The Golden Lake

The Marvellous History of a Journey Through the Great Lonely
Land of Australia

Dawe, Carlton (1865-1935)

A digital text sponsored by
Australian Literature Gateway

University of Sydney Library
Sydney

2003




http://purl.library.usyd.edu.au/setis/id/dawgold
© University of Sydney Library. The texts and images are not to be used for
commercial purposes without permission

Source Text:

Prepared from the print edition published by Trischler and Company London
1890 284pp.

All quotation marks are retained as data.
First Published: 1890

RB4790.75 Australian Etext Collections at prose nonfiction 1890-1909

The Golden Lake

The Marvellous History of a Journey Through the Great Lonely
Land of Australia

London

Trischler and Company

1890



The Golden Lake or the Marvellous
History of a Journey Through the Great
Lone Land of Australia



Chapter |
In Which | Hear of the Golden Lake for the First Time.

MANY marvellous stories were set afloat concerning the great Colony
of Western Australia, and not the least marvellous of the many | had
heard during my stay in the Queen City of the Southern Hemisphere (as
the Victorians delight in calling Melbourne) was one which was related
to me by my cousin, Richard Hardwicke, with whom | was at that time
staying in the Victorian capital.

We were seated at dinner one night — Dick, his two sisters, his
mother, and myself. The weather being extremely close, all the large
windows were thrown wide open, and we could hear the monotonous
moan of the sea as it flung itself languidly on the beach below, for the
home of the Hardwickes was in the charming suburb of St. Kilda. A
solitary servant administered to our wants — an individual who appeared
to me to be older in experience than years, for though his shoulders
stooped and his hair was snow-white, there was an indelible impression
of something stronger than years upon him. Intelligent was his face and
almost handsome, and yet withal so strange and dejected that | seemed to
guess, as if by intuition, that his had been a “strange, eventful history.”

Our conversation wandered on many topics during the progress of the
meal — the theatre, the race for the Cup — which I, unfortunately, had
missed — the latest marriage, and that ever-recurring subject, the
weather, the heat during a part of that day having been exceptionally
intense.

“It was nothing to what | have experienced in the northern parts of
South Australia,” said my cousin. “There the thermometer registered for
ten days in succession 130 degrees in the shade, and it was even said that
the beard of one of our party had been set on fire by the sun. You see, it
was a red one.”

“That was warm, Dick,” said his eldest sister, Kate, while peals of
laughter went round the table.

“Which do you mean, the story or the beard?”

“Both.”

“Well,” continued Dick, “I didn't see it while it was actually burning,
but | saw it shortly after, and I'll swear that it had been burnt. The boss
vowed the lazy beggar had gone to sleep with his pipe in his mouth,



though, the fellow, who by the way was an Irishman, swore by all the
holy popes right back to Peter that if it wasn't the sun that did it, it was
something a moighty sight hotter.”

“l suppose these are the usual tales with which you tingle the ears of
the ‘new chum’?” | remarked. “It was not bad, old fellow, but you ought
to produce something better in such a marvellous country as this. Take
West Australia, for instance.” And as | spoke these words | looked
towards my cousin, and caught the eyes of the old servant scanning me
curiously.

“Almost a myth,” said Mrs. Hardwicke.

“A cipher,” remarked Miss Kate.

“Not altogether,” Dick answered coolly. “I have heard some wonderful
yarns about that place, old chap” — he was now riding one of his pet
hobbies, “and shall be mightily disappointed if | do not find that my
Imaginary castles have been built upon substantial foundations.”

“Then why don't you go exploring, Dick.” It was still the eldest sister
who spoke. “You know, you might make a reputation even as great as
Burke's, besides discovering some of those mountains of gold of which
you are eternally dreaming,”

But Dick paid no attention to this young lady's sarcasms He turned to
me with a smile. “They say there is never smoke without fire.”

“A truism which, metaphorically, does not always hold good.”

“No matter. We'll presume there is not.”

“And what then?”

“I'll tell you a queer yarn | once heard about that ‘mythical’ colony.”
And here, chancing to look towards the old servant, | saw him tremble
violently as he gazed with intensity upon my cousin. But Dick, utterly
oblivious of the interest he was creating in the breast of at least one of
the assembly, continued, “It was told to me when | was in South
Australia, and you shall have it just as | did.”

We sat all attention, though | thought | perceived an almost
imperceptible smile play round the corners of his eldest sister's mouth.
She evidently knew what was coming. The old servant moved softly
about the room. Dick took a sip of wine and began.

“l heard the story from a fellow who was one of the party, and as |
knew him well | have no cause to disbelieve him, for | was not a ‘new
chum,” and there was nothing to be gained by getting at me. It was this:
He said that while he was working with a party of surveyors away up in
the North West of South Australia, some fifteen or sixteen years ago,
they one day picked up a nigger, more dead than alive, whom they found
crawling towards their camp on his hands and knees. He had followed
their tracks for days over a most sterile region, but on account of the
rapidity with which they travelled to the Springs, he had not been able to
come up with them, consequently when discovered he was almost in his



last gasp.

“When spoken to he could make no answer, his tongue and throat
being most fearfully parched and swollen. They, however, attended the
poor wretch carefully, with the result that he was speedily brought round,
and when the chief of the party leant over him to see how he looked, the
fellow's bloodshot eyes rested with the utmost curiosity on the surveyor's
watch-chain, which was gold and of a considerable size. He stretched out
his hand to feel it, and then cried in his own language, which one of the
black boys luckily understood —

“ “What you call it?’

“*‘Gold,” he was answered.

“ “Good?’ he asked next.

“ “The best thing in the world,” he was told, which reply he seemed
scarcely to understand, though he immediately pointed to a roughly-
shaped ring of dirty metal, which he wore on his ankle, and which they,
examining, found to be gold.

“ “Plenty o' that stuff,’ he cried.

“ “Where?’

“With a quick movement he jerked his hand towards the face of the
setting sun.

“ ‘Behind the mountains — by the lake.” ”

At the mention of the word “lake” the old servant, who was then
engaged removing some glasses to the other end of the room, upset the
tray, and crash upon the floor they went. No one spoke, but Mrs.
Hardwicke arose at that moment, and with her daughters left the room.
Then both Dick and I swung round and surveyed the delinquent. His face
was ashy pale, and his hands trembled violently, but his eyes met ours
with a steady searching gaze which was almost awful in its intensity.

“l ask your pardon, sir,” he stammered.

“Oh, it's nothing, Morton,” replied my cousin, “though I'm afraid you
startled the ladies.”

No more was said at that moment, but, strange as it may seem, this
apparently unimportant incident was but the beginning of a series of
remarkable revelations which culminated in the undertaking of one of the
most surprising journeys ever attempted by man.



Chapter 11

Containing the Death and History of One Joseph
Morton, of Yarmouth, England.

NOTHING of any consequence occurred for the next two months. |
had tested Australian hospitality, both in town and country, to its utmost,
and had not found it wanting. Existence appeared to be quite as
uneventful in the new land as the old. All the wild life of former days had
vanished, leaving behind it flourishing cities inhabited by sober,
hardworking citizens.

It was shortly after my return from a visit to the famous goldfields of
Ballarat that my cousin Hardwicke informed me of the serious illness of
their old servant Morton, which, I must confess, seemed not of much
consequence to me. But when he told of the extraordinary things the man
had said and done, | began to understand the reason of his great interest,
though at that moment | little foresaw how much the strange old fellow
was to influence our future lives.

It seemed at one time the patient had become quite delirious, and for
hours together he did nothing but rave of mountains, deserts, savages,
dried-up water-holes, golden lakes, precious stones, and many other
things equally mixed and curious. Once he awoke as if to reason, and
peevishly demanded the key of his box, saying they should not rob him
of his secret, nor would he rest satisfied till they had found it, and made
it fast about his neck.

These things being reported to my cousin Dick, he evinced an anxious
curiosity which, to my thinking, was perfectly absurd. Was he, after all,
nothing but a dreamer, a visionary? | was at a loss to tell. It seemed
strange that so apparently practical a man should dwell unceasingly upon
the ravings of a fever-stricken brain. Yet so it was, and on one occasion
when it had again been reported to us that the old fellow had repeated his
talk of savages, deserts, and golden lakes, my cousin whispered to me —

“The lake again, you hear. He spoke of a golden lake.”

“Nonsense,” said I. “What does he know of a lake beyond the story he
heard you tell that night? He has dreamt it, as all poor devils dream of
gold. Besides, the blackfellow in your story never mentioned a golden
one.”

But when a man has once made up his mind to believe a thing, it is a



task of no little difficulty to dissuade him from it. He answered quite
seriously —

“But do you remember he let the glasses fall — a thing | never
recollect him doing before?”

I could scarcely help smiling at the analogy between broken glasses
and golden lakes.

“An accident, my boy; nothing more.”

“Perhaps,” said he, and there the conversation ended.

The next day the patient was worse, but in the evening the high
pulsation had ceased, and he was much better. About nine o'clock that
night his attendant came to us with the information that she thought the
old fellow was dying.

“He is quite calm now,” she said to my cousin, “and is anxiously
inquiring for you, sir.”

I accompanied Dick to the sick man's room, and, as we entered, the old
fellow slowly turned his head.

“Is that you, sir? Is that you, Mr. Dick?”

“Yes, Morton. You want to speak to me?”

He first waved the nurse from the room, then turned to Hardwicke.

“Take this key from my neck, sir. Thanks. It belongs to my trunk.
When | am dead — don't shake your head, Mr. Dick, I know I'm going;
when | am dead a — a fortnight, open it, and you will find a packet
addressed to yourself.”

“Yes,” said Hardwicke.

“You promise not to open it before a fortnight, sir? I shall be well dead
then, and you will be able to forgive my long deception.”

“l promise.”

“You and my dear mistress, God bless her, have been good to me, very
good, and I'll make your fortunes. Yes, old Morton 'll make all your
fortunes.”

Dick looked sadly on the white, withered face of the old man. Both he
and | believed his reason had fled again, for he continued to rave on —

“Yes, Mr. Dick, your fortune, and a big fortune, too; as much gold as a
ship could carry, ay, twenty ships. You spoke of a golden lake; you
thought there wasn't one, well, there is — there is!”

He worked himself into a high pitch of excitement which Hardwicke in
vain attempted to allay. Nature would brook no interference. She carried
the old man to the very verge of frenzy, and then, swiftly stealing away,
left him a livid corpse.

The old fellow was buried two days after, amidst the general regret of
the Hardwicke family, for he had been a true and trusted servant to them
for the last ten years.

| was about to start for Sydney, some few days after, to continue the
tour of the world which | had mapped out for myself; but Dick, on whom



the revelations of the dying man had a most pronounced effect, begged
me to wait for the fortnight to expire, so that | might see what secret the
old fellow had left behind. At this | was very much inclined to laugh, but
as a week more or less made little or no difference to me, | decided to
stay and see what the mysterious trunk contained.

The evening of the fourteenth day at last arrived, and as the hand of the
clock pointed to ten, that being about the time the old man expired, Dick
looked at me, rose from his seat, left the room, and | followed. We
wended our way to his bedroom, neither speaking. He seemed quite
unlike his usual self, and, expectation being contagious, | suffered from
the same complaint. To tell the truth, the words of the dying man had
filled me with a strange impression. What it all meant | could not say, but
fancy, ever willing to roam, sees far into the depths of its self-created
future, and | was one of those individuals to whom imagination is
allotted in no meagre extent, though whether it was of the first quality or
not is another matter.

In the centre of the floor stood the trunk — old, iron-bound, and
dilapidated. Dick took the key from his pocket, while | looked on from
my seat on the edge of his bed.

“Now for the great secret,” he cried, and with a click the lock flew
back.

He lifted the lid, but nothing in the shape of a packet of papers met his
sight. He found some old shirts and a pair or two of trousers, with
various other kinds of wearing apparel, which he threw out on the floor,
but discovered no letter or packet. He seemed to grow more anxious, and
peered with keener intensity into the trunk. Some books lay in one
corner, and these he began to hand out, rather excitedly, I thought, for if
he found no packet now, all Morton's talk was truly but the ravings of a
delirious brain.

“Ah, here it is at last,” he suddenly cried, and turned to me with a
parcel of papers in his hand.

His face was a perfect study, being a strange mixture of hope and fear.
He held the envelope, or wrapper, up to me. It bore this inscription: —

“FOR MR. RICHARD HARDWICKE.”

| was now participating in his strange excitement. | looked at the frail
paper wrapper with as much interest as though it contained a recipe for
the elixir of life. Hardwicke also surveyed it curiously, and held it as
gently as though it were some precious sensitive plant.

“Open it, Dick.”

He inserted his finger behind the wrapper, and gently tore it apart. A
sheet of paper, with writing upon it, was exposed to view. This was
carefully wrapped round another bundle of papers, which bore the same
inscription, “For Mr. Richard Hardwicke.” But it was this particular
piece of paper that riveted Dick's attention. His breath came quickly as



he read. Then he handed it to me.

“Read,” he said.

| took it from his hand, and read as follows: —

“There is a Golden Lake, Mr. Dick. | have seen it. | have stood within
the secret chamber of the Great Cave, amid tons upon tons of the
precious metal. Gold enough was there to ransom the whole world. It lies
in the mountains over the great desert. If you can reach it and return in
safety, your fortune is made, for there are thousands of fortunes there. |
intended to revisit the place, but could never raise money enough for the
expedition. People have thought me mad, but | dared not disclose my
secret, and how | knew of the lake's whereabouts. If you should entertain
the thought of seeking this treasure, these few directions, which | should
have followed myself, will be of use to you. Remember, | only speak
from memory, but as sure as there's a God above, there is a Golden Lake.

DIRECTIONS

“Follow the main road from Port Augusta as far as Mount Arden; then
strike a north-westerly course across the Great Salt Lakes till you come
up with a long, low range of hills, which should be immediately in your
path; climb them, and you will discover a big mountain lying to the
south. If so far you have not seen all as herein written, tempt that wild
country no farther, for the desert now opens with desolation upon
desolation; but should you see these things, and be determined to push
on, still steer the same north-westerly course, and you will strike more
dry salt lakes. To the north of them I found water. From there you enter
the Great Desert, but still steer the same course, and you will fetch the
Great White City in the mountains. Climb the principal street, and then
follow the river that loses itself in the sands at the foot of the Three
Brothers. From there steer due west. | found water half way across the
desert. In the next range of mountains that looms up you will find the
One Tree Hill. Climb the south side of it, and you will see the Golden
Lake.”

| read this aloud in an amazed and tremulous tone, scarcely believing
that | could have deciphered the words correctly.

Dick looked on with wonder. “What do you think of it?” he said.

“I hardly know,” I replied. “It's a wonderful story, if true, and he seems
sincere enough about it. But how did he cross?”

“How did the blackfellow?”

“Then you believe the yarn?”

“l think so. There is no reason why the story of this untold wealth
should not be true. As for the journey, unparalleled as it seems, it is not
impossible, though | grant you it, it appears so. But is not some one
always doing something that no one ever did before?”

It is little or no use arguing with a man who is convinced. You might as
well tell a Papist that his form of worship is false, or a Protestant that the



Pope is infallible.

“Perhaps that other packet will throw more light on the subject,” said I.
“Open it.”

He did so, and answered, “Yes; | believe it's a history of his life.”

“Then read it, old fellow,” and, lighting a cigar, | threw myself back on
the bed, while he, unfolding the manuscript, commenced —

“FOR MR. RICHARD HARDWICKE.”

“Being an old man now, and feeling that the hand of death is upon me,
and no longer dreading the law, I, Joseph Morton, of Yarmouth, England,
swear that what | am about to write is as true as the Gospel, and call the
Almighty to witness.

“My father was a prosperous man in his own rank of life. He owned
several of the finest fishing boats that sailed out of the port of Yarmouth,
and, as a consequence, we were in pretty easy circumstances, and | was
the recipient of an education considerably above that which falls to the
lot of most young men of my own class. Unfortunately the tide of our
happiness ebbed slowly out. First one boat was lost, then another, and as
calamities usually crowd quickly upon the heels of each other, we soon
found ourselves fallen from simple affluence to comparative poverty.

“When the horizon of our fortunes was darkened with its blackest
clouds, my father died, and I, to maintain my mother, entered a
merchant's office as a clerk. 1 got on so well, and became such a
favourite with my employer, that | was soon upon the high road to an
honourable career. Fate seemed at last to have grown weary of
persecuting us, and | looked forward with pleasure to a happy, though
uneventful, existence. Alas! how little | foresaw my destiny. Four years
after my entrance into the confidence of my master, my dear mother took
ill and, in great agony, died.

“l owe my fall to her untimely death. While she lived | had some one
to love, to work for, to live for. After she was gone | became as the
others about me. Perhaps | was naturally bad, perhaps my evil
inclinations would have shown themselves sooner or later. | drank,
gambled, and committed all sorts of extravagant excesses — for all the
world like a gentleman!

“But why need | enter into these particulars? | owed some money on a
horse race. | was pressed by my creditors. All who know anything of
gambling know full well the sanctity of so-called debts of honour. I
forged my master's name. | had hoped to save up, to pay the money back,
and then throw myself on his mercy. But before these good intentions
could be accomplished, the forgery was discovered and | arrested. | was
tried two months after and sentenced to transportation to the Swan River
settlement for twelve years.

“The misery | endured in that court, which was full of my former
friends, all come as it were, to gloat over my misfortunes; the horror of



the voyage out in the convict ship; the forced labour on the public roads,
chained like a wild beast, to the leg of another man, are things too
overwhelming with horror for me to dwell on even now.

“After serving full five years of my sentence, and in the meanwhile,
bearing a good character, | was allotted by the government to a Mr.
Williams, a rich squatter. This gentleman was more than good to me, and
| should have been content to have lived with him for the remainder of
my life, had heaven been pleased to spare him. But he died, and another
bought his land, a brutal bully, named Carson.

“The overseer of this station on which we lived was also a convict, but
one of the most thorough gentlemen that ever walked in two shoes. Mr.
Williams treated him as a friend, and | was always pleased to do his
slightest bidding, so agreeable was his manner of speaking. He was a
fine-looking man, with yellow hair and beard, an open, honest face, and
physical development that did credit to the country of his birth. He,
unlike most of the convicts, was married, and dwelt in a neat little
cottage, which he himself had built, with his wife — a poor, delicate
creature, and one child, a pretty little fairy-like thing with her father's
blue eyes and golden hair.

“Harold Mayne was his name, and he — as | learnt shortly after my
arrival on the station — had been transported for appropriating large
sums of money. He was the manager of a bank in London, and many
thousands of pounds being missed, suspicion fell on him. He was
arrested and accused, and though he pleaded innocent, as only an
innocent man could plead, he was found guilty, principally through the
evidence of the chief cashier of the same bank, and convicted. He never
spoke of his misfortunes, never tried to right himself. Every convict says
he is an injured man. The officials only laugh. But a settled melancholy
pervaded all Mayne's actions, and | could see that his great sorrow was
slowly killing the noble spirit with which nature had endowed him.

“With the arrival of our new master, things underwent a disagreeable
change. No one seemed to please him. We could do nothing right, and
one day while Mr. Mayne was having his after-dinner smoke under the
cool shade of a tree, Carson came along, and seeing him sitting there, he
blurted out that he would have no lazy convicts skulking about his land. |
saw Mayne's fair face flush to a vivid crimson, but he said nothing. That
very quietness which all men admired in him, but angered Carson the
more.

“From that day he never addressed Mayne with a civil word, and
shortly after caused him to be removed from the post of overseer to that
of labourer.

“ *You're no good,” he said. “You dont suit me; you don't know your
work.’

“*I'm very sorry, sir,” answered Mayne respectfully, though | could see



his blood was boiling, ‘that such should be your opinion, for Mr.
Williams thought me competent, and | don't think | ever betrayed his
trust.’

“ ‘Williams was a fool, then!” he coarsely replied. “I don't think you
competent, and | don't trust you; d'ye see? And that's enough for you.’

“*“I'm sorry, sir.’

“ “‘No back answers, — — you! Go about your work, and don't let me
catch you idle; don't, if you value your skin.” He turned to go but stopped
suddenly, ‘And get that wife and brat of yours out of the house; | want it
for the new overseer.’

“ “But, sir, it's mine,” said Mayne; ‘I built it with my own hands.’

“Yours, — — you, is it? We'll see about that, my fine fellow. A pretty
state the country would come to if we allowed the filth and scum of
England to live as gentlemen.'

“ “You dog!” said Mayne advancing threateningly towards him, as
though about to administer a thrashing. But luckily he remembered
himself. ‘I dare not touch you, Carson,” he continued, ‘but I can tell you,
to your face, that you are a contemptible cur, and if it were not for the
cursed bonds that weigh me down, | would thrash you within an inch of
your life.” And he turned on his heel and departed. Carson smiled
diabolically, for he knew that Mayne, being a convict, dared not lay a
finger upon him for fear of severe punishment at the hands of the
government.

“Mayne was forced to quit his house, and for some time he lived with
his wife and child in a poor, mean hut. How they managed to exist at all,
God only knows, for the winter was now upon us, and the cold in the
evenings bitterly intense. But, as | foresaw, the change was too great for
his delicate wife; she sickened and died. From that time a mighty change
took place in him. He was another, an entirely different man. The genial
smile of old was seen no more upon his face. He nodded ‘good morning,’
but never spoke it.

“This life continued for about eighteen months. His daughter was now
nine or ten years of age, and as beautiful as a piece of new gold, quick
and strong in limb, and active in intellect. I being the only one with
whom he ever associated, he would now and again ask me strange
questions of her. Did | not think she was exceptionally strong for her
years? or if | thought she would be capable of enduring great fatigue? To
all these questions | answered, as in duty, Yes. Though having not the
least conception at what he was driving, | had marked the strange,
anxious, almost nervous spirit which had come over him of late, and one
day, while we were working together sawing timber, he revealed the
cause to me by inquiring if | had ever thought of escape. In truth I
scarcely had, for | knew not to what place we could escape. Then, after a
little fencing with the subject, and after | had vowed secrecy, he unfolded



his plan. If 1 would go with him, we were to take some of the station
horses, well provision them, and start right across the Continent to the
Eastern Colonies. Had | then known the dangers incident to such a
journey, | doubt if I should ever have undertaken it; but, not knowing,
and hating with all my soul the life |1 was then leading, | consented. He
swore that he was determined to risk it, even if | would not, for his life
had now become a torture to him, and he would die rather than live on
S0.

“Well, we easily completed all arrangements, being allowed, as we
were, so much freedom, and one April night we stole away, we three
— Mayne, his little daughter, Ada, and myself. We were well armed, and
otherwise well equipped, and pushed on at a rapid pace, for we knew the
police would be after us, and that, should we be taken, our escapade
would end upon the gallows. Mayne vowed, with clenched teeth, that he
would never return to suffer such degradation, that he would kill himself
first; and there was a look in his eyes which boded no good to himself or
his would-be captor.

“We travelled for days, weeks, months, till at last our horses sank
exhausted, and we were forced to walk. No fear had we of the police
now, but in their place two still more cruel enemies assailed us — hunger
and thirst. Even food we might have done without, but the want of water
caused us indescribable anguish, and the possibility of discovering it was
so remote, the country through which we journeyed being nothing better
than a sandy waste, that | could have laid down and died with very grief.

“At last we struck a long, low range of mountains, and here, worn out
and almost dead, with the little girl like a small skeleton child between
us, we threw ourselves down upon the rocks to die.

“We had not lain long thus before the poor child aroused me from my
semi-slumber by gently pulling my sleeve.

“ *Mr. Morton,” she murmured in a voice so feeble that | could scarcely
catch her words, ‘I can hear such sweet music. It is so pleasant, so cool.’

“l thought she was dying, and took her hand in mine, and pressed it
gently. I could not speak a word in answer to her plaintive tones. My
heart was bursting. This brave child had been my only comfort
throughout our dreary march; and now she was dying — was going from
me for ever.

“ ‘Go over there and see who it is,” said she, ‘and tell them, if they
please, to come a little nearer, for I love their music, oh, so much!”

“l could not tell her it was the angels who were waiting to bear her
sweet soul away to a bright land far beyond the regions of the great
wilderness, so | staggered to my feet and tottered in the direction to
which she had pointed. | had not proceeded many yards before | saw the
cause of the music. It was a small, silver waterfall that rushed sparkling
over a ledge of rock, and dashed itself at my feet. Though | had fully



believed the music she heard was heavenly, | hope it is not profane to say
that | was glad it was of the earth. | filled the bottle | had round my
shoulders, and hastened back to them. First, | put it to the dear child's
lips. She drank greedily of it, smiled sweetly upon me, and then fell into
a peaceful sleep. | immediately turned to my companion.

“‘Come, sir,” said I, *here's water at last.”

“He neither moved nor made answer to my words, but stared up into
my face with fixed, glazed eyes. | put the bottle to his open mouth, and
yet he gave no signs of life. | passed my hand across his face. It was as
cold as a stone.

“And then | knew that he was dead, dead! and that | was alone, alone in
the centre of the great unknown desert, far, it seemed to me, beyond the
reach of God or man. The burning tears rushed to my eyes, and | prayed
that the Almighty would strike me dead as well. And even as | prayed
my eyes fell upon the sleeping child — poor, wee, helpless thing — and
a new spirit entered my despondent breast, and | knew that | would go
on — go on till I died, if only for her sake. My natural energy returned in
the moment, and, for fear that her sweet eyes should witness her dear
father's corpse, | moved the body of my unfortunate companion a little
on one side, and, for the lack of implements and better material, covered
it with stones.

“After the child had completely rested her worn-out, wasted frame, we
continued our journey up the mountains, but had not proceeded far
before we were suddenly surrounded by some half a hundred blacks.
Fully armed were they, and carried, in addition to the boomerang, spear
and waddy, great stone axes which possessed a most formidable
appearance. | fully expected to be murdered on the spot, but instead of
offering any violence, they evinced nothing but a profound curiosity.
This was so exceedingly strange that | immediately began to improve the
shining hour by making tokens of amity and good-will, to which they
responded by gestures equally as friendly. During this time several of
them held a confab among themselves, and then he who seemed to be the
leader of the party advanced to me, and saying something, pointed up the
mountain, and the whole party immediately set out, Ada being carried on
a rude stretcher which had been hastily manufactured by the blacks.

“When we reached the top of the mountain a most curious sight
presented itself. Right at the foot of the great valley down which we
travelled, sparkled the waters of a considerable lake; and upon its bosom
floated many canoes, while a good-sized native village nestled cosily on
its margin. The nearer we drew to the water the greener became the
country, trees and shrubs of many descriptions being abundant. As the
news of our coming had spread with rapidity through the village, we
were met, upon our arrival, with its almost entire population. The people
showed unbounded astonishment at my presence, | being the first white



man they had ever seen. But that astonishment was changed to absolute
wonder and amazement when they beheld Ada's beautiful golden hair.
One woman took it in her hand, felt it carefully to see if it was real, then
held her own arm beside it, upon which sparkled a gold bracelet, and
made some remark to her companions, at which several of the women
followed her example, and | saw, to my surprise, that nearly all the
women wore either a bracelet or anklet of roughly beaten gold; while
many of both sexes wore pretty red stone ornaments, which might be
rubies. These | afterwards discovered were the principal personages of
the place. The women, however, offered her no violence, but on the
contrary surveyed her with enthusiastic reverence. | was delighted at this
unexpected turn to our fortunes, and so that I might impress them the
more with the wonder of her being, | knelt before her and devoutly
kissed the hem of her dress, which afterwards caused her no
inconsiderable annoyance, for she had no peace until every man, woman,
and child in the village had done the same. | own that my action was a
piece of irreverence, and, perhaps, cowardly in the bargain, but when
men are placed in desperate straits they are not usually fastidious as to
their manner of getting out of them. Anyhow, my action was not without
its effect. The primitive souls really believed she was of some superior
origin, and our safety from that moment was assured.

“l stayed for more than twelve moons with these curious people, and
could tell many strange stories had | the time and inclination; but these
being useless and discoverable of themselves, | will hasten to what most
men would think the most important point of all.

“l had observed, as | have said, that nearly all the women wore anklets
or bracelets of gold. This was the cause of much speculation to me, and |
wondered from what source the metal was procured. But all my attempts
to know were nevertheless in vain till 1 had broached the subject with the
chief of the tribe, an old, good-hearted fellow, who, with the chief priest,
equally as good a man, had taken Ada and myself under their special
protection. He informed me that it came from the secret chamber of the
god; that none but he and the chief priest knew of its whereabouts, and
that none but they were allowed to behold it. At this | appeared, and was,
much concerned, and entreated, ay, implored him to show me the
wonderful chamber, and at length prevailed upon him so with my
arguments, that he consented to lead me to the chamber on the condition
that | went there blindfolded.

“And | did go, and | remember crossing water, and entering some
cavern, through which the wind rushed like a hurricane; and when the
bandage was removed from my eyes, | stood in the golden chamber and
saw more of the wonderful metal than man has ever dreamt of. The chief
knew not its value, neither did I tell him, but he informed me that it was
taken from the mountains ages before, and that the chief priest and he



were its sacred guardians. My eyes were then bandaged once more, and
when the covering was again removed | was back in the village.

“At last | made up my mind to continue my journey eastward, for
though the people were kind enough, in all conscience, | could not settle
down to such an existence. Therefore | made known my determination to
the chief, who expressed considerable sorrow at my departure, but told
me that | was free to do as | pleased. But when I asked him if he would
allow me to have some bearers to carry Laughing Hair (for so they had
named Ada), his dark face assumed a blacker aspect, and he peremptorily
informed me that she should not leave the village. She was the good
spirit of it, he said, and the warriors would never sanction her departure.

“Of this | spoke to Ada later on, when, to my astonishment, she
absolutely refused to accompany me, saying that she would never live to
cross the dreadful desert again. What was | to do? To leave her there
seemed cruel; yet had | attempted to force her into going, the natives
would have slaughtered me without compunction. | told her that | would
go alone, and if I reached the other side in safety | would get relief for
her; if not, she was to know that | died in crossing.

“We parted with many tears, for she had got to love me dearly. As for
myself, had she been ten times my own child, she could not have been
more beloved. | waited till the rainy season began, and luckily for me it
was a good one, or | should have left my bones to whiten amid the sands
of the Great Desert. The natives paddled me across to the eastern side of
the lake, and taking with me the one man who had decided to accompany
me, | launched out upon my awful journey.

“I will not attempt to narrate it here. Suffice it that | speak the truth
when | say that it is one long way of indescribable desolation. | took
mental notes of the principal landmarks as | journeyed on, for | was
determined to re-visit that lake, should fortune so ordain. Those notes I
have already marked down. If you find them false — should you attempt
the journey — turn back, for who can say that chance will lead you
aright? and the land of the setting sun is the white man's tomb. | have
only this to add, the black fellow whom the surveyors you, Mr. Dick,
mentioned picked up, must have been the companion of my dreadful
journey, the person whom 1 lost in the desert between the great White
City and the Salt Lakes. We separated to look for water and | never saw
him again.

“It is now fifteen years since | left the lake. If Ada is living, she is a
woman. | would have helped her, |1 would have gone back; God knows I
meant to! but when | mentioned my belief of great wealth in such and
such a place, every one laughed, and | had no money to organise an
expedition of my own. | was afraid to tell my story outright, to tell them
what | had seen with my own eyes, for fear of being sent back to the
Swan River — to chains — to the lash — perhaps to death. | have been a



coward. God forgive me! But now that death is drawing around me its
cold shroud, for the first time in my life | am not afraid. God rest my
soul.

“JOSEPH MORTON.”



Chapter 111

In Which is Related a Conversation Between My
Cousin Hardwicke and Myself.

AT the conclusion of this most remarkable narrative, Dick dropped the
manuscript upon his dressing-table and significantly inquired, “Well?”

A fitting reply to so ambiguous a remark being entirely beyond my
powers, | answered interrogatively —

“What is your opinion, Dick?”

“l scarcely ha ve one,” he answered candidly. “The yarn has knocked
me silly. Who would have dreamt that quiet, inoffensive old man had
been the hero of such an unparalleled adventure?”

“Unparalleled, truly,” | rejoined with something very like a touch of
sarcasm. “It sounds like one of those marvellous romances in which
impossible heroes perform incredible feats.”

“No doubt, no doubt. But what object would he have in lying?”

“A weakness of the brain,” | ventured. “You know how people's minds
have run riot over that wonderful, unknown interior.”

“l think not,” said he, answering the first portion of my speech, and
entirely ignoring the second. “Morton was a very quiet, sensible old
fellow. And, with this exception, | have never yet had reason to suppose
him mad. His horror at being sent back to the Swan River Settlement
may seem exaggerated, but the convicts were often treated with
unnecessary harshness, and the crime he and his companion had been
guilty of meant hanging. | have both read and heard of many desperate
attempts to escape from the penal settlements in the old days; how the
men sought the inhospitable regions of the bush in preference to the
abject, brutish life led in those seething hells, but never have | heard the
like of this before.”

“l should think not,” | replied. “But tell me, Dick — Do you honestly
believe he performed that journey?”

“Certainly. Why not?”

“But think. How could it be possible for him to do it without an escort
or provisions? The country is as dry as a bone.”

“l cannot tell you how ne did it, Archie; but that it has been done by
him | do not doubt for a moment. Who can say what providence watched
over him?”



“Then you believe it might be done?”

“With the help of God,” said he devoutly.

This was coming it pretty strong, and | looked on him in wonder; but
so entirely engrossed was he with his own thoughts that he appeared not
to notice the ardour of my gaze.

“Then,” said I, “you think that providence — or whatever you may call
it — taking pity on this man, would offer him its special protection?”

“Who knows?”” he answered. “He had a great duty to perform.”

There was a pause in the conversation, each being busy with his own
thoughts. Here then was a strange tale, and the opening for an adventure
equalling in its intensity the wild search for Manoa, the Golden City of
South America. But would not this Golden Lake prove as great a myth as
the fabled city? Might not the wonderful story we had just heard be but
the ravings of a madman? A delusion, a dream of wealth in which
beggars so often indulge? And yet | had no reason to suppose the man
was mad, though for the matter of that madness is so prevalent as to
attract little or no attention. At the same time | must candidly confess that
there was a certain flavour of romance about the narrative not altogether
repugnant to my tastes. Being young, and particularly fond of
excitement, | saw something supremely fascinating in this strange story
of the great unknown interior; and my mind immediately bore me off
across the great deserts, and | was arduously climbing the Principal
Street of the Great White City in the Mountains, when Dick abruptly
terminated my imaginary journey by suddenly exclaiming, “Well?”

“Well, Dick?” I replied.

“I'll tell you what, Archie,” said he turning his serious eyes upon me;
“if 1 had the money | would get two or three people to go along with me
and try and discover that lake. If I did not find the landmarks old Morton
speaks of | would know he either lied or was mad; but until | prove it one
way or the other, | must, | do believe him.”

“And do you mean to say you seriously entertain the thought of such a
journey?”

“Why not? It will be easy enough to turn back if we discover none of
the marks he gives us. I am serious, and shall never rest satisfied till |
have proved the truth or falsehood of his story. If he has spoken the truth,
we who know his secret owe a sacred duty to that poor child he left
behind him fifteen years ago; and if we cannot undertake to rescue her, it
Is imperative that we let the authorities know the whole history.”

“You are right, old fellow,” I replied; “the story may be true, and it is
our duty to do all that is within our power for the succour of that
unfortunate girl. But the directions to this lake are so horribly vague.
How can we possibly strike the places he mentions, knowing neither
their latitude nor longitude?”

“But he has given us a course; vague | grant, but still a course, and with



one exception the principal marks are all hills or mountains — things not
very easily missed in a desert.”

“Well, then,” said I, “supposing all this explained satisfactorily enough,
| want your opinion on the ‘Great White City in the Mountains.” Do you
for one moment believe there is such a thing?”

“l don't know,” he answered. “It seems incredible, and yet | do not
disbelieve it. I have convinced myself into belief, you will say. Perhaps
so. But this riddle of the mountain city need trouble us but little, for if we
did not discover the landmarks previous to it, we could turn back and
abandon the expedition.”

| was silent for a long time, turning and twisting the matter over in my
head. After all, the story might be true, and, as he truly said, if we found
not the landmarks Morton mentioned, there was nothing to prevent us
from returning.

“And so money is the only bar, Dick?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Then I will undertake to equip the expedition; and, what is more, will
make one of the party.”

“Archie, you are a brick,” said he, and wrung my hand, by way of
expressing thanks; “and if we do not strike the Golden Lake, and make
all our fortunes, I will repay you for your outlay if it takes me years to do
it.”

With that he deposited the old servant's narrative in the trunk again and
carefully locked it, putting the directions to the lake in his pocket-book.

“We must not tell the mother or the girls what we really intend doing,”
said he. “I'll say we are going on a hunting expedition — so we are, you
know, and such game, too — and that the Lord only knows when we'll be
back.”

“If we ever come back at all.”

“Yes, even that's on the cards. But we'll wait till our doom threatens
before we indulge in gloomy forebodings.”

With that the conversation ceased; and thus it was that I, Archibald
Martesque, of Mintington, in the county of Somerset, became one of the
small band of adventurers that plunged into the unknown depths of the
great interior in search of the Golden Lake.



Chapter IV

Containing an Account of Our Setting Out, Also a
Complete Description of the Battle Royal Between
Hardwicke and the Bullock Driver.

PREPARATIONS for our journey went on apace. We were to leave
Port Augusta by the beginning of April, so as to have the whole of the
winter months for our great march across the desert. Hardwicke's sister
Kate poked a good deal of fun at him for what she was pleased to call our
great expedition in search of kangaroo rats; but as neither she nor the
others guessed our real intentions, we bore her pleasantries good-
naturedly.

Our party was to comprise four, all told. Hardwicke as leader, myself
as second in command, while our retinue was to consist of my servant,
Tim Murphy, whom | had brought out from England, and an Australian
black who rejoiced in the magnificent title of King Jimmy. This worthy,
who was now reduced to the plebeian occupation of station hand, boasted
descent from a long line of dusky kings somewhere on the
Murrumbidgee river. What had become of the dynasty | never knew, but
| suppose rum and the white man could tell a sorrowful tale. Now, like
Othello, his occupation was gone; but he was nevertheless an excellent
personage, and one whom we knew would prove invaluable on such a
journey. He had been Hardwicke's companion on many an expedition,
and Dick gave me glowing accounts of his valour and sagacity. He was a
splendid bushman and tracker, and could follow the trail of man or beast
with a less erring instinct than the bloodhound. He was working, at the
time of our proposed journey, on an up-country station, but he no sooner
received Hardwicke's message than he started for Melbourne
immediately.

Soon after my last conversation with my cousin | had drawn my man
Murphy aside, and told him of our intention of piercing the interior of the
Great Lone Land, where hardships and danger most surely awaited us,
and perhaps in the end, death — for | was determined to let him know
what he had to expect, should he agree to accompany us. On the other
hand, if he did not wish to risk so much, | offered to pay his passage back
to England or give him its value in hard cash. The brave fellow answered
with tears in his eyes that he would go with us if it was only for the



pleasure of dying in my company. | knew such would be his answer,
though | gave him the chance to refuse. As for the journey, he wound up
by declaring that he cared not two straws for all the journeys in the world
so that he had the honour to be in my society. And herein was an instance
of that ignorance which is bliss.

We left Melbourne in the beginning of March and arrived at Adelaide
some three days later. We stayed but a night and a day in that city, and
then took boat for Port Augusta, which place we reached safely in due
time. As we had brought most of the necessaries for the expedition with
us we were ready for the road by the 31st of the month.

Our train consisted of four pack horses, laden with every conceivable
thing in the way of provisions, &c., that Hardwicke had heard of
explorers taking, or that King Jimmy could suggest, while four powerful
saddle horses for ourselves completed the cavalcade. Dick himself had
personally superintended the purchase of these animals, and a very fine
lot they were, deep in the chest and muscular, and likely to bear well the
great fatigue that lay before them.

“Start to-morrow, Mass'r?” said King Jimmy coming up to me as | sat
smoking my pipe under the verandah of our “hotel.”

“Everything ready, Jimmy?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Very well, then.”

Jimmy turned on his heel, but before he had gone half a dozen yards,
Dick, who at that moment came from the inside of the house, cried in a
loud voice, “No, no!” and the black looked round to know the reason.

“This is the 31st, isn't it?” said Hardwicke to me.

“Certainly.”

“Then what's to-morrow?”

“The first of the month.”

“Of what month?”

“Why, of April.”

“Yes. All Fools' Day. | wouldn't set out to-morrow for the world.”

“We will go the day after to-morrow,” said | to the aborigine, who
stood surveying his master with a surprised and inquisitive look.

“Yes, the day after to-morrow, Jimmy,” repeated Hardwicke.

“Right, Mass'r Dick,” growled that worthy as he went off, shaking his
ugly head and mumbling something about wasting a whole day.

As soon as he was gone Dick burst into a roar of laughter.

“Fancy, All Fools' Day. Good heavens! | never though of that. We
cannot possibly think of going to-morrow.”

“Well,” 1 answered, “l don't suppose it matters much. What more
appropriate day could we have for the beginning of such an expedition?”

He seemed rather nettled at this, but replied: “I own it does seem a silly
weakness to delay our setting-out, but it struck me that to start on that



particular day out of the three hundred and sixty-five would be a
coincidence better avoided. | think a bushman has something of the
superstition of a sailor; he is apt to put things down to fate or providence
that merely happen because they must in the natural course of events. |
have seen much in my short life, and the solemnity of this vast interior is
a thing I never trifle with.”

I know not if he was really serious. | only know the weird and mystic
charm of his strange country seemed to impress him so strongly that he
lounged into the bar and called for a Scotch whisky.

The 1st of April duly passed, and on the morning of the 2nd our little
cavalcade set out on its great journey. We followed the main road to the
north, in a very leisurely manner, and camped a little to the right of it,
that evening, before sundown. It now became exceedingly heavy, rain
having fallen in great quantities previously, so that had we taken a cart,
as we at first intended doing, we should have found great difficulty in
getting it along.

All the next morning we plodded slowly onward, and just before
dinner-time we came up with three bullock teams, one of which was
apparently stuck fast in the mud, for we could hear the lash of the great
whip cracking, and the coarse shouts of the drivers, long before we had
approached close enough to take in the true position of affairs; but on
drawing near, our ears were assailed with volleys of the most hideous
oaths, interspersed with sickening, dull thuds, caused by the angry
teamsters' thick soled boots on the unoffending stomachs of the
unfortunate bullocks.

As we came up to the scene of this brutal exhibition, we instantly
perceived that all the kicks and blows from the whole of humanity would
not better the case one jot, for the waggon, heavily laden, had sunk deep
in a rut almost up to its axle, and every strain on the wheels but pressed
them farther into the soft ground.

Three sinister-looking blackguards, of a most objectionable type, went
about cursing and swearing in a truly shocking manner, administering, by
way of variation, sundry cruel kicks and blows upon those portions of the
oxen which they knew to be the tenderest.

“What brutes!” | said to Dick. “It's lucky for them they are a bit beyond
the bounds of civilisation. Why, that leading bullock has a terribly sore
shoulder which his collar is but goading the more.”

“You are right,” he replied; “those drivers are nothing but brutes.”
Then turning to them he cried out, “I say, you fellows, what's the use of
licking into those bulls like that? They can't possibly get out of the hole
they're in.”

They ceased their execrations and surveyed us contemptuously.

“Who the devil are you?” said a burly, bearded fellow, addressing
Hardwicke. “Mind your own bloomin' business; the bullocks ain't yours,



are they?”

Dick flushed angrily at this uncourteous rejoinder, and answered, “It's
lucky for you they're not.”

At this the fellow laughed aloud, as did his two companions; and, by
way of showing his supreme contempt for my cousin, he began to
blaspheme more horribly than ever, and kicked the unlucky animal with
increased vehemence.

The poor beast bellowed with the pain, and turned its big brown eyes
round as if appealing for mercy.

The blood rushed furiously to Hardwicke's face, and he cried out to the
man in a short, sharp tone — a peculiarity of his when getting angry
— “Don't do that again.”

“I'll do it as often as I like,” replied the fellow.

“But it's not necessary,” said Hardwicke, suppressing, as | saw, an
inclination to ride his horse over the man. “If you want to get out of this,
why don't you level the road before the wheels?”

“Look here,” said the fellow, flaring up and getting exceedingly nasty,
“you go and learn your grandmother how to suck eggs. You're a pretty
smart chap, | don't think. Where was you dragged up, | wonder, that you
got so damned cockey? Take my advice and mind your own bloomin'
business. I'll get them bullocks out in whatever way | please; and I'll kick
them as much as | bloomin' well please, and you too if you give me any
more lip, you half-bred son of a lubra!” (blackwoman) and suiting the
action to the word, he administered another unmerciful kick upon the
already bleeding stomach of the animal.

Dick was off his horse with the rapidity of a flash of lightning, and,
almost before the fellow was aware of it, he had struck him a sounding
blow on the side of the head which knocked him into the mud beneath
the bullock's feet. Here was a chance of revenge; but, luckily for the
teamster, the animal had not the power of reflection, else it might have
gone extremely ill with him. He, however, arose quickly, not relishing
such adjacency to his victim's heels, and wiping the mud from his face,
rushed madly upon Hardwicke, who, stepping quickly aside, allowed him
to pass harmlessly by dealing desperate blows upon the air.

All was now excitement, the partisans of both sides casting defiant
looks upon each other.

“Go for him, Joe!” shouted one of the teamster's companions. “Knock
his damned head off!”

“Why don't you fight?” shouted the other, who, because he had seen
Dick dodge his adversary, imagined that he did not want to do battle.
“Stand up to Joe, for five minutes, if you can. He'll eat a dozen like you.”

“Will he, by God?” shouted King Jimmy. “Go for him, Mass'r Dick; go
for him. Remember Black Pete, on the Limestone Creek!” And his dark
face positively beamed with the recollection of that auspicious occasion.



“Hold your row, you black devil, or I'll wring your cursed neck,” cried
one of the fellows to Jimmy.

“If you do,” said my man Murphy, whose Irish blood was rising at the
thought of a shindy, “bedad, but there'll be two necks wrung, and yours
will be one of the same.”

“Enough or this jaw,” growled he who had been called Joe. Then,
turning to Hardwicke, he said: “Look here, my bird, you hit me when I
wasn't looking.”

“l did no such thing,” replied my cousin.

“Then I'm a liar,” said the man.

“You are.” Dick was now as cool as a frosty night.

“Oh, I am, am 1?” he replied. Then with a leer at his companions,
which spoke volumes for his own cleverness, he said, “You'll have to
fight me, sonny. A man never calls another a liar in these parts for
nothing.”

“I'll — — " Dick was beginning, but I cut him short.

“He'll do nothing of the kind,” said I, for | did not like the look of the
man, and | was totally ignorant of Hardwicke's powers.

“Then he's a cur,” replied the man called Joe, “and shall lie down in the
mud and let me kick him.”

At this Dick smiled grimly, whilst Jimmy, in the midst of a piercing
shriek of laughter, screamed out, “Oh, lord, that am good! that am rich!
Mass'r Dick, lie down — — ” and he almost suffocated with the force of
his own exertions.

“Look here,” said Dick, stepping towards the man, “I'll fight you with
pleasure.”

He then came over to me.

“You are not going to fight him, Dick? Consider.”

“l know it's low, Archie, but | must. You keep your eye on those other
fellows, and see that we get fair play. This is a queer country we are
travelling through, and unless a man upholds his honour by his fists, he is
not reckoned worth the ground he walks on.”

“Be careful, then; he is a strong, savage-looking fellow.”

One of the teamsters here came over to us, and addressing Dick, said,
“Look here, you; Joe's willin' enough to let you off on his conditions.”

“What are they?” said Hardwicke.

“Don't you know?” replied the fellow, bursting into a coarse laugh,
evidently imagining my cousin glad to come to any terms.

“Indeed | do not.”

“Joe must kick you till he's tired.” And the man grinned and giggled
immoderately.

“It's very kind of Joe,” answered Dick, “but I'm afraid | can't
accommodate him. As for you, my friend, I suppose you think this a very
funny message? A little more of your impudence will put me under the



painful necessity of giving you a dose that won't agree with you.”

The fellow scowled frightfully, and looked as though he would like to
have eaten Hardwicke.

“You blow too much,” he said. “Jaw never won a battle yet”

“Indade, and didn't it,” cried Murphy. “Then what about Samson, you
haythen?”

“Samson be — — ,” growled the man. “He ain't no Samson.”

“Him Samson enough for dam thief like you,” rejoined Jimmy,
grinning from ear to ear.

But the ambassador utterly ignored the coloured gentleman's remark,
and turned to Dick with an evil smile. “I only wanted to make things
comfortable like. Joe is a pretty stiff cuss, | can tell you; at least, he's
reckoned so about this part of the country,” saying which he turned and
rejoined his companions.

We now adjourned to a green spot a little to the right of the waggons,
and here the combatants, throwing off their superfluous clothes, stood up
to one another. They were both excellently made men, tall and strong,
Dick having the advantage in height, but the teamster that in breadth. Yet
when | saw my cousin's magnificent chest and muscles | knew that he
would prove no ordinary opponent, and the fears | before entertained of
his ability as a boxer were partially allayed. | forgot the repugnance of
such an encounter; my blood grew warmer, and | foresaw that unless a
fair fight was allowed, there was going to be a rare old quarrel. | believe |
even went so far as to wish that one of the other fellows would create a
disturbance. But it was not to be. They were so certain of their man
thrashing Dick that they looked upon the encounter as a little pleasant
diversion, the result of which was a foregone conclusion.

At first began some cautious sparring, and here, at a glance, | saw that
Dick'’s agility stood so many points to his favour, though | was dreadfully
afraid of the enromous strength of the other man, should they come to
close quarters. Hardwicke was the first to begin the music, which
consisted of a sound not unlike the rattling of bones on a piece of wood.
As the result of this playful attention, the teamster's mouth began to
bleed, and spitting the blood upon his adversary, he rushed at him and
caught Dick a mighty thump on the chest, which changed the colour of
his skin considerably, and caused him to stagger back several feet; but
before Joe could follow up his success, Dick had regained his
equilibrium, and stepping quickly aside, escaped the savage onslaught of
his opponent, but dealt the teamster a terrific blow on the neck, which,
coupled with the impetus of his rush, sent him with dreadful violence to
the earth.

The man was quickly on his feet again, and rushed with renewed fury
upon the cause of his downfall. Dick met him boldly, and the shock of
those two meeting fairly shook the earth, as it used to shake beneath the



feet of Homer's heroes. They wrestled for a time, and then fell heavily,
Dick underneath; and here it must be remarked, to the honour of the
bushman, that he took no advantage of my hero's discomfiture, but
loosening himself from the arms of his adversary, allowed him to rise.

Again they faced each other, and this time it was clearly seen that they
meant business, for they trod the ground with a quick, impatient step,
their breath coming fast, and their eyes flashing. The teamster seemed
not inclined to waste time in fancy sparring, but continued to make
desperate lunges in the direction of Dick's mouth. But that worthy was
wide-awake, and either dodged the blows or countered with unerring
accuracy. The man, Joe, began to show signs of distress, not on account
of the punishment he had received, but through the exertion of slogging
the air, which he had done to an unmerciful extent. This being not at all
to his liking, he made a tremendous rush at Dick, and, breaking through
his guard, dealt my cousin such a dreadful blow in the eye as to lay him
out on the flat of his back.

“Well done, Joe! Well done, my lad! Another like that, and his blessed
mother won't know him. Upon my sivey, | do believe he's crying!” This
remark was caused by Dick, who had arisen with sundry ounces of mud
upon him, violently rubbing his eye.

“It's too bad on you, Joe,” his two friends continued. “One would think
you was licking into a blessed gum-tree. If you go on like that, you'll end
by spoiling his lovely features.” And, tickled with their own fanciful
conceits, they laughed aloud.

A broad grin overspread Joe's ugly face. “I didn't want to lick the kid,
boys,” he said. “l promised to let him orf with a kickin', but he's so
bloomin' particular.”

Things now began to look awkward for our side. Dick had received a
very ugly blow, and was busily rubbing his eye, for though he had but
lately seen stars, at the present moment he could see nothing with that
particular orb.

“Don't hit him in the other eye, Joe; you might spoil the both on
ruin his blessed eyesight,” said one of the fellows in a mock piteous tone.

“You got too much dam jabber-jabber,” cried King Jimmy, whose face
was almost white with excitement. “Wait till Mass'r Dick finish. He
knock him dam head clean off.”

Dick turned to his enthusiastic follower and smiled.

Jimmy broke out once more. “Remember Black Pete, Mass'r Dick;
Black Pete on the Limestone Creek.”

Once more the combatants faced each other, and Dick for the first time
began to force the fighting; and so fierce was his onslaught that the
bullock-driver receded with alarming rapidity before him. He delivered
blow after blow upon the man's iron-like body, but without apparently
making any impression, though the self-sufficient air had left the



teamster's face, and his companions began to look alarmingly serious. At
last Dick got one home, and, as a result of the gentle ministration, the
blood oozed in a perfect torrent from the driver's nose, covering his beard
and completely saturating his body.

“That's the style, Mass'r Dick,” shouted Jimmy, in a perfect frenzy of
delight. “Another like that, and you shut him ugly mouth up for certain,”
and he roared and danced about like a mad thing.

In the meantime the teamsters were endeavouring to stop the flow of
blood from the nasal organ of their hero, and sundry oaths of a ruby
colour, suggested, no doubt, by the ruby stream, fell glibly from their
lips. Indeed, the ease with which they poured out great floods of
blasphemies was a marvellous exposition of the popular art of swearing,
and proved them rare adepts. Imagination and construction of sentences
were alike wonderful. The laws of syntax were spurned, but the sense
was always apparent.

Joe called for the whisky, and took a long pull, while Dick, on the
contrary, only rinsed his mouth out.

“How do you feel, old fellow?” | said to him.

“Right so far, Archie. | think I shall lick him.”

“For goodness sake watch him well. He has been drinking whisky.”

“He won't get home again like this,” replied Dick, pointing to his left
eye, which was already swollen, and disclosed several marks of a bluish-
black hue. “It was a warm one, | can tell you, but I'll be even with him.”

Once more they faced each other, and, without a moment's hesitation,
immediately fell to knocking one another about. Blow for blow was
given and taken with as good grace as possible till, in making a savage
rush at Dick, the teamster overshot the mark, and stumbled forward. He
might have fallen on his face had not Hardwicke come to his rescue by
planting two lightning-like blows on his defenceless features, which
pulled him up sharply, straightened him for a moment, and then forced
him rather savagely to the ground on the broad of his back.

Jimmy fairly shrieked with delight, and | could not suppress an
exclamation of joy as | felt my face burn with a pleasant tingling
sensation, while my man, Murphy, swore that anything nater he had
never seen in the ould country. We were winning now, and it is pleasant
to win, no matter what the stake.

The man, however, arose from his recumbent attitude a mass of blood
and dirt, and spitting a couple of teeth out, which Dick had so
unceremoniously loosened, he rushed, bellowing like a wild bull, at my
hero, who, skipping aside, escaped the savage charge with but a slight
brush; but in return for the teamster's attentions caught him, as he shot
by, a ringing blow on the cheek, which made the man's jaw rattle like
dice in a box, and was the cause of hurrying him unmercifully to the
earth. But he was quickly up again, furious and raving; his face



presenting a hideous picture of blood and dirt. He seemed more like an
animal than a man, and | feared him now more than ever, for one of his
terrific blows sent well home would end the battle there and then. Dick, |
was glad to see, was as cool as a man could possibly be under such
circumstances, and | knew that this would prove an advantage to him
over his maddened adversary.

Like a wild beast he rushed at Hardwicke, his huge fists flying through
the air with the rapidity of a couple of steam hammers; but Dick's agility
stood him in good stead, and the blows were more than half spent
whenever they reached their mark. Once Dick slightly tripped, and the
teamster, lunging out, caught him on the side of the head, and over he
went like a nine-pin. In a second he was on his feet again, his eyes
flashing with anger, for to be so treated is not pleasing to the most cold-
blooded individual, and rushing at his adversary, he broke through his
guard, and dealt him a terrific smack in the eye, which he followed up by
one in the mouth, and over went the great bushman like a log.

When he arose again, and rushed at my cousin, it was truly the charge
of an infuriated animal. He bellowed more dreadfully than one of his
own oxen, and whether in his madness he knew not what he was doing,
or if the thrashing he had received had somewhat dazed his brain, I
cannot say; | only know he rushed at Dick with increased vehemence,
and kicked him in the side.

A cry, partly of pain but more of anger, rushed from Hardwicke's lips.
“You cur! You damned cur!” and with the bound of a tiger, and almost
with the fury of that animal, he sprang upon his adversary, and rained
such a shower of blows upon his head and face as quickly felled him to
the ground. Then, with superhuman strength, he lifted the man by the
hair, and delivered a succession of terrific blows full on his opponent's
face. His fury was so great that | was afraid he would kill the fellow.

| rushed between them, and seized him. “For God's sake, Dick, don't
Kill him!”

He flung the man savagely from him. “No, no; the dog's not worth it.”

The fight was now over, for the teamster made no show of resuming
the contest; indeed, | doubt if he would be able to move for some time to
come, and on the strength of one of the fellows declaring Joe had had
enough, | led Hardwicke to a small pool of water which lay some few
yards away, and washed the blood and dirt from him, Murphy in the
meantime getting out some ointment, with which | anointed his injured
parts. | then gave the rest to the teamsters for the benefit of the
vanquished.

“How do you feel now, old fellow?” said I, after his dressing was
completed, and he had taken a stiff “nobbler” of brandy.

“A little sore,” he replied; “but there's no damage done.” And, indeed,
with the exception of his black eye, he seemed none the worse for the



encounter.

We then went over to the fallen teamster, who had just regained
consciousness, and a horrible picture he made in his bruised and bloody
state.

“Look here, mate,” said Dick; “you forced the fight on me. Our little
difference of opinion wasn't worth it all. I'm sorry enough it happened.”

“Bedad, but I know some one else who's sorry as well. It'll tach him to
keep a civil tongue in his head for the future when he's talking to
gintlemen,” | heard my man Murphy remark to King Jimmy, to which
that worthy answered, in a tone of suppressed merriment, “Mass'r Dick
can slog, no gammon. | see him polish off Black Pete on the Limestone.
It was fine thing.”

“You're a better man than | thought,” said the fallen teamster,
surveying Hardwicke through his bloodshot eyes; “I'm sorry | kicked
you — there! What more do you want? Go to the devil. You've broke me
up. | hope you're satisfied.”

As we had no reason for prolonging this disagreeable interview, we
mounted our horses, and once more pursued our way.

Shortly after this we sighted Mount Arden, the first landmark on our
journey; and at the foot of a piece of rising ground, about a mile to the
west of the road, we pitched our camp for the night.



Chapter V

In Which is Related Our Farther Progress Westward,
and Our Flight from the Mountain of Fire.

Two days after we struck the southern end of the salt lakes spoken of in
the Directions, our party being in excellent health and spirits, for as yet
we had met no serious opposition, though the road at times had been
extremely rough. A few miles farther on we crossed the bed of a dry
lake, the salt of which, in the glaring sun, shone like burnished silver,
and we had great difficulty in preventing our horses from eating it. The
next day we came up with another large lake (Gairdner), which we were
forced to skirt to the north.

So far, then, Morton's tale was true, and Dick, who, with the exception
of his discoloured eye and swollen cheek, had quite recovered from the
effects of his late encounter, was exceedingly joyous thereat. He jokingly
made light of our journey, built wonderful palaces with imaginary riches,
and vowed that our explorations would be the wonder of generations to
come. | doubt he meant half the things he said, but was always under the
impression that he had so little faith in the whole of Morton's story, that
he was trying to force himself into a belief of it; yet be that as it may, he
was merry enough in all conscience, and infused a life into the little party
which the great solitude was apt to banish. Had the country presented a
more charitable appearance we should have been more content, but as yet
no accident had befallen us, and our leader was not of that temperament
which delights in creating difficulties.

We pushed on rapidly in the direction of the range of mountains, from
the summit of which we were to see the “big hill to the south.” and truly,
as night was drawing near, we sighted the range lying low down on the
blue horizon, and at eight o'clock that same evening drew rein at its base.
It being too late to ascend it that day, we determined to wait patiently for
the morning. And long into the night Dick and | sat smoking and talking,
and wondering if we really should see the “big hill” looming in the south.

On the following morning Hardwicke, Jimmy and I, leaving my man
Murphy behind to prepare breakfast, began the ascent to the south, for
there we saw the highest peak, and from there we reckoned the “big hill,”
which of course could be no other than Mount Finke, would be most
easily discerned. The hillside was composed of rough, uneven rocks, set



in a loose gravelly soil, which crumbled away beneath our feet. Here and
there were patches of shrub and yellow grass, as dry as the dust they
seemed to live on; all else was as completely withered as the face of an
old man.

We reached the peak in due course of time, but the sun not having yet
arisen we could discover no semblance of the hill to the south. Like a
thin gauze veil lay the morning shadows over the limitless stretch of
country. North, south, east, west, always the same unvarying sweep of
land; always the same vast, rugged ocean of rock and sand, which, like
its liquid brother, seemed leading away into the mystic shadows of
eternity. | often wonder if the desert through which the Israelites
marched was half so weird and solemn, half so beautiful in its
magnificent desolation. For there is a weird and terrific beauty in these
vast stretches of loneliness; they seem to bring you nearer to Him, and
the fate of all earthly things.

We sat upon a long, bare rock, and eagerly awaited the first glimpse of
the sun above the horizon. The air, laden with the scent of forests far
away, was beautifully mild and delicious to inhale. I took off my hat and
let the cool, soft breeze blow through my hair.

“What a delightful morning!” said | to Hardwicke, a remark not
exceedingly wise in itself, or unconventional, but still a remark forced
from me, as it were, by the beauty of nature — a trite offering at her
ethereal shrine.

“l was thinking the same,” said he. “l don't know what your English
mornings are like, Archie; but is not this beautiful? Was there ever a
purer or more delicious air, 1 wonder?” And, as if to more thoroughly
enjoy it, he opened his mouth and drew in a long breath, while he
loosened the collar of his shirt and laid his hat beside him. “They say this
IS not a poetic country,” he went on, “and yet | doubt much if the old
Greeks ever breathed a more inspiring or invigorating air. Not that |
know what Greek air, is like, but they were fine old fellows in those
days, full of fire and go, for which I should think the climate was partly
answerable. But look, look!” cried he suddenly, breaking off and
pointing to the east. “Did you ever see such a sight as that before?”

Away in the east the pale blue sky was slowly changing to a delicate
pink, as sweet and warm as the colour on a young girl's cheek. Then it
turned to a deeper red, and one-half of heaven's vault shone with a
beautiful roseate hue, lighting the dull, dead rocks around us into
glowing life. Like a blood-red sea the desert lay before us, weirdly,
horribly solemn; a sea over which the ghosts of ships and the ghosts of
men might revel for eternity. A stagnant world of dull, red fire it seemed,
save where here and there the great red light from the sky caught the
trembling sheets of dew, and converted them into gems of living
beautiful jewels that added a supernatural loveliness to the desolate



bosom of their mistress. Then the heavens grew from red to yellow, and
the whole eastern world shook its mighty curtains of glistening gold
aside, and from the depths of the unknown the sun rushed forth — and it
was day.

For several minutes we sat watching its golden flight to the north, sat in
a state of delighted wonderment, when Hardwicke arose with the very
commonplace remark that it was “going to be a hot day.” The dream of a
moment was gone, and the old time-worn, though never-wearied reality,
was back once more. The power of the sun had already banished the
haze, and on looking to the south we saw, looming up through a cloak of
misty blue, the ponderous form of the “big hill.”

“There it is, Archie,” shouted Hardwicke. “Hurrah for the Golden
Lake!”

Ay, there it was plain enough, with its long, round peak lifting itself
above its massive body — as rears the spire of a church above the church
itself. Every moment it loomed up clearer, till 1 thought | saw the
indentations on its sides. Hardwicke turned to me.

“Old Morton must have climbed this hill,” he said. “Poor devil! what
an unhappy look-out was his. The spirit that man possessed would have
made a hero of a more fortunate individual. But instead of gaining the
approbation of the world, he was forced to hide his heroism from the
light of day. Poor devil!”

We then, fully satisfied with our morning's work, began our return to
the camp, Jimmy advancing some steps before us. We had descended the
peak, and were passing along a short valley formed by two smaller hills,
when the aborigine of a sudden came to a standstill, and motioned with
his uplifted hand for us to remain quiet. His gaze was riveted upon a hole
in the ground, to which he approached with the stealth and softness of a
cat.

“Watch him,” whispered Dick to me.

| saw the black's body bend slowly, slowly, as with out-stretched hand
and face all aglow with eagerness, he stooped lower and lower over the
slight excavation in the earth, into which a moment later he dived his
hand with indescribable swiftness, and as quickly withdrew it, holding a
long, dark object. This he whirled round his head as one would the lash
of a whip. Crack! He had thrown it from him, and on advancing we
beheld, writhing in all the agonies of death, a long, black snake. He had
broken its back.

“Dangerous work, Jimmy,” said Dick.

“Plenty use this sort of thing,” replied the aborigine, laughing and
showing the full extent of his by no means dainty mouth. “Not much
danger to black fellow. White man no good. This fellow plenty poison.
Make 'um bite — plenty glory,” and he turned his eyes to heaven,
meaning that a bite from the object he had just despatched meant a sure



and rapid journey into the land of spirits.

He then whipped out his clasp-knife, and, after severing the head from
the body, took the latter part of the snake up and dropped it carelessly in
his pocket.

“What's he going to do with that beast?” | asked.

“What are you going to do with it, Jimmy?” inquired Hardwicke, with
a knowing smile.

The black smiled similarly, | thought, and answered, “Him make plenty
good breakfast,” and he positively smacked his lips in anticipation of
such dainty fare.

“Do they eat these things, Dick?”

“Oh, yes,” he replied, “and very fair eating they are. | have heard of old
bushmen absolutely longing for them as a delicacy after being surfeited
with kangaroo. It was a very common thing for the old explorers, when
hard up for food, to eat snakes. Warburton found them excellent eating,
but as | am not very partial to them myself, | hope we shall not come
down to need a closer acquaintance.”

“Indeed, | hope not,” | answered, and felt a loathing rise within me at
the bare idea.

We arrived at our camp without encountering anything more
remarkable than a few green and golden lizards which had come out to
warm their scales in the sun. Murphy was anxiously awaiting our arrival,
and as breakfast was ready, we fell-to and made a hearty meal. Jimmy,
true to his word, after broiling the snake on the glowing embers of our
camp fire, despatched it with great relish. And here, lest this should seem
strange, | may remark that there is nothing animal an Australian black
will not eat. Jimmy certainly had come under civilising influences, but
the old saw says something about things being bred in the bone, and |
doubt not that Jimmy possessed some of the hereditary traits of his
illustrious ancestors.

We struck our camp and proceeded on our journey round the northern
base of the range, the southern being too far and the hills too worn and
rough for our horses. Soon we entered upon what seemed to me a stony
desert. The earth was dry and crumbling, and covered with huge loose
boulders, round and over which our horses stumbled in a most shocking
manner. No rain seemed to have fallen here for years; the ground was
like a huge sponge which it would have taken the sea to fill. Our horses
continually sank into it past their knees, so that our progress was both
laborious and terrible. The sweat ran off them in cataracts, and they
panted so frightfully that after a little over an hour's journey we were
forced to dismount and give them a rest. We then tried to walk, but found
the labour, after a little experience, so great that we had to confess
ourselves beaten. We therefore remounted our half-dead steeds and
forced them slowly over the dreadful ground. The sun all this time had



beaten down with unprecedented vigour, scorching us like the flame of a
furnace. Above in the hazy, smoky blue it sped its course, seeming to
grow with every step we took more fierce, more fiery. | could not help
contrasting it now with the delicate warmth of its rise. Dick's
prognostication was correct. It was a hot day.

Presently we emerged upon a somewhat firmer footing and | heaved a
sigh of relief, for long dense patches of scrub appeared before us, and |
thought we had come to the end of things objectionable for a while. But |
was doomed to disappointment.

“This is getting from bad to worse,” shouted Hardwicke.

“This is a plain of spinifex, the curse of all who travel in the interior.
Keep your horse clear of it as well as you can.”

This spinifex of which he spoke is a sort of long, tussocky grass, as
sharp as a knife and very dangerous to horses, cutting their legs literally
to pieces. | had much difficulty in avoiding it, and was not always
successful. My horse, as a consequence, was punished very severely.
This was bad, for in so hot a region any little cut is aggravated a
thousandfold.

A dreary journey was this over the desolate wilderness. No blade of
green grass was there, no sign of water, nothing but the dull, melancholy
waste before and behind, to the right and to the left. As the sun mounted
higher in the steely air above it seemed to glow and glare with an
intenser heat, till 1 felt my brain bursting and my skin scorching as with
fire. My tongue was swollen and dry, and | lifted my water-bottle to my
lips. Pah! it was warm, almost boiling. How | longed then for a cool
breeze, just one cool touch of our wintry weather, the weather | used to
abuse and detest so much at home. And I tried to dream of the cold and
snow and bitter east winds as one would wish to dream of paradise. After
all, how weak is man, and how dreadful is pain! You pinch us and we
cry; you tickle us and we laugh. Children of the senses are we, after all.
We eat, sleep, laugh, cry, love, hate, till the Great Prompter rings down
the curtain, and the play of life is over.

We continued our march across the dreadful wilderness — on, on,
horses and riders equally prostrate; yet on, on, ever on. No complaints
came from the lips of our small band. Complaint was useless — then
why complain? And yet it is no easy task to refrain from so doing when
you have good grounds to go upon. My man Murphy bore fatigue badly.
He gasped and panted and stared with listless, vacant eyes into space.
The veins stood out like cords on his forehead, and | was afraid that he
would fall from his horse. A few kangaroo rats, startled at our approach,
would bound from the thick cover, and scud away with their peculiar
hopping motion; but so utterly prostrated did we all feel that not one of
us had energy enough to unsling a gun and shoot. At length the spinifex
grew less, and guessing that we were well out of it now, we dismounted



from our horses and gave the poor beasts a good drink and half-an-hour's
rest. At the end of that time we remounted once more and pursued our
way with comparative ease. The country upon which we now entered
was firm and well grassed and fairly well wooded, though all the trees
were stunted in growth, and the numerous shrubs that grew around
appeared more dead than alive. Had this been a country of even moderate
rains | could have conceived no more fertile spot on earth, but as it was,
the grass was tall and rank and as dry as the earth from the surrounding
desert.

We caused a halt to be made about four o'clock, wiped our horses
down with the dry grass, and gave them the regulation quantity of water,
which they greedily drank, turning upon us beseeching eyes for more.
Food their was none, and the dry grass was such as even they, in their
half-famished condition, could not swallow. It turned to dust at the touch
as does the Dead Sea-fruit upon the lips. Poor beasts! the last two days'
journey had told dreadfully upon them. They showed such extreme signs
of distress that | began to have horrible fears of their suddenly caving in,
which calamity would necessitate an abrupt termination to the
expedition.

Murphy lit a fire, and soon our tea was ready, and like the sweetest
nectar it seemed after the lukewarm water we had sipped for so many
hours. Tea has been found the most useful beverage for the Australian
bush. Spirits would kill one, and the impure water, which bushmen too
frequently have to drink, is apt to bring on various diseases.

Hardwicke proposed a start as soon as the horses had sufficiently
rested, for there was no water thereabouts, and we could not feel
absolutely safe until we had found some. Therefore, when we thought
them able to continue the journey till camp-time, we remounted once
more and started off with the best possible despatch we could command.
We all four filled our pipes and crept silently along, like so many
spectres, through the tall, yellow grass, which shone in the dazzling
sunshine like a great sea of gold. Beautiful, unending it seemed, and yet
how terrible! How one's soul could have gone out to such magnificence
had there been no terrors for self. But this golden, gleaming world of
grass was as a grave to us, containing neither joy nor hope. Better the
barren desert a thousand times, for here life seemed a mockery, a gilded
skeleton, a golden shroud enveloping the grinning jaws of death.

It was a long, trying journey; but towards sundown a breeze sprang up
from the S.E., which made the atmosphere agreeably cool, though, like a
vast furnace, the sinking sun still streamed upon our faces. At last it went
down, fierce and red, as if angry at being forced to set, and we, following
our custom, pitched our camp for the night in the middle of the great
plain of grass. When we came to water our horses we were made
acquainted with the unwelcome fact that we had much less of that



precious fluid — owing greatly, no doubt, to evaporation — than we
imagined. Hardwicke looked serious, and sometime after sent Jimmy off
to see if he could discover more.

The sun no sooner disappeared than darkness began to settle over the
great melancholy plain. We were now in the winter months (it being the
5th of May by my pocket-book), and as there is little or no twilight in
Australia in summer, there is consequently less in winter. Winter! what a
mockery of words it seemed. What an appalling misnomer to the sense
that associates winter with ice and snow, frost, sleet, and bitter winds
— winds that, guard against them as you will, somehow steal in between
the warm clothes and the body enclosing the latter in a shroud of ice.
Here, on the contrary, the sun seemed to burn with the force of twenty
suns, the air was charged with oppression, and the dust whirled in great
clouds about us. Truly a mad world, my masters.

As the night flew on the wind increased in vehemence. Above, the stars
came out in millions and lit the face of the far-off blue with a
magnificence surpassing aught that | had ever conceived. How they
beamed! how cool, beautiful, and smiling they looked away up there;
and, stretched out on my rug with my head resting against my saddle, |
gazed into the blue, strange, far-off space, and wondered what it all
meant, and if all those stars were worlds, and the one great God ruled
over all. Strange, wonderful world, shall your sons ever know you?

How long | remained thus | scarcely know, but | was just dosing off
into a tired sleep when | was suddenly awakened by a distant “coo-ee”
— the cry of the Australian blacks. Hardwicke also heard it and coo-eed
back, and the next moment Jimmy bounded into the camp, breathless and
excited.

“Quick, Mass'r Dick! Quick, Mass'r Archie!” he shouted. “The bush is
on fire!”

“Great God, no!” cried Hardwicke.

“Fact, Mass'r Dick — no dam jabber — Look!” and the black fellow
seized Hardwicke by the arm and pointed towards the south-east, where a
soft rosy light illuminated the horizon as though the sun were rising.

“What time is it, Archie?”

“Half-past-eight.”

“Then, my God, the grass is burning, and the wind is blowing the fire
straight down upon us! We must run for it. Jimmy, the horses! Murphy,
pack up; and, as you value your soul, be quick!” And we three worked as
men never worked before.

The wind rose higher and higher, and moaned above our heads like
some drear harbinger of the doom to come. Under the clear, bright stars
we worked, under the beautiful blue vault of heaven which smiled as
sweetly upon us as though no seething hell came rushing over the great
yellow waste so eager to devour.



We had packed up before Jimmy returned, and so Murphy and | went
to help him with the horses, the tinkle of whose bells we could distinctly
hear afar off. They had wandered to some distance, but we quickly
caught them, and, unfastening their hobbles, drove them with all possible
speed to the camp. Then, with the quickness of despairing men — and
what alacrity will despair not give? — we saddled and mounted them,
and were away. | cast one hurried look behind ere starting, and found
that in the few minutes we had taken to get ready, the soft rosy light so
faintly seen at first was now a huge and ugly glare, covering the whole of
the eastern sky.

We urged our jaded horses on with whip and voice. Poor things! they
struggled bravely, but could emerge into nothing better than a canter.
The last two days had done their work. Around us grew the grass and
shrubs in such profusion as to partly bar the way of escape. We slipped
and stumbled along in a truly appalling manner, and what added an
intenser anguish to our already troubled faculties was the knowledge that
the dense growth grew no less, and our ignorance of what distance the
desert or sandy plain might be from us. To reach it was our only hope,
and though that hope was reduced to the vaguest shadow, yet we pressed
on and on as is the manner of man in the face of the direst calamities.

“My God, look at it!”” shouted Hardwicke, who rode beside me, and |
turned and saw what appeared to be the whole world burning. Like a
gigantic range of mountains it swept the whole horizon to the S.E.,
completely barring out the world beyond. The pale, blue sky had turned
to a ruddy tinge, through which the stars shone like great balls of fire.
The moon had grown blood-red and the earth partook of its redness, and
all the world glared melancholy in the lurid night. No sign was there of
the desert, no sign of the growth diminishing, and as I felt my horse
panting and stumbling beneath me, the hope that had thus far borne me
along began to abandon me. | saw no escape. Like rats in a trap we were
caught and would as miserably perish. Every moment the fierce
mountain of flame drew nearer and nearer, and we were enveloped in the
very substance that gave it life.

On, on, on! and still no sight of the wished-for desert. The horses were
reeking with sweat; the foam flew in large flakes from their mouths, and
| saw that a little more of the same pace would irrevocably knock them
up. Hardwicke was evidently of my opinion, for he made a sign to stop,
and we all drew rein.

“Water them,” he cried, “or they'll drop.”

In a moment one of our big cans was unslung, and each horse was
allowed to taste the precious fluid, whilst its rider wiped it down with
handfuls of dried grass.

This spell had not cost us more than a minute or two of our time, yet
even in so short a space the fire had drawn so terribly near that we could



now smell it, while ever and anon thin clouds of smoke passed flying
over our heads. But though short the time had been our horses had
regained to a considerable extent their wind, and, as if sniffing danger
from afar, they bounded onward. On, on, as if fear gave them strength;
on, on, from the great fiery death that reared its awful form behind.

We were now rushing along at a splendid rate, and something like a
glow of exhilaration flew through my veins at the mad speed and our
immediately brightened prospects; but of a sudden Hardwicke's horse
stumbled and fell, and | saw him shot with dreadful velocity from his
saddle. I drew my horse up in a moment, and led it back to where my
unfortunate cousin lay, doubly unfortunate, indeed, to have such an
accident befall him at such a time. As we were riding behind our two
servants they did not perceive the mishap, and, consequently, kept on
their way driving the pack-horses before them.

Dick, | was glad to see, was none the worse for his sudden tumble. He
was on his feet examining the condition of his horse almost as soon as |
had reached him.

“You are not hurt, old fellow?”

“Not the least; but I'm afraid my horse is. He put his foot into a hole,
and | think he's broken his leg,” which thought, a close but rapid
examination proved to be correct.

“l can't let the poor beast burn,” said he. “He did his best, but luck was
against us,” and, drawing his revolver from his belt, he went up to the
agonised animal and fired a bullet in its ear. One convulsive Kick,
followed by a gasping cry, and the poor thing was dead.

“Now, what will you do?”

“Run,” he answered. “l used to be considered a smart fellow on my
feet. I must try and overtake the others and mount a packhorse.”

He then handed me his rifle and water-bottle.

“If this is the last of it,” he said, seizing my hand and shaking it most
warmly, “good-bye, old fellow, and may God bless you!” and before |
could make answer of any kind to this brave man, he had bounded from
my side and was lost in the darkness.

I immediately remounted my horse, and urged him on at the top of his
speed in the direction Dick had taken, hoping that I might come up with
him, so that we could take turn and turn about. But | was not thus
favoured by fortune. I beheld no vestige of him. He had vanished into the
night with the speed of the wind.

On, on we flew, if flying might be called the speed at which my
crippled horse moved. The sky above my head was now clouded with
smoke, and every moment the heat grew more intense, while the glare of
the mountain of flame lit the great, wide stretch of land with a weird and
ghastly radiance. | dared not look behind lest gazing I should see the
horror of my position and yield up my life without further struggle.



Birds, driven onward by the smoke and approaching flame, filled the air
with a tumultuous rush of wings and multitudinous strange cries. Where
they came from Heaven alone knows, for we had seen none of them
during the day. Kangaroos hopped past me with immense bounds, things
that in the now dull light appeared like strange, huge spectres. Now was |
racing neck and neck with an emu till with his mighty strides he left me
far behind; and now with the kangaroo 1 tried to hold my own. But what
availed it? Everything passed me with consummate ease. | was like one
in a nightmare watching others flee from the danger that held me as in
chains. Doomed, doomed! The word kept ringing in my ear, till my brain
surged wildly and | gasped and panted for breath. Yet on | pushed my
tottering horse; on, on, for every moment now the glare grew stronger
and stronger and the heat from the great furnace more fierce and fierce.

At last I thought the grass grew less, though now | could scarcely see,
the smoke from the great fire having advanced with rapid strides, blotting
out the moon and stars and rendering the surrounding country black and
indescribable. More hot and burning grew the atmosphere till | felt as
one would feel who stood in the very jaws of a volcano. My horse, as
terrified as myself, bounded screaming through the thick air. Its cries
were horrible as the heat grew more intense, and with that energy which
despair alone can give, it fairly flew along. On, on it rushed through the
thick, black smoke which now surrounded us, blinding our eyes and
choking our lungs. | urged with voice, | even lashed it on, for he rides
brutally who rides for his life. The brave beast answered nobly to my
repeated calls, and bounded on, still on, till, like a drunken man, it gave
one long lurch forward and fell heavily.

I was thrown with great violence to the earth, but happily received no
injury beyond a severe shaking, for the ground whereon | lay was soft
and yielding to the touch and I knew that it was sand, and like a quick
gleam of hope the thought shot through me — was it the desert? If so, far
more welcome to me that dreary waste than the most lovely groves of the
famed gardens of the Hesperides. | had noted previously that the grass
had grown less, but how far | had journeyed on to the barren plain was
now the thought that racked me. What distance had | put between me and
the grass? and would that distance be sufficient for me to escape the great
wall of fire? These were some of the thoughts which rushed with the
speed of the thunderbolt through my brain, and like that engine of
destruction left nothing but desolation behind. My horse lay gasping
beside me and | knew that it was dying. It had done nobly, poor beast,
but there are limits to endurance.

In the meantime the great mountain of flame drew closer and closer.
Like a lurid world | saw it piercing the vast banks of smoke-clouds
which rose before it. Like the great dark wings of a hideous death they
unfolded themselves over the air, casting the deadly shadow of the grave



over the wide world. My eyeballs were bursting beneath the unnatural
strain, and the ashes of the burnt grass, borne on the wings of the black
clouds, entered my mouth and nostrils in such quantities as to almost
choke me. | thought of flight, and then the insignificance of my efforts
matched with those of the giant flames, forbade the attempt. What was |
in the face of the inevitable?

And now | knew my end was come, and with the near approach of
death my nerves grew more composed. It is a strange experience to stand
upon the brink of the grave with all your faculties in full play; it is a sad
one, too, when the life is young, and earth possesses so many pleasures.
And yet when all hope is gone, and no loop-hole of escape is left, it is
marvellous with what fortitude a man can look into the face of the great
avenger.

| saw the denser smoke-clouds pass, and then there rushed towards me
the great flaming mountain — the gigantic monster that had pursued us
so many awful miles. Like some huge demon from out the world of
cursed spirits it leapt and bounded on, on, till it seemed to dance up to
the stars and set the sky on fire. On with the roar of thunder it came,
lighting up the surrounding desolation with a wild and awful splendour,
and illuminating the long stretching barren plains with all the glory and
fierceness of a thousand suns. | felt the flesh scorching on my hands and
face; my clothes burned as though they had been made of heated iron;
my eyes throbbed with intense agony, and my brain surged so fiercely
that | felt 1 was going mad. My throat was dry and parched, and my
tongue swollen. Then, then | felt the agony of such a death, and | tried to
cry aloud, but speech failed me. With one long look into the fiery
mountain that now seemed to rear its dreadful crest above me, |
commended my soul to Him, and then sank senseless upon the sand
behind the protecting body of my dead horse.



Chapter VI

In Which is Related Our Still Farther Progress
Westward, with an Account of the Misfortunes That
Befell Us on Our Way.

WHEN consciousness returned | found myself stretched upon the
broad of my back, gazing languidly at the moon and stars. It was some
time before | could bring myself to fully comprehend my unparalleled
situation; but by degrees the past returned to me. | saw again our sudden
departure from the camp, the wild flight from the great mountain of
flame, Dick's rapid good-bye, the fall of my horse, and my own expected
doom. Each scene flashed rapidly before my half-dazed brain.
Mechanically | arose, feeling as though | had been thoroughly beaten.
My face and hands stung as though they had been scorched, while the
hair upon my head and face had positively curled with the heat. | felt but
the wreck of my former self. Still was | alive, and the thought of
Heaven's mercy filled my heart with thankfulness.

Yet, what availed my life cut off from friends, assistance? What
availed this seemingly gracious boon of fate? Had my companions fallen
victims to the fire? And was | saved from one terrible fate merely to
suffer a worse, a still more cruel — to die by slow degrees of hunger and
thirst, that most hideous of all deaths? At the thought my brain grew
mad, and | arose to my feet and shouted wildly to my companions; but
only the echo of my own voice stole ghost-like back as an answer. | was
alone, alone in the dreadful desert with nothing but the recollection of the
past to cheer; nothing but the memory of happy days to torment.

By degrees | resigned myself to my desolate position, and tried to look
on death as a thing not of woe, but joy, since woe fled at its approach.
And | gazed dreamily into the stars, and a thousand strange thoughts
throbbed through my brain, and feeling | no longer feared the coming of
the King of Terrors, | fell asleep.

When | awoke, the sun was beginning to mount the eastern world. His
first beams had awakened me, and on what a ghastly scene of desolation
they fell. Around, the black, barren desert lay as gloomy and forbidding
as the plains of the infernal regions. The face of the sand was covered
with the ashes of the great fire, adding a more shocking barrenness to the
melancholy waste. No blade of grass, no single shrub was visible; and



though for the moment | deplored the dreary outlook, | saw as quickly
again that the wretched state of the country was the cause of my
deliverance. Had there been even the scantiest herbage, | should have
been burnt to a cinder.

With the advent of day | seemed to regain more cheerfulness, though
my prospects were not one whit the better; but night magnifies danger,
whereas day seems to dispel it. What had become of Hardwicke, Jimmy,
and Murphy, poor fellows? Poor, and yet | envied them that poverty
which allowed them to die in each other's company. | was not afraid of
death — though | meant to fight for the life providence had so
marvellously protected — but | hated the lonesomeness of my fate. And
for the first time | knew what a hero Morton had been.

I now began to feel the pangs of hunger, but had nothing wherewith to
allay them, and I sought the earth and sky in vain till my eyes rested on
the poor old horse. Though not the most delicate of luxuries, horseflesh
Is a boon to a starving man, and | at once set to work abstracting a steak,
which | knew not how | should cook, there being no signs of wood or
any inflammable material about. Happily, I was not forced to the
extremity of eating sun-dried horse-flesh, for while leaning over the
animal, intent upon my work, | heard a sound, | think the loveliest sound
that ever fell upon my ears. Like the sweet ripple of water to the dying
desert traveller it seemed; it seemed as a voice from heaven calling back
some spirit from the damned. And yet it was merely the wild, strange
coo-ee falling from the parched-up lips of King Jimmy.

Ay, there he came bounding towards me with arms flying, face aglow
with excitement, and shouting at the top of his voice. A moment after we
were shaking each other's hand as though we had no intention of leaving
off till we had dislocated, at least, a couple of shoulders.

“The Lord be praised, Mass'r Archie,” he cried, “the Lord be praised.”

“And — Mr. Dick?” | felt my heart beat violently as | spoke.

“Safe, Mass'r Archie, quite safe — and paddy-man too.” (His name for
Irishman.) “Dam near thing though. Mass'r Dick came flying along more
quick than emu — soon catch us — cut Milky's pack adrift — mount
him — fly away! Fire come dam close, but no harm.”

“And Mr. Dick — where is he now?”

“He go look for you — paddy-man look too. Mass'r Dick no sleep last
night. Think all the time 'bout you.”

Poor Dick — God bless him!

After Jimmy had given me a little food — which his master made him
take before setting out — and a good drink of water, we started off in the
direction of the camp, which lay a little to the north of my position, and
shortly afterwards | had the great pleasure of seeing Hardwicke's figure
in the distance. He was just returning from an unsuccessful search for
me, and his astonishment on beholding me walking alongside of Jimmy



may well be imagined. | shall never forget the way he seized and shook
my hand, or the devout manner in which he thanked God for my
deliverance, as though he had passed through no dangers of his own.
There were tears in his eyes as he looked in mine, and | saw such a depth
of love and gladness in his gaze, that | fervently blessed the Almighty for
granting me the affection of this brave soul.

God bless thee, Dick — God bless thee!

“l thought you were done for, Archie.”

“Touch-and-go, old fellow.”

“Ay. What a marvellous escape! It's played the deuce with our horses
though. Yours is dead, | presume? Two gone and the others dreadfully
knocked up. If we don't find feed and water for them soon, we shall be in
a pretty dilemma.”

Jimmy was then sent in the direction Murphy had taken, to acquaint
him with the news of my discovery; and while he was gone Dick took the
opportunity of telling me, in a few simple sentences, how he had
escaped.

After leaving me, he, to use his own words, put on full speed for about
a mile, at the end of which he distinctly heard the harness bells of the
horses, and, redoubling his exertions, quickly came up with the flying
party. To disencumber one of the horses of its pack, was the work of a
moment — the next he was on its back and away. Thus they flew till
their weary animals could go no farther; and, like myself, they out of
sheer necessity were forced to stand and watch the great mountain of fire
sweep down upon them. And they were saved in precisely the same
manner as |, though being two or three miles farther in the desert, they
did not suffer from the anger of the flames.

On looking at the pack-horse Dick had ridden, | found it was the very
one that carried, amid some of our provisions, all my scientific
instruments, for | knew how to take the altitude of the sun, and could find
our position by the stars; and | had meant, if the Golden Lake did not
turn out a myth, to mark its proper position on the chart for the future
benefit of mankind — or myself. Now, supposing such a place did really
exist, we should have no more guide to it than our own experience and
our present directions, which were as vague as they could well be, and
which, | often thought, none but fools would follow.

I mentioned this to Hardwicke, thinking he had done it by accident, but
he had not. Scientific instruments, he said, would not direct us to the
Golden Lake. If we reached it, it would be by luck alone. As for our
return, he was not afraid of that. The instruments would prove of
undoubted value then, but in the meantime our stores were the things we
had to consider first and foremost, and so he had sacrificed science to the
stomach. Luckily 1 had my pocket compass upon me, and by this we
steered the rest of the journey.



Shortly after he had finished his tale, Jimmy returned with my man
Murphy. The poor fellow was so overjoyed at seeing me safe again, that
he fell at my feet, kissed my hands, and called on all his pet saints to
shower their blessings on my darling head. | was much affected at this
show of devotion, and with a few cheering words begged him to arise.

“Ah, sor,” he said, “to think that | should nearly have been the death of
you. It goes straight to my heart like a dagger; and if it wasn't that | may
be of use to you yet, sor, I'd blow my brains out wid my own gun.”

“Why, Murphy, what are you talking about?” | inquired. “I fail to see
that you were in any way to blame for the narrow escape we have all
had.”

“But | was, sor,” he replied, coming closer to me and dropping his
voice to a whisper so that the others might not hear him. “Don't tell
them — | wouldn't have them think me such a fool — especially that
black, but I was the cause, the only cause. | must tell you, sor, because if
| didn't, I should never be able to slape again; but, God forgive me, |
forgot to put the fire out. You remember, sor, you remember the wind
rose soon after we left the camp. It must have blown some of the sparks
among the dried grass; d'ye see, sor, d'ye see?”

“Yes, yes,” | answered. Truth to tell, 1 was very angry at such gross
carelessness on his part, carelessness which might have resulted so
fatally, and | think he saw it on my face, for he cried, “Ah, sor, don't be
angry wid a poor boy who'd lay down his life for you; who'd give the last
drop of his blood to save you one moment's pain. Forgive me, sor,
forgive me!”

I made a slight pretence of thinking seriously of the matter, and then
with seeming reluctance forgave him, though not before | had cautioned
him about his behaviour in the future.

“If | ever do the like agin, sor,” he said, with a face as grave and
serious as the proverbial judge's, “may | be burnt to a cinder on the very
spot, and may the divil himself minister to my soul for all etarnity — and
well would | desarve it for a blackguardly fool.”

With this demonstrative outburst our conversation ceased, and we went
and partook of the food which Hardwicke and Jimmy had laid out. And
here | may say that Jimmy never knew what really caused the fire — |
don't think he ever gave it a second thought — while Hardwicke, who
had puzzled himself considerably over it, put it down to one of those
accidents which will happen where fires are made and people smoke.

After breakfast we set out once more, steering the same north-westerly
course. Our supply of water was now so low that, with care, we reckoned
we had not more than enough to last us for the next two days, but in that
time we hoped to strike the great salt lake of which Morton had spoken,
and on the north side of which he found water. In the meantime there
was every chance of our discovering a native well (holes dug in the sand



by the blacks). Many of these had been found in the barren parts of the
south and east, and we prayed that fortune would likewise favour us in
these arid regions.

The first day passed with little of note. There was the same scorching
sun above; the same hazy glare before the eyes, and the same long,
desolate stretch of sand around. No sign of vegetation, no sign of water.
Even the dreaded spinnifex seemed unable to exist here, and it, as far as |
could see, lived on nothing but stones and dust.

That evening we struck a bit of scrubby country, which we thought
gave promise of better things ahead; but in which, I am sorry to say, we
were going to be disappointed.

During the afternoon the wind changed to the north, which made the
temperature extremely hot and disagreeable; and to add to our
discomfiture, our camp became infested that very night, with millions of
ants. | awoke as from an unpleasant dream, and found myself fairly
swarming with the little brutes. Hands, neck, hair, and all my body was
literally covered with the pests, and | felt myself in various places to see
If any of me was missing. | arose and leant over Hardwicke and my man
Murphy, and found them in much the same state. Jimmy was sleeping
peacefully with his mouth wide open, round which many ants strolled
gazing into the great cavity. But instinct must have warned them not to
tempt its depth, for though within all looked no doubt enticing, that inner
sagacity cried, “beware of the trap.”

I awoke the sleepers, and much annoyance the little animals caused us
before we could get rid of them, which we succeeded only in doing after
stripping; Dick remarking, by the way, that we were in for a picnic, as
the little brutes were nothing less than a species of the bull-dog ant, and
that unless he was mightily mistaken, they were poisonous. Then he
begged that we would feel if we had not several small bumps on several
portions of our bodies, and when we made answer that such was the case,
he sagely remarked —

“l thought so.”

Our packs were also covered with multitudes of the atrocious little
creatures; but, thanks to the stout canvas casings and the manner in
which Murphy had tied them up, the little pests had not been able to
penetrate into our eatables.

“By Jove!” cried Dick, “what a blessing they did not get at the stores.
What a mess they would have made of them.” And all who know the
ravages ants can make with food will heartily concur with him.

We extracted a pot of ointment from our medicine chest and well
rubbed our bodies with it, thereby hoping to alleviate the consequences
incident to such a disagreeable adventure.

Dick, who in the meantime had been hunting round to discover the
cause of our annoyance, here returned with the news that we had pitched



our camp about thirty yards from a huge ant-hill, and that the
indefatigable pests, smelling our food, had attacked us in true military
fashion.

We then proposed a shift of quarters as it still wanted about four hours
to daybreak. We did not care to travel before the sun was up, for fear that
we should pass a native well in the dark, which in our present
predicament would have been almost suicidal. Therefore, we got together
our things and moved off to a considerable distance, where, though it
was insufferably hot, we managed to pass the few hours before daylight
free from the assaults of our puny though dreaded assailants.

I, however, slept but little during the remainder of the night, and on one
occasion when | had awakened from an unquiet doze, | thought | heard a
suppressed chuckle, and on sitting up | beheld King Jimmy a short
distance off dancing and behaving generally in a very undignified and
unkingly manner.

On seeing me awake he shouted, “Come here, Mass'r Archie, come
here and look. Dam funny. See same on Murrumbidgee side once. Horse
drop down sick — ants come to gobble him — horse get wild, get up and
run half a mile — ants follow — gobble him after all.”

Much more he jabbered in the same strain, to which | paid no attention,
for my eyes were riveted upon the spot at which he pointed. There,
coming along at what might be called a rattling pace, if they speak in ant-
land, was a whole colony of the ferocious creatures, and what was more,
they were following our tracks.

“Why, these are the same ants?” | queried.

“No doubt o' that,” answered Jimmy. “White man, plenty sweet,” and
he laughed immoderately.

| looked at the little beasts toiling manfully over the rough sand with
wonder and loathing, wonder at their marvellous instinct and loathing at
the thought of being at their mercy.

Jimmy, who had been studying them intently, took a piece of damper
from his pocket and threw it in their midst. In a moment there was a most
extraordinary scene, a truly Homeric battle. They rushed for the bit of
bread with all the savage fury of an army of starving tigers at the body of
a dead buffalo. They bit, tore, and lashed each other with all their pigmy
powers, creating a terrific tumult in their swarming ranks. How the desert
would ring, thought 1, if they had the power of utterance of any kind; and
though | had never seen a battle between the armies of two great
countries, | could well imagine its dreadful confusion.

Jimmy, who still intently surveyed the proceedings, here sagely
remarked —

“Dam hungry.”

“I should think so,” I replied.

“l wonder,” said he, with a puzzled look on his face, as though trying



to master some intellectual conundrum, “I wonder if the Lord made this
country?”

| was rather taken aback at this sudden and unexpected query, for | had
no idea Jimmy thought of anything but his stomach (Hardwicke told me
afterwards that some travelling revivalists had once visited his station,
and that Jimmy was for a time an excellent convert), and so unknowing
his theological opinions | answered —

“Undoubtedly God made this country, Jimmy.”

“Preacher fellow plenty jabber jabber about God make everything, but
| no believe he make this country,” he answered.

“Ah, but he did,” I replied.

“Then Mass'r Archie, what make him so mighty wild that he go make
dam country like this? No grass, water, gum-tree, nothing. Suppose |
take the trouble to make 'um country, I no do this sort of thing. Can't see
the use of a place like this, Mass'r Archie; can't, for the life of me.” And,
as if thoroughly disgusted with the order of creation, he turned on his
heel and marched back to the camp, | following in his footsteps a few
minutes later.

After awaking the others, and acquainting them with the situation, we
moved our goods and chattels a little farther on, which gave us plenty of
time to eat our breakfast without fearing more annoyance from our
Lilliputian enemies.

After our meal, the word to march was given; and so that we might rest
our horses, which now began to look poor things of skin and bone, we
walked, leading them, for a considerable time. But as the sun grew
hotter, our ant-bites began to sting so dreadfully that we were forced to
mount our dilapidated Rozinantes, and urge them over the burning plain.

The heat of the sun was fearful as the day flew on, and the wind, which
as | said before had gone to the north, burnt like what the poet must have
imagined a “blast from hell” to be. Dry and hot, it carried the burning
sand along with it, creating a shower of fire, which, flung with the
impetuosity of a hurricane upon us, was an experience of the most
distressing description. Our faces, which as you may be sure, had already
become hardened with exposure, literally cracked in the burning wind.
The ant-bites grew more acute, and the dust thicker, so that between
being suffocated with sand, and driven to desperation by the tingling
sensation of the bites on various portions of our anatomy, | was beside
myself with anger, and thought that the being who sits up aloft keeping
watch over poor Jack might give that worthy a rest and me a turn.

The dust at last grew so thick as to partially blind us; and therefore
finding progress almost impossible, we were forced to rest awhile and let
the storm blow over. And what a storm it was! Away to the N. and N.W.
the whole of the horizon was shrouded in a yellow, dusty fog, which
every moment drew nearer and nearer with terrific speed. We quickly got



the horses down upon the sand, and then, with them as a shield, sat and
awaited the attack of the dust-fiend.

Along it came with a roar and shriek, as though it bore on its dusky
wings millions of infernal spirits who took delight in the mad fury they
created. Like a thick shroud it passed over the sun and hid it, and in a
moment the darkness of night fell upon the howling waste.

Thud! It struck the sides of our poor animals with such violence that
they shrieked aloud with terror, and in a moment we were enveloped in a
whirlwind of burning sand, which hurled itself with such outrageous fury
upon us as to tear the skin from our faces. The wind was like the breath
of a furnace, and the sand the red-hot ashes of a volcano. How it stung! |
scarcely dared to open my mouth to breathe, for whenever | did so, the
sand forced itself in such quantities down my throat as to go close upon
choking me. Had the storm lasted long, I am sure it would have
destroyed both horses and men; for when the worst of the desert
hurricane had passed over, and the sun enabled us to view each other,
four more pitiable-looking adventurers | feel sure were never seen. The
sand had indeed played sad havoc with us, changing our natural colour to
a dull sandstone — face, clothes, and hair, all alike, so that the colour of
Jimmy's face was scarcely distinguishable from that of my own. It was a
dismal look-out, and | thought if ever there was a fool in the world, it
was |, Archibald Martesque.

But like all woes that do not kill, the storm passed away, and the sun
shone out more fierce than ever, as though intent upon making up for the
time he had been forced to hide himself. The wind still blew small clouds
of dust from the north, but they were a comparative luxury when put
beside the fury that had just howled over us. It is almost needless to say
that our ant-bites became more irritated through being brought in contact
with the burning sand, and a shockingly bad time of it we had until we
disencumbered ourselves of our clothing, shook the sand from it, and
once more applied the ointment to our bodies. Our horses were also in a
dreadful state; their lungs were so full of the fiery dust that when we
began again to march, they wheezed and carried on as dreadfully as if
they had been suddenly afflicted with acute asthma. We therefore had to
give them an extra drink, which, though appreciated by them, was not
exactly the thing for us, water being so appallingly scarce that we began
to look upon every drop of it with much the same eyes as a woman
regards a diamond necklace not her own.

For the next two days we struggled on without mishap, and on the
evening of the second — the day on which we reckoned to strike the
lake, if lake there was — we drank our last drop of water. It was certain
now that if we did not soon discover more of that precious liquid, our
adventures would be brought to a speedy and horrible termination. We
sank several holes in the sand, in what we thought were likely spots, but



our efforts were always crowned with failure. Not a drop of water had
one of them given forth. It seemed as though the plain was as dry
beneath as above the surface.

We managed to pass a few hours of semi-slumber that night, but as
soon as there was light enough for us to see, we were up and away. Our
lives were now at stake, and we redoubled our assiduity and exertions in
our search for the life-giving liquid. We spread out over the plain,
Hardwicke and Jimmy taking the extreme wings, Murphy and | the
centre. Thus we covered fully half a mile of the ground, and hoped by so
doing that should any water lay in our path it would not escape us. But
we might have spared ourselves the trouble, for not a drop was seen all
that day.

About noon we closed up and tried to eat some food, but with the
exception of Jimmy, none of us could swallow a morsel. My throat
refused to allow it to pass, seeming as thoroughly blocked up as though a
network of tissues had been twisted across the cavity.

Hardwicke looked long at me, but spoke not. Yet | could see within his
eyes that he was marvellously affected at our situation, and | knew he
imagined himself the cause of all our miseries, so | went to him and took
him by the hand and said, “Let us on, Dick. If there is water ahead we
will find it; if not — we can die game.”

“And you don't blame me, old fellow?” he said.

“Blame you, Dick; why should 1?”

“l don't care a rap for myself,” he answered, “because I'm the cause of
it all. But to think that through me, you — —”

“My dear old fellow,” I cut him short, “I was well aware of the dangers
that beset this undertaking before I undertook it, so please say no more
about it. Let us on, my friend, on. Courage, we'll find the water yet.”

“God bless you! old man,” he said, as he wrung my hand again and
again. He then turned from me, and shortly after we were once more
pursuing our way, amid a deathly silence, across the great burning plain.

The night came on and found us in the same dilemma. The wind still
blew from the burnt-up north lands, and while it continued in that quarter
there was small hope of rain. Rain! what would we not have given for
one good shower, only one. Not a drop had fallen since the day we left
Port Augusta, and yet we were in what was called the rainy season.
Rainy season, forsooth! It seemed as though for centuries no shower had
fallen in these barren regions. No sign was there of man, of beast, or of
bird. All life seemed banished from the face of this terrible land. The
gloomy shadow of death hung over the wilderness daring life to plunge
within its depths, and gloating over the trackless wastes of misery it had
created. A horrid, desolate country, fit home for the scorching wind and
the fiery dust-storm.

That night | saw the moon rise in a cloudless sky, beautiful and clear as



a great globe of polished silver. | watched it rise higher and higher in the
blue, and | wondered where we all should be when next it rose.

Next morning, as soon as there was light enough for us to see, we again
began our journey, well-knowing that should we now fail to discover
water, the morrow's sun would show the day the distorted features of
four corpses. Scarcely a word was spoken; but there was a look on the
face of each that told its own tale. No murmur arose; each was brave and
calm, and prepared to meet the worst. | was proud of the heroism of our
little band, and was glad to see how brave a brave man can be in the face
of a dreadful calamity.

It must have been three or four hours after starting, and just when the
sun was beginning to give us an extra taste of his quality, that we called a
halt in a small, sandy gully, and extracting the spade from one of the
packs, began to dig for water, for this gully had every indication of once
being the bed of a stream. Hope stimulated our energies, and though we
were nearly dead with thirst, we succeeded, after about half an hour's
hard work, at which we took turn and turn about, in sinking our well
some five or six feet. Still no sign was there of the moisture for which we
panted.

“No go, Archie,” said Dick, as he threw the spade out of the hole; “we
must try further on.”

His voice was dry and husky, for he, like the rest of us, could only
speak in a hoarse whisper.

“Hard luck, old boy,” he continued, as he clambered out of the hole,
and sat on the edge of it. “Things seem going all against us. Ever since
that cursed fire, we have had nothing but misfortune.”

“Still, Dick, we've pulled through, you know, and we've sworn to go
on.”

“Yes, till we drop.” And he prepared to spring to his feet to hurry
away, when of a sudden he stopped, and seized me violently by the arm.
“Look!”

| followed his gaze, and saw distinctly in the bottom of the hole we had
dug the sparkle of water. What new life, what joy flew through me at that
moment. Salvation had come at last!

“Water, water!” | shouted as loudly as my swollen throat would permit;
and in a moment Jimmy and Murphy were by my side laughing with
very joy. Water was found at last.

What ecstasies we might not have been guilty of, | cannot say, had not
Hardwicke — who had been kneeling in the well — here arisen with a
look of unutterable dismay upon his face, while he scarcely more than
whispered in his husky, deathly voice, “My God, it's salt!”

A sickening dread came over me. | tried to speak, to ask him a
question; but my tongue refused me utterance. | was dazed, struck down
as if by a terrific blow. I felt the life — that but a moment before had



coursed so swiftly through my veins bringing hope on hope — pass
quickly out of me, and | became conscious of a sudden, icy chill against
my heart.

| leapt into the well. A wild, soul-sickening hope swept over me. He
might be mistaken! Alas! no, it was too true. The water was as bitter as
gall.

Only he who has suffered likewise can imagine my feelings. My pen
fails utterly to convey one single fraction of the agony | endured; to
picture the dull despair which, like a gloomy mountain, settled upon me,
crushing out hope and faith.

| was awakened from the dull, lethargic reverie into which | had fallen
by Hardwicke, who shook me violently, saying —

“We must start, Archie, before our remaining strength is gone. | think
we may yet hope; only, for God's sake, pull yourself together. | believe
we are near the lake of which old Morton spoke. That water is salt
— what more likely than it came from the lake?”

With an effort | threw off the dulness that seemed to stupefy me, and
we once more struck out across the burning sand. How | got over the
weary miles of des