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The fact that the N4acBride-. had a boat on their sheep 5ration
rnight have been unrem:rrkable if their propertv bordered the st:ite's

six-thousand-mile coa.st. Br,rt Meredith Downs, nearly a millior-i arid
acres, is far inland, fr-inging into elesert country in plac-es.

'What was il-re bet about again?' Matt asked.

The discussion had begur-r when they passed a towering, soli-

tary shape in the distance: 'Monty's sl-red'. N:rrned for Phil's uncle,

Montgomery MacBride, it was the most outlandish structure for
hundreds of miles. The legend of l-row Meredith Dowrrs - a property

with trvenry thousand sheep and an average annual rainfall of eight

inches - came to be home to a fully riggecl pearling lugger had been

much embellished over time, but tl-re essentials remained: a debt

from an old rnate of Monty's, settled in kind; rowed behlnd zr camel

team by some Afghans; a dream Lhat one day Monty would sail it
himself, perl-raps off the continent's south coast, despite the absence

of pearls in the freezing Southern Ocean. It had come with the name

Alpha Crucis, the brightest star in the Southern Cross. 
'!7hen 

)vfonry

malched offto the Somme in 1915 to do his dury his father promised

to keep it in good order. He built the shed around it with money from
the wool clip, and kept the vessel's timber oiled, ar-rd the spiders and

termites at bay.

But when Monty came back gassed, all he u,as good for was to
hunker in the boat in the blinding heat of the shed, and sail away to
some safer shore in his imagination. \W'hen he died not long after-

wards, his boat bone-dry and his dreams unlived, they stowed l-ris

ashes in the bow along r,vith a compass and a bottle of beer, and a

promise that one day they'd get the lugger in the water, to scatter
his ashes in the Indian Ocean. Phil MacBride still kepr up the rirual:
vamishirg the tirnber; replacing frayed lines; bringing Montv a beer

every birthclay. A man not given to u,himsy, Phil made this excep-

tion: 'lt's tradition,' rvas all he'd sa.v, placing the bottle rerrerently in
the bow.

Now, he answered his yor-rngest son's question: 'Monty reckoned

he could find water on his fr
divining rod: if he did, he'd ge

fresh water at thirty feet, and

made good on the promise. 
-Ii
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He'd lain awake most of the night, thinking about what he would do

next. \7arren, more like fortv-two than his actual twenty-two years,

would take over Meredith Downs when their father retired - that
was set in stone. Matt would have to do something else. And right
this minute, two days short of his eighteenth birthday,i it f'elt like he

could do anything at all: go to university, become an engineer or a
scientist - or a cartographer - he loved a good map . . . Or, with his

parents' help, buy a station of his own. Get married even? One day.

He conjured the pale green eyes of Pattie Gosden who, his sister

Rose had promised him, would be at his Young Pastoralists' meeting

in town today . . .

After hours rattling along flat dirt roads, stopping to swing open

and close the broad gate of each paddock, they reached the bound-

ary of Meredith Downs" The truck, with three men and the load of
sheep, was no more than a grain of living sand in the landscape.

-\M,)e

The MacBrides took up country in'Western Australia a few decades

after the Swan River Colony was settled in 1829. Lyle MacBride and

his brother Lachlan left behind their father's modest sheep farm,

braving the gruelling voyage from England with wives in tow, and

over a couple of generations, their families fanned out across the

west, as land opened up for grazing. As years went on, the Crown
Lands maps showed block after block leased to 'MacBride' in red

cursive ink.
The MacBride name also began to turn up in all the other

records you'd expect: Registers of Births, Deaths and Marriages, and

the minutes of meetings of Vermin Boards and Roads Boards. In
Bureau of Meteorology logs, which sent weather observations back

to Perth and Melboume, you'd also find mention of a MacBride or

two. They were there in the Pastoralists' and Graziers' Association

minutes and the Royal Ag.t
besides.
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As for .lrought . . . \7e11. that's like the bad relation 1,ou know
will turn up sooner or later - it's not a question of wherher but r,r,hen.

That's ancither reason properties l-rave to be big out here: to spreacl

the weather. At least on some part of tl-re millior-r acres yolr might
get a bit of a shower and be abie to lnc\\,e your stock to the green

feed that springs up in the paddocks or around the clay pans that hll
with r.vater. If it looks like you're heading into a perish, you destock

as quickly as you can, cut the staff numbers, and wait out the eerie

silence that comes when no sheep bleats, no bird flies, and no leaf
rustles in the wind because there are no leaves.

On the day of that drive to 
'lTanderrie 

Creek in January 1958, as

Phil and \Tarren chatted about fence repairs, and Matt daydreamed

about his future, about seeing Pattie Gosden, the MacBrides' luck
changed, and they headed into an altogether different kind of perish.

Phil MacBride had been able to drive since he was seven years old -
as soon as he corrld reach the pedals. He'd taught his sons at about

that age, too. And one of the main rules he'd impressed on thern was

this: never swerve to avoid hitting a roo. There was no telling which
rvay it'd jrmp, so you were better off taking your chances of a busted

radiator than to risk skidding out of control and rolling.
Perhaps it was the heat mirage, tl-ren, that made Matt's father,

for less than a second, register the six-foot upright figure on the road

in front of him as a man instead of a red kangaroo buck. By the time

Phil's feet had moved to slam on the brakes, his head had told him
his mistake, but by then the truck had ploughed into the treacherous

soft gravel shoulder, and twisted onto its side in a snarl of metal and

force, flinging one of his sons through the windscreen, and impaling
the other on the gearstick.

Phil had just enough strength to pull'Warren from rhe cab, and

drag him clear. He could make out Matt, further from the ffuck,
head bleeding, limbs sprawled. Then he saw nothing more.

Petrol fumes doused th.

of the nearby windmill died

as the truck's wheels spun j

ine wheel. Within minute-s, t

drowned the vehicle in an or

the melting tyres sketching a

Peas in a pod, the Macl
road in blood that welled an

let pool.
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'$Theezing with the l-re

his truck cab, then draggei

he hoisted it into the back

of a mutton lunch, was stan.

Sneaky returned.

'Get out of it!'
The dog ignored hrr.rL.

twitched.
'Crikey, Lightningl' SrLe

Detecting a faint pulse, he rL

he said, 'Hang on there, son. I

aside parcels and mail sacks '
him beside his father. 'fusi-.'

waggling his dog's snout, 'ar.

he squeezed himself back bt
for leather to the flezteSt r--':

had a pedal radio and bani-..

'S7hen he landed his plane . -
pable Irishman who'd k..,',',.
sight that greeted him.'\1:.:

Then he rubbed a ha:--:

began assessing the figtrr..
lowed the clinical steps th..-

On the morning that th.e iL, .
by Life and Death, Lorna )' ^.

her usual brisk effrcierc\ .:!

son's approaching birthJ e,'

The sprawling kitche : ,

\\//ueN SNrarv SNoor in his mail truck happened upon the

W *...kage near the boundary of Meredith Downs, sheep were

scattered along the roadside and the fence, bleating, dazed. Anyone

approaching the scene could be forgiven for thinking they'd stum-

bled on a grisly barbecue. The bars of the truck had caged in a dozen

wethers as their wool was singed away and they gradually burned to

death: distressed, sacrifi.cial, but smelling just as delicious as a grilled

lamb chop ever had. So the barking of the mailman's dog, Lightning,

could have been consternation, or merely appetite.

Fortunately, this was a relatively busy road for the area - usualh at

least one vehicle came along it each day. In fact, it was not even an hour

before Sneaky found them, alerted by the smoke.'Warren was bleeding

but conscious, propped on an elbow, ordering Sneaky to get the sheep

back, swearing when the man tried to move him. Matt, as still as a rock

on the gravel - like his father not far away - was dead, Sneaky assumed:

his leg was gashed, and blood crusted his ears. So the mailman con-

cenffated on the one still talking. Save the life he could save, and so

forth . . . Tirmed out later'Warrer{s liver had been leaking blood, letting

him swear and curse all the way to oblivion. The three men were just far

enough from the truck to avoid being incinerated - At least we'llhave

the bodies,' I-oma would say later. At least we can bury them.'
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