll from our house. It became another favourite watering hole of mine, and we’d made friends with another publican, this time ‘Jonesy’. One afternoon, a large group of us went to the hotel, including my cousin, Shane Cook. After many hours of drinking, we started playing quoits, in which each player throws three small rubber hoops at a wall-mounted board that has a number of hooks, with the aim of catching the hoops on the hooks holding the greatest number of points.

‘Hey Rob, if you can hit the centre ring, I’ll buy you rums for the night,’ challenged Shane.

As usual, I took up his challenge. Standing back at the line, I threw the first hoop and completely missed. To my disappointment, so too did the last two rings. Taking my cap off, I threw it at the centre ring but again it failed to hook on the board. Frustrated at my lack of coordination, I then pulled my singlet off and managed to land it on one of the bottom hooks. My thongs and shorts followed, both pelted at the wall as everyone cheered me on. But I rarely wore jocks and this was one of those days I was letting everything hang loose. Standing there naked had my mates in stitches, and there were no women or children present so I wasn’t worried about offending anyone. I was more disappointed that I had missed out on some free rums. But while I was casually attempting to cover up, Shane picked up my clothes and ran outside, placing them in the centre of the road. Public nudity wasn’t something that worried me, so I walked down the pub stairs and waited for a road train to pass before collecting my clothes. Another car slowed down as it passed me, and stopped. I thought I was about to cop some abuse from someone inside, until I realised there were two young couples just taking a closer look.

‘Are you right mate?’ they asked.

‘Yeah I’m fine, just a friendly gag going on here at the pub,’ I replied. ‘You should come in.’

So they decided to pull over and have a beer too. Once I pulled my shorts on and walked back into the pub, I realised Shane was now also buck-naked sitting at the bar. I didn’t want to leave him hanging, so I took my shorts off again and pulled up another bar stool next to him. The young couples stayed for a beer and then kept going, believing it was too weird to stay any longer. Jonesy didn’t mind, though, daring us to sit there for a couple more drinks.

Despite the long drinking sessions with the boys at the pub, I began thinking more about my future and how I would like to get serious about starting a family. The next step for me was an obvious one, but it took time to work up the courage. Eventually, I decided to ask Sarah’s parents, Graeme and Lois, for permission to marry their daughter. Once I had both their blessings, I pulled Sarah aside in her bedroom of the house in which she had grown up, and sat down on the bed. Not having much money at the time, the ring I had bought was as good as it gets on a cowboy’s pay packet. But as I softly spoke to Sarah about my love for her, I explained why we didn’t need a flash ring to represent our unity. Reaching out to hold her hand, I tied a piece of string around her wedding finger, the other end of which was already attached to my finger.

‘A wedding ring is just a symbol of marriage. It needs only to be as strong as this piece of string,’ I said. ‘Will you marry me?’

As Sarah looked at her hand, I opened my left hand, releasing a ring to spiral down the string and fall onto her finger. I was honoured to have her agree to be my wife. We would later be married on 6 March 2004 at the Miles Catholic Church. It was a wonderful day, with over 200 friends and family. Dad was my best man, and Brad and Cam were my groomsmen. I nearly fell over when Sarah entered the church; I’d seen a lot of beautiful women but no one could ever compare to my wife-to-be. Wolf whistles and cheering filled the church when I kissed my wife for the first time. The reception finished at 2 a.m., and we were back a few hours later to help clean up the building. Sarah and I had big plans for the rest of the year, which began with us moving that day to Dysart in central Queensland. There was no time for a honeymoon because I was beginning a new job back in the mines. My uncle, Tim Stitt, who is married to Dad’s sister Cath, was able to get me a position working as a shot firer’s assistant at the Saraji Coal Mine, as well as accommodation for the both of us, until we had saved enough money to buy our own house.

I enjoyed the job, which was five days a week, with a rotating shift ending either at 3.30 p.m. or 5.30 p.m. It provided the financial means for me to focus solely on my sport, allowing me to travel all over the country, driving and flying to bull rides from Cairns in north Queensland through to Sydney in New South Wales. Nearly every weekend consisted of another show somewhere around the country. My life revolved around the sport. I had no interest in anything outside the world of professional bull riding. It consumed my very existence and, unfortunately without me realising it, even Sarah came second. Every day before and after work would find me training, whether it was swimming, jogging, weight-lifting or riding. I took every opportunity to increase my fitness and strength, even in the hotel gym the night before a bull ride. I remember chatting with world champion bull rider Troy Dunn over a beer one night when he explained that with the right fitness and riding technique there should not be a bull in Australia that could jerk him down. A jerk down is when the bull gets the rider on the end of his arm and pulls him down over the front, resulting in a headbutt. The only time this ever happened to me was at a show in Mackay, Queensland. The bull I drew played up in the chute, making it tricky to get a good start and, while I made a good ride and reached the eight-second whistle, I hesitated with my dismount. The extra second gave the bull the chance to jerk me down and I headbutted his horn, splitting my cheek open. Remembering what Troy was hinting at, the incident motivated me to get back in the gym the very next day to ensure it never happened again.

Uncle Tim was the boss of the blast crew at the mine and he became a mentor for me as we regularly trained together. He led by example and inspired me to be in the best possible state of fitness. I was also on the same blast crew as two other great bull riders, Lee Hanrahan and Henry Odell. We often got together during the week to rope calves at the local rodeo grounds, sometimes well into the evening. To further increase my fitness I began limiting my drinking and even quit smoking, resorting to chewing tobacco instead. It was an alternative introduced to me by Lee on his return from the United States. As socially unacceptable as chewing is, it didn’t affect my lungs or overall fitness. If I was to spit out a wad of chew five minutes before a ride, it made no difference to my performance on a bull, whereas if I put a smoke out just prior, I would generally find myself gasping for air halfway through an eight-second ride. A less obvious way of increasing my movement on the back of a bull was with a contraption Uncle Tim gave me, to improve flexibility. I was constantly straining my groin, so stretching it more thoroughly was a winning idea. Uncle Tim’s ‘groin stretcher’ consisted of a small jockey seat with steel plates on which to rest the inside of each foot. A handle and winch sat in between my legs. I would turn the handle to slowly stretch my legs apart and do the splits. So as I sat on the floor watching television, I could ratchet the machine to push my legs to the limit. It worked wonders.

While my life outside of work was always hectic, life at the Saraji Coal Mine was very slow. Nothing moves fast at a mine. It was like being in prison, doing your time, winding down the clock each day. I had become fully licensed as a shot firer, which allowed me to use explosives at the mine. Our job was to blast the earth away until the coal was reached underground. At the direction of engineers, we would place explosives down holes made by drilling rigs. The biggest job we did was for an over-burden shot covering an area 900 metres wide and 1.6 kilometres long, which was the largest of its kind at the time. We loaded the long line of holes, which were about sixty centimetres in diameter, with explosives connected with a lead-in line to a main trigger line. All the trigger lines were then wired to a main lead-in line, which ran one kilometre away from the blast site. Once the mine was cleared we set off the explosives, and each row of holes triggered a millisecond after each other. They were huge blasts and the earth shook furiously beneath us each time. We then had to inspect the site and declare it clear before general movement at the mine could resume. Other coal seam blasts were simpler, but still it wasn’t a job where errors could be made. Blowing stuff up during the week and riding bulls on the weekend fed my adrenaline habit. It was the ideal lifestyle.

In the meantime, Sarah was finishing her registered nursing degree and also working in the hospital at Clermont. We often made time to play tennis or swim together, which meant we were very fit and healthy. We had some great times together but they were short and sweet. The only quality weekend time we spent together that year was a last-minute fishing trip not far from Dysart. We took some dodgy directions from a mate that led us up a dirt road into a swampy area. We didn’t get much fishing done as we spent the day digging our HiLux out of a bog instead. We were covered in mud, under attack from sandflies and completely out of drinking water, yet still managed to have a laugh. It didn’t seem to matter where we were or what we were doing, Sarah was always easy to be around. She was also very supportive of my career, regardless of whether I was riding well or getting bucked off. It was a thankless job. I realise now there was a great deal more that I could have done for her in that first year of marriage. There was also another stress developing between us. Despite fertility tests that showed everything was normal, we couldn’t fall pregnant. As fun as it may have been in the beginning, it became a frustrating effort after about six months of trying. I should have skipped some bull rides to instead spend the weekend at home, particularly towards the end of the year given how well I was doing in the overall standings. But I was chasing a dream and, although I was among the best riders and leading the Australian Rookie Title at the time, I didn’t want to relax for fear of letting it slip through my grasp. Finishing the year in the top ten riders in Australia, I was selected to ride in the State of Origin bull ride, Queensland versus New South Wales. It was a great event competing against my southern mates while also accruing points and having a shot at the overall prize money. I ended up winning the Australian Rookie Title in 2004 and it tasted sweet. It also provided a scholarship to travel to the United States to ride internationally. The idea to ride among the best in the world was extremely tempting, but something was stopping me from accepting the offer. I was entering another phase in my life, reflecting on the person I was becoming and the direction my life was taking. My priorities were confused and I was discovering there was a lot more to being a husband than I’d realised. I had to take the right road to ensure I succeeded at being the best person I could be. Sarah deserved better than what I was offering her, and for as long as I was heavily involved in rodeo she would compete for my attention. It was a difficult decision, but I pulled out of professional bull riding, handed in my resignation at the mine in March 2005 and, together with Sarah, prepared to move home to Suplejack.

Once word got around of my decision to leave the mining life and settle down, I received a couple of job offers, including one from Dad’s mate John Burnett to manage a cattle property for him. He offered great pay and conditions, but again I couldn’t accept it. I was flattered by the proposition, but my decision to return home wasn’t about money. If I was worried about money I would never have left the mines. The decision was about helping my parents build their business while also providing a great place to raise my own family. I didn’t want to bust my back for someone else when I could invest my effort for the benefit of Mum and Dad. No one in my family was ever asked or expected to work at home, but they were more than welcome to should they make the decision to do so. It would be a good move for Sarah and me to get our long-term plans back on track. My mates Talby and Tony helped me do up a little Mitsubishi truck in Clermont, building a bull bar and giving it a decent paint job, before we loaded it up with furniture and two horses. Sarah and I then hit the road once more to the Territory, driving the truck and a HiLux ute in convoy. Perhaps it was the relaxed lifestyle or something in the air, but moving home proved to be a blessing. Within a matter of weeks, Sarah fell pregnant at Suplejack with our first child. While my dream of professional bull riding had ended, I soon realised there was so much more to life than rodeo; a new dream was just beginning.
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BED AND BEYOND

My eyes fluttered open again to take in my latest resting place. Strangely, there was no smell. It was the first sense I realised was missing. Something was in my mouth to bite on, but it had no taste. The room was bright and my vision was blurred. I could hear only barely audible chatter, broken by a constant beeping alarm that came and went every few seconds. This place had a familiar sense of heartache to it, but I did not belong there. It was a foreign world; not heaven or the pearly gates; this place was more like hell.

What’s happening? I asked myself as I closed my eyes.

Darkness once again filled my head and I drifted away to find a place where I was safe, somewhere far away where I didn’t have to be scared. I could remember the helicopter crash and having lain in the scrub all day, waiting to be taken to the hospital to be fixed up. The wheels had fallen off and I was in an environment filled with panic, chaos and anxiety. Perhaps it would take the doctors a few days to sort me out but I’d be back at work in no time. I knew where I was and why I was there, but as though I was a gecko on the wall, I started to see things that shouldn’t have been happening to me. I was trapped in a world that could not be controlled. With no body movement, my mind took over and took me to places that both scared me and inspired me. Luckily, someone had left a little red light on to give me some comfort. Through the dark of the night it became my only saviour. The days drifted into nights and the nights soon became days as I lost touch with reality. What followed next was surely an act of God. It was a place where anything was possible; a place where it was so easy to get lost in, making it very hard for me to find my way home.

The Aboriginal men, wearing only jeans without shoes and shirts, would go to work removing the white ceiling panels directly above me. Defying gravity and working upside down, they would crawl back and forth, pulling the panels out and then replacing them with new ones. There were possibly thirty big square panels in the roof, but this was the third or fourth time the men had done the job, so it didn’t make sense why they kept coming back. I tried pointing the workers out to the shadowy figures talking around me, but no one would listen. My arm wouldn’t move to point and the thing in my mouth and throat prevented me from speaking. I soon realised the mysterious figures were doctors and nurses who were talking about me but never to me.

Why won’t they acknowledge me? I wondered.

I could only make out the words ‘tracheotomy’ and ‘pacemaker’ – what they meant, I didn’t know. Maybe if they put it in layman’s terms I’d understand, but I was merely a silent observer, not part of the conversation. I would have to work it out for myself. There was a breathing machine next to me, which explained the pipe stuffed in my mouth. Only the machine felt like it was choking me, squeezing the last breath out of me as my tongue tried to fight it. I tried to cough and splutter, but I was as lifeless as death itself. My body was bloating beyond recognition, from what I could see of it. I looked like I’d been grazing in a good top paddock for too long. My hands, feet and stomach were all swelling but there was nothing I could do as the blood vessels expanded under my skin. I couldn’t move any part of my body other than my tongue and eyes, which darted back and forth, back and forth, trying to capture the next strange character who appeared above me. The nurses and orderlies came back, rolled me on my right side and then back to the other side. Finally, they would return me to my back and to the comfort of the little red lamp, glowing on the roof. Desperately I tried to get the attention of one of the nurses to tell her I couldn’t breathe. Again my struggle with sanity was torturing.

‘Click, click, click,’ was all the sound I could generate from my mouth, as though encouraging a horse to canter.

The nurse glared at me and reached over to grab my left hand, wrapping my fingers around the side rail on the bed. She then placed a hot cup of coffee on my hand, before balancing a biscuit on top.

‘You will learn to say my name,’ she warned. ‘Otherwise I will stick this biscuit where the sun doesn’t shine.’

I desperately tried to speak or make some kind of noise, but no sound came from my vocal cords. It was dead air. Instead I continued clicking with my tongue, wishing she understood Morse code. To my horror, the nurse grabbed the biscuit, moved my leg and shoved it in my backside. There was more to come. Again, once the coffee went cold she repeated the procedure, balancing another biscuit.

‘Now, if you want my attention, say my name,’ the nurse told me.

I continued to struggle breathing and choking, while the nurse watched me. There was no way I could say her name, and I knew what was coming. Thinking there was another way out of this hell, I closed my eyes and tried to escape into darkness.

When I woke up, the Aboriginal men had disappeared from the ceiling, to be replaced by wild animals. Goannas and snakes were being chased by pigs and dingoes across the ceiling, like a scene out of a wildlife documentary. It was some sort of demonstration of the animal food chain and hierarchy. A scrub bull even appeared and started goring the pig before the dingo pulled it down and began eating it. Once one animal had died another appeared, all on the ceiling, all directly above me. While my red light was still burning, keeping me safe, I was disturbingly comfortable when I saw Sarah and Mum standing next to me.

‘Look at the animals on the ceiling,’ I tried to whisper, wanting to point them out.

Mum stretched back in a chair beside me, but she couldn’t see them.

‘No, she needs to lay out flat down on the floor,’ I told Sarah.

Much like the nurses and doctors, they spoke to me, but I couldn’t understand what they were saying. The animals continued to run wild and I was the only one who cared about the extraordinary scene before me. I continuously asked myself questions: have I gone completely mad? Does anyone care? Why won’t they take me seriously?

‘Biscuit Nurse’ appeared again, walking over to the machine that was helping me to breathe. I desperately wanted her to pull the tube out of my throat, but I couldn’t believe my eyes and had to watch helplessly as she poured wheat seed into the pump.

‘Please,’ I begged Sarah, ‘Get that nurse out of here. She’s trying to kill me!’

Finally I was acknowledged, as Sarah turned and asked the nurse to leave, but I was amazed to see the wrong nurse leaving the room. She had sent a good nurse out, leaving the evil ‘Biscuit Nurse’. It was all too much for me, and I passed out again.

I was learning quickly that the computer screen hanging above me was connected to my body. It was monitoring my heart rate and blood pressure, but the only way to keep those readings at a safe measure was for me to sing. If I stopped singing or tried to sleep, the alarms would sound and I would begin to die. It was like the next instalment of the movie Saw, with people suffering dire consequences if they didn’t submit to unreasonable requests. I belted out every song I could think of, including those of Chris LeDoux and Johnny Cash, but I was quickly growing tired. Lilly stood outside the window on a ledge shouting at me and encouraging me to keep going.

Doesn’t she realise how tough it is to sing with this pipe in my mouth? I wondered, as I continued my performance.

This can’t be true, I thought. The demons in my head have tricked me, but I can’t give up now. There is too much at stake!

This wasn’t a karaoke bar on Friday night, this was serious – a straightforward example of life or death. I wasn’t strong enough and darkness began to envelope me as the warning sirens sounded around me. The familiar, shadowy group of doctors and nurses re-emerged to stand at my bedside.

‘There’s a prize for the person who can guess the correct time of death,’ one of the doctors said excitedly.

Each member of the group then started using their smart phones to log their guesses.

‘Rob’s going to die at six o’clock tonight,’ one of them stated.

Again, there was nothing I could do; I couldn’t move and I couldn’t speak. I watched passively as the chatter continued as though I was already dead. No one was there to save me. My family and others came and went, looking at me, but no one came to drag me out of this hell. My unconscious state of mind had lost any grip on reality and I had no chance of regaining control.

Waking this time, I found myself standing on a hill, with a majestic view overlooking a jungle, river and beaches. It was peaceful and warm and reminded me of the times when my wife and children would cuddle up on the bed with me at home.

A brightly lit but blurred figure sat in front of me on a rock, instructing me to take part in my greatest challenge yet. I wasn’t sure if the figure was God or who it was. But it was someone who knew me better than I knew myself; someone who knew of my faults and flaws but was willing to forgive me.

‘Rob,’ the person said, ‘you need to complete these tasks I ask of you but you must not surrender to temptation along the way.’

The only way I was to be forgiven for ill-considered decisions in my previous life was to take part in a series of challenges. Similar to the television show It’s a Knockout, I would have to tackle various courses that had me running, swimming and fighting with myself to win. Although there were no other competitors, there were plenty of stages and levels to complete, like those in a computer game. Each stage was based on a particular event in my life where I’d made a regrettable decision. By taking part in this battle against myself, I was forced to relive each moment of bad choice until I made the right decision and took the correct path.

The first stages were about temptation and guilt, reminding me of the time as a child I stole a tube of zinc cream from a store or when I pinched money from my mother’s coin collection. As I climbed the rocks and ran along the beach, the course played on my weakness of being tempted. Money, beer and women were placed along the way to lure me away from succeeding. If I stopped to flirt with the girls or take some of the money, I would be returned to the start of the stage. It was a physically and mentally gruelling task. The later stages had me taking responsibility for my actions in the past, whether it was allowing my thirteen-year-old brother to drink beer in the absence of our parents or lying to friends and family for whatever reason. One by one I managed to pass each challenge, face my demons and move on to the next. I was tempted many times and had to start over many times as a consequence. In the last level, I was forced to climb back to the top of a mountain, through pouring rain and across a raging river. Crocodiles were circling me as I desperately tried to make my way across and onto the muddy bank on the other side. It was too hard for me to begin with; I kept getting caught up on the memories of bad decisions, so I drowned several times and had to start over. Eventually, I was able to swim across the massive river and started climbing the hill before me. Covered in mud from head to toe, I slowly began to forgive myself – but for what, I’m not sure. Eventually I made it to the top of the mountain and stood at a rock in the middle of a beautiful green field. I immediately felt the mud lift from my skin and with it the feeling of regret and failure. Just at that moment, the sun began to shine, and there in the red light appeared Sarah, my saviour. It was such a frustrating and emotional journey, having been tested and pushed to the limit, but I’d finally found peace within myself. This was my fresh start in life, a chance to be completely honest with myself and, more importantly, my wife. There was much to tell that I had kept to myself for years. All my dark secrets, no matter how big or small, I confessed to Sarah.

My eyes blinked open, like they had so many times before, but this time my vision was sharp and clear, along with my hearing. I realised I was back in the hospital bed and I knew I couldn’t breathe, move or feel anything. Sarah sat in front of me lip reading everything I was saying, absorbing my deepest secrets.

Oh fuck, I thought.

It was a big deal for me, having locked away my whole life, to be suddenly bringing everything into the open to the one person I didn’t want to hurt. The confessions, some small and others bigger, were of incidents I had always kept to myself, and the thought of spilling my guts so openly was a very foreign concept. Initially it was a horrifying experience, until I finally understood why it was important for me to come clean.

‘How could you be so shallow as to tell me this?’ Sarah asked, tears rolling down her face. ‘Why now? You’re basically on your death bed, Rob.’

I couldn’t answer her questions. Perhaps it was an epiphany. If I was going to die, I wanted to die being the real me. For twenty-seven years I had bluffed my way through life, leading people to think that I was this great bloke who always made the right decisions. But after the hallucinations and scary mind games I had just been through, I didn’t want to leave this life with people misinterpreting who I really was.

‘I don’t want to die with my kids thinking I was something that I wasn’t,’ I told her. ‘I don’t want them to make the same mistakes as I made.’

My words weren’t enough for Sarah. I needed to hug her, but I couldn’t. I needed to hold her and let her know everything was OK, but I couldn’t.

‘Why can’t I fucking move?’ I asked, frustrated, my subconscious already knowing the answer.

I was sick of the bed and I was sick of the dreams and hallucinations. I wanted to console my wife, who was struggling with my words and the shock of the accident, but I couldn’t. Coming clean on my mistakes had shocked my body and mind into an unusual state of clarity. I began to comprehend the seriousness of my injury and realised the importance of clearing my thoughts.

‘Sarah, can you tell the fucking doctors to cut out the drugs?’ I mouthed the words. ‘I can’t handle the shit any more, it’s messing with my head.’

My brain was tired of having pain relief and sleeping agents pumped into me like there was no tomorrow, enough to make anyone’s head spin. I wanted to take back control of the situation and get a grip on reality.

About a week earlier, on the day of the helicopter crash, news had quickly filtered through to the family.

‘What do you mean the second chopper can’t fly?’ Mum had asked down the line to Dad when he rang on the satellite phone.

It was Dad’s idea not to tell Sarah immediately of the accident to protect her, in the hope I regained movement within a few hours. He was afraid it might have been all too much for a young mother who, just six months earlier, had given birth to our second son, Lawson. It had been a regular day in the house for the women and children, preparing pasta bake for dinner. But Sarah knew something was wrong immediately and became very numb when Mum told her. As a trained nurse she was no fool when it came to spinal injuries and what it meant when I had no feeling from my neck down. They desperately wanted to get out to the scene and see me, but that wasn’t going to be possible given how isolated I was. Those at home began caring for young Lawson, taking him to Sarah only at feeding times. Unfortunately, that’s how my youngest was to spend the next six months of his life, mostly in the arms of everyone else, while Sarah focused solely on taking care of me. My family had received bad news before, but nothing had prepared them for this. It would forever become a day that redefined our family, but also a day that revealed the true character of the Cooks and their supportive friends.

Sarah and Lawson flew with me in the RFDS plane to Alice Springs, where we landed at eight o’clock that night, about ten hours after the crash. Although I don’t remember the stopover, I was somewhat awake and kept in the Intensive Care Unit overnight before being flown on to Adelaide. There was little done at the hospital to relieve the pressure on my neck and Sarah felt helpless looking on. Brad was also there and slept beside me all night on a couch next to the bed, while Sarah and the baby slept in a small room down the corridor. I arrived at the Royal Adelaide Hospital the next afternoon and, although I didn’t know it at the time, Cam had flown in from where he was working in Queensland and got there before I did. Sarah had also taken a commercial flight with Lawson to follow me, while my parents drove down with Brad, Bec and Braxton. It was no doubt a tough time for the family, as I was taken into the ICU. In the crash my neck was crushed on impact, dislocating my C4 and C5 vertebrae. The spinal cord was severely damaged, leaving me with no movement or feeling from my shoulders down. After initial scans were taken, I was placed in traction to decompress my spine, which involved a brace being screwed onto my head. Water weights were added to slowly realign the displaced bones, but even with thirty kilograms on traction, it wasn’t enough to do the job. A few days later the doctors resorted to surgically readjusting my neck, using pins and a metal plate. My prognosis wasn’t good and it was just good luck that I was still alive. A high fitness level was all that had saved me from suffocating on that day, lying on my back in the paddock at Suplejack, struggling to breathe. Anyone of lesser fitness most certainly would have died, the doctors told my family. Quadriplegia was also explained to them as they attempted to come to terms with my debilitating injury. I was yet to understand it, though, as I had been flogged with sedatives.

During my first week in Adelaide, Sarah wrote me a letter in her diary.


Hi Honey, Well today was a huge day for you. You have drawn the toughest bull you will ever ride; the bull ‘Spinal Manipulation’. The arena is the Adelaide hospital; we were all on the top rail cheering. Every person you can think of was there and you had all the support any champion could need. I had the camera rolling as usual at the crack of the number three gate. It was sponsored by the ‘operating theatre’ and you came out spurring with your black glove on.

Please, please keep riding, my cowboy.

This morning it was raining as we left the Comfort Inn Lodge. We met with doctors who explained that they needed to operate on you. I got all the details and signed the consent with your parents’ support. We sat, talking with you. When I said ‘I love you’, your eyes twitched and when I said ‘I know you love me too’, your eyes twitched like crazy. I know you are listening.



My ICU room in Adelaide was about four metres wide by five metres, with two glass sliding doors. A curtain would be drawn across the doorway when it was closed and I soon became used to the sound of someone entering the room: as the door slid open, the curtain grated across the rail. The two side walls of the room were solid, while directly behind me was a large window overlooking the hospital, but I couldn’t see out as I was facing the other direction. My bed was in the middle of the room, leaving me with an area of vision consisting largely of the ceiling and the fire sprinkler with the red light that brought me so much comfort during my hallucinations. Anyone who wanted to speak directly to me would have to lean over me to look in my eyes. I could also see my vitals on a screen hanging from the roof and, as in my dream, I quickly became familiar with reading my blood pressure and saturation levels as the nurses regularly logged the details. Apart from my neck dislocation and a fractured vertebrae lower in my back, there were no other injuries to my body other than a blood blister on my big toe.

Most of my regular bodily functions had ceased working, including my diaphragm, the muscle that helps us breathe. Instead, I now was dependent on a ventilator, which provided a mixture of air and pure oxygen through an endotracheal tube in my mouth and down to my lungs. It wasn’t a long-term solution as I was prone to getting chest infections – I even contracted pneumonia in the first few days. I was also being fed through a tube in my nose, down to my stomach. The food, which came out of a bag that hung next to my bed, caused me serious digestion problems, making me very sick. Because I couldn’t vomit, the food would have to be sucked back out the same tube it went in, only instead of brown mush it was more like green bile when it came out. Bloating was a real problem in the early stages and the nurses had to manually relieve me, which couldn’t have been pleasant. Lying on my side, without any feeling, I was unaware of what they were doing and I didn’t ask. I also had a catheter through my penis, into my bladder. Although I had finally shaken the hallucinations, which I later discovered were quite common, anxiety and panic attacks threatened to derail my recovery. Sometimes my heart rate would fall so low that I nearly went into cardiac arrest. It was because of these serious incidents that the doctors discussed with Sarah and my parents the option of a pacemaker. They decided against it, though, so I was to battle on my own for the weeks to come, hoping I could pull through. There was a lot of tension in the air that even I could sense, as my family worked through each crucial decision with the hospital staff as it arose.

Once the flow of drugs had slowed, I was finally able to get a grip on reality, something I had so desperately sought. I was able more clearly to understand where I was, why I was there and what was happening around me, mostly. With decreased medication, the first two nights were difficult to sleep through, before I gradually managed to take control of myself. From that time onwards, I had no more bad dreams. There were no more animals or men in the ceiling, and the nurses and doctors were not actually trying to kill me. The doctors explained that I had suffered morphine-induced psychosis. In many ways I had found God, although I’m not convinced the figure that appeared before me in my dream was actually God. Perhaps I could say that He had tempted me; that He was telling me to straighten my ways, but I can’t. I simply don’t remember the dreams that way. The experience I had was similar to a computer game, although I had never played such games, and perhaps God was giving me the option to pick a better future. Once I had completed the stages, I was allowed to confess and leave.

I had signed a new life agreement with someone, except the new life would be so different to the one I had led previously that it was unrecognisable. What was familiar, however, was the huge support army living in the waiting room outside the ICU. Only one visitor was allowed in my room with Sarah at any one time, which was extremely frustrating for my family and friends who had come to Adelaide to see me and were forced to wait forever in the bloody waiting room. With ten or twelve people in there, it looked more like a bedroom, with blankets and pillows providing some sort of comfort. Eventually, after a tough stand-off, the nurses on guard at the front desk were convinced to allow three visitors in at a time. Even though my family were spending most of their time at the hospital, they were also paying for rooms at nearby motels. It was becoming an expensive exercise, but if I was to survive this ordeal, they knew I needed them by my side.





13

FAREWELL TOUR

I had suffered many injuries in my life, mostly connected with animals, but perhaps none more delicate than when a testicle fell out of my scrotum. While I had retired from professional bull riding, I continued to ride broncs in some rodeos throughout the Territory in 2005, from Litchfield near Darwin to Aileron near Alice Springs. My fitness was maintained working on the station with Dad, as well as the occasional jog in the afternoon. With Sarah pregnant, life was falling into place when one day in August I received a letter on the mail plane, which Dad brought over to the work shed. Even though I hadn’t ridden professionally for most of 2005, it was an invitation to take part in an international bull ride, representing the Australian team. My points from the previous year had kept me in the top thirteen riders in the country, at twelfth spot.

‘Nah, I’m not going to go Dad,’ I told him. ‘I’m done with the riding.’

‘Are you joking?’ he asked incredulously. ‘You get to wear the green and gold. Are you sure you want to miss that?’

‘I’ll tell you what. I’ll go and ride if you come with me,’ I propositioned.

Shaking hands, we made the deal to drive over to Townsville in north Queensland in September, with Mum and Sarah too. Always supportive, Sarah kicked me out of bed at 5 a.m. the next day to get me going for a morning jog. While I may have been excited about the idea, I was also a little uneasy about riding at that level. It had been many months since my last bull ride. Although I still had good fitness, it wasn’t at its peak like the year before. There was also the issue of my broken finger. A couple of weeks earlier, at a charity party, I had punched a man to defend my baby sister’s honour. Unfortunately I broke my index finger on his jaw. If it didn’t heal in time, I would really struggle to ride well. Luckily, there was a rodeo at Harts Range, near Alice Springs, two weeks before the big show in Townsville so I was able to get some practice in. Harts Range is a true-blue family weekend held every August, with plenty of rodeo action over the two days. On the first day I rode so poorly the bull only had to sneeze to throw me. But I redeemed myself on the second day with a ride good enough to win the overall event. It was a solid recovery, but I knew I had to perform better in front of the huge crowd that awaited me at the Troy Dunn International Rodeo.

Arriving in Townsville, we found there was big media interest in the three-day event. Riders from around Australia and the world were there to battle it out for points on the very best bulls in the country. At a special presentation the night before the event, each of the cowboys was handed his jersey, which bestowed honour and prestige. That was until my name was called and I walked to the stage area. I had just had my photo taken with the presenting committee when my good mate and world-renowned bullfighter Shane ‘Mad Dog’ Simpson tackled me and wrestled with me on the ground, before attempting to dry-hump me in front of shocked onlookers and journalists. Mad Dog was just expressing his brand of humour, and we were still laughing as we walked back to my family.

‘Mad Dog, you embarrassed the shit out of me, mate,’ I said jokingly. ‘But don’t worry – I’ll get you back.’

‘Cookie, you can do whatever you like,’ he said, laughing at me. ‘But you’ll never embarrass me.’

The challenge had to be put to the back of my mind as I prepared for the three big nights of bull riding. There were riders from Brazil, Mexico, Canada and the United States, all vying to take out the top prize. It was a great atmosphere at the Townsville Entertainment Centre, indoors with a powerful lighting display and music, allowing the crowd to be more involved. The grand entry has always given me a buzz, but this was special wearing the green and gold and flying the Aussie flag. I soaked it up as I walked out for my first ride, which was to be on a grey bull I hadn’t heard of before. Mates I had ridden with the year before pulled my rope tight as the announcer called my name.

Well, this is it – buck you bastard, buck, I thought to myself as I slid down on the bull’s back.

With a nod of my head the bull blew out of the chute surging forward twice before swinging around to the right. It moved into my hand, which meant it suited my way of riding. Instead of pulling to the left towards my balancing arm, the weight of my body went with my right hand into the rope, moving with the bull. A feeling of comfortable familiarity came with the ride, as I gained confidence with each buck and started spurring with my outside leg. I was counting down the eight-second ride with ease, but I got ahead of myself and ended up hitting the deck with only a second left on the clock. The ride was a poor effort from me, which should have been an easy stepping stone through to the final rounds. In disgust, I quickly disappeared from the arena, walking down the corridor and into the dressing rooms. Using the shower to wash my hands and face, I continued to critique my ride to myself until Troy Dunn came into the room. Troy is the only Australian to ever win the Profession Bull Riding World Title in the United States. As the Australian captain, Troy led by example and he always offered good advice to the younger riders.

‘You know, Cookie, you started a rank bull ride,’ he told me. ‘But where it all went wrong was when you second-guessed yourself.’

‘Yeah, and how’s that, Troy?’ I asked, still irritated.

‘Just because you haven’t been riding you questioned yourself whether you were good enough to make the grade,’ he said. ‘That’s your problem.’

He went on. ‘Now you wash your face one more time and you tell the mirror that you are good enough to be here,’ he said. ‘That’s why you’re here.’

Troy managed to dig me out of the hole I was stuck in. He put my ride in perspective, which allowed me to focus on the next one.

A bull called Peaches and Cream was waiting for me on the following night, and I would be ready this time. There were times in my career when I may have celebrated after a great ride, but I had never been cocky enough to celebrate during an actual ride. Cowboys call it ‘looking out’ – when a bull gets into a spin and there’s little chance that he will change direction, a lot of the top riders will ‘look out’ at the crowd and smile. It is a way of showing off, which sometimes makes a rank bull look easier than it is or an easy bull look ranker. For me, though, bull riding was never easy and I never took the opportunity to ‘look out’, because I was concentrating too hard just trying to hang on. But this was about to change. Much like the first bull, Peaches and Cream came out to the right, so I found myself sitting pretty. Around the five-second mark, everything was perfect as I spurred away on the outside of the bull. There were no dramatic moves or unexpected twists.

Shit, this is my shot to ham it up, I thought to myself.

And that’s exactly what I did, as the Aussie team cheered me on from behind the chutes. I stared straight at them with a stupid grin on my face for the last few seconds of the ride. My attitude changed from that moment, as being able to ‘look out’ was a privilege that some blokes would probably never have. Once I was back on the ground, Mad Dog gave me my hat and with a pat on the back I was heading for the chutes again. I received a score of 83.5 with the option of a re-ride because the judges didn’t think the bull performed well enough for me. In usual circumstances a score of 83.5 is a good result and competitors would be mad to take a re-ride option in case they didn’t do as well the next time around. But this was my farewell event. I was never coming back, so I took the option. It was just my luck to draw Predator for my re-ride; the bull used in the rodeo promotions, with the biggest horns out of all the bulls on tour, he would run around the arena before the events to get the crowd going. Predator also knew how to use his horns, busting signs off gates and roughing up any cowboy who got in his way. I took a deep breath that night as I watched the bull load into the chutes, his head poised on an angle so the horns could make it through the race. My preference in starting any bull ride is to get as far out the front as possible and allow the bull to move under me, instead of jumping after the bull has already moved. But as I prepared for that ride, tightening my rope, I found I couldn’t get out the front because his offside horn blocked me. Doubt was creeping into my mind as I kept a close eye on the massive horns in front of me and took a moment to look about for Sarah. I quickly scanned the members’ area of the grandstand, but she didn’t stand out in the crowd. But directly in front of me, high up in the stand I immediately recognised the same old Driza-Bone jacket and weathered cowboy hat belonging to Dad. He and my family were watching, but he could tell I was having second thoughts as I shrugged my shoulders as if to ask, ‘What do I do?’ Dad simply stood up in his seat and punched the air with his fist as though he was saying, ‘Don’t muck around, just get on and ride.’ I could hear vague chatter in the crowd and there was cheering when the loudspeaker announced the bull’s name. There was little time to dwell on my thoughts as the gate burst open and I was away, swinging off the back of Predator. As awkward as it was to get a good start, Predator had a lot of rhythm and I found it easier to get by him, but it was his horns that made it difficult. As he was bucking in a circle his horns would shift weight from one side to the other, as though he was doing a big belly roll. Around and around we went for the entire eight seconds before I pulled my rope and leapt off, landing back on the chute gate that I had come out of. It was a good place to land, away from the deadly horns. After all my effort, the judges awarded me 83.5, the same score as my first ride! I wasn’t worried too much, though – I had overcome my fears to pull off a good ride on a difficult bull.

My final bull for the event was Red Alert, another strong competitor, who flew out of the chute, bucking forward four times before going around to the left, away from my hand. My spurs grabbed a mark in the bull’s loose skin as my left arm twisted up behind me desperately seeking balance. Again, it was another ride that felt smooth as the bull moved beneath me, bucking and twisting. I pulled the rope to release my hand and off I jumped, landing square on my feet. It was a nice ending to a good ride. Of course, I was ecstatic as the crowd cheered me on, so as in the age-old tradition I went to grab my hat to throw into the air like a frisbee, but I fumbled and dropped it on the ground. No one seemed to really notice, so I kicked it and spat out my mouthguard simultaneously. As usual, after Mad Dog distracted the bull he ran over to give me a high five for my effort, but instead of obliging this time around, I grabbed each cheek and gave him a soft, wet kiss right on his lips. It shocked most of the crowd, including the American announcer and Aussie MC Warren Matotek.

‘Oh my God,’ the American said. ‘Did you see that? He kissed Mad Dog right on the lips!’

So in the end I did get to embarrass Mad Dog and the kiss made the highlights reel on the DVD of the event. Mad Dog went on in 2008 to bullfight at the World PBR Finals in Las Vegas, the highest level a protection athlete – a cowboy who protects riders from the bull – can work. I had ridden three out of my four bulls, which was a good achievement for someone who had been out of the game for some time. The highlight of the rodeo was Troy Dunn’s last ever ride in Australia, winning the round on The Rock with 91 points. I have great respect for Troy as a bull rider, and even more respect on a personal level. Men like Troy, Mad Dog, Shawn Reading, Ryan Frame, Danny Connolly and Maurice Mortensen have always been great mates of mine from the rodeo days, and they remain so. Thus the Townsville event really was my last hurrah riding professional bulls. It was a couple of years before I rode again in some local Territory rodeos.

After the excitement of Townsville, life resumed as normal at Suplejack. Then in early 2006, we made the move down to Milton Park, 180 kilometres west of Alice Springs. The station had experienced its greatest wet season, registering 1300 millimetres in the rain gauge. Sarah had to catch the mail plane into town and I followed soon after. We lived at the Milton Park homestead alongside a young couple, Richard Hollingsworth and Cody Maynard, who had been working for the Dann family. Ritchie and Cody became close friends of ours and it was a great honour to be there as they prepared for their wedding. Gary Dann had me and Ritchie out fencing and working cattle while Sarah tried to keep herself occupied waiting for the birth. Gary also operated a meatworks, so we were slaughtering cattle and camels at Wamboden, just north of town.

By the start of March, Sarah’s birthday was approaching and she was heavily pregnant. As usual, I hadn’t organised a present for her. But this time, as we were so close to town, I had no excuse for not being able to get to the shops. Although Sarah was supposed to be resting, she always found something to do, whether it was cleaning or gardening, right up until the night she gave birth. Together we had packed some overnight bags in preparation and finally at 11 p.m. on 2 March, Sarah woke to tell me her waters had broken. Immediately I jumped into action which, for reasons unknown, involved me going to the bathroom to shave. I was halfway through my whiskers when I realised what I was doing. Sarah was going into labour a considerable distance out of town and I was grooming? Getting a hold of myself at last, I put Sarah in the ute and off we went towards Alice Springs.

‘I think we should probably hurry,’ she said, having noticed I was driving cautiously.

In response I opened up the Land Cruiser and began driving like a bat out of hell, taking advantage of the Northern Territory’s open speed limits and praying a cow or kangaroo wouldn’t jump out in front of us. As Sarah put her seat back and placed both her feet on the dashboard, it occurred to me her birthday was the very next day.

When we finally got into mobile phone range, I rang the ambulance. ‘We’re twenty-five kilometres from town and my wife is well into labour,’ I said.

‘We need to know if the baby is crowning,’ the woman on the phone replied.

‘Are we crowning, Sarah?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, we’re crowning,’ said Sarah, sounding more distressed by the minute.

I relayed the crucial information, then the lady on the phone told me to pull over: I was going to have to deliver the baby on the roadside.

‘Listen lady, I’ve just driven over 150 kilometres,’ I said, irritably. ‘There is no way I’m stopping to deliver a baby.’

I told her I was making my way to the hospital and that she should let the police know that I wasn’t stopping for red lights along the way. (I did slow down at intersections and check for cars, though.) About a block from the hospital a policeman noticed my disregard for the road rules and began chasing me in his car, siren blaring and lights flashing. I ignored him and continued to the hospital emergency ward, where he disappeared, perhaps having been told I was on my way. When we came to a stop, the nurses ushered Sarah out of the car.

‘I’m not moving,’ she said. ‘This baby is coming out.’

After a short discussion, we lifted Sarah into a wheelchair before she was rushed inside the maternity ward. I was scared shitless about the prospect of Sarah giving birth. It was soon after midnight when the real action started. Luckily, she was in the delivery room for less than an hour before giving birth to our first son, Braxton. Sarah seems to do everything with ease, and bringing a child into the world was no different. Braxton was born at 1 a.m. on 3 March 2006, Sarah’s birthday. Not long after the whole ordeal, we wrapped up the newborn with a blanket, Sarah stood up and we walked to our new room on the maternity ward. After a quick shower, the three of us lay on the bed together.

‘Happy birthday Sarey,’ I whispered. ‘I told you I wouldn’t forget to get you a present.’

Six or seven days later, we returned to Milton Park, where Braxton got his first taste of a mustering plant. It was there I also got my first look at a gyrocopter and a year later would buy my own.

For our family, we had spent a lot of money on my gyro and, while it was worth every cent at home, I decided it would be worth even more if it were operating in a contract mustering plant. I knew there was a lot of money to be made in offering mustering services to other cattle stations if we could get the gear together. After a few enquiries I quickly came across work on a couple of properties in central Australia, although as it turned out, I didn’t end up using my gyro. Dad had offered me the use of the station’s equipment to take on the contracts as long as I put in the work at Suplejack first, generally at the start or end of the year. The first job I accepted was for the muster of about 2900 cattle on Tanami Downs Station, about 700 kilometres north-west of Alice Springs. As part of the contract, I was to use my own stock camp and manage the job my way. Zebb was my helicopter pilot, and together we did a lot of research before we began mustering by flying the property to inspect yards, fences and bores. It soon became clear that this would be a massive job – ninety portable panels would be needed to support the ailing yards that existed. It was a gamble to take a per-head contract as opposed to a day-rate because if there were only 2900 cattle on the station, I might not cover my costs. However I was fairly confident there were much larger numbers running on the 4200 square kilometre property. Previous musters had missed, for whatever reason, wild scrub bulls, and there were now a lot of cleanskin cattle on the country. By discovering what the other musterers had done in years past, I was then able to do the complete opposite.

I developed a mustering plan to go ahead in October 2007 with the help of Zebb in the sky, Cam and partner Leza Vallis, and Andrew and Morgan Banister from Queensland. Sarah ran the kitchen while keep an eye on young Braxton. We took all our own gear, including a kitchen and shower; a hole in the ground served as a toilet. Over the next three weeks we would muster 4200 cattle, which included 400 cleanskin bulls and just over 1000 weaners. The days passed largely without incident, until we had just a few areas of the property left to cover. I was following a large mob on the motorbike as we headed them towards the yards when I noticed a big black cow, with short, sharp horns.

‘I don’t like the look of that cow,’ I told Zebb on the UHF. ‘We should pull that bastard out.’

What followed was a small argument about this cow, which Zebb thought was leading the herd well. I, on the other hand, thought there was something wrong with her and she looked like trouble, figuring she would give us problems when it came to yarding up. I knew it only takes one cow to lead the whole muster astray, if she baulks at the yard gate.

I repeated my request: ‘If you get a chance to let her go, cut her from the mob.’

Zebb left the cow at the front and, just as he’d predicted, she led the rest of the cattle straight into the yards. It worked perfectly, and I was very happy to be proven wrong.

In the yards we had the drafting operation running very smoothly. Sarah and Leza would work the head crush (a metal clamp that holds the animal’s head in the race so they can be de-horned and ear-tagged) and bang-tail the cattle (cutting hair from the tail to distinguish them from others) while Cam and I worked the round yard drafting. Young Braxton would sit in the car, or at one set of yards, on top of a little crow’s nest built above the round yard. It was an early introduction to living and working in the bush and one I was proud to have him experience. But on this particular day, Sarah, Braxton and Morgan had returned to Suplejack to do the bore runs, leaving just Cam, Andrew and Leza to help me in the yards while Zebb continued mustering by air. The race was full and there were only a few old cows in the round yard with me, so I was reaching through the round yard gate to move the cattle up the race to allow more room. My back was turned for only a second, but my guard was dropped and the same black cow that I was worried about earlier came roaring in behind me and jammed me against the panel. Before I had time to escape she continued her attack, using her horns to butt me in the backside and toss me over the panels. When I landed on my back outside the yards, my hat flew off and I was furious, more so with the hat than the cow. It was a pet hate of mine, perhaps inherited from my Grandad, that I had towards hats that blow off so easily. If hats don’t stay on someone’s head, then they should live on the ground. Now sitting on the ground with my legs outstretched, I grabbed the poly stick that I’d been using to prod the cattle and flogged my hat resting next to me. After venting my frustration, I went to stand up, but a sharp pain tore through my stomach, forcing me to stop moving. It was only then that I noticed my jeans were ripped open from my crotch through to the fly, where the cow had horned me. With no jocks on, I could also see blood trickling from my scrotum. To my amazement, my left testicle had fallen out and was lying on a leaf on the ground.

Fuck, this isn’t good, I said to myself, trying to come to terms with one of my pills resting so precariously.

Earlier that day I had changed a truck tyre, refuelled motorbikes and vehicles and been covered in urine and manure from bang-tailing cattle. My hands were filthy as I tried to brush off some of the dirt. After weighing up my options, I really had only one choice in the end. So I sucked one of my fingers in some futile attempt to clean it and nearly vomited in the process. Grabbing hold of my sack, I pushed the testicle back inside with my cleanest finger, before pinching the skin together to close the wound. It wasn’t really hurting – perhaps that was the adrenaline offsetting the pain – although it was too difficult for me to get to my feet.

‘What are you going to do?’ asked Cam, once he realised what had happened.

‘I’ll be OK.’ I told him. ‘You just keep working through these cattle, but be careful.’

My only option was then to bum-crawl my way across the paddock to the Toyota to use the UHF radio.

‘Hey Zebb, have you got a copy?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, look I can hear you,’ replied Zebb slowly, in his typically relaxed manner.

‘Mate, I’ve been hit,’ I said. ‘When you get a chance can you come back and get me please?’

‘Oh, you’ve been hit, eh?’ he played with me. ‘Yeah, well I’ve got some cattle here so I might be a half hour or so.’

‘Zebb, when you can, come and get me,’ I said, in no mood to joke.

Once he arrived we quickly refuelled the helicopter and Cam helped load me in the passenger seat before we took off for the stock camp to grab my wallet and clothes, and then headed for the Granites Gold Mine. Zebb radioed ahead to request a Royal Flying Doctor plane to meet me. The wind in my groin through the open doors of the chopper hurt more than the cow’s horn, but there wasn’t much Zebb could do other than offer me his jacket. He landed about an hour later at the mine and left me there to return to the stock camp before nightfall. I was buckled over in agony as the paramedics drove me to the clinic to await the plane. The female paramedic was very nice and gentle as she felt my nuts to inspect the damage.

‘It’s not good, Rob,’ she warned. ‘You know you can die if your testicle is twisted.’

It wasn’t much comfort, but she gave me some morphine to quell the pain and, although I couldn’t recall ever having morphine for any of my other injuries, I happily agreed. She was a really kind medic with plenty of funny jokes until she injected me with that drug. From that moment, I became so agitated and irritated that I wanted nothing more to do with her. My jaw became clenched and I felt like swearing at someone as the drug took hold. It completely changed my mood into something I’d never experienced before. Something in my body wasn’t responding well to morphine and so I refused to have any more from the RFDS, the ambulance in Alice Springs and at the hospital. I even made them write ‘No morphine’ on my arm, just to make sure the message got across. Finally, in the emergency room in Alice Springs, a doctor approached me. After telling him what had happened, he told me they would have to shave my scrotum before sewing it up.

‘You are aware that my pill fell out?’ I asked. ‘It was lying on the ground.’

‘Huh,’ the doctor grunted.

‘We might need to clean the bastard before you sew it up,’ I told him. ‘I will guarantee it’s got some sort of germ on it.’

He appeared to agree with me before coming back at me with a razor.

‘No, you give me the razor,’ I said protectively. ‘You can stand there and watch, but I’ll be the one to pluck the hairs out of this chicken.’

Leaning over my groin, I slowly removed all the hairs around the gash, when a young female doctor appeared.

‘Can I just get you to lie back?’ she asked, pushing me back on the bed. ‘Just leave that for a moment.’

I didn’t realise at the time what she was doing, but with gloves on she pushed her finger right up inside my sack.

‘Don’t sew this man up,’ she told the nurse next to me. ‘We need to get him into surgery, straight away.’

It turned out the cow’s horn had gone up through my scrotum, into the muscle and fat in my pelvis and just scraped my stomach lining. I was very lucky the stomach didn’t give way or my intestines would have fallen out the hole below. In surgery, the doctor put a stitch at the bottom of my stomach and replaced the septum in my scrotum with a prosthesis to separate my testicles. The horn had also grazed the inside of my thigh, narrowly missing a major artery. The doctor told me that had the horn dug any deeper into my skin, I would have been dead within minutes. It was another lucky escape for a bloke who was fast running out of second chances.
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Learning to breathe on my own again was by far the hardest challenge I have ever faced in my life. Weeks had passed since the helicopter accident, all spent in the Adelaide ICU. I now had a tracheotomy, a hole in my neck into which a pipe was inserted directly into my trachea and down to my lungs. This allowed the ventilator to keep my lungs working, without having a tube in my mouth, so I was less likely to get chest infections. A small balloon cuff was inflated within my trachea to stop air coming out through my mouth or nose, but still allowed me to breathe air in to contribute to what the machine was pumping in. As such I was still not able to talk because air was unable to be exhaled past my vocal cords, however it was a good option for me given how long I was to spend in hospital. The feeding tube through my nose had also been removed and was replaced with a percutaneous endoscopic gastronomy (PEG) which was a pipe inserted through my abdomen and directly into my stomach to supply sustenance. There was a key element to my dependence on the ventilator that I hadn’t realised. Perhaps no one told me or I simply hadn’t listened, but I wasn’t aware that it was up to me to teach myself to breathe again. One of the nurses, Tracey, who was in charge of the equipment and later became my case manager, was the one to break the news to me.

‘Rob, if you ever want to get off this ventilator, it’s you who has to do it,’ she told me. ‘You can’t wait for someone else to come and do it for you. It won’t be easy but I promise, Rob, it will be worth it.’

Until that point, I had just been focused on staying alive, not trying to do anything other than get through each day. I thought I was doing a great job by just smiling and acting pleasant to everyone, but that, however, wouldn’t get me out of ICU. Occasionally, the doctors would come by, switch off the ventilator and leave me to struggle on my own. These were traumatic moments for me, as I desperately gasped for air, slowly suffocating. I understood the doctors needed to know whether I would ever get off the ventilator, so they used this tough love approach to see if I could breathe on my own. In short, it didn’t work. They took me from having a machine do all the work for me, to being left with nothing, which caused me massive anxiety attacks. I had quickly developed a phobia of suffocation. I have since discovered many people share a phobia of drowning and this was much the same (without getting wet). So it came as a surprise to discover it was up to me, not the doctors or nursing staff, to get me out. I had to rely on myself to get out of ICU, simply by teaching myself to breathe. It sounds a lot easier than it actually was. But when Tracey told me that I had the power in this rather powerless situation, a light came on inside and my approach changed. It was a new ball game.

The greatest thing about the underdog is that he has nothing to lose. The truth was I didn’t want to let my family and friends down, especially Sarah, Braxton and Lawson. Dad, Mum, Brad and Bec, Cam and Leza and their son Larran had all moved to Adelaide on a semi-permanent basis. As soon as it was realised that I would be in hospital for some time they decided to begin renting a place together, so they all moved into a house at Dernancourt, about twenty minutes’ drive from the hospital. The house was big with plenty of character and lovely gardens with a fish pond. Partly furnished, it had three bedrooms, two bathrooms and a granny flat at the back, making it suitable for my entire family. The generosity from charity groups, strangers, friends and extended family members was incredible, decking out the house with everything from food to furniture. Dernancourt would become the main base for my support crew for most of the next year, as they uprooted their lives to be with me in my recovery.

My predicament was not only taking a toll on me, but also on the support crew, who were sacrificing so much for me. There were only a few hours a day when I didn’t have a member of the family by my side as they would stay until late at night and arrive back early in the morning. I hate the thought of what I put my family through: the stress, the uncertainty and the sadness. Since the accident I had been living the horror and trauma of my injury but they protected me from so much more. I hadn’t seen Mum and Sarah break down in the kitchen at Suplejack, crying as they sat on the floor against the cupboards; I hadn’t seen the numbness pass through Sarah’s face in Alice Springs when the doctor told her I would never walk again; and I hadn’t witnessed the helplessness and isolation of the ICU waiting room in Adelaide as the reality hit home for our tight-knit family unit. From all of this and so much more they keep me ignorant, saving their tears and their worst fears for when I wasn’t in the room. It was a tremendous strain for my parents who never could have imagined that one of their adult children would be left so vulnerable and dependent. The ordeal was tearing at the heart of our family, pushing everyone to the brink and testing their inner being. Amid the sadness, there was frustration and anger, each person wanting someone to blame and something to point to. Most of all, they wanted to shake themselves from this terrible dream or for a doctor to say with certainty that I would walk again. But it wasn’t to be. This nightmare would continue, and we all would be forced to find acceptance.

My heart was breaking for Sarah, knowing I would never again be able to wrap my arms around her for comfort. My young sons Braxton and Lawson who would never again know what it’s like to be chucked in the air by their dad, nor would I be able to show them how to ride a horse or kick a football.

Until that horrible ICU room, I had never seen my dad cry. He’s never been one to show off his emotional side, at least not around us kids. Even in the church at his father’s funeral in 2006, I don’t recall Dad shedding a tear. Perhaps he chose to celebrate a life as opposed to mourn a death. I, on the other hand, found the loss of Grandad Cook one of the saddest periods of my life. When I matured in my late teens, I began spending more time with my grandfather. One special memory was at his beach house at Sarina in north Queensland. He loved a rum, as did I, and we bonded on many a late night, chatting like lifelong mates. I had so much respect for the man and we became quite close in his later years. Grandad also had a real soft spot for Sarah, and the pair exchanged letters for a long time. It was nice to have such a strong connection with my father’s father. So I was heartbroken and gutted when Mum called me to break the news of his passing. It was devastating to lose a role model like Grandad Cook, and it was also a terrible feeling knowing my dad had just lost his dad. After I placed a photo of Grandad on his coffin in the Clermont church, I took a seat next to Dad and grabbed hold of his hand. He was ashen and crestfallen; just the shell of a man, empty and grief-stricken. He squeezed my hand as though to release his emotions, while I sat sobbing uncontrollably. It was that same pale and shaken look that Dad gave me one night in the ICU before heading home.

‘I gotta go now, Rob,’ he said softly. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘I hope so, Dad,’ I tried to mouth back to him.

As he turned to leave, the light caught the water in his eyes and a wave of emotion passed through me. Dad was a strong man and I hated what this injury was doing to him. I know that I am similar to Dad in the sense that I rely on Sarah, as he does Mum, for strength and emotional support. To see him fallen was an indication that Mum, his rock, must have been doing it tough outside my ICU room.

Sometimes I had the chance to escape the confines of my ICU room into the courtyard for a few hours during the day. The courtyard was only about fifty metres down the corridor from my room and while the transition normally only took a few minutes, it felt like a lifetime to me. Although it was a welcome change from the sterile air and blandness of the hospital interior, my anxiety about suffocation was at its worst when we were moving. It often took three or four nurses to make the move, which began by unhooking my tracheotomy from the ventilator and plugging a hand ventilator directly into my throat. If the nurse responsible for my breathing lost rhythm or got caught up in a conversation, I would go without a breath. Once I was in the courtyard I would be hooked back up to the main ventilator, but until then it was the nurses’ job to keep my air flowing. It used to make me wild and I could tell it had the same effect on Sarah, as she would quickly snap back the attention of the nurse squeezing the hand ventilator. Some of the nurses hand ventilated me perfectly, but the majority left me in a terrible state and, fearing I was about to suffocate, I’d immediately have an anxiety attack that could sometimes take me hours to get over. The worst part of the experience was meeting my visitors in the garden, who hadn’t been able to see me inside given the strict rules and were waiting until I got outside. Of course in my panicked state, the last thing I was in a position to do was greet my friends and family. They would rush up to me, hug me and lean all over me, which ordinarily would have been fantastic if I wasn’t feeling like I was about to die. Sarah would come to my rescue and ask everyone to stay away until I had calmed down. Eventually, I’d signal that I was OK and they could come and say hello. As tough as the move from my room to the courtyard was, it was always worth it. My bed would be backed up against a wall to plug the machines into, under a shade-sail pergola near several water features. There was plenty of room for all my visitors. The biggest drawcard for me was getting outside in the elements to feel the sun on my face; one afternoon, I was even able to lie in the rain. My most memorable visit to the courtyard was the day my youngest son stood for the first time. The nurses had brought me a pair of special mirrored glasses that gave me the ability to not only see my feet for the first time, but the ground surrounding the bed. On this particular day, Lawson held onto the rock wall outside and stood up, balancing on his little bowed legs. I wanted to cheer out for him but was only able to shed a tear of joy.

With the balloon cuff in my trachea I still was unable to talk and could only communicate through Sarah reading my lips. But a few weeks after I had arrived in hospital I was finally given the chance to utter some words to the love of my life. Despite my earlier dreams to the contrary, all of the nurses and doctors on staff were very professional and, while there was some tension at times, they all treated me with great care. I bonded with some nurses more than others, including a man called Michael. He was a genuinely nice bloke who loved his fishing, and I loved listening to his stories. Although not actually assigned to me, Michael would often come into my room with a big smile on his face and have a chat with the family.

‘Rob, have you had a chance to speak yet?’ asked Michael on one of his visits.

‘No, not yet,’ Sarah answered for me, standing next to Dad and Mum.

‘Well, let’s change that,’ he said with a smirk.

We were all taken aback. I had been a mute for many weeks, and the idea of finally speaking was amazing. Using a syringe, Michael let the air out of the balloon cuff, allowing air to flow up to my mouth and crucially, over my vocal cords.

‘Say something now, Rob,’ Michael instructed.

‘I love you, Sarah,’ I said very quietly in a croaky voice.

The words received some adoration from Sarah and Mum, but they were a little too quiet for Dad’s old ears.

‘What? What did he say?’ demanded Dad.

Taking out his hearing aids, Dad put on a stethoscope that Michael handed him. While he held it up to my mouth, I said ‘G’day’ to Dad and he smiled in appreciation. I also whispered to Braxton, and the look of recognition on his face was heartwarming. He had been keeping his distance from me up until then and for the first time since the accident, he wanted to hug me. Michael reinflated the cuff and left us to contemplate the wonder of what had just happened and the magic of speech.

Tracey’s approach to getting me breathing on my own again was little by little, which was much better than the heavy-handedness shown by the doctors previously. We negotiated a regime where the ventilator’s contribution to my breathing would slowly be reduced over time and the cuff would also be slightly deflated to allow me to breathe in more air. On the first day the machine was taken down half a notch and I was doing OK, working hard to suck air into my lungs to meet the shortfall. The next day we went down another half a notch and I really struggled to control myself. My heart started racing and I just couldn’t get in time with the machine; panic began to set in. After some hours where it felt as though I was going to implode, I found a rhythm to keep me going. The process continued for the next few days, but I remained just as anxious as I did on the first day. Each morning, I would stare at the clock, dreading the moment at 8 a.m. when the machine would be turned down. Eventually, though, it got to the point where I wasn’t in need of much support at all.

‘Rob, we can switch this thing off,’ the nurses would tell me. ‘You can do this on your own, even if it’s just for a little while.’

‘OK, but can you please stay with me and turn it back up if I struggle?’ Sarah relayed for me.

It wasn’t a good decision and my recovery went pear-shaped. My body couldn’t handle the machine being turned off nor could my mind, and I was taken back up eight notches on the ventilator. It really rocked me and set me back a whole week of progress, as I’d bitten off much more than I could chew. Gradually we again made up ground and I began to make it with less input from the machine – just for a few hours at first – and it was switched back on at night, because I was so scared of dying in my sleep.

In the first six weeks, there were many rough days when something would go wrong and I’d feel angry and frustrated without being able to communicate or vent properly. Whether it was a catheter accident, anxiety or a poor night’s sleep, I found it easy to fall into a bad mood in which I became an introvert and just lay there with my eyes closed. Perhaps one in every three days was a bad day. In the sixth week in ICU, over the space of a few days I went from having a great day sharing my first beer with Dad to telling Sarah I ‘felt like quitting’ and ‘I hate this fucking place’, as I cried into her shoulder. It was a natural release valve for the shit I was going through. I often got caught up on the person I used to be and I’d dwell on the quadriplegia without fully understanding it. Sometimes at night, I would pretend to be asleep until the last person left and then lie awake thinking about what future I did or didn’t have.

What am I going to do? I’d ask myself.

Regardless of how long I spent dwelling on my future or what outcomes I considered, the result of my thinking always ended with the thought of Sarah, the kids, Mum and Dad, and the sacrifices they were making for me. The next morning they would walk through the door and I’d be happy for another couple of days. I never wondered, Why me? I knew why already because I was the one who got in the helicopter. The machine let me down, no one else. If Zebb hadn’t been the pilot on that day perhaps I would have died as a result of a more serious crash. Nor did I ask myself, Why wasn’t it someone else? I knew if Dad had got in the chopper instead of me, his older body might not have handled the impact and he’d probably be dead. I was managing to contain my negative feelings for the most part and I didn’t want to talk to anyone about them, least of all a counsellor. There were moments that really tore me apart, particularly when I wanted to give Sarah or the boys a hug. This inability was emphasised when someone else picked up my children and shoved them in my face so I could rest my head on their shoulder like a half-hearted hug. It was worse than not being able to hug them at all. My family, not realising the pain it caused me, would often do it, but I didn’t want to tell them how it made me feel because I understood they were only trying to help. Occasionally I would let in Sarah, Mum and Dad on the way some things left me feeling. Outside of that little triangle I just smiled and acknowledged every act, good or bad, because I would have had a sad life without any acts at all. On the very odd occasion Sarah wasn’t in the room, I sought consolation from my parents.

‘I don’t want to be a quadriplegic,’ I told Mum.

‘Rob, you will never be a quadriplegic,’ she replied sternly. ‘Quadriplegia is defined only by the individual.’

It took me a moment to appreciate the full context of the comment as I lay in bed not being able to move or feel my body. I began to realise that being a quadriplegic was confining for some people but not as confining for others. The injury would limit me in some respects, although only as much as I let it. Mum’s wisdom slowly began to work away at my state of mind, clearing the way ahead for a new road to be built.

While having visited me themselves, Lilly and Sonia, along with Shane and Hans, had stayed at the station to keep the place running while the rest of the family was away. Without their support at home, it would have been hard for Dad and Mum to stay in Adelaide with me. Tiani and Loretta also visited when they could, down from Alice Springs. For the boys, Brad and Cam, living between the house at Dernancourt and the hospital meant they had quickly run out of money, so they decided to get work locally. They managed to both get jobs in the abattoir at Murray Bridge, an hour’s drive away. Getting up at 3.30 a.m. to make it in time for work, and finishing at 2.30 p.m. allowed them to come and visit me in the afternoon. I think they spent more money on fuel than they were actually earning, but I’m very grateful they made the effort. It was nice hearing their various stories from the day as they sat down with me to watch some evening television soapies. One afternoon, the nurse had turned off the ventilator and Brad and Cam were in charge of watching me until I was ready to have it turned back on. Unfortunately, because they were so tired from getting up early, they fell asleep in the chairs. About ten minutes later I began to struggle to breathe and went blue from lack of oxygen, just as the nurse noticed. She woke up Brad to ask him what words I was mouthing.

‘Turn the oxygen back on!’ shouted Brad, jumping to his feet.

Needless to say, I gave Brad a dirty look and explained that he wasn’t allowed to fall asleep on me again. I always looked forward to the afternoons when my brothers would tease me with a piece of chocolate and then grab their seats either side of me to watch the next instalment of Home and Away. It wasn’t until several years later that Sarah showed me some photos of the ICU with me in bed with a big smile and my brothers sitting in their chairs sound asleep. If I had only known that’s what was actually happening, I would never have put myself through the pain of that television show. I didn’t even like Home and Away; it was just sharing the moment with my brothers that made it special.

Exactly eight weeks after I had arrived in ICU, I was breathing by myself. While the hole in my neck remained, the tube was eventually removed and any pure oxygen I needed came through a face mask. It was a huge milestone for me, the team of doctors and nurses helping me and, of course, for Sarah and the family. Instead of losing, I was now beginning to win some battles, a fact that put a smile on my face more often. The weeks past had been a rollercoaster in many ways and I was merely a pawn, going along for the ride. But when I began breathing and talking on my own, I was able to let go of the rough days. I had dwelled on my circumstances and let the negatives get to me because I was too new to the experience to know how to deal with it, so I held on to everything. Soon I was choosing to erase the memories from my mind rather than dwell on them later. If there was a day where things went wrong, and I felt as though I was moving backwards, it became a day I chose not to remember at all, rather than a day that I remembered as being negative. I’m not sure where I learnt that approach, but it struck me recently when Arnold Schwarzenegger was interviewed about his life as a bodybuilder, actor and Governor of California. When he was questioned on his approach to hurdles in life he responded simply.

‘The thing that can really make you lose is if you get emotionally unbalanced,’ he said. ‘I don’t dwell on it … I don’t suffer from anything that I’ve lost.’

They were words that rang true for me, being faced with such adversity. I would think back to the days when Dad had pushed me to work harder, faster and longer, changing my mindset to believe I could achieve anything. It wasn’t as hot as I had thought and I wasn’t as thirsty as my body had told me. That was my focus to get me through the ICU. And there would be plenty more lessons to come for me during recovery.

Nine weeks in intensive care had been tough on everyone and I was very happy to be finally moving into the Spinal Unit. Luckily, I was only going to be a couple of weeks in the SU before I made the move to the Hampstead Rehabilitation Centre, about twenty minutes’ drive across the city. Although there wasn’t too much difference in terms of hospital environment, given it was just down the corridor from the ICU, the SU would be my first chance since the accident to have a proper shower. Having had nothing but sponge baths for the whole sixty days, I craved the feeling of water falling over my head and the lasting refreshment a shower gives. Sarah had become skilled in washing my hair in bed without spilling water over me, and most of the time she had also shaved me, brushed my teeth and cut my nails. She made sure I was as clean as possible, but I really wanted that shower. Unfortunately, Sarah wasn’t allowed to be in charge of my first shower, but she was permitted into the bathroom for the historic cleansing occasion. It took time but eventually she was able shower me alone. It was a beautiful feeling to finally feel washed. But in the process, having spent the previous three months in bed, I learnt how I actually went to the toilet, leaving me a little embarrassed. The times I was rolled onto my side in ICU were the times the nurses were toileting me with a pan, unbeknown to me, as I couldn’t feel or smell anything. I couldn’t believe how naive I was. No one ever mentioned it to me, so I thought they were rolling me to check that my skin wasn’t breaking down. Now, however, I was in an upright position and couldn’t avoid seeing the process, which was all based on timing. Generally I was given two pills, one called a ‘softener’ to break down the food and another called a ‘mover’ for obvious reasons, taken eight hours prior to the event. An enema was also used to get the bowel movement underway. When I was ready to go, the nurses moved me from my bed onto a special shower chair on wheels, with arm rests and a seat with the centre cut out. They then wheeled me over the toilet to do the business before taking me straight into the shower. We had some accidents along the way, and there were some near-misses, but mostly it was a foolproof system.

A few days after my parents’ thirty-third wedding anniversary, I was out in the courtyard with Sarah sitting up in the big bed chair, enjoying the sunshine and wearing my hospital-issued sunglasses. Suddenly, as we were chatting, my legs started to spasm uncontrollably. I was still becoming familiar with this aspect of life as a quadriplegic, seeing my whole body move around me, but having no control over it. Sarah braced my torso lightly until the spasm stopped. To our surprise, though, the fingers on my right hand lifted and slowly rested on the rolled-up towel that was comforting my arm.

‘Rob, try and move your left hand,’ said Sarah hopefully.

But as usual, regardless of how much I willed it or stared at my hand, nothing happened.

‘OK, try your right one,’ said Sarah again, hoping for some movement.

Just as I tried to move my right hand, it twitched ever so slightly. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

‘Is it moving Sar?’ I asked excitedly.

‘Yes, it is Rob, it really is,’ she exclaimed.

We both had tears of joy in our eyes, as we tried to comprehend what was happening. It was a small muscle in my bicep that was creating the movement when it contracted, pulling my arm towards me. As I concentrated on this one little muscle it would flicker, causing my wrist to rock left and right ever so slightly. We tried to film it in case it stopped working, but it was so subtle we couldn’t see anything on replay. The more I worked at it the stronger it became and so what started as the most minute flicker created hope that I might regain more movement. It was another milestone and a big reason to keep fighting. A week later the Spinal Unit received a phone call with the terrific news that a bed was available at the rehabilitation centre. I made an emotional goodbye to all the intensive care nurses, many of whom made the effort to come down to the SU with cards and letters of encouragement. My family packed up three months’ worth of cards and flowers and pulled down all my photos and children’s paintings, and prepared me for the next stage of my recovery. As the ambulance transported me to Hampstead, I had a lot more confidence in myself for the road ahead.
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NEW THRONE

‘Go now, Rob!’ shouted Dad from the centre traffic island.

I looked right, then left and hesitated. The cars were zooming past in both directions and in two lanes so there was little chance to get the whole way across. I didn’t want to get caught on the island in the middle. My wheelchair wasn’t built for speed and I wasn’t exactly the most competent operator yet. This everyday situation for most people, simply crossing the street, was somewhat overwhelming for me.

It was 10 January 2009, three weeks after I had arrived at Hampstead Rehabilitation Centre and the first time I had ventured outside the grounds in my motorised chair. My days were much more active than in the ICU or the Spinal Unit because I was, as the name suggests, in rehabilitation. It was important that I continue to work on the small muscle twitch in my bicep, if I was ever going to use it in day-to-day life. Each morning the staff at the centre would take me through a variety of stretches and movements to get my blood flowing. One exercise would involve me sitting up on the floor and my therapist would push my arms around behind me so that I could lean backwards with my hands taking the weight of my body. Sand bags were placed on my hands to stop them sliding away. Eventually I was able to balance like that myself, if sitting in the right position, using the muscles in the tops of my shoulders in a shrugging movement. I also used the Thera-Vital exercise machine, which moved my arms as though pedalling a bicycle. A small motor would do most of the work, with the computer registering just how much input I had in the cyclic motion. I would spend a great deal of time staring at my arms attempting to discover how to move them and contribute. Sometimes a smiley face would appear on the screen when I was doing well, with a sixteen per cent effort the most I could deliver. Although I had broken it, my neck was fast becoming a great strength to me as I used the muscles all the time, particularly for balance in a chair. If I wasn’t strapped into a seat or chair, I could easily fall forward but often I could balance my weight by throwing my head backwards. Down the track my neck began to resemble that of a rugby player as opposed to someone with a severe disability.

Friends and family had continued to come and give me their support, many visiting on several occasions for weeks at a time. I embraced their generosity and spirit. I could understand it was confronting for most to see me in a chair or the bed for the first time. Some friends openly cried in front of me, while others chose to hide their emotions. I didn’t mind how people reacted; I was just happy and grateful they’d elected to visit me at all. Not everyone could make it, though, for various reasons, but I knew they were thinking of me or including me in their prayers. I had a mate visit me from nearly every state in Australia, many from the Territory of course, and uncles, aunts and cousins all made the long journey to Adelaide just to sit with me and Sarah. Those visits back then contributed to my ability to smile today. One example of mateship was Shawn Reading, a travel partner from my bull riding days, who had a knee reconstruction at the same time and flew to Adelaide to spend days just sitting beside me during his – and my – recovery. Another notable visit was from Zebb Leslie. I had spoken to Zebb many times on the phone since the accident, but being able to see him in person was a great way to clear the air. I did not blame him at all, and I made sure he knew that. He will always be my very good mate. Understandably, Zebb did it very tough in those early months and in the years since, wanting closure, but it was hard to come by. I too wanted closure and I wanted to know why the helicopter malfunctioned. It was not pilot error as I was sitting just next to Zebb and knew enough to know it wasn’t his fault. Frustratingly, the cause of the crash was never determined, leaving us none the wiser. The wreck was flown out of the scrub and sat in a workshop in Katherine for months without any action. There were many reasons we wanted to know why we fell out of the sky, not least for insurance purposes. Over the next few years the negotiations with Suplejack’s insurance company were long and tedious as we worked to unravel many a clause in the fine print. Many days, weeks, months and years, not to mention money, were spent negotiating with lawyers, doctors and insurance companies.

For my immediate future, however, I was concentrating solely on building up enough strength to return to the Territory. I needed to start by conquering my anxiety attacks and nervousness around actually moving. When I began sitting upright in a chair, Zebb was there to first begin pushing me around. But for the best part of fourteen weeks I had been lying in a bed, with everything and everyone around me moving at a snail’s pace. Life was slow and predictable and that’s what I had become used to. The quickest thing I saw was the lunch lady wheeling in her trolley, whacking down a sandwich in front of me and wheeling out again. So when I was moved into a chair – a chair suddenly sitting upright and moving at speed – I was scared. It wasn’t as though it was actually moving fast, but it was faster than anything I’d experienced for months. Zebb was in control, pushing from behind. He was probably, in hindsight, just creeping along, but to me he was hooning. We’d hit the cracks in the concrete footpath along the garden and a shockwave would wash through me like a kid in a dodgem car for the very first time. Unfortunately, I didn’t enjoy it as much as a kid and had to ask Dad to push me the next day, while I became used to this new sensation.

In the days leading up to Christmas 2008 I was kicking goals. My tracheotomy was removed, so too the PEG in my stomach, as I was now breathing and eating without assistance. I had also been fitted with a motorised ‘town chair’, a Quantum 6000. It had one large driving wheel to take the weight underneath the seat and two smaller wheels at the front and back to balance. This time I was in control of the chair, using my chin to change direction and speed. It was a good feeling to have some independence return, however so small. I would practise driving up and down the halls of the centre, going at just the right speed. However, my new-found phobia of fast movement was taken to a new level when Sarah and I took a taxi to a shopping centre. Wheeling my chair up into the back of the van was exciting, but the experience soon changed to terror. Again I found the speed of the taxi to be much too fast and I was shit scared as we motored along the highway. Sitting up in my chair I felt extremely vulnerable and I was sure we would crash into something. I really just needed to re-accustom myself to moving fast.

There were mixed feelings on Christmas Day as the end of the year grew near. Obviously, everyone wanted to be somewhere far away from the rehab centre but at the same time we were all thankful to have each other around us. Like any Christmas at Suplejack there were presents, games, phone calls and plenty of food, complete with an afternoon sleep. Sarah’s parents were also with us, however news came through that Sarah’s paternal grandmother was very ill and she died on Boxing Day in Toowoomba, Queensland. In what would be the first time Sarah had left my side in Adelaide since the accident, she returned home for a few days for the funeral of her Nan. No doubt it was a stressful and very sad time for her father and family, so it was good for Sarah to be there when they needed her. But it wasn’t long before she was back with me on New Year’s Eve to watch the fireworks on television as we reflected on the previous twelve months and looked forward to the year ahead. As positive as we tried to be, the endless devotion and long, thankless hours were taking their toll on Sarah, although she hid it well. In a diary entry in early January she wrote:


I just want my husband home. I want my Rob home here with his family; not left behind in hospital, not disabled, not a quad. I’m angry, so fucking angry and sad. He’s my strong able, independent husband but his body isn’t backing him up. It’s so hard seeing my strong husband wilt. I’m lonely, our bed is lonely. Our boys’ lives aren’t how we dreamt, this isn’t right; not how we should be – not our little family.



So there I was a week later, sitting upright in my little town chair, the control under my chin, trying to cross a busy city road. We’d decided to leave the rehab building and head out to lunch up the street. Mum, Dad, Sarah and the boys, my brothers and a couple of sisters managed the chaos of running children across the road as I tried to negotiate it myself. I had been to church and shopping centres but never out on the open street in the chair.

‘You’re right,’ someone else yelled at me. ‘Come across now!’

But, just as in the taxi on my ride of terror, my body kept second-guessing itself and hesitating. I had never before been required to put my trust in something I could not control. I had always been an independent person who took charge of every situation, whether it was trying to pull down a cleanskin bull or fixing a vehicle stranded in the desert, but there I was scared of crossing the road.

‘Bugger this,’ I said. ‘I’m going up to the lights to the pedestrian crossing.’

It wasn’t as simple as I’d imagined. Even though the cars were stopped at the T-intersection, I still couldn’t get myself to move in front of the traffic. I was delaying the inevitable. After about twenty minutes of playing mind games with myself, I finally wheeled my chair across to the other side where the small café was. By now everyone was waiting for me and ordering food, sitting outside on the footpath. I sat with my back to the intersection behind me, as someone swung my chin control away from in front of me so I could eat a sandwich and have a milkshake. A few minutes later the sound of screeching tyres, busting glass and crashing metal ripped through the air, as my family dived in all directions to escape whatever was happening behind me. Unbeknown to me, one vehicle had failed to stop and rear-ended a stationary car before becoming airborne and crashing into the traffic lights. Meanwhile, another car entering the intersection T-boned the crashed car and was spinning out of control, heading straight for me and the shopfront.

‘Look out!’ screamed Mum at the driver, who was just five metres away. ‘Turn, turn, turn away!’

The car screeched to a halt as it slammed into the gutter just near me but fortunately didn’t mount the kerb. Of course, then came the ambulance, police and fire crews to assist in cleaning up the accident site. It didn’t appear anyone was seriously hurt. But that was enough for me, as I got my chin control back and made for the safety of the rehab centre once more.

‘Bugger the sandwich and milkshake,’ I told Dad, ‘I’ll be quite happy with the food at Hampstead from now on.’

It was a frightening experience and it reinforced that feeling of vulnerability I’d had earlier. If I wasn’t quick enough to drive the chair away from situations like that, or the chair was simply switched off, I could be in a great deal of trouble.

I could have dwelled on that moment of horror, as I sat helplessly in the path of an out-of-control car careering towards me. I could have thought how shit my life had really become, not even being able to protect myself in such a situation, let alone my children. But I had learnt to put moments like those behind me. I also had the inspiration of two individuals who would define the sort of quadriplegic I was to be. Just as my mother had said, it was up to me to work out what sort of life I would lead. These two people, who were also both patients at the rehab centre, certainly put things into perspective for me. I met the first patient in the exercise room one day as I was waiting for my physiotherapist. I sat in my town chair with my two ankles belted to the foot plates, my knees strapped together, a seat belt around my waist and a harness over my shoulders. As well as those, my arms were tied to the arm rests and a strap went around my forehead, keeping it upright in the headrest. Being tied down was a precautionary measure to stop me falling out of the chair should I begin to spasm, but I might as well have been in a straitjacket. I was alone until a healthy, good-looking and muscled young bloke came wheeling in on a chair using his arms, having been paralysed from the hips down in a motorcycle accident. I had seen him before and knew he had a wife and two young children who had spent time with Sarah when they visited. As I continued to watch, he lifted himself straight out of the chair and onto a massage plinth in front of me, before moving through some basic stretch exercises on his back. Once he was finished he slid his backside to the edge of the plinth and sat looking at me. He looked just like an able-bodied person, very fit with strong shoulders.

‘How are you going?’ I asked.

‘Well, I’m having a bad day,’ he replied.

‘Oh, are you?’ I sympathised.

‘Yeah, no one seems to understand what I’m going through,’ he said in a depressed manner. ‘It doesn’t matter who I talk to, they’ve all got advice but they don’t know what I’m going through mentally.’

‘Oh, righto,’ I said.

‘Do you know what I mean?’ he asked.

‘Nah mate, I don’t really have any idea,’ I said drily.

‘Well the other night I was sitting at home watching the footy with some mates. The next minute my two-year-old appears with a football and asks me to teach him how to kick and my mate jumps up and shows my boy. Do you know what that fucking feels like?’ he asked me. ‘You wouldn’t have any idea mate.’

‘No, probably not,’ I said, not wanting to agitate him further.

‘No, no you don’t,’ he said angrily. ‘And no one does, but everyone has this terrific advice, don’t they?’

I sat there in disbelief as he swore a bit more, lifted himself back into his chair and wheeled himself out of the room. Soon the therapist arrived and began untying me from my chair where I’d been sitting like a mad old bronc horse, spider-hobbled and chained to a fence rail. My mind stayed with that conversation for the rest of the afternoon and I even consulted Dad on what was said, as it had taken me by surprise. It occurred to us that there might be two types of disabilities.

‘You’re either completely fucked, like you,’ said Dad thoughtfully. ‘Or you’re able to get around in a manual chair. If you can move your arms, you’re not disabled.’

It was an interesting perspective and boy, how I wished I could sit at home drinking beer with my mates while watching the footy. I’d have taken that injury in a heartbeat. Having met that bloke who was pissed off at the world, rightly or wrongly, while being ignorant of the bigger picture, made me realise something very important. Regardless of what position someone finds themself in, whether it’s quadriplegia or a missing finger, everyone’s got their own story and we should never compare what they’re experiencing. Everyone has their own battles, which affect them in different ways, but just because someone is in a wheelchair doesn’t give them the right to be a dickhead.

Another patient at the centre who would help me discover what sort of disabled person I would become was a young girl in her early twenties. After a car crash she had some movement in her arms and plenty of potential to recover well, but she flatly refused to try.

‘Come on,’ the therapist would encourage. ‘I really need you to try and move your arm.’

‘I fucking hate this,’ the girl yelled. ‘This is stupid, why am I even here?’

I knew why she was there, just the same as I knew why I was there. We made choices that led to us both being involved in accidents. It was frustrating to watch someone with more potential than me throw away the opportunity to use her arms again. What shocked me the most about these two patients was the way they recklessly pushed away the people who mattered most in their lives. Throughout my recovery at the centre, I noticed that the more they resisted what life had served them, the angrier and lonelier they became. I then made a conscious decision never to push away the people who matter to me, because without them I’d be stuffed.

I was now confined to a wheelchair, but as far as my mates were concerned, nothing much had changed. Over the last few months I had shared a few beers and a couple of rums, but I’d never been game enough to venture inside a pub. When my mate Talby and brother-in-law Shane visited in January, there was no escaping it, so along with several family members we went out one afternoon to the Enfield Hotel. Talby held our beers at the pokies, taking turns between giving me a sip, before taking one himself. He also very discreetly tapped my leg bag connected to the catheter, checking it wasn’t overfull. It felt good to be out in a social environment, reminiscing about the past. After a while our beers had run dry and Talby was looking around for another one.

‘Do you want another?’ he asked.

‘Yeah mate, that’d be great,’ I replied, expecting him to go to the bar.

‘Well it’s your shout,’ he said seriously.

‘Yeah, righto mate,’ I laughed at him.

‘I’m not fucking joking,’ he said with a smile, placing a twenty-dollar note in my mouth. ‘Go and get the beers, you lazy bastard.’

So over I wheeled to the bar and ordered some more drinks, with Talby following me to pick them up. In his own special way he was helping me to get on with life, without babying me. I knew what he was doing and I enjoyed his approach, so different from having everything being done for me. As we started on the new beers, again Talby reached down and felt my leg bag.

‘I think we’d better go for a walk,’ he said quietly.

‘What? Is it full?’ I asked.

‘Yeah mate,’ he replied casually.

The two of us made for the toilets at the hotel, but I began to wonder whether Sarah should have been coming with me. Talby hadn’t ever been involved with people in wheelchairs and had probably never seen a catheter bag before that night, but it didn’t seem to worry him.

‘What’s the story?’ he asked, looking down at my leg.

‘Well, you just unclip the lid and pour it out,’ I said. ‘Be careful not to get it all over you.’

Taking the bag, he emptied it into the urine trough, before replacing it back under my jeans. He then went over to the sink to wash his hands.

‘Oh, this is typical,’ he joked. ‘You get to take a piss and I have to wash my hands.’

I laughed uncontrollably as we returned to our beers at the bar. It was a good bonding moment for us, which had been few and far between since the accident. I had a great evening at the pub, but while some of the family had left it wasn’t over for me yet.

‘Guess what I’ve got?’ said Talby excitedly, as we moved through the car park of the hotel.

‘What?’ I asked.

‘The Young Guns movie on DVD!’ he said. ‘We should go back and watch it.’

It was our favourite movie. We’d lived off it at Suplejack in the days when we had worked together, only we’d normally be pretty drunk when we watched it.

‘We need a few rumbos, Rob,’ he pointed out. ‘We can’t go and watch it sober.’

‘OK, I noticed there’s a drive-through bottle shop here at the pub,’ I replied. ‘You can get some there.’

‘I’m not getting them, it’s your shout,’ he said, as a pattern began to emerge. ‘It’s a drive-through, so drive-through the bugger.’

Realising he was again serious, I wheeled over to the shop as the assistant came out to help me. After asking for a six-pack of rum cans, the lady brought them over and placed them on my lap, as everyone else stood across the road watching me.

‘How would you like to pay for these?’ she asked.

‘I’ve got money in my pocket here,’ I suggested. ‘If you reach into my pocket you can get it.’

‘Oh no, I can’t do that,’ she replied.

Eventually I twisted her arm, so to speak, and she pulled out some cash from my wallet to pay for the grog. Again, it was another way of Talby forcing me to operate independently – and it worked. Back at Hampstead, Talby and I, along with Shane, managed to sweet-talk the staff into allowing us to drink the rum in the room while we watched our movie. It was a good end to a great night. A couple of days later, Talby had to return to work in Queensland and as he was leaving he bent down and licked me straight up the side of my face.

‘Something to remember me by,’ he said with a grin.

There was no other way to describe this period of my life than as a ‘journey’. It is a cliché but it’s true. As I wrestled with internal demons, my friends and family also struggled with their own. Some chose to hide them, others talked openly about their worries, while I chose to delete them from my mind. I went into this episode with a beautiful, caring wife, two great children and an amazing network of family and friends and, although the hard work wasn’t over yet, I was emerging from the dust with the same people beside me. Sarah’s constant support gave me the greatest gift someone in my condition could possibly have: confidence. Had I been that young bloke or girl in rehab and not had such support, perhaps I would have blamed anyone or anything. But I was lucky. There was so much for me to live for: how could I suddenly give up and let down all those people behind me? My dream had been to bring up my children on a cattle station along with the love of my life. I had hit a major road block in trying to achieve that goal and now I had to rely on my family and friends more than ever. I would get my life back. If I couldn’t walk, I’d wheel or whatever it took to get home, because that’s where I wanted to be.
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ROUGH RIDE

Shane was horrified as he watched me turn purple and slowly suffocate before his eyes. I was trying to wriggle and suck for air but my throat was blocked. Coughing by myself was not an option. Alarms sounded as ‘Code Blue’ rang through the speaker system at the rehab centre. Another nurse appeared at the doorway, running towards my wheelchair.

‘Hold on!’ she cried. ‘This is going to hurt.’

Taking a big windup, she slapped me hard across the back. I’m sure it would have hurt if I’d actually had any feeling. Luckily, the gauze in my throat dislodged with a cough and I immediately began to breathe again. A nurse had been changing the dressing in my neck where the tracheotomy had been. The cap had now been removed and we were waiting for the hole in my throat to heal. Unfortunately, the wad of gauze used to plug the hole was missing and couldn’t be dug out with tweezers. It wasn’t long before it slipped inside my throat and down to my lungs where it began choking me. I was taken to hospital by ambulance for a bronchoscopy to remove the gauze.

It had been another close call for me, but it wasn’t to be the only one during my rehabilitation. I had eventually been given a suprapubic catheter, which went in through my abdomen and into my bladder, instead of through my penis. Such a surgical procedure is mostly suited to people who will need a catheter long-term, or those who suffer from constant urinary infections. For me, it was a good option, as I would be dependent indefinitely. I had the suprapubic catheter for six weeks before it required its first semi-regular change. A urologist made the change in my room and demonstrated to Sarah how to perform the replacement as she might be required to do so in the future. However, a couple of hours after the doctor left we noticed the bag filling up with fat and blood instead of urine. I continued to drink more water but still there was no urine and none of the nurses could work out what was happening.

‘This is bullshit,’ I told them angrily. ‘I’ve drunk a lot of water and it should be draining.’

But the staff took the cautious approach, insisting if the procedure is done too often, it can cause infection. Over the next sixteen hours my bladder became rock hard and so full that it began leaking through my penis. Finally a catheter was returned to my penis and my bladder drained immediately; it was all but exploding. I was then taken back to hospital by ambulance where the whole operation had to be redone. Instead of inserting the tube into my bladder, the urologist had inserted it between my abdomen muscle and stomach lining, hence the blood and fat in the catheter bag. It had disastrous consequences for me, leaving me with a urinary tract infection and putting me back in bed for days, not to mention the psychological trauma; another day worth forgetting.

Despite the many setbacks during recovery, Sarah and I were dead set on returning to the station, and we flatly refused to listen to anyone who said otherwise. The resistance came mostly from the doctors and insurance company. We didn’t know how we would do it, what we would need to make it work or what it would cost. There were a lot of unknowns but just one goal. I was encouraged by Angus Conners from Yandama Station near Broken Hill who had been in a vehicle rollover some years earlier. He’d suffered a similar level injury to mine and went on to marry, have a child and run the sheep station. Angus explained to me that over time he gradually regained movement in his arms, which increased the little bit of hope I had for my own body. On the same day, I also had an encounter with another injured man, hooning around the hallways in a powered chair. He was using a Magic Mobility off-road, four-wheel drive chair, and the possibilities it created were very exciting. Until then I had been using the Quantum 6000 town chair, which was so hopeless off the beaten track it would get stuck on a garden hose on the lawn, whereas this four-wheel drive looked unstoppable – and it was, as I later discovered. This was one of those days that helped forge my future. Both the bloke with the four-wheel drive wheelchair and the visit from Angus not only showed me it was indeed possible to live and work to some degree on a farm, but also that I should be making every effort to get my right arm moving. And so that’s just what I did, working hard to increase the strength of the muscle twitch in my bicep.

Since October 2008, while Dad, Brad and Bec, and Cam and Leza were with me in Adelaide, my sister Lilly and her husband Shane had taken on the management role of the station. Shane had been working there for the best part of a year prior to the accident, so he knew how to keep the place running. In the early stages there was no mustering required, but checking bores and maintaining fences were important. If there was something he wasn’t sure of, then he would call Dad to ask, but he rarely did. Shane was the glue at home that allowed most of my family to be with me. Hans and Sonia had also moved back to the station in 2008, with Hans heading to the gold mine for work. As he always did, Hans would help out around the station on his weeks off. We could not have pulled through that time without their support. Lilly and Sonia flew down for different periods of time, and they said Suplejack felt very empty, as though it had no heart when Dad and Mum were away for so long. Brad and Cam eventually headed home to begin the first round of the mustering season. They continued to visit when they could, along with Tiani and Loretta, down from Alice Springs. In late March 2009, Lilly was interviewed on radio by ABC Rural and described some of the support we had received since the accident:


We’ve had some amazing people touch our lives, it’s quite humbling. Two special ladies in the Alice Springs region, Tanya Fogarty and Cody Hollingsworth, walked street after street fundraising for our Robby so he can lead as good a quality of life as he possibly can. He is going to walk, our Rob. We also had all of my dad’s family in Queensland who held a Black Tie Ball and BBQ to raise money. I would like to, on behalf of our family, thank them very much.



Lilly had summed up part of the effort that was unfolding before our eyes as communities in different parts of Australia contributed financially to get me back to a happier place. I will always owe those people for their kind thoughts and generosity.

In the meantime, I slowly began spending more time away from the rehab centre and more time at the rented house with the family. Every Friday and Saturday night I would stay over, sleeping on a memory-foam mattress. During the night, Sarah would tirelessly roll me every two hours to prevent pressure sores, Mum would help with the physio exercises in the morning and Dad was the muscle to lift me in and out of the chair. It had a sense of normality about it, living in a house instead of the hospital, but still it was very foreign to what we were all used to. The showering and toileting had to be kept very simple, using a bucket and hose in the laundry. It was really the only option we had at the house without major renovations, however it didn’t worry us too much. It was fortunate the property had a high house yard surrounding it, as Sarah would often push me outside into the sun and wash me down with the garden hose. Staying away from the rehab centre was one step closer to returning to the Territory and we wanted to make it work. The bedroom Sarah had been sleeping in for months was just off the lounge room, so when the rugby league was on, Sarah and Dad would roll me on my side and twist the bed around so I could see the TV. Unfortunately, given that we were living in AFL country, the only NRL games we could catch were at 2 a.m.

On one of the weekends during my home visit, I was watching Braxton do some drawings outside on the patio area. A seed had been planted in my mind a few weeks earlier when a mouth-painting workshop was held at Hampstead for those who wished to take it up. It wasn’t something that had really interested me until Gordy, who was also visiting at the time, challenged me to a paint-off, using a brush in our mouths. My first painting was very basic, featuring a bucking bull in an arena, complete with a clown. Gordy’s effort was a bit more complex, picturing a tractor, but he gave up only using his mouth halfway through and finished it with his hands. Uncle Bernard and Aunty Marie watched on and seemed to be impressed with my artistic talent, or lack thereof.

‘Can you sign that?’ Marie asked me. ‘I would like a copy of it.’

‘Are you sure?’ I replied. ‘It’s pretty shitty.’

‘I don’t care,’ she said nonchalantly. ‘When you’re a famous artist, I can say I’ve got your first painting.’

When I visited their house later at Cooven, where Dad had grown up, I saw the painting mounted above the fireplace. All they need now is for me to become that famous artist, but at this stage it isn’t looking good. I did enjoy the fuss that was made about my painting and it encouraged me to take it a bit more seriously next time I had the brush in my mouth. One of my first was a copy of a photo we had taken of the stock camp at the Eight Mile yards, with a windmill, turkey nest and trough in the background. At his request, I gave Dad that painting and made no duplicates. However, the drawback of painting with acrylic on canvas was the massive headaches I’d get from inhaling the fumes: with my face only fifteen centimetres away from the canvas and brush, my nose was right in the firing line. My efforts slowed after the first few attempts and I was quick to cut down on the length of my painting sessions to avoid getting high.

Staying at the rental house was inevitably introducing me to the life I had waiting for me at home and also the world I had been shielded from for much of my recovery. I had learnt to deal with my fear of movement, and the anxiety attacks had waned, but being in public, especially around large groups of people, still made me nervous. It took time for me to become used to the idea that everyone tends to stare at a person in a wheelchair. From my perspective, I still saw the world through the same eyes as I always had and nothing had really changed. I was a bit closer to the ground but that was all and to see some people looking at me as though I had two heads created challenging moments for me. An example of that was the day we went to the Adelaide races at Morphettville. Sarah, Mum and Dad, Braxton and Lawson, along with a couple of friends, all got dressed up to have a day out at the track. It was all very exciting and my boys loved the attention they were getting from riding on the back of my chair. The excitement, however, soon left me feeling a little overwhelmed as we reached the front gate. There were thousands of people milling through the turnstiles in their finest outfits, the lines at the bars were huge and the queues to the toilets were even longer. The old Alice Springs races turnout that I was used to didn’t have much on the Adelaide spectacle. I felt like that scrub bull not wanting to be put through the yards, shying at shadows and carrying on, so it took some encouragement. But once I finally got inside and had a first beer, I was feeling more relaxed. It was difficult to find an area where I wasn’t running someone over or blocking their view, while still being able to see the track ourselves. Eventually, we decided to settle in the walkway at the top of the grandstand. While it wasn’t ideal, it was the best I could do without going down the grandstand stairs.

After a couple more beers, my leg bag was filling up quickly, so instead of taking me through the queues to the toilet, Dad discreetly emptied the bag into a Powerade bottle that had been left on the ground. While probably not a recommended technique, we found it was easier to throw a full bottle in the bin than having to navigate my way through thousands of people to find the toilet. On this occasion, however, after Dad filled it up and clipped the lid shut on the bag, he screwed the top back on the Powerade bottle and sat it on the ground in front of my footrests. I didn’t take much notice, being more interested in the races and where my next beer was coming from. About an hour or so later, three-year-old Braxton picked up the Powerade bottle, not thinking it could contain anything other than what the label described, and took a mouthful. He immediately spluttered and began dry-retching before anyone could register what had happened.

‘What’s wrong with that drink?’ asked Mum curiously. ‘It made this little fella crook.’

‘Oh no,’ said Dad, immediately covering his face with his hands.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked suspiciously.

Dad was still chuckling at the funny side of what had happened, but I was yet to be included in the joke. Once Sarah and I were told of the mix-up, I felt terrible. My poor little boy was still spitting and the only thing I could do was give him a lesson on why he should never pick up random bottles and drink from them.

‘What do you want me to do?’ asked Dad, hoping I would see the humour of it.

‘Just throw the bloody thing away,’ I said, concerned.

The day was over with most of the grandstand empty, so he just kicked the bottle down to the bottom with the rest of the rubbish. It took a while before I could look back and laugh about that day, but it will be a good story to tell for his twenty-first birthday.

After months of treatment with the physio, exercise after exercise, I didn’t gain more movement in my arm as such, however I did significantly strengthen the one bicep muscle I had control over. I was able to lift it slightly, move it back and forth and from side to side, but in order for me to move that muscle, I had to be looking at my arm to give it direction. If I was looking away or there was a rug covering my arm, then I couldn’t control it and I didn’t know what to do to make it work. To me, it was a strange phenomenon. Often the success I had in moving the muscle would depend heavily on the environment, such as the temperature or what I’d been eating, or if I was tired from a late night. I also discovered if I wasn’t sitting in the perfect position then I wouldn’t be able to get the response I needed. After months of hard work I finally had enough strength and movement to operate a modified joystick, so I was able to buy a Magic Mobility chair, just like the one Angus had. It was another step up that would change my life as a quadriplegic for the better. The chair had four big wheels, with a custom-made back rest and seat base to suit my body. Even small tasks of climbing a street gutter were no challenge as it easily clawed its way up without tipping over. I could go wherever I needed to, through mud or across rocky ground. It was a massive improvement to my mobility and kept me motivated to give it a go back at the station, although I continued to use the town chair mostly around Adelaide.

As was a Cook family tradition, Sunday mornings were spent at church. Mum and Dad had been attending the St Pius X Catholic Church while they were in Adelaide with the diocesan priest, Father Leo Misfud. He was a lovely man who kept our family in his prayers and would always be keen to have a chat after the service. The very first time I attended mass since the accident, in his sermon Father Misfud told the Bible story of the crippled man who was lowered through the roof of a house by four friends so Jesus could heal him. The crowds that had gathered around the house were so large that going through the roof was the only option that remained to the men who were desperate to have their friend healed. Once inside Jesus forgave the cripple’s sins and he was able to walk again. Belief in Jesus Christ has always played some part in my life, but perhaps those months lying helpless on the bed, struggling to stay alive and completely paralysed from the neck down, brought me closer to God. I certainly pray in thanks more often for the good things in my life, and hearing Father Misfud’s story brought a tear to my eye. While I was not able to walk again like the cripple was, strength had grown within me to keep moving forward and, just like the cripple, I was lucky to have family around to help me do it.

There was one particular Sunday, a week after Easter 2009, that I was looking forward to more than others. One of my favourite rugby league teams, the Queensland Cowboys, were playing a feature match in Adelaide against the Cronulla Sharks. I had never seen a first-grade match live before and was keen to share the experience with my boys. Instead of relying on taxis to get to church, we would often walk the 1.5 kilometres from the house. When the novelty wore off, it was quicker for me to go on my own and the rest of the family to drive the car. Sometimes Braxton would even ride with me, standing in front on the foot plates, with my phone in his hands and Sarah’s number on speed-dial should something go wrong. Thankfully, nothing ever did go wrong – until the day of the rugby league game. Braxton and I had scooted along to church without drama, and I knew we’d have to leave straight after if we were to make it to the game in time for kick-off.

‘I’m going to head home,’ I told Dad, who was chatting to some friends outside the church afterwards. ‘Sarah has booked a taxi to pick us up at home to get to the game so I’ll be ready to go once you get there.’

‘OK,’ he replied. ‘We’ll be along behind you in a few minutes.’

So I began motoring home, leaving Braxton with Dad. Sometimes I’d use the footpath and other times I’d use the road, depending on the amount of traffic. This time I chose to use the bicycle lane on the two-lane road, as it seemed to be the smoothest run. As I got about halfway back to the house, a Commodore began swerving over towards me, with two wheels in the bike lane. I quickly began trying to move my head from side to side so the driver could see me but still the car crept further and further over into the bike lane. Taking evasive action, I moved closer to the gutter, but just as I did one of the small castor wheels on the town chair bogged into the uneven surface. The chair came to a screaming halt, and I shot headlong onto the gravel nature strip separating the footpath and the main road. I wasn’t wearing my chest strap, so my body easily went forward out of the chair on impact. My face took much of the impact, skidding along the gravel until I was left in a crumpled heap, with my head bent forward under my chest. I could only see back behind me to the road through a small gap between my legs. Immediately I began to worry that my wheelchair may well have rolled in front of traffic until I watched vehicle after vehicle pass by without stopping. My next concern was a pebble of gravel in my left eyeball that was irritating me. I kept trying to blink and widen my eyelids to make the eyes water, until eventually, after it looked like I was crying, the small rock dislodged and fell out. A few minutes had passed by as I lay buckled on the ground before I heard the voice of an Italian lady.

‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘Are you OK?’

‘I don’t know,’ I replied casually.

‘Are you hurt?’ she asked concerned. ‘Have you broken anything?’

‘Well, I’ve got a broken neck,’ I said with a sigh.

To my surprise the woman started screaming in horror, which in hindsight, may have been an appropriate response.

‘I’m calling the ambulance,’ she said, as I heard her move away to her house, which was adjacent.

‘Hang on, don’t ring any bastard,’ I pleaded.

‘Well, what do you want me to do,’ she asked.

‘Could you please get me a pillow?’ I replied.

I heard the lady disappear inside the house for a minute before returning with a pillow and placing it next to my head.

‘There you go,’ she said.

‘Oh, I can’t move any part of my body,’ I said. ‘Could you lift my head up and put the pillow under it?’

While she was doing that, I could hear the distinct noise of Dad’s old diesel Toyota coming over the hill. He must have seen me, as the vehicle screeched to a halt in the middle of the road, in my line of sight. Mum and Dad ran over to me thinking I’d been hit by a car. Together they lifted me back to a sitting position on the pillow with my feet in the gutter, where my trusty wheelchair sat, bogged. I didn’t want an ambulance to come because I’d have to be taken to hospital, probably kept in overnight and it would have wrecked my weekend. I thought if something was broken we’d be bound to find out eventually. Looking up to see a cyclist on the road Mum whistled at him.

‘Hey, come and help us lift this bloke,’ she yelled out, and the man made his way over.

‘You probably need one more person,’ I said.

Dad walked in front of traffic to wave down a driver to help also. The four of them were then able to lift me back into the wheelchair. Poor Sarah received another scary phone call and brought the taxi around the corner, which had been waiting for me, and they took me back to the house for a closer inspection. It turned out I had a couple of nasty grazes on my face, knee and shoulder, but the rest of my body was unscathed.

‘What do you want to do now, Rob?’ asked Dad.

‘Well, I want to go watch the Cowboys’ game,’ I said defiantly.

We all got changed, loaded back into the taxi and arrived at the Hindmarsh Stadium twenty minutes after the kick-off. It didn’t worry me as I was just happy to catch the final sixty minutes. The Cowboys flogged the Sharks, and the day turned out to be a great success with us all enjoying a couple of beers and hotdogs.
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ROAD HOME

Ten months, one week and six days after the helicopter crash, I was loaded back into an RFDS plane for the flight to Alice Springs. It hadn’t quite been a year in Adelaide but it felt like a lifetime. The small wins in recovery were rare, so convincing my doctors and insurance company to allow us to return to Alice Springs was very difficult. They would have been much happier had we chosen to stay in the house at Dernancourt, believing it was too dangerous for us to venture away from the city. But I had lived my whole life in the bush and always worked outside, so there was no way I was going to surrender to an injury and resign myself to starting a new life in the suburbs. It just wasn’t me and it certainly wasn’t the environment I had envisaged my kids would grow up in. We had been happy at the station prior to the accident and it felt like we had the world at our feet. So ‘Plan A’ was always to return home, although there were still many unknowns about my condition and how I would be able to adapt to life back in the desert. There would need to be significant refurbishments at Suplejack to allow for a wheelchair, as well as twenty-four-hour power to keep me cool because my body couldn’t regulate its own temperature. An eight-hour drive to the nearest hospital didn’t bode well for us either. So for the short term we had to settle for ‘Plan B’, which was to move into a three-bedroom unit in Alice Springs provided by the insurance company.

It was a good feeling to be arriving back in Alice Springs on a cool night in July compared to the freezing cold of Adelaide. In the couple of months before leaving, I had only been spending about one night a week at the Hampstead Rehabilitation Centre and the rest of the time at the rental house, so I was gradually weaned off the stale smell of a hospital. Throughout the time, though, my physio and occupational therapy appointments continued, to allow the strengthening of the muscles that were still working. In fact, a small flicker of movement began to appear in my left arm, very similar to my right arm; however, it wasn’t as quick to develop. Mum and Dad left Adelaide a week ahead of us to help unpack the removal truck and to set up my powered bed for when I arrived. They met Sarah and me at the airport with my wheelchair and a van that my brother-in-law Clint Wasley had driven up a couple of days earlier. Our children hitched a ride to Alice Springs with grandparents Graeme and Lois, who had tidied up the rental house in Adelaide. I’d always had reservations about moving into a unit in town and my fears were realised when we arrived. It was small and claustrophobic, with not enough room for kids to play, and the family dog wasn’t even allowed to stay there. Instead of being uplifted about the prospect of being away from hospital, we felt depressed and trapped. Although Sarah was a registered nurse, caring for me full time as well as looking after the children was just too much. We needed help and in the beginning we were provided with one carer who came to the unit for three hours in the morning and three hours at night. While I was grateful for the daily assistance, I didn’t respond well to the split shifts, as I was on my own for most of the day. The shifts would have worked for someone who was happy to sit in a room and watch television, but it wasn’t going to work for me. I wanted to travel to Suplejack in the first instance, and then on to Queensland to meet up with friends and family.

It was difficult for Sarah and me to make plans for the future without being able to test the limits of my disability. So over the next few months we began to find a routine that worked for us as a family, while also looking for ways to achieve what we wanted. We bought a Chevrolet truck because of the large interior space it provided me to get inside and also its ability to carry the equipment I required. While we still used the bus around town, I intended to use the truck when we began travelling long distances. Each day would start with the carer taking me through some stretches, getting me showered and up in my wheelchair. Usually the process could take some hours from when I woke up to when I could get some fresh air outside. Once a week I saw a physiotherapist to continue to work on my movement, and I used the Thera-Vital at night-time as a form of cardio. Gradually, we spent more time outside the unit and Cam brought Braxton’s pony into town so he could ride it, sometimes daily. We kept the horse at Tiani’s house where she lived on a block of land in the rural area, so it was easily accessible for us. The boys loved the chance to ride and this provided a sense of normality for us, outdoors and away from town. Despite this, Sarah and I were both under an enormous amount of stress. Neither of us was happy with our living arrangements, we were negotiating with the insurance company and the financial strain was telling.

Perhaps I was asking too much of my body and mind too early, because I struck trouble in October. It was a hot day at the Alice Springs showgrounds as the boys took turns riding the horse with Sarah while I watched. Once they finished and were packing away the saddles, I suddenly felt a funny sensation ripple through my body. I became aware of numbness, particularly under my elbows, even though I had had no feeling there for over a year. It was different to what I was familiar with, as if my arms weren’t lying on the rests provided by the chair. Although I didn’t realise it at the time, it was actually my shoulders that had lost feeling, giving me the strange sensation.

‘Something’s happening here, Sar,’ I said, thinking it may have been a good sign.

‘Quick, get in the bus out of the heat,’ she said.

Wheeling my chair onto the ramp and into the back, I lay back in the reclined position in the air conditioning. I took a call on the hands-free headset from my cousin Billy Leard while Sarah took my blood pressure. We were chatting away about my life in a chair, just as I became woozy and light-headed.

‘What Rob? What did you say?’ asked Bill as my speech slurred.

He eventually dropped off the phone because he couldn’t understand me. Sarah was watching me intently. Once she realised something serious was happening, she quickly placed an angina skin patch on my chest in an attempt to lower my blood pressure, which was very high at 250 over 185. The situation was progressively getting worse as my left eye began to blur, my tongue rolled up in my mouth, slurring my speech, and the skin on the left side of my face started to droop. We immediately drove to the emergency department at the hospital fearing I was having a stroke. As we pulled up outside, the skin patch appeared to have worked as the lag in my face improved slightly, but I still couldn’t speak properly. I could understand what was happening as I had clear thoughts, but my speech was inaudible. At the front counter, I was asked who the prime minister was (to evaluate my state of mind) and I knew it was Kevin Rudd, but I just couldn’t say the words.

I was quickly placed in a bed with an electrocardiograph (ECG) attached to my chest. After waiting a few minutes, a man who I took to be a doctor approached me with a large folder in his arms.

‘Mr Rob Cook?’ he inquired gruffly.

‘Yes that’s me,’ I replied with my speech returning.

‘You think you might have had a stroke?’ he asked, speaking slowly.

‘I wouldn’t know what it is,’ I said. ‘I feel pretty good now.’

It had been about fifteen minutes from when the first sensation happened to when I was lying on the bed in front of the doctor. Giving me a concerned look he reached over, gently touching my left knee.

‘Can you feel that?’ he asked.

‘No, I can’t feel anything,’ I replied, not having the heart to tell him I was a quadriplegic.

‘Huh, OK,’ he said. ‘Can you please lift your left arm up above your head for me?’

‘That folder you have there,’ I said calmly. ‘Does it say “Rob Cook”?’

‘Yes, Mr Cook,’ said the doctor impatiently. ‘Can you lift your left arm above your head?’

‘Are you sure that’s my folder?’ I asked again.

‘Mr Robert T. Cook,’ he replied.

‘Yeah, that’s mine,’ I told him. ‘There should be a big, long word written there.’

‘Mr Cook, I really need you to lift your arm up above your head,’ he said, becoming frustrated.

‘It’s a big word,’ I said again.

I saw him mouth the word ‘tetraplegic’ (another word for quadriplegic), as embarrassment swept across his face. He closed the folder and walked away.

‘We put our lives in the hands of these people,’ I said to Sarah in disbelief. ‘He hadn’t even read my file.’

Soon another doctor came over to my bed, who was very apologetic, and I was admitted to the hospital.

Doctors conducted all the usual scans and tests over the next day as they tried to find the problem, but they discovered nothing out of the ordinary. One doctor thought they saw a cloud on my lungs, while another said there wasn’t one. So on paper I was doing well, but it remained a mystery why my blood pressure got so high, where it should usually have been around ninety over sixty. It was decided that I was to have a CT angiogram taken of my brain and blood vessels to determine whether I had indeed suffered a stroke. As part of the procedure, dye is injected into the bloodstream as a contrast agent for when the CT scan is taken. Once the dye reached my brain, the blood vessels would appear in much greater detail. It made sense to me and on the second day in hospital I was taken in for the scan.

‘When the dye hits your brain,’ explained the specialist. ‘You’re going to get a really quick, hot flush through your face.’

‘OK, it’s the only part of my body I can feel,’ I replied. ‘So no doubt I’ll feel it.’

The blue dye was then put into my arm as an intravenous drip. As I lay in the CT chamber, watching the lights spin around me, the specialist counted down for me.

‘Three, two, one,’ he said, encouraging me to keep my head still.

The machine continued to spin and I waited for my face to get hot, but nothing happened. Soon he returned to the room to help me back to the bed.

‘Oh fuck,’ said the specialist looking at my arm.

I was shocked to see my entire left forearm swelling to twice its usual size.

‘OK, Rob, that will do us,’ he stuttered. ‘I’ll get you back to your room.’

No one explained what had happened until I was transferred back to my hospital bed and a nurse tied my arm up above me, before massaging it. Finally, she explained the calibre of the IV needle used by the specialist was too small, creating pressure, which blew out the vein in my arm.

‘Is this thing going to affect me?’ I asked, concerned.

‘Ah no, it is safe,’ the nurse replied. ‘The dye isn’t where it should be, but it won’t kill you.’

‘Well, that’s good to know,’ I responded.

‘Your arm might glow in the dark, but we’ll massage it out.’

My arm was massive and had puffed up, just like Popeye’s muscles after a hit of spinach. It was a few days later before the procedure could be done again without any problems. The doctor concluded that I had had a transient ischemic attack, also known as a mini-stroke. Although I had recovered well, I needed to take it a bit easier in the future and watch out for stress and, of course, the heat of the Alice Springs sun.

While I was in hospital preparing to leave, I could hear someone walk up behind me and give me a sloppy ‘wet willy’, an old household prank of licking a finger and shoving it in someone’s ear. I’d copped a few in my time but this one had a distinctive smell about it. While not a bad smell, it was an odour that I could recognise immediately.

‘Talbot, you dirty bastard,’ I said, surprised that he would be there.

‘What are you doing, deadshit?’ Talby laughed, as he walked around in front of me.

Funnily enough, I remembered his scent from when he licked my face back in Adelaide, and we had a good laugh about that. I may have lost the sense of touch but my sense of smell and hearing had improved greatly since the accident. When news got around that I’d had a stroke, a lot of people were worried that I might have been on the way out. Talby and his father Bruce had driven across from Queensland, bashing his pride and joy, a brand-new Toyota ute, along the Plenty Highway. Everyone knew they were coming except me, so it was a welcome surprise to see them.

Christmas 2009 was fast approaching and, ideally, I wanted to be at Suplejack for the festive season. It would be my first time there in fifteen months. We began preparing ourselves for the long trip ahead of us, being sure to lock in all the essential equipment I would need for a couple of weeks at the station. In some ways the most important piece of gear was a portable generator and air conditioning unit, should we break down along the way. My body wouldn’t last long out in the desert during December without being kept cool, so we needed to take precautions. We had also had some success in gaining two full-time carers to help me through day-to-day life, however the couple who were with us weren’t able to accompany us on this trip, so it was up to Cam, Mum and of course Sarah to look after me for a couple of weeks. On 20 December, we left Alice Springs at midday to begin the trip home, driving in convoy with my parents along the Tanami Track. The old road hadn’t changed much over the years, with the corrugations still bone rattling. We had to stop every couple of hours to readjust my sitting position in the front seat to ensure I didn’t develop pressure sores. It was a long day in the car, but as we pulled up at the house at Suplejack, having driven for nine hours, I felt relieved and satisfied for having made the effort. The sweet smell of wet grass and cedar trees in the garden was an odour I had cherished as a boy, and now craved as an adult. It was not a journey we had taken lightly. The last year had been hell for everyone in my family and I had been the centre pivot of that pain, trying to deal with it the best way I knew how. Those brief seconds sitting in the car, before my family jerked the door open to say hello, gave me just enough time to reflect on the important things in life. Sarah and I were finally returning to our home, the place we loved, the place where we started our family, and to the comfort we had longed for during all those trying months in Adelaide. Being back represented so much more than simply proving we could travel unfazed deep into the Outback; life had thrown the kitchen sink at me and I had survived. So I had a big smile on my face as Brad and Cam lifted me from the truck in darkness and took me inside, with rain falling heavily around us.

Despite the rain, the outside temperatures at Suplejack over Christmas were very high. It meant I had to get up a lot earlier just to spend a few hours outside before the mercury started rising. Dad ran the station generator around the clock for my benefit so we could run the air conditioner throughout the house, but the room I was staying in didn’t have air conditioning. So the following day, Dad, Brad and Cam cut a hole in the wall and mounted a unit so I could use the bigger room with enough space to operate my chair. It was a joy to watch my brothers work so efficiently together; Dad had skilled-up all of us boys as talented handymen. Actually the boys became handy indeed, whenever I needed to cool down fast. They would throw me into the shower chair, wheel me out to the lawn and hit me with the hose. One afternoon they even used the forklift to load me and the chair onto the back of the ute and drove off to the dam for a swim. It was good to be home.

Both Braxton and Lawson thrived on the wide open spaces at Suplejack and got up to all sorts of adventures and mischief. However, Braxton did struggle to get his head around the new living arrangements. While he was only two and a half when the accident happened, he still had memories of being at the station. We had lived in our own house not far from the homestead, but Brad and Bec had now moved in there. Braxton remembered our house and was concerned that we weren’t staying there on our short visit over Christmas.

‘We can’t go there,’ Sarah explained. ‘That’s not our house any more.’

‘But Dad, remember we planted a boab tree over there,’ he replied. ‘Why can’t we live there?’

Braxton also picked up on many of the stories I had told him during the time in Adelaide about riding horses and checking bores in the ute. However, the life I had painted for him wasn’t the life we went back to. He wasn’t sure whether the memories he had a year or so earlier were actually real, given how so much had changed. The main change, of course, was my injury and inability to do those activities any more, but whether or not Braxton could fully comprehend that as a four-year-old, I wasn’t sure. He was certainly confused.

My attitude also changed after Christmas. An uncomfortable feeling of being out of place began to wash over me – something I really wasn’t expecting. The wet season storms had Dad and the boys out for most of the days fixing flood-gates. I had been so desperate to return home that I guess I never really took a moment to think what it would be like when the men would have to leave the house to go out to work. It was really difficult for me to smile in the morning when they would say, ‘We’ll catch you after lunch’, and head out for the day. But when they did arrive home, I was still depressed and could hardly muster a smile when I saw them. In many ways I was struggling like Braxton, trying to let go of who I was before the accident and attempting to grab hold of who I had become. So within the space of a few days, my emotions went on a wild ride, beginning with such triumph at arriving back on the property to almost worthlessness being stuck at the house.

Despite the emotional turmoil, the trip had been a great release for me and I had tears in my eyes as we drove out the gate a couple of weeks later. On New Year’s Day 2010, Sarah wrote in her diary:


Here’s to another year of life as we’ve never known it. Things looked more positive at the start of the year. Let’s farewell 2009 and bid those tears goodbye and welcome the New Year with positive thoughts and new goals. Another new beginning, another set of challenges.



As usual Sarah was the light that lit up my every day, but I couldn’t help think about the life we had waiting for us back at Alice Springs, in the three-bedroom apartment. Fortunately, not long after we returned, we were able to begin renting a house on a 2.5-hectare block in the rural area. It would be a massive improvement on the stuffy unit, a place where we could have our horses, run our dogs and even grow some vegetables. Immediately my outlook improved again, as renovations began on the house to make it wheelchair friendly. Over Christmas I managed to track down a gooseneck horse trailer in Queensland, suitable for the Chevrolet to tow so we could take it on the road with us to live in whenever we wanted to travel. Instead of having it brought all the way over to the Territory, we had it delivered to Sarah’s parents’ place at Dulacca for us to pick up at a later date.

Unfortunately, our two initial carers left us to get married and wouldn’t be returning, so we were looking for two more when Brad offered his services. He and Bec said they could help us over the wet season until the first round of mustering started again. It seemed like a good idea to me – being able to spend more time with my brother and sister-in-law sounded great – so together they took on the job for the next few months. As had begun in Adelaide, a tradition continued in my family of great generosity and spirit to care for me at different periods and for different lengths of time, whether it was just a few minutes helping me move between a vehicle and the house, or for months at a time. But as I found later, it wasn’t just close family. There were members of my extended family and friends who would also be willing to lend a hand. While it probably took some people longer than others to get used to the type of care I required on a daily basis, generally speaking, I had no worries with family and friends caring for me. Sarah would take extra care in keeping me properly covered during these times, especially when I was getting ready for a shower. It was some time later, though, that I realised that those caring for me could see a whole lot more of me than I thought. It became obvious one day when I caught a glimpse of myself in the bathroom mirror – I had all sorts of things hanging out. I was shocked. It is fair to say I wasn’t quite as confident around female carers as I once was and I sure as hell became pedantic about always being covered properly.
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SUNRISE

I had become fed up with hospitals. The sadness, emptiness and boredom I had experienced in them over the eighteen months prior were enough to last me a lifetime. Generally, all the medical staff I had encountered were good at their jobs, while a few, I sensed, wished they were elsewhere. I guess they too felt fatigued by the pain and suffering that engulfs hospital buildings. It couldn’t be easy for anyone to be constantly giving bad news to patients when the outlook isn’t good. So it was with much frustration in early 2010 that I was again admitted to the Alice Springs hospital, this time with pneumonia. Not only did I not want to spend my days lying in bed, but I was also worried that our first trip to Queensland would be delayed by my illness. However, I had to submit when I caught the flu and began coughing up blood. My lungs were so weak due to the injury that I needed help with coughing. Brad had found a solution by wrapping his arms around my upper torso and squeezing my ribs together while pushing upwards. This created the force I needed to bring up the phlegm and mucus, clearing my airway. Although we had begun using a special cough-assist machine to do the job, manual pressure applied to my chest was more effective. Each day, Sarah and Brad would arrive at the hospital to take me through the usual process of toileting and showering, before returning me to the bed. I had been admitted on a Monday and as each day passed I could feel my health improving.

By the time Friday arrived I was itching to hit the road on our next adventure to pick up the gooseneck trailer at Miles and visit friends and family we hadn’t seen for some time. Sarah had the Chevrolet and box trailer packed for the trip, as well as a second support vehicle for Brad and Bec to drive. We decided we wouldn’t stay in motels because of the added expense and instead would camp along the roadside. We would need my hospital-issue bed, shower chair and pop-up shower tent all loaded in the trailer. Late Friday afternoon I sat fully dressed in my wheelchair with Sarah close at hand while we waited for the doctor to come by with my discharge. Soon a young doctor appeared at the doorway with a clipboard.

‘Mr Cook, you’re progressing nicely,’ she said. ‘We’ll keep you in over the weekend as a precaution and you should be right to go home on Monday.’

This was not the news I wanted to hear and I was so disappointed I felt like crying and swearing at the same time. I was sick of being told what I could and couldn’t do as a result of my injury and I couldn’t stand the thought of staying one more minute in hospital, let alone three more days.

‘No. No, that’s not right,’ I said in protest.

‘How can it not be right?’ she asked quizzically. ‘I have the paperwork right here.’

‘The other doctor just came through and told me I was right to go home,’ I lied.

‘Oh really,’ she said looking somewhat confused. ‘Which doctor was that?’

‘Um, he was a bloke,’ I said trying to think quickly. ‘And I think he was Asian.’

Somehow I had managed to give a vague enough description for the doctor to leave the room and query my claims.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Sarah once the doctor had left.

‘I’m not staying here,’ I said. ‘I need to get outside before I go crazy.’

A few minutes later the same doctor returned with a pile of  folders, apparently containing all the information they had on me.

‘You are right to go,’ she said to my sweet surprise. ‘Here are your discharge documents.’

‘It’s OK, you keep those,’ I said casually. ‘I’ll probably be back one day and you might need them.’

With that, we were free to leave. I gave Sarah a wink and we got out of there as quick as we could. Returning home overnight, with Brad helping me cough whenever I whistled to get his attention, we were on the Stuart Highway heading north the next morning. I felt exhilarated to be on the road again, doing something on my terms, even though I was a bit tuckered out from the restless sleep and frequent coughing. The kids were in our car, while Brad, Bec and their baby, Lane, followed us in another. As we drove, my chest continuously filled up with bloody phlegm, causing a coughing fit. Sarah would have to lean across and push on the side of my chest with her left hand as she drove. If it became too much, we stopped on the side of the road and Brad would run up to the car to help me. It was slow going, having to pull over every hour or so along the way. On the first day of driving we only got as far as the Devils Marbles, about a hundred kilometres south of Tennant Creek.

‘You know, Sarah,’ I said reflectively that night as I lay on my air mattress in the box trailer, ‘I’d love to watch the sunrise tomorrow morning while we do the toileting thing.’

It had been a long time since I had witnessed the morning spectacle, and seeing as though the toileting session took me around fifteen minutes, what better opportunity than while we’re camped smack bang in the middle of the Territory? It was a relatively isolated camping spot, very peaceful. A gentle sprinkle of rain fell on the tent all night, which was music to my ears. Just as we’d planned the night before, Brad woke me early, lifted me onto the shower chair and I watched in awe as the sun peeked over the horizon. The Devils Marbles are a significant tourist attraction in the Territory – massive boulders lie scattered in clusters, some poised in precarious positions. The rocks were formed from granite many millions of years ago, pushed up through the sandstone. As the sunlight sprayed over the granite boulders, they turned a bright golden colour. It was magnificent as my first sunrise since leaving hospital in Adelaide, from a great spot, even if I was perched on the dunny.

And so the interstate camping trip continued, through to Dulacca in Queensland. It wasn’t a typical camping experience, though, with us having to carry so much equipment. Sarah, Brad and Bec would spend considerable parts of each day packing and unpacking the trailer and truck at overnight stopovers. They did well to keep their humour, as it rained all the way to Queensland. When there was a break in the weather, I supervised the kids, keeping Braxton, Lawson and Lane under careful watch. Braxton, a talkative four-year-old now, two-year-old Lawson and eight-month-old Lane could be a handful for a bloke in a wheelchair, but I managed. In fact, I loved every morning to be able to take the kids aside and just be a normal father and uncle. Lane was just starting to stand up by grabbing onto things until he had the balance to straighten his little legs. I began parking my chair in front of him and he would grab hold of the back bumper bar. Slowly I drove forward as he shuffled along with me and that was how he learnt to walk, hanging onto the wheelchair in those few months on the road. It was days like this I thanked God for keeping me alive. My relationship with my children had waned during my stint in the hospital and rehab centre in Adelaide. Although they became very comfortable within the four walls of the wards for hours on end, I was probably not really part of their life. To them I was just a bloke who lay in bed or sat in a chair all day, occasionally telling them stories about station life. If someone sat the kids on the bed with me, they would cause a commotion and want to climb down. I suppose I was a pretty scary-looking (and sounding) character. Of course I felt lucky and comforted to have them with me, but not being able to reach out to them and bond physically was an incredibly difficult thing to handle. However, once I became mobile in my chair and away from the hospital and rehab environs, my relationship with Braxton returned and my connection with Lawson began.

Every father wants the ability to protect their child from injury and set solid standards of discipline. Initially, I wasn’t capable of doing either. It took a little while for me to grasp my new parameters and to interact with the kids without having an imposing presence. I couldn’t physically pull the boys away from a dangerous situation or pick them up when they were hurt, but I was learning other ways to be the caring parent I wanted to be. In some ways I wrapped them in cotton wool, so to speak, because it tore at my heart to see my child injured and me unable to go to their aid. Whenever I could see the possibility of them being hurt on a swing or a piece of equipment, I’d tell them to move away or distract them, so the risk was reduced or averted. I was actively changing the environment around them to eliminate the problem. It was a soft approach but one that prevented me from feeling inadequate as a father. Some parents would argue that I should leave the children be and let them learn from their mistakes, but those same parents were also able to physically comfort their child when they cried, whereas I was not. Disciplining our boys was not quite as difficult. Much to their surprise, they soon discovered that Sarah would deliver a smack to their backside on my behalf if they didn’t listen.

‘How the hell can you wake up and smile?’ was a common question directed at me. ‘What the fuck have you got to smile about?’

It was a query that came mostly from my close and extended family on meeting up with them throughout the Territory and Queensland, while travelling in the gooseneck trailer. I suppose they felt more relaxed around me since I’d left hospital, and sensing I could handle a tough question they were simply asking what was on their mind. It was pretty clear to me why I was smiling, as I thought of Sarah and the boys, and I gave them the simple answer. For those who saw me as a vegetable during my stint in hospital, it was good for them to see me up and about, albeit still disabled. Many had no experience whatsoever of a person confined to a wheelchair and no insight at all into the things that are done quietly in the background to get me through the day.

‘What time do you get up in the morning,’ people would often ask. ‘That’s what time we’ll have breakfast.’

‘Well, I’ll start at six,’ I’d reply. ‘But you won’t see me until 9.30.’

‘Oh right,’ would come the surprised response. ‘What, it takes you that long to get out of bed?’

By now I’d had to explain how my body operated so many times that I’d become well rehearsed in my response. People would also kindly offer to help Sarah when we were staying with them, but my daily showering and dressing wasn’t really something I wanted everyone involved in. We ended up changing my morning routine to late in the afternoon. It enabled us to be up early and the long process wouldn’t get in the way of our plans to make the most of each day. If we were visiting someone’s house, we could leave in the afternoon without having to explain why. There were some of my mates who still felt comfortable enough to come into the toilet area and have a coffee and a chat with me while they waited for the business to finish. Generally I was happy for them to be there, but they had to be pretty special friends.

We had been on the road for several months and, despite the minor social unfamiliarities that we were still getting used to, I was feeling a sense of achievement, similar to what I had felt at Suplejack for the first time. Sarah’s father, Graeme, and Brad mounted the gooseneck hitch into the Chevy at Dulacca, and we continued to make upgrades to the trailer as we stopped over at our friends’ properties, from Dalby through to Clermont. A number of people went out of their way to help us install a hot water system, shower, air conditioning and even lift rails in the ceiling. My living section in the trailer was where the horses would usually stand; here, I was able to sleep, shower and use the toilet. Sarah and the kids occupied the other end in the usual living quarters with beds, kitchen and bathroom. It was just terrific to be able to ring a cousin like Johnny Cook or an uncle like Steve Cook or a mate like Talby to arrange for gear to be posted ahead of us, before they helped install whatever the upgrade may have been. Numerous friends and cousins made a huge effort for me and, really, wanted nothing in return. Lilly and Shane, Sonia and Hans and their children had all moved to Gin Gin, about fifty kilometres west of Bundaberg, allowing us another place to pull up and spend a considerable amount of time. Meanwhile, Brad and Bec had decided it was time to return home to help with the mustering, so we had some interim carers before my youngest sister Loretta and her partner Jake Adamson joined us. They had both hit a bit of a rut in their jobs in Alice Springs and were keen to try something different. They started on a roster of two weeks on and one week off. It was a shift that would become standard for the carers working with me, giving Sarah and me flexibility while also giving the carers a good break between shifts.

Wanting to catch up on lost time with Braxton and Lawson, I decided fishing might be just the answer to strengthening our bonds. After buying a 4.5-metre boat near Brisbane, we headed north to Clermont where my mates and cousins helped me design and build a winch lift. Mounted within the boat, it was able to swing me in from a car or my chair. When we pulled up at the ramp, I would be put in a sling on the end of the winch wire and then slowly lifted to a seat in the boat before it had been launched in the water. Once I was secure, the boat was released from the trailer and away we went. The same process in reverse was used to get me out again. We fished through a couple of dams like Theresa Creek Dam near Clermont and Kitchener Dam near Mackay, and then went further north up the coastline to Cooktown. On the way back we went out to the rivers near Normanton and Karumba in the Gulf of Carpentaria. It was always a full boat, with me, Sarah, Braxton, Lawson, Loretta, Jake and our two dogs all out on the water. One day we ventured off shore and found ourselves in rough seas. We were smashing into one wave after another as Sarah and Loretta held one child each, lying flat on the deck. I was perched up in my seat, completely soaked from the spray of the ocean while Jake manned the wheel. The two dogs, Chase and Ruby, were whimpering in fear, and groaning.

‘What are you laughing at?’ yelled Jake.

‘That dog just got seasick,’ I explained.

Luckily, Jake, an experienced seaman, was able to captain us back to the boat ramp without further incident. It was a memorable time away, and we caught plenty of fish and mud crabs. Braxton was able to snare a rock cod as his very first fish.

When we got back on solid ground, I’ll never forget the look on the policeman’s face when he flashed his lights to pull us over. We were returning to the caravan park after a day’s fishing. Instead of winching me out of the boat and into the car at the boat ramp, I figured it would be quicker for me to stay where I was until we got to the caravan park.

‘It’ll be right,’ I confidently told Sarah. ‘We’re only going around the corner and besides, Jake will stay up here in the boat with me.’

‘I better not get pulled over,’ yelled Sarah out the window as we pulled away.

I was a little nervous as the policeman tapped his torch along the edge of the boat, making his way up alongside us.

‘It’s illegal to ride in trailers, boys,’ he said slowly. ‘But I’m sure you’ve got a perfectly sensible answer.’

‘Well, you see officer, I can’t move,’ I replied politely.

‘Now why would that be mate?’ asked the policeman.

‘Because I’m a quadriplegic in a wheelchair,’ I told him.

‘Is that a fact?’ he asked suspiciously, climbing up onto the trailer to inspect the boat.

When he saw me there strapped into my chair, the poor bugger nearly fell over. He promptly let us continue on our way and returned to his car.

While we were travelling in 2010, I took a couple of phone calls that would open up doors for me as a quadriplegic. Returning to live and possibly work on the station was still my goal, but following our first visit there I knew there was a great deal more to consider before we could do so. The Northern Territory Cattlemen’s Association (NTCA) invited me to speak at its annual conference in Darwin to share my story. I felt blessed to have so many supporters in the cattle industry throughout my recovery stage, many of whom I’ve never met. The NTCA was keen to have me as a guest – someone who loved the beef sector and had been knocked down but was determined to bounce back. The industry had given me nothing but opportunities and this would be my chance to offer something in return. I had never delivered such a speech before in front of so many people, so the nerves began well before the conference. Renowned motivational speaker Sam Bailey, who’s a low-level quadriplegic, had contacted me while I was in Adelaide, with help from my cousin Bernadette Lenihan. He provided terrific support for my family and we had stayed in touch over the last eighteen months. Sam was a great sounding board – I could bounce ideas off him and he gave me pointers on what to say, what not to say and what to emphasise. I tried writing the speech first, without success, and so then decided to use a PowerPoint presentation and just wing it. Basically, I planned to follow the story of my life, the helicopter crash and the months following. On the day of the conference there were more than 500 people in the hall, but you could have heard a pin drop as I spoke, not that I noticed. I was too busy trying to keep my nerves in check and focus on what I was saying. It was only afterwards that people commented on how well the speech was received. At the end of what I had prepared I decided to freestyle a little.

‘Now I’ve given you all something here,’ I said slowly. ‘If you could all please do something for me in return, something that I can’t do – put your hands together.’

I went on, ‘But don’t clap for me because I’ve just been through a rollercoaster ride. Clap for my wife Sarah who’s been by my side day-in, day-out, and without her I wouldn’t be here today.’

Responding to my request, the audience began applauding, before they rose to their feet for a standing ovation. It was an overwhelming response but the right one, given how much Sarah had sacrificed for me. The speech gave me some confidence in taking on further speaking engagements in the future, which I continue to find both challenging and rewarding.

The second phone call of significance I took in 2010 was from cattleman Ashley Severin of Curtin Springs Station in central Australia. Ashley is a former scholar with Nuffield Australia, a trust that offers prestigious scholarships to farmers with the intention of improving knowledge and practical skills within the agricultural sector. Each year, people working across the country can apply for the scholarships as an opportunity to undertake paid study within their area of expertise. Ashley had completed his scholarship in 1988 on saline irrigation and embryo transfers. I had registered my interest with Nuffield before the accident, but work demands at home meant I didn’t take the application further. I knew who Ashley Severin was but had never met him when he phoned to encourage me to resubmit my application for a scholarship.

‘Do you know who I am?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, of course I do,’ he replied.

‘So you know about the accident and the wheelchair?’ It hadn’t occurred to me that a person with a disability could get involved with the demands of Nuffield.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘That’s all small stuff.’

‘So you think I could do it?’

‘If you think you could physically do it, then you can,’ he said patiently. ‘There’s nothing wrong with your brain so there’s absolutely no reason why you shouldn’t.’

‘Are you sure, with my level of injury?’ I pushed further.

‘If I can get out in the paddock, a year after having half my stomach removed because of cancer, I’m sure you can do a scholarship in a wheelchair,’ he told me.

‘OK, so how long do I have to apply?’ came my next question.

‘Applications close in two days,’ he warned. ‘So you better get your arse into gear and start writing.’

It wasn’t much time but with the help of my cousin Mark Cook, who worked in agribusiness, I managed to get the paperwork done and submitted online. I now also had a voice-activated and controlled computer which I could use to type, check emails and surf the web. There were some minor issues in the beginning with the software not understanding certain words in my vocabulary, but we eventually ironed that out.

A few weeks later I was asked to go to Darwin to a scholarship interview with a panel of Australian agricultural leaders. There, Ashley took me through the process that was about to happen.

‘What will they be trying to find out?’ I asked, sounding worried.

‘They want to see if you know what you’re talking about,’ he replied simply.

‘What am I talking about?’

‘Your application, mate!’

I hadn’t actually read my paperwork since submitting it and could barely remember it. I knew the issues that were affecting my family on the cattle station and me personally in the wheelchair, but beyond that my broader knowledge of the politics and challenges regarding the beef industry was pretty basic. Consequently, I found myself a little out of my depth when I faced the interview panel of representatives from several sectors, including beef, sheep, horticulture and fishing. Most of the questions had little to do with the Northern Territory cattle industry, but I tried to answer those that I could, being sure not to sound like I knew more than I actually did. I was then asked about my disability and whether the extensive travel involved with the scholarship – thirteen weeks overseas – would be beyond my limits. It was the first time I’d really considered just what I would have to do, but I figured it wouldn’t be the first time someone in a wheelchair had travelled abroad, so I said it was possible. After twenty minutes the interview was over and we headed back to our hotel.

‘How do you think it went?’ asked Jake, who’d accompanied me to Darwin as my carer.

‘I think we should go do some shopping.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Well, it’s been a wasted trip so far,’ I said dejectedly. ‘We might as well make the most of it.’

‘Oh, that bad?’

‘Mate, it was absolutely pitiful.’

Believing I had blown my chance at the scholarship, I tried to forget the whole experience. But about a month later, to my relief, I received a call to say I had been short-listed and was required to fly to Melbourne for a second interview. I saw it as another chance, so I started researching and reading everything I could to prepare for the day. Trawling through the internet, webpage after webpage, I stacked for the interview. If there was something written about the beef industry, I read it.

Just like the first interview, I again wheeled into a boardroom but this time I was wearing my best suit. I recognised a few high-profile faces on the panel, who again were all from various Australian agricultural industries. They quizzed me on the management of Suplejack and I had to explain why I thought a scholarship would help me at the station. At the time, the biggest issue for the northern cattle industry was overseas market access, particularly Indonesia. While the Indonesian live trade had proved very profitable for Australian graziers for the best part of fifteen years, a change in Indonesian government policy meant the country would begin taking fewer cattle. The government over there wanted to bring about self-sufficiency by breeding more of their own cattle and fattening increased numbers in feedlots for slaughter. They saw it as a way to create more jobs and wealth within the different provinces, but what it meant for the average cattle station in northern Australia was that the big-framed, fatter Brahman cattle that producers had been trying to breed for so many years were no longer accepted. A 350-kilogram weight limit was implemented at the beginning of 2010 and exporters had no option but to comply. While we were affected at Suplejack, we had the Shorthorn-cross breeds which could be sent to domestic markets, so luckily we had more options than some other properties. Examining market access for northern cattle producers was initially the focus of my Nuffield application. My enthusiasm, ideas and presentation must have impressed them, because I was accepted as a 2011/12 scholar. It would pave the way for a massive year ahead for my little family, as we made plans to take on the world.
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NUFFIELD CHALLENGE

The idea of travelling through North and South America and Europe sounded terrific on paper, but it was a different story when it actually came time to do it. I couldn’t avoid having some doubt surrounding the selection process for my scholarship. Had I been selected on the basis of merit, or had sympathy because of the wheelchair played a part? I later found out that my disability actually played against me throughout the process in the sense that Nuffield Australia was taking a gamble by appointing a person with such a severe injury. The panel had many variables to consider, but in the end it came down to the confidence that both Sarah and I had in my ability to physically complete the scholarship. I therefore became the first person in a powered wheelchair ever to be awarded the honour. The first part of the program involved a ‘global focus tour’ with all the scholars travelling together, while the second part allowed for us to follow our individual areas of interest. In the first six weeks overseas, we would have to maintain a rigorous schedule visiting embassies, agribusiness firms, farms, feedlots and factories in seven different countries. It was then up to me to plan the second trip, which would come later in 2011, travelling separate from the group.

Although I had planned originally to focus my study on global market access for northern cattle producers, particularly for our own operation, it became apparent – given the tumultuous state that the live export industry was in at the time – that perhaps I should reconsider. With government policies changing and other variable factors in play, my study of the export market may quickly have become dated, so I turned my attention to another issue that was fast becoming close to my heart. What options do farmers or graziers like me have in returning to work if they suffer a serious injury? If I were to return to the station, sure I was still able to give direction to staff and sell cattle through an agent, but as for the daily physical requirements necessary in cattle production, my options were limited. I knew of some farmers and producers in wheelchairs who were giving it a go, but were they as productive as they could be? With that considered, I decided to change my Nuffield focus and investigate innovations and technology in the beef industry. I would investigate equipment and find what products could be adopted to enable injured producers to remain productive in the beef industry. If I could find a new way of doing my old job on the station, then perhaps I could also encourage others to stay involved with the running of their farms as well.

The first part of the Nuffield program would really test my stamina. Our itinerary included up to twenty flights in six weeks, many of which were international. It was packed with long hours and few opportunities to stay in one place for two nights in a row. If I was able to take my two carers as well as Sarah on the trip, I believed it could be done. While the scholarship bursary would cover some of my personal costs, we had to find more money for the support crew to go with me. On-going negotiations were being held with the insurance company involved with the helicopter crash about what financial support could be offered for me to undertake my Nuffield scholarship. It became a tedious task as my idea of support and the company’s idea of support differed dramatically. One option raised was for a third party to travel overseas instead of me and film the locations that the rest of the group went to. The proposal would mean I’d stay home and watch the videos on replay before writing my report. I’ve never been the kind of person to do something half-heartedly; that’s how I was raised. If I was to undergo the study like an able-bodied person, then I would travel like one too. Finally we reached an agreement to have two carers go with me, but another problem arose. Finding two carers who would work a seven-week stint without a break would not be easy. Again we had to turn to family, and fortunately Loretta and Jake put up their hands to help.

Two weeks before we were due to leave for our first stopover in New Zealand, in March 2011, I had prepared myself to swallow my pride and take the trip in a manual, folding wheelchair. It meant I’d have to rely on someone to push me every step of the way. Ideally I wanted my four-wheel drive chair, particularly if we were visiting farms, but the sheer size and bulkiness of the chair made it impractical to take. All advice I received was to take a manual, ordinary chair. I had accepted the idea until I visited a specialist in Adelaide for a run-of-the-mill seating assessment. As I sat in the rehab centre with the occupational therapist, an elderly man wheeled in on a slim, compact motorised chair.

‘What’s that chair?’ I asked my OT.

‘Oh it’s a Glyde Series IIII,’ he replied. ‘They are great little chairs and they fold up.’

‘You’re joking,’ I exclaimed. ‘How heavy are they?’

‘Only about thirty kilograms,’ he told me. ‘And most of the weight is in the battery.’

Through that chance encounter I discovered a suitable chair that I could take with me overseas. During the next two hours, an agent brought in a demo chair for me to try and we fitted a suitable back rest and hand control. This amazing slimline model would allow me so much more independence when travelling. After a quick chat with the agent, I bought the demo model for a good price. I’d taken a risk buying it because I didn’t have a chance to do proper testing, so I wasn’t sure if I would get pressure sores or have any other complications. Fortunately, there were none and it was a great decision. It has to be the most versatile chair on the market, with its light weight, easy manoeuvrability and folding capabilities; I’ve found none other like it.

On the long-haul flights I had to fly in first class because it wasn’t possible for me to sit in economy. It was the first time for me overseas and the first for me in first class. I got a chance to see how the other half lives, but if only it could have been under better circumstances. Generally the airlines required me to board first, which meant I would switch out of my chair into an ‘aisle chair’ before hopping on the plane. Jake would lift me into the plane seat, then reposition and buckle me in. Each trip had its own individual challenges, but for the most part, all the airlines were more than happy to accommodate someone with my requirements. It was, of course, made easier with Jake, Loretta and Sarah to manually transfer me between chairs.

Our first destination was New Zealand’s windiest city, Wellington. The formalities kicked off with a traditional Maori welcome and a tour of Parliament House, before we visited mining areas, dairies, sheep farms and wineries. The group of scholars I travelled with were a great bunch of men and women, all very passionate about agriculture and the sector they worked in. It was a pleasure getting to know them over the following seven weeks. With a few more days of sightseeing in the South Island and conference sessions based on New Zealand agriculture, we flew to Santiago, Chile, en route to Brazil and Mexico.

In Brazil, we landed in Sao Paulo. I couldn’t believe the dense housing and over-population in this city of twenty-one million people. The population of Australia could have been squeezed into the shanty villages that dominated much of the city. We met with the Brazilian Agriculture Minister, who was also the owner of a Brazilian agricultural company that owned large parcels of land farming crops, cattle and sheep. He was very interested in the genetics of our sheep and cattle in both Australia and New Zealand. Over the next six days we drove through the country, stopping at several farms and feedlots. One 22,000-hectare farm, which grew crops of corn, sorghum, soya beans and tomatoes, employed a whopping 1300 people. It was a massive operation and included a 10,000-head feedlot, which was all under cover. Brazil was an amazing country and I couldn’t help but feel sad seeing the massive gap between wealth and poverty. One day when we were sightseeing in Sao Paulo, Sarah and I stopped to drop some coins into the lap of a homeless person.

‘I hope you are made of money,’ said the tour guide.

‘Why is that?’ I asked.

‘You’ll see,’ he replied simply.

As we turned the next street corner I was blown away by the sheer number of homeless and beggars lining both sides of the long street. It was very hard to wheel past each individual, unable to do anything to improve their situation.

Most days of the seven-week trip had us up at 4 a.m. and going to bed close to midnight. It was like The Amazing Race on steroids, such was the hectic itinerary. There was little downtime, particularly for Sarah, Loretta and Jake who had to start earlier and finish later than everyone else. As the fast pace of the trip wasn’t wavering, the group began to take whatever opportunity we could to relax and grab a beer. One of the scholars was having his fortieth birthday in Rio de Janeiro, so we thought it was a good excuse one evening to head to a local nightspot. We found a wonderful outdoor place serving alcohol, positioned right on the water. It was a long way from the Tanami Desert and I was not ready for where the night would take us.

Sitting at one of the tables, having some drinks to celebrate the birthday, a few of us noticed a group of very sexy young women standing against a wall alongside the bar. It soon became obvious they were prostitutes. The local men, whom we didn’t know, made eye contact with the girl they were interested in and out they would walk together. The scene unfolding before us was sad but still incredible, like something you read about or see in movies. Our group had a ball discussing the local culture around us, which was largely beer and sex. Probably because of our constant staring and chatter, one of the beautiful girls made her way over to our table. As she tried to talk to us in Portuguese, I spoke to our interpreter to see if he could ask the girl to give the birthday boy a kiss on the cheek and sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to him. He nearly fell off his chair when this drop-dead gorgeous girl gave him a peck on the cheek and started serenading him in Portuguese. It was all in good fun and we had a nice laugh as the girl walked back to her friends. The conversation about the prostitutes came and went throughout the evening, but the topic was brought to our attention again when we left the bar and pulled up a stool at a beachside stand selling grog. After a while we realised the stand was doubling as a brothel outlet, as men came and went paying for services, but the women were nowhere to be seen. It was more exposure to the quite public sex industry that we were far from accustomed to. We certainly were a long way from home. As we sat there at 11 p.m., taking in our surrounds and enjoying the sounds of the beach, a muscled young man with chin stubble, along with make-up, long hair, breasts and a dress, sidled up to the group. It seemed our obvious infatuation with the whole spectacle was enough for the transvestite to approach us. He came over and started making eyes towards one of the male Aussie scholars and what followed were some very awkward moments until the prostitute realised we weren’t actually interested. He seemed rather offended at having made the effort to come over only to be rejected. Most of us were buckled over in laughter at our strange encounter on the beach in Brazil.

Our trip then took us further north to Mexico City. We had the chance to get an understanding of the local culture and visited a Catholic cathedral and some pyramids before we flew to the town of Obregon in the Sonora Valley, which is along the north-west coast of Mexico. It was one of the country’s few productive farming areas. We took a very early morning flight on a small plane and landed some hours later. Because we were always the first to get on and the last to get off a plane, I’d often stare out the window watching the ground crew below prepare the planes. On this occasion I was watching the crew unload the bags from the stowage space. There were no sophisticated conveyer belts; instead, the men simply threw all the bags onto the tarmac and then another person loaded them onto the trailers. They weren’t worried at all about damaging people’s belongings – bag by bag they tossed them out the small opening at the bottom of the plane. I was grateful I didn’t have anything breakable in my bags until I saw my wheelchair cop the same dismount. It flew through the air and skidded to a stop on its side on the tarmac. Luckily, the airline crew didn’t understand English or they would have received a strong lesson in Aussie obscenities. The same baggage handlers turned up to help me disembark, only this wouldn’t be the normal process. A fridge trolley was wheeled in and I was lowered down so I was in a squatting position at the base of the trolley. They then strapped me to the metal bars like a sack of potatoes and numerous people lifted me down the stairs to the tarmac. I was just happy they didn’t throw me out the door like they did my chair.

Once we had a chance to look closely at the wheelchair, we discovered the back-rest canes, which braced my back in the right position, were bent. There was no way I could now sit in the chair without easily falling out again. The conversation began as a heated discussion between Sarah, Jake and the airline staff about the damage to my chair, and ended up being an all-out argument, English versus Spanish. A helpful passer-by, who we later discovered was actually our group’s assigned interpreter, began arguing with the staff on our behalf. We told them we had seen the rough treatment that the chair had received on the tarmac and it was now unusable, while they retorted by telling us the chair should have been transported in a wooden box. The argument then moved to who was going to pay for the damage, the airline or our travel insurance. As we were talking, five police officers carrying machine guns surrounded us, me still in the crouched position. The situation was tense. All of us found the stand-off very confronting, to say the least, and it was finally resolved with the help of the interpreter negotiating with the airline’s manager to have the chair fixed in a local workshop. So Jake lifted me into the chair and pushed me outside while Sarah and Loretta held me so I wouldn’t fall forward until we got into the car park. Instead of going to the workshop, we put the chair’s back-rest canes on the gutter and drove the hire bus over the bent area until it was straight again. With some bush mechanics we had fixed the chair as good as we could, and we went on our way. We didn’t end up taking it to any workshops, and even well after we returned to Australia I was still using that same back rest.

And so the marathon trip continued into the United States, Canada, France and Scotland. Every place we visited offered different ideas or perspectives on sustainable food production for the group to take in. While our meetings and dinners were all very formal and prestigious, the behind-the-scenes travel was anything but. Early morning or late night flights had us very tired and jetlagged towards the end of the seven weeks. Although I could fall asleep in the chair while travelling, Sarah, Loretta and Jake had to keep working until I was in bed at the hotel, and again they would rise before everyone else to get me prepared for the day ahead. A usual overnight stay would involve finding either a ‘step up’ or ‘step down’ transformer for the local power supply, charging the wheelchair, pumping up my air mattress to sleep on, writing my blog and taking notes for my report. Unless there was a late start on our itinerary for the day, the four of us never made a hotel breakfast, instead just opting to grab something on the way to our engagement. Apparently all the other scholars put on significant weight from so much good eating, whereas I was the only scholar to actually lose weight. This amazing overseas whirlwind trip opened my eyes in so many ways. From the various local cultures and the differing government policies on agriculture to the awe-inspiring multimillion dollar cooperatives and the family-run beef farms in each country, the experience was extraordinary.

My next visit to the United States as part of Nuffield was for six weeks, in August and September 2011. While we still maintained a busy schedule like the first trip, it was a lot less hectic. This time, I was able to bring along Braxton and Lawson, as well my two cousins, Luke Cook and Crystal Cook, who had offered to help me out. We tried hard to hire a wheelchair-accessible van, but without proof of permanent residency we couldn’t take out insurance so we had to settle for a normal van. Luke, Sarah and Crystal chucked me up in the front seat and our great American adventure began. We covered nine states by basically driving in a large loop from Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, Colorado through to Utah, Nevada, California, down to New Mexico and back through Texas, with a quick look in Louisiana. My one aim was to visit organisations and individuals who were able to offer me some insight into how farmers and graziers could continue to work despite being disabled. A highlight was the Samuel Roberts Noble Foundation in Oklahoma, which directs funding towards research and innovation in agriculture, among other things. As part of my visit to the foundation’s headquarters, I also gave a presentation on my life and scholarship thus far in an auditorium with more than 200 people in the audience, which was a lot more than what I was expecting. It was fascinating to see some of the technology currently being developed that could easily be modified to suit a C4 quadriplegic. Also in Oklahoma, I met grain and beef farmer John Enns who was a T12 paraplegic. John was able to show me some of the tools he used around the farm, including a lift into his tractor and some hay forks connected to the back of a ute. It was a fantastic visit to a ranch where a fellow disabled farmer was making such a go at running his operation. In Kansas, we stopped by the Molly Manufacturing plant, which built cattle-handling equipment, from crushes and races to the famous, all-American turret gates that are powered by hydraulics and operated by remote control. The owner, John Mollhagon, showed us through his factory and gave me a demonstration of just how easy it was to operate the equipment.

Towards the end of the trip, the kids began to tire of the constant travel. We played whatever games we could in the car, including ‘spot the animal’, but somehow Braxton would always manage to find one in no time at all. I thought I had the boys stumped driving through the desolate country of Utah, where I assumed nothing could survive. I was looking out the window with a smile, thinking this game could last for hours, until Braxton spotted a deer. Out in the middle of nowhere, without a blade of grass or tree shade for kilometres, there stood a deer beside the road looking rather miserable. So my hope of finding a game to distract the kids on the long drive through Utah was lost.

We were on our way to the Arches National Park, figuring it might be just the rest everyone needed. The park is named after the sandstone, mountainous country featuring natural arches in the landscape. After many hours of driving we finally pulled up at the national park entrance. We grabbed our water bottles and were locking up the van when we noticed some cyclists walking past wearing barely any clothing at all. The female cyclist wore a bikini, while the guys were sporting the very fashionable budgie smugglers. As they passed, my boys let out a little nervous giggle, which led to us daring Luke to strip off also. Luke is a fit, good-looking and charismatic young bloke and happily took up the challenge. With him only wearing his jocks, thongs, cap and sunglasses we began our walk to one of the lookouts.

It was a terribly funny walk through the park, as passers-by turned to stare at Luke in his white grandpa jocks and also at me in the wheelchair. I’m sure it was quite an unusual sight. Our laughter and jokes continued until a female park ranger walked towards us on the path. She moved over to allow me past and Luke couldn’t resist having a chat.

‘Excuse me, sweetheart,’ said Luke, as I tried to keep moving away. ‘Can I get a photo with you?’

‘I’m sorry, where are you from?’ asked the ranger, resting her right elbow on a pistol in her belt holster.

‘Oh, sweetheart,’ replied Luke, playing up his Aussie accent. ‘We’re from the desert in Australia.’

‘OK. I don’t know what the rules are in Australia,’ said the ranger patiently. ‘But here in America, in the public setting of a national park, it’s not acceptable to wear just underwear.’

Luke then tried to convince the ranger that his clothes had been stolen from his bag in the van, but he wasn’t doing a very good job.

‘So someone broke into your car and stole your clothes out of your bag?’ she asked suspiciously.

‘Yeah, that’s right. How about that photo?’ asked Luke cheekily.

After further discussion, Luke backed away from his theft claims and gave into the pressure. He confessed before being told to return to the car to get dressed. It certainly proved to be an eventful afternoon.

We also later took the time to visit Disneyland in California for the kids (and the bigger kids in all of us) and see the Grand Canyon towards the end of our journey. It capped off what was another memorable excursion overseas.

In my study, I was able to find solutions to the most significant challenges that face injured producers. It was extremely difficult to find the relevant technology for each specific requirement as each individual’s needs vary significantly. My report focused on several main areas where I believed the best results could be achieved. They included machinery and workplace modifications, animal-handling equipment, adaptable technology for specific needs and, of course, the good old working dog. By combining these key areas and using them in conjunction with each other, it is possible for a disabled producer like me to return to work. There are several different designs of four-wheel drive, all-terrain vehicles that can have controls modified to give both the disabled and elderly the ability to access their properties. Pneumatic- and hydraulic-operated cattle-handling equipment can easily be adapted in numerous ways, allowing someone with limited movement to process and draft cattle, particularly with a well-designed set of yards. Remote and automatic drafting is currently standard practice in the sheep and dairy industry and I was able to identify several companies, both in Australia and abroad, that are working towards commercial applications for the beef industry. Working dogs are also a common feature on many Australian cattle and sheep properties. If used properly, dogs proved to be a low-stress method of moving stock and one which could be adopted by most injured farmers. I met one Nebraskan cattle rancher who’d suffered a stroke in the late 1970s, leaving him wheelchair-bound. He lost the ability to speak and whistle but can still manage working dogs. Using a touch-screen computer on his lap, he simply selects one of up to forty commands which is then ‘spoken’ through the computer’s loudspeaker.

I was fortunate to meet many people working within agriculture who had suffered a disability or setback in one way or another, who all shared my outlook on life. Rather than whingeing about the hand they were dealt, these people just dusted themselves off and got on with their life. The Nuffield process afforded me the chance to explore countless possibilities for myself and others in the future. It widened my thinking process and gave more heart to my belief in returning to work. I am now working hard to put some of the ideas into practice as I prepare to move home. Despite the tiring and hectic travel, being involved in such study was extremely rewarding. I may have been the first to take on a Nuffield scholarship from the seat of a powered wheelchair, but I certainly hope I’m not the last.

Returning home from the US, I was completely humbled to receive several awards. The first were the Pride of Australia, Northern Territory Courage Medal and the National Courage Medal, which were presented to me at a ceremony in Sydney. Both Sarah and I were overwhelmed by the recognition. In my acceptance speech, which was on live television and in front of many famous personalities, I concluded the only way I knew how. I thanked my family for believing in me and, even though it was my name on the award, I accepted it in honour of my beautiful wife’s dedication, love and support. I was also named the Northern Territory Local Hero as part of the 2012 Australia Day Awards. For the honour, all the state and territory award recipients travelled to Canberra for receptions at the Governor-General’s Government House and Prime Minister’s Lodge. As we were exiting the stage following the announcement of the national winner, four musicians were preparing their instruments backstage. One of them was blocking my exit as he plugged in his guitar. He politely excused himself before we had a short chat about the weather and then I wheeled away thinking he was a pretty nice bloke.

‘Rob, do you know who that was?’ asked Sarah excitedly.

‘Yeah, he told me his name,’ I replied indignantly.

‘That was INXS, you know, the band!’ said Sarah.

‘Oh yeah, I’ve heard of them,’ I replied, trying to keep my cool.

It was a surreal experience, meeting so many people who were famous for different reasons, including Prime Minister Julia Gillard, Governor-General Quentin Bryce, INXS, Spiderbait, Bryce Courtney, Adam Gilchrist and Judith Durham. Being involved in those awards gave me strength to realise the importance of having a positive outlook. Had I decided that my life was too tough to bear when I had woken in the Adelaide hospital, I would never have been exposed to such a wonderful life. If any of the hardships I have overcome since the helicopter accident could inspire just one person in a similar situation, then I would be satisfied.
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TANAMI WALK

‘I would rather attempt something great and fail, than to do nothing at all and succeed.’ That’s a quote from American writer Robert H. Schuller that I adopted to get me through the hard times and one of my biggest challenges to date, tackling the Tanami. Although Sarah and I managed to have the majority of my carers’ travel expenses met by the insurer, there were so many other costs associated with my scholarship that I had to cover myself. I needed to raise money, but how?

I had already surprised my doctors by leading such an active life, visiting the station, camping all over Australia and even fishing in the Queensland Gulf, but they still doubted my chance of ever returning home full time. The old adage of telling someone they can’t do something and they’ll go out and do it anyway, was a good description of my situation. I knew there was a way for me not only to survive but also to prosper in one of Australia’s toughest environments and my Nuffield scholarship was focusing on just that. So what better way to prove my body could handle the severe heat and chilling cold, than to put it through its paces by taking a stroll in my own backyard? I decided I would drive my wheelchair across the Tanami Desert from Suplejack to Alice Springs, a stretch of 750 kilometres. A challenge like this would certainly test my endurance, both mentally and physically, and I hoped it would emphasise just how powerful the mind can be, when it’s really needed. It was the perfect opportunity to showcase my ability, as opposed to my disability.

From the moment word got around that I was going to take on the hike, support came from all over Australia. We were flooded with encouragement through letters and notes of moral support. Friends, relatives and numerous media outlets were all on board to support me. The logistics were simple, Loretta and Jake would drive the lead vehicle with a warning sign, I would drive my wheelchair as fast as it would let me and Sarah and the kids would follow me towing the gooseneck. Limbunya Station loaned us a cold room trailer for food, Caltex supplied us diesel and the Kalkarindji meatworks gave us beef. My now sister-in-law Leza designed our logo and WorkWear printed it on various pieces of merchandise, while Connellan Airways was one of the major financial contributors, along with hundreds of others making donations. But there was one individual who decided he would take his support to another level and walk the entire way with me: my friend from Queensland and Alice Springs, police officer Luke Bevan. Luke was in need of a break from work and a bit of an adventure so I signed him up to come along for the ride. Well, it was more a ride for me and one hell of a power walk for Luke. With an estimated travelling speed of six kilometres an hour for an average of six hours per day, I would have to allow twenty-four days to complete the trek, with a target of thirty-six kilometres each day. Midway through the trip, with the organisational skills of Tiani, we planned to host a ‘halfway dinner’ meeting point for supporters on Mount Doreen Station as a way to thank my sponsors and celebrate the middle point of my journey.

On 23 May 2011, Mum and Dad waved us goodbye from the Suplejack homestead and away we went, beginning our walk through the Wireless Hill paddock. I had bought another four-wheel drive chair, which was faster than my first Magic Mobility chair, but it also chewed through more battery power. So between swapping wheelchairs and trying to charge one with the generator in the gooseneck while I drove the other, our progress was slow. My confidence took a hit on the second day when we had major delays and I began to wonder whether I would actually meet my daily kilometre quota. The six-hour daily goal was really to limit my exposure to the sun and heat in the middle of the day. The plan was for us to walk three hours in the morning and three hours in the afternoon but we had to tweak the times in order to fit in more kilometres along the way. Fortunately, the weather was good at the beginning and not too hot for me. Luke had to walk briskly and even jog to keep up with the faster wheelchair, but even so he was handling the walk well. Sarah would often drive ahead and anticipate the distance to where we would finish the day so she could have the kids bathed, the fire lit and dinner cooked with a smile for us when we arrived. As usual, we were able to shower and sleep in the back of the gooseneck like we had the year before through Queensland.

As we passed the Tanami Gold Mine and the Granites Gold Mine, both companies encouraged us to pull in to make use of their facilities for a couple of days at a time. So we would unhook the gooseneck and the other trailers and carry on without them. Each afternoon, Sarah, Jake or Loretta would pick us up from where we’d stopped, which we marked with pink tape at the side of the road, as well as taking GPS coordinates. The next morning we’d be dropped off where we had finished and continue on our way. As a stroke of luck we were able to watch a National Rugby League State of Origin game on television at the Tanami Gold Mine with a few cold beers. It was even more enjoyable seeing Queensland take the series 1–0. We had many visitors every day on our journey across the Tanami Track, the majority of whom were road train drivers. I got to know the drivers over the UHF as they would pass me one day fully loaded headed west and then empty on their return. Every road train slowed down as they passed so we wouldn’t be choked in dust. It might not sound like a big deal for the driver to slow down, but for a truck with a heavy load to lose its momentum on such rough corrugation meant they had to rattle themselves to pieces just to get going again. The corrugations also caused me problems trying to maintain my top speed, and I’d bump away for an hour or so before I’d need Loretta and Jake to reposition me. Luke liked the short rest breaks as it meant he could grab a drink and use the chance to take a load off his feet. My Uncle Steve, with his wife Judy, made the trip from south-east Queensland to Suplejack to help out where they could. Between Steve and Dad, they designed a steel corrugation buster to drag behind the lead vehicle. Its effect was like a grader, smoothing out the tops of the bigger corrugations and making the ground easier for me to drive along. It became my saviour and we used this nifty piece of equipment whenever we could.

Unfortunately, as we approached the end of the first week, Luke was plagued with blisters and was forced to give his feet a rest. I genuinely wanted to wait for him until his feet recovered, but we had a tight schedule to stick to and pulling up for a couple of days wasn’t an option. So we made the decision together that Luke would hitch a ride in the car for a day or two and when his feet were healed enough, he would get out again and walk with me. I certainly missed having Luke beside me for those two days, not having someone to give me a drink or straighten up my hat. Instead I’d have to shake my head like a wild man to get the attention of whoever was driving behind me. Our elderly friends Norma and Rod were travelling with us for some of the trip and Norma very kindly offered to walk with me. However, I was keen to lift the pace for the time that Luke was missing.

‘It’s OK, Rob,’ said Norma. ‘I’ll walk at my speed and you drive at yours.’

‘No worries,’ I told her, and off we went.

It wasn’t long before I pulled away from Norma, but I wasn’t entirely sure just how far I was in front because I couldn’t see behind me without stopping. With the support vehicle and Sarah still packing up lunch, my only companion was our bull Arab dog called Chase, a beautiful family pet and a very protective one at that. Instead of riding in the back of the ute she had run alongside me for the whole journey. I often struck up a good conversation with Chase, me doing all the talking obviously, and her doing all the listening. On one particular day as I was flying solo with Chase at top speed, I ran into some loose, sandy corrugations. Without slowing down I tried to negotiate my way through them, but the front wheels dug into the sand and sent me sideways. The Tanami got the better of me as my chair tipped over on its side, taking me with it.

This was no ordinary crash in the desert. The rollover happened at a snail’s pace. Even a slow-going turtle would have put my momentum to shame. As I lay there with my face half buried in the sand and strapped in the chair, there was little else to do than to stare down the long, lonely road ahead of me. The shimmering heat haze camouflaged the true distances of the track as it snaked its way over the horizon.

What the fuck am I doing here? I asked myself. Will this trip prove anything? Does it mean anything?

Before I had a chance to contemplate an answer to my questions, I could hear Norma’s screams cutting through the silence of the desert. She mustn’t have been too far behind me.

‘Oh my God, Rob, I knew I should have been with you,’ she said once she caught up. ‘I should have jogged with you.’

‘Norma, it’s not your fault, don’t worry about it,’ I reassured her. ‘Can you tell me if my arm is underneath the chair?’

‘No, I can see both of them, they’re fine,’ she replied.

‘Are either of my legs under the chair?’ I asked.

‘No, they are just lying out on the sand,’ she told me, having a good look around the chair.

Norma tried to lift me, but I was much too heavy. So once we decided I was in no immediate danger of pressure sores, Norma headed back to meet the support vehicle. I had forgotten how far we had come since lunchtime and I wasn’t sure just how far back the other guys would be. It could be some time before Norma reached them. Again, I was left by myself with only Chase alongside me who was leaning over me, panting in the sun.

‘Chase, be like Lassie and go and get help girl,’ I told her hopefully.

To my surprise, Chase licked her lips and took off behind me in the same direction Norma was heading. I could no longer hear her panting or scratching, just dead silence. I figured our dog had actually understood me and was off to find help, trotting up the road. It was going to make for a great story. Some time later I heard the roar of my HiLux hurtling down the road and skidding to a halt not far from where I lay. Luke and Sarah jumped out and rushed over to help me.

‘Oh shit, Rob, are you all right?’ asked Sarah.

‘Yeah, none of my body is under the chair is it?’ I asked for confirmation.

‘No, you’re all fine,’ replied a relieved Sarah.

‘Well, could you grab the camera and take a photo?’ I was never one to miss a Kodak moment.

It wasn’t until months later when I was looking through photos of the trip that I came across the one of me in my crashed wheelchair. As I had a closer look, there in the background, lying flat out behind my chair was Chase. The lazy bitch had been there the whole time. While I was thinking she was a wonderful rescue dog, in reality she was just a bit tired and buried her head in the sand.

‘OK, Rob, you’ve had a fall,’ said Luke very slowly and loudly as he stood over me.

‘It’s Sunday 29 May 2011, we are on the Tanami and you are doing a charity walk. I’m going to touch your leg now, Rob, and I want you to tell me if you can feel it.’

‘Piss off idiot,’ I said with a laugh.

After a few more photos Sarah and Luke dragged me out of the chair and lifted me into the HiLux. Fortunately, my trusty steed, otherwise known as a wheelchair, wasn’t too badly knocked about. We went back to the Granites Gold Mine to have a closer inspection of my body.

It was becoming a more memorable trip by the day as Luke and I continued to power towards Alice Springs. To pass the time we’d tell each other jokes and stories, and if we ran out of things to talk about, we just focused on the barren desert with its red sandy soil and spinifex grasses. It didn’t take long for Luke to begin to favour the slower chair, which he nicknamed ‘Old Betts’. The chair didn’t make his job much easier as he still had to cover the same amount of ground, but it did allow him to walk at a constant pace. The ‘Fast Chair’ was completely different and even when it was knocked down a gear, it still had him at a walk/shuffle/jog speed, making Luke’s effort that much harder. Occasionally, we would joke about him taking the easy option by jumping on the back of my wheelchair for a ride, but Luke is a bloke who understands commitment. I suppose that was drilled into him when he was a soldier in the Australian Army.

‘Suck it up, it’s only 750 kilometres,’ was the advice given to Luke by one of his brothers before he began the trip – and Luke was doing just that.

The uneven, constantly corrugated dirt road that makes up three-quarters of the Tanami Track was wearing us both down. We began craving the smooth bitumen that would lead us the final 300 kilometres into Alice Springs.

‘Hey Rob, when we finally hit the bitumen,’ said Luke thoughtfully. ‘I’m going to do a nude dance the second my sneakers hit the tar.’

‘I’ll hold you to that,’ I said with a grin.

We both had a bit of a laugh about the prospect of him getting his clothes off. I wasn’t in a hurry to see him naked, but I shared his enthusiasm to say goodbye to the rough dirt road. The days quickly passed and after a couple of weeks on the road, we hit the halfway mark, passing through Mount Doreen Station. The owners, Matt and Debbie Braitling, allowed us to use a large gravel quarry just off the main road for the ‘halfway dinner’, and we couldn’t have picked a better spot. Luke and I timed it well, finishing the same stretch of road on the day of the fancy dinner. I had left the dinner organisation in the capable hands of Tiani to make it a memorable one, but it wasn’t like throwing a barbecue in the backyard. We were a long way from anywhere, with no power, no toilets and no accommodation. It would prove to be a massive job. Luckily, Tiani was able to count on family members and friends to carry the load. As Luke and I got closer to the turnoff to the quarry, I couldn’t believe the scene before me. There were cars pouring down the road, pulling up for the evening and honking their horns in support as we arrived. The base of the massive pit had been levelled by a grader and watered down to make way for a fantastic platform with tables and chairs, complete with white tablecloths, candles and cutlery. A stage and band were set up at one end of the pit, creating our very own amphitheatre, and there was a bush kitchen with open fires and rotisseries running at the other end. The high, rocky cliffs around protected the area from the strong, cold winds blowing across the plains.

More than a hundred people made the effort to be at the dinner, and the grog was flowing freely. Everyone was getting into the spirit of the occasion and embraced the motto ‘one man, one wheelchair, one aim’. The evening came together like magic. I was completely overwhelmed by the support of friends and family who took part and gave me their encouragement. Uncle Steve cooked up three different types of meat, Loretta and Jake kept the bar, my friend Scotty Dann played the music and local cattle agent Herbie Neville ran the auction. There were a number of items up for sale including some of my mouth paintings, which went for around $3000 each. I still believe it was more of a donation than what my paintings were actually worth, but I was extremely grateful. As another item, Brad polished up a set of cow’s horns with the walk logo imprinted on the skull, while our Rabobank manager, Barry Gerschwitz, decided to sell himself to anyone who wanted a man for the evening. His offer was just a bit of good fun and, while someone did throw money his way, it was all kept very innocent. Shane and Kim Braitling were some of the top bidders on the night, never hesitant at donating money or time to help me. To cap off the entertainment Grandad Savage recited some poetry and my fourteen-year-old niece Telia sang a wonderful rendition of ‘My Heart is Like a River’ by Rebecca Lavelle, which brought the house down and tears to my eyes. It was a beautiful tribute and something I will always cherish.

The event went well into the night, with everyone having plenty to drink, including me. In the early hours it was Zebb who wanted to help me into bed.

‘I fucking put you in the chair,’ he laughed. ‘So I’ll be the one to get you out.’

But Zebb was a little too drunk for heavy lifting and luckily my younger cousin Luke was there to help or we could have gone over backwards and onto the ground. Together they were able to lift me into the gooseneck and throw me on my bed.

‘There you go,’ said Zebb triumphantly. ‘I told you I could do it.’

After a quick nightcap, the boys shuffled off to bed themselves to catch some sleep before dawn. The night’s indulgence knocked most of us for six the next day, and I couldn’t bring myself to start back on the Tanami until later that afternoon. As a rule I don’t suffer from hangovers, but then again, the halfway dinner was one hell of a party that left me desperately ill.

Back on the road, the desert heat we experienced at the start of our journey was soon replaced with a teeth-rattling cold snap as we inched closer to Alice Springs. In mid-June the weather turned terribly cold, with an extreme chill factor thanks to the icy winds. I tried to rug up as best I could with the kids’ sleeping bag over my legs, a scarf around my neck, gloves and a beanie to escape the freeze. If the weather wasn’t already bad enough, rain started belting down, so we had to make further adjustments to my traveller’s suit. We put plastic bags on my feet and arms, with tape wrapped around the limbs to keep the water out. We also placed a plastic poncho over my body and tied an umbrella to the back rest of my chair. While it proved to be a watertight solution, it was also a very hot space for my body, without a breeze, but it was manageable. Luke, meanwhile, was stuck soaking wet in the rain and would have loved the chance to get his feet up out of the mud. We kept charging on, though, and occasionally I needed Luke to push my chair through some of the deeper mud. We laughed about the possibilities of the RACQ driving all the way out to pull me out of a bog. It was a long and exhausting day, and night was quickly approaching when we finally made it to the bitumen.

‘Hey Luke, you said something a little way back,’ I told him. ‘You better hold up your end of the bargain.’

Without need for further encouragement, the big fella stripped off his clothes in front of the small audience and began dancing in celebration. I was in stitches of laughter, not because of the nudity, but because he had silver duct tape across his nipples. It was the funniest thing I had seen on our trip. Apparently, Luke had been getting chafed on his nipples from the shirt, so without making a fuss he used a bit of tape to cover them. We all had a good laugh at his expense. Just as Luke pulled his clothes back on, a four-wheel drive came around the corner and pulled up for a chat. As we explained to the young family what we were doing so far from anywhere in the pouring rain, I imagined how much more awkward it would have been had Luke still been standing there in the rain naked.

It seems Luke wasn’t the only one in the Bevan family to have a streak of ingenuity in his blood. Once we had reached the bitumen, Luke’s father Peter came over from Queensland to support his son and me on the last leg of the journey. I had known Peter since my days in Miles, where he was the caretaker at the local football grounds. Seeing us battling the strong headwinds, he wanted to help and keep us motivated.

‘You know what,’ said Peter. ‘I’m going to drive into town to a hardware store to buy you guys a grinding helmet to get out of the wind.’

‘Righto mate, that sounds good’ I said, not sounding convinced.

So without mucking around, Peter set off for Alice Springs and was back later in the day with two clear-faced grinding helmets, which are basically just curved pieces of plastic mounted on a head stall. Sarah adjusted the headpiece of the mask over my beanie and the difference it made was incredible. I shouldn’t have been so surprised as my head is the only part of my body that I can actually feel. It was now like I was in a small car, with the windows down. Most of the wind diverted around me with the occasional breeze blowing across my face. It was terrific. The bitumen road was so much more enjoyable than the corrugations. Other then getting off the road for oncoming traffic, I didn’t have to slow down or stop unless I was changing chairs. As the kilometres in front of us dwindled, excitement started to build with every passing hour. With about 160 kilometres to go, the headwind really picked up as we crossed the open plains on Amburla and Milton Park stations. I began thinking that the last time I had crossed those plains in a chair with such ferocious winds was when I was flying my gyro home from South Australia several years earlier. At the same moment, my old mate Birdy flew over us in his gyro. He camped with us that night on the side of the road and in true Birdy fashion, he brought T-bone steak for dinner and a bottle of rum.

We walked well past seven o’clock on the night before our due arrival in Alice Springs to make it to the Stuart Highway turnoff. It meant that on our final day we only had twenty-seven kilometres to finish. And so it was with some nerves and excitement that we set out for our last day on the road. Just like every other morning, we got going early and it wasn’t long before we were again overwhelmed by the reception. I had my parents and grandparents; brothers and sisters; aunts and uncles; cousins, nephews and nieces; and many friends all around me to celebrate what we were about to achieve. Tiani, Loretta and Tanya Fogerty rode horses alongside me carrying the Northern Territory and national flags on the outskirts of town. Then we saw a long row of schoolkids holding banners up at the roadside and people came out of their shops to clap and cheer as we passed. I wanted to wave back to show my gratitude but nodded and smiled at them instead. There was a real festival atmosphere as we eventually pulled up at the Todd Mall, where the buzzing media lined up for interviews. The Alice Springs mayor said a few words of welcome, and we thanked Luke and my sponsors. I think part of me was in shock by the reception, but I was also humbled by those who took the time to acknowledge our effort. Sonia and Lilly had organised an after-party where we could let our hair down and reflect on the achievement as well as catch the final game of the State of Origin.

We had raised some much-needed funds for my Nuffield scholarship travel, as well as money for me to begin a trust fund to help other injured farmers wherever I can. As always, Sarah, along with Braxton and Lawson, were there to support and share the moment with me. Those questions I had asked myself about the purpose of this walk, as I lay with my face in the sand weeks before, were all answered instantaneously. I had proved to all the doubters that life holds massive opportunities for those who choose to conquer life’s greatest challenges. It is absolutely no different for someone in a wheelchair. The Tanami trek emphasised the desire for me and my family to live on the land again and, more specifically, it gave us the confidence to live in the desert in the future and handle whatever the harsh conditions have in store for me.
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Suplejack Downs, Northern Territory: one of the most remote properties in Australia.
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Suplejack Downs Station homestead from the air.
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I got to know Grandma and Grandad Savage better in my teens, when I went to live at Suplejack with them. It was a really special moment to see my son Braxton in the arms of his great-grandmother.
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Dad, Tiani and I having a rare day off at our family property Langstone Lane at Clermont, Queensland, 1982. Dad used to saddle me up on the family dog, Puppy, who would happily walk around with me on her back.
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Giving my younger brother Cam a bath with help from Grandma, on our way to Borroloola, Northern Territory, 1986. One of many memorable Christmas holidays camping with Grandad and Grandma Cookie.
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A quick family photo before school, Miles, Queensland, 1993. Left to right (back row): Tiani, Loretta, Sonia, me, Lilly; (front row): Brad, Cam.
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Miles Devils under-12 premiership rugby league team. I’m standing far right.
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Riding Specks at the 1992 Queensland state show-jumping championships, Beaudesert. It was the first time that four members of the one family competed at the same show-jumping titles at the one time.
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My very own en suite, 1997. This bathtub was the one thing I looked forward to after a hard day’s work at Suplejack. I’d pump water straight from the bore, grab a cold one and watch the sun go down.
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The infamous stock horse Launchya had a terrible habit of bucking every time I attempted to hop on. Despite his bad habits he made a terrific stock horse that worked hard every day without fail during the season. 1999.
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With my father, Bill, castrating station-bred colts during the wet season at Suplejack, 1998.
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Fixing flood crossings with Dad after the wet season at Suplejack, 2006. I promised Dad I wouldn’t drop him, but I guarantee he was still very nervous.
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Having a quick cooldown after walking backgrounder steers into the bullock paddock, 2007.
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At the Troy Dunn international professional bull ride in Townsville, Queensland, 2004.
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My winning saddle bronc ride at Aileron Rodeo, Northern Territory. 2008.
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With Sarah after the presentations of the championship buckles at the national finals of the bull-riding championships in Tamworth, New South Wales. I rode two out of the three bulls I got on at the finals. January, 2005.
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Daddy Daycare: one of the greatest rewards in the world is being able to take your children to work with you. Braxton accompanying me while feeding out weaners at the house yards. Suplejack, 2006.
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The boys were introduced to livestock from a very young age. With Braxton, baby Lawson and Jelly the calf.





[image: image]

Braxton was 18 months old when I told him to sit down and don’t move, so I could continue drafting cattle. Contract mustering at Tanami Downs Station, 2007.





[image: image]

My little family at a roadside stop to spell the horses on a trip from Queensland to Suplejack, 2008.
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Getting some tips from legendary gyro pilot David ‘Birdy’ Bird, ASRA National Fly-in. Lameroo, South Australia, 2007. With just six hours’ solo under my belt, Birdy and I then flew our gyros home to the Northern Territory from southern South Australia.
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Coming in for landing at the homestead after a day’s mustering. Suplejack, 2007.
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It had the doctors scratching their heads: how did I survive with such a severe injury? I really was in God’s hands during the seven hours it took to get me out of the scrub. Around my stretcher are the paramedic, the flying doctor, brother-in-law Shane (foreground) and Dad (in hat), while pilots Zebb and Scotty examine the wreckage. 30 September, 2008.
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On life support in ICU, Royal Adelaide Hospital, 2008.
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A regular view from my ICU bed. Here, Mum, Sarah and Lawson sit by my bed in the RAH courtyard: shining lights on some of my darkest days.
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Finally off the ventilator and able to talk again. With Dad, Brad and Cam in the RAH spinal unit.
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Giving Sarah a lift out to the car after the Adelaide Cup races, 2009.
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My support crew during the ‘one man, one wheelchair, one aim’ Tanami desert challenge. Mum and Dad, Uncle Steve and Aunty Jude, Rod and Norma, and Sarah, Loretta and kids, 2011.
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With Luke Bevan and Chase the dog during the Tanami desert challenge, 2011. Luke took an estimated 918,750 steps over the 735-kilometre walk from Suplejack to Alice Springs.
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After a rollover during the Tanami desert challenge, I genuinely thought Chase had gone for help. It wasn’t until I saw this photo that I realised she had simply gone out of my view and lain down.
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My parents, Bill and Letty, with nineteen grandchildren. Cook family photo, Cania Gorge National Park, Queensland, 2011.
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Sarah really has become the backbone of our family. 2012.





AFTERWORD

There have been times over my thirty-one years when life has knocked me to my knees and even kicked me while I was down; the chopper crash was only one of them. During the last five years, I have had to seriously consider what sort of quadriplegic I wanted to be and then set a path to achieve it. Accepting a life anywhere other than on the land, surrounded by livestock, was something I simply couldn’t do. My life was changed forever on 30 September 2008 but, as my wise mother had told me, that doesn’t mean I can’t redefine my future, even if I am confined to a wheelchair. The definition of quadriplegia for me is about family, work, adventure and happiness. I want to be around cattle and horses, somewhere on the land. Suplejack will always be my home, but whether or not I end up there no longer matters to me as I have already achieved the so-called impossible by returning countless times. In the short term, however, I do want to put my new-found skills and technology to use at the station until I can discover other ways to be involved in the family business.

While there hasn’t been much improvement to the movement within my body over the last two years, I still believe I will walk again. Whether it’s God’s will, stem cell research or some other scientific breakthrough, I remain convinced that I will stand by myself once again. I would be living a fairly sheltered life to think otherwise.

There are many success stories from people, some with similar injuries to mine, who have overcome extreme adversities and battles. I certainly don’t feel my story is special or better than anyone else’s. I do hope my story can change someone’s life for the better. As we have done the entire way through my recovery, we’ll take each day as it comes, remembering the day as a good one, or not remembering it at all if it’s a bad one. Since the chopper crashed, I have been to hell and back several times. In the early days, I prayed to God to send me an angel and he answered me with my wife, Sarah. Sarah doesn’t have wings or a halo, but every day she gives me the miracle of love.
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Carl Curtain interviewing Rob Cook’s niece, Shanna Wochnik. Photo: ABC Rural

Carl Curtain is the executive producer of ABC Rural in the Northern Territory, having spent the last six years working in the north. Living in Kununurra, Katherine and now Darwin, Carl has travelled many thousands of kilometres to cover stories in some of the most remote parts of Australia. He now manages a small team of specialist reporters to produce rural and regional content from the Top End. After visiting the Cook family at Suplejack Downs Station in the Tanami Desert, Carl began conducting powerful interviews with Rob from his hospital bed in Adelaide, relaying Rob’s progress to his many supporters in the Territory and beyond. A connection was born and it became obvious to Carl that Rob’s story needed to be told to both inspire and entertain.
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