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  A WAKE.



  CHAPTER XXV.

  A DISTURBED NIGHT. A WAKE. THE FUNERAL. DRUNKEN SORROW. A PRIESTESS. SQUIRE'S PHILOSOPHY OF WOMEN. VIRTUE OUT OF DEPRAVITY.



  IN the very heart of the now flourishing Campbelltown, situated on the Bluff Harbor, we collected tussock grass to make our beds on the ground. We lay down but could get little rest, owing to noise, uproar and rioting going on in one of the adjacent huts. In the morning we found that the cause of our disturbance had been in the preliminary ceremonies of the funeral of an "old hand," who had been drowned when attempting to cross the harbour a day or two previously. The cooper had been sent for – the coffin had been knocked together – the "old-hand" had been deposited therein and was now lying in state. Last night's wake was in honour of all this. The occasion was one of no little excitement, as you may suppose; it was re-action against monotonous, dull, do-nothing daily routine. So hence, neighbours wives and families had collected. The ideas of honor are as different as customs are dissimilar. To do honor in this extreme settlement seemed to be by drinking deep potations of strong waters, even though the bereaved should part with their clothes to pay for the same. As the spirits flowed, so did grief and mirth alternate; and as the saturnalia proceeded, so did love graduate into anger.
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  Riot followed riot, and early morning displayed in its sunrise the "wakers" in a state of drunken stupidity, unfit for the solemn work in which they were to be engaged.

  It was shortly after our morning's meal, that we observed the funeral cortege wending its slow and devious way to a small hill not far distant, and upon which several previous burials seemed to have taken place. That small hill is now levelled, and the ashes have disappeared. Our curiosity was attracted by the solemn procession, and, as the march of death passed us, we followed in the rear. The followers consisted of old whalers and sealers with their wives and children, the male portion of whom were in an idiotic state of intoxication; and as the coffin was borne by a party of these, it "sheared" to right and left as the bearers stumbled into the crab-holes on either side, or over the tussocks. The coffin, we observed, was covered by the Union Jack, no doubt in compliance with the customs of the marine going population. A volley of oaths succeeded each stoppage. Blasphemy, appalling at all times, was even more horrible under the present occasion. We would have turned away, but stood spell-bound. We internally asked ourselves, Are these the heralds of civilisation that England sends to the most remote corners of the earth? Yes, they are most undoubtedly England's heralds of civilisation, which poetry and romance invest with glowing halo – delightful to contemplate – enticing to the young fancy – ah, misguided fancy! here is the practical illustration. As we see it, how sottish, how beastly, how inhuman.

  We followed at a distance, and watched the proceedings over the grave, to which the coffin at last was borne. The coffin was now laid over its last resting-place, resting upon stretchers. A stop was now made – an unexpected difficulty had presented itself: there was no parson! The coffin
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  could not be lowered. The instinct of animals, how unreasonable yet how discriminating! Now there was wrangling, jostling and blaspheming; some would fight over it, others would cry. The strong men were powerless to overcome the dead-lock. At last, a young half-caste girl issued from the crowd and stood at the head of the grave. She was dressed in the clumsy, sack-like, blue cotton garment common in the out-settlements of the natives in those days. Her features were not uncomely, her complexion was olive. She wore on her head nature's covering, viz., glossy black hair; her eyes were dark, and now sparkled with intelligence, for she was about to do a great duty to the departed, her foster-father. She stopped awhile, and then, raising her left hand, she asked for silence. The men stared, others growled a deep imprecation, but seemed subdued by the apparition, and silence reigned. She now opened a little book and read, with a plaintive tone, the service for the dead. Her voice gained confidence as she proceeded, till its accents were silvery, clear, firm and fluent. The motley crew stood entranced, and at her bidding lowered the coffin with becoming decency into the grave. The drunken appeared to be suddenly sobered, they stood mutely listening and then covered the corpse of their late brother with the dust to which he had now returned. This over, some wended their way in silence to their homes, others stood in groups; the young, swarthy angel shut her book and escaped to her dwelling.

  "How weak is woman!" said the Squire.

  "How strong is woman!" said our companion.

  "How frail is woman!" said the Squire.

  "How strong is woman!" said our companion.

  "How weak is woman," said the Squire, "when she has no destiny."
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  "And," said our companion, "how strong she is when fate tries her!"

  "How frail she is in body!" said the Squire.

  "How strong she is in spirit!" said our companion.

  "How weak she is in voice!" said the Squire.

  "Yet how powerful its influence!" said our companion. "It makes the guilty quake, and subdues the intemperate."

  "How little does she reason!" said the Squire.

  "Yet how over-abundant is her faith!" said our companion. "It quells the voice of the rioter and silences the blasphemer."

  "How weak her arms to resist the evil-doer!" said the Squire.

  "How strong she is in quelling the rising conflict!" said our companion. "Her weakness is her power – nay, the strong man follows her as a dog its master. Woman," continued our companion, "has her sphere; in it she is ever beautiful: out of it, ridiculous. This is the great rule of contraries. Her weakness in her body is her strength in the world, for the labour of the world is to protect her. When man is weak and forgetful of his destiny, as we have seen to-day, then is her time of action. When man is equal to his destiny, oh then let her not essay to trespass. For whom she loves, she loves for his strength and his honor – whom she clings to, she clings to for his weakness and disgrace. Woman is the compound of opposites. Pain is her penalty, yet she courts pain. Danger is her destiny, yet does she brave it. She glories in love, though it be her ruin. In love consistent, in hatred consistent; in love fickle, in hatred fickle. Who can anticipate her destiny? To-day, oh Squire, have we seen that noble and humiliating paradox, in the weak overcoming the strong. The purity
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  of that simple maid has risen triumphant over the general depravity. Such is the law of contraries."

  "Just so," said the Squire. "Woman, I fear is on the right side of man's weakness. We are, as it were, armed to the teeth against ourselves; but, cui bono, she has tender ways to do the needful on all occasions, coined ready to fit, and no reason about it – all feeling. Ah, that's her power. Man's gross brutality makes her feeling all the more gorgeous."

  "Yes," said our companion, "nature will have it – that out of general depravity comes singular virtue. The greater the evil, the greater the reaction. How resplendent is the starry meteor in a gloomy sky."

  "A good simile," said the Squire. "Now leave me alone, I am in a humour for cogitation."
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  CHAPTER IX.

  A WHARE IN THE BUSH. HETEROGENEOUS COMPANY. GOOD FARE. AN ARGUMENT AND A QUARREL. THE INEBRIATE. A NOISY SET. A CIVIL BUSH HOST. PHILOSOPHY OF DRUNKENNESS.



  WE rode all day, sometimes along spurs of hills, till we arrived at the crown of the ridge, then down another spur, till we arrived at the foot; at the foot we would cross a streamlet or creek and then we would ascend another spur. The country was composed of continuous ridges, covered with tame, yellow-brownish tussock grass. The quail were so abundant as to start at every ten yards, and the New Zealand skylark occasionally rose in the air, to descend again close to our horses' feet. But the skylark was song-less. At length, as twilight was setting in, we neared some high, blue mountains, whose base and middle heights were covered with forest. Their summits, however, were white with deep-driven snow. Here we descended into a deep valley, and darkness quickly overtook us. But the Squire was ready in this case of need, for he knew the country well, and in half-an-hour he brought us to the front of a small wigwam or whare, before which he called a halt. He then gave a long and shrill cooee, which was instantly replied to from within. On this one of the inmates quickly made his appearance, and, helping us to unsaddle our horses, we hobbled two of them and tethered the other, to prevent the whole straying during the night.
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  It was now pitch dark, so we were glad of being led into shelter (such as it was), and especially did we rejoice at placing ourselves before a large blazing-fire, composed of logs of timber burning on an open hearth. We found our bush host to be most polite, assiduous and obliging. He had travelled much in many parts of the world, but more recently in California and Victoria. At one time he seems to have been employed as a sailor; another time as a landsman; at sea in various grades, from cabin-boy to steward, and from helmsman to mate; on shore, from cook to overseer, and from bullock driver to stockman. These various occupations had fitted him in a peculiar degree for the office of a pioneer publican; and here we found him on the bank of a rapid river, and at the mouth of a valley, which commanded the country four ways. His long experience and natural judgment had declared that the stand was a good one, and after years have proved this, for, by way of parenthesis, I may say that a fine two-story hotel now stands on the site of our lodgings of that night. And mine host, now grown stout with prosperity, shakes his laughing sides as he recounts his various experiences in the old shanty.

  When we entered, we found that a company had already gathered; but these were so intently occupied with their cups that our presence excited no attention. The components of the company were readily to be perceived to be sailors, bullock-drivers, and loafers. One of them was loudly asserting that the country would be a gold-producing one and as rich as any in the world yet; "for," said he, "the hills are the same as I have gone over, dozens of times, in California, and the iron quartz is strewn in every direction."

  "What good," said another, "would the finding of gold be to you?"
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  "Ah," said he, "I would make my pile and go back to Wappin', and live 'appy all my life long."

  "And not long would that be," retorted his mate. "You are too fond of Old Tom's company for that."

  Our host, in the meantime, was full of apologies for the poor accommodation he had to offer, and especially did he regret that his house was so full on this particular night. "But," said he, "I know the Squire will put up with what I have, for he is accustomed to rough it." As he was talking he was not idle, for in a few minutes tin plates and pannikins were set for us, tea, and sugar and cream set down. A large joint of excellent beef was laid also before us, and we were asked by the landlord to partake of his hush fare. Our appetites being whetted not only by a long fast but by a long ride, enabled us to do ample justice to our kind host's attentions, and a nobbler from his private cellar stood for good sauce. Having discussed as much of the joint as hunger prompted, our host next produced a pile of fried plum-pudding, into which the Squire dived with mucho gusto. Having discussed this, the Squire's face redounded with goodwill and benevolence, so the unfailing tabacco was produced and distributed. A universal puff of enjoyment filled the room, and which happy state would no doubt have been prolonged interminably had the doings of our associates not pressed themselves upon us.

  As their potations went down, so did their spirits rise. Betimes they became noisy and argumentative. The subject, as chance would have it, was hotch-potch. While one of the company affirmed that barley was an ingredient, another stoutly denied it, and maintained that it was rice, not barley. The one, being a cook by trade, felt that the dignity of his office was at stake, so called the other a bad
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  name which is here unmentionable. The other retorted vi et armis, which resulted in a general melee. Our host appeared to view the disturbance without perturbation; so, quietly taking up a coiled rope, with a ready hand and an unerring aim he threw a lasso over the most noisy, and laid him flat on the floor. The others, quelled by this energetic interference, resumed their seats in a more peaceable frame of mind. As for the individual who sprawled his ignoble length on the ground, he soon prayed for mercy, and slunk into the most remote corner of the apartment.

  Our host having thus conquered the bottle-imps, he resumed his conversation with us. He professed great commiseration for Jim, who now sat in durance vile.

  "Poor fellow!" said he, "he is a very quiet man when he is sober, and very handy at odd jobs; but he is wild after he has got on the spree for a few days."

  "For a few days?" inquired we; "does he continue tipsy for days together?"

  "Yes, and for weeks sometimes," said our host; "there is no keeping him from it as long as there is a shot in the locker. He is," continued our host, "a first-rate shearer, and brings in plenty of money when he is sober, but then it goes all the faster. I have seen him, when he is in the blues, run up the gully as if he had a thousand devils after him. Poor man! when he is that way it is no use persuading him to the contrary."

  Without questioning our host's blunt morality – that is, to speak gently, the impropriety, of his supplying the stimulants to the disease of the wretched man, – we inquired if these unhappy fits were of frequent occurrence.

  "Well," said our host, "it may be twice a-year, but the worst is generally after shearing-time."

  Then, turning to Jim, he asked how long he had been
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  on the spree this time. Jim's shameless and ready answer was that he had now been three weeks, and that he did not expect the blues for a fortnight yet.

  "Strange infatuation!" exclaimed our companion, "he courts the fate at which he trembles. He hates the end, but is enamoured with the beginning. What slave could be more fettered? what slave could be more oppressed?"

  But our attention was again drawn to the others, for disunion had again appeared as their carousals proceeded. A hot disagreement had arisen. They argued, wrangled and blasphemed, but they did not actually fight. We laid ourselves down on some ferns placed on the floor near the fire, but sleep came not. Our host would have stopped the noise, but he could not till the supplies had run out. We therefore were constrained to lie awake till almost dawn, at which time the last of the carousers sank beneath the table. It was now that a deep refreshing sleep fell upon us, nor did we awake till our indefatigable entertainer had table laid and breakfast ready for us.

  In parting with our host, he was profuse in his apologies, and, notwithstanding our annoyances, we readily forgave what he could not prevent. As a pioneer publican, he had to live amongst the scouts of civilization; with such he had to deal, and amongst which class often were to be found the renegades of society. He was, however, one of that useful class that new countries can but ill dispense with.

  When we had got out of hearing, the Squire was the first to break silence.

  "Well," said he to our companion, "I readily perceive the working of the rule of contraries here."

  "True," said our companion, "it governs in the hovel as well as in the palace."

  "You mistake my remark," said the Squire. "I cannot 
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  see how it can govern here, for all are at sixes and sevens. Your rule of contraries you make to do all that is good in a house one night and to do all that is bad in another house the next night."

  "Not at all," said our companion, "the noisy inmates of that hovel were as much under the universal rule as were the amiable people with whom we stopped the night before last. Good preserves, I say; Evil destroys. Good men are drawn together by a common interest: bad men are scattered by the want of that. Thieves combine to steal, but they quarrel by the holding. Drunkards combine to their common destruction, and their combination grows weaker as the bottle is being spent. Their lot is to be dispersed to the four winds of heaven. They commence in love and end in hatred. Hence the destiny of the law of contraries. Preservation sits on the fulcrum – that is, the middle line between the two opposite principles."

  "Ahem," said the Squire, "that is so deep it requires to be far fetched."



 

      
  