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My Early Years in the Bay

My Early Years in the Bay

My brother Greg and I let gravity carry us down the track until we
hit the beach and the sand squeaked under our feet as we bolted
toward The Pass. Standing in the strong summer sun, I watched the
small, smooth waves peeling off as they passed by with my younger
brother beside me, and not another human in sight. Lost in the
rhythm and sounds of the ocean, the immortal reach of the sky, the
enormity of nature, I felt small and insignificant. My introduction
to Byron Bay was powerful and moving as we both stood in silence,
and in awe of the nature that surrounded us.

“Wow. I've never seen anything like this” Greg said to me.

“Me either. It’s so big.” I replied, looking out over the expansive
ocean.

Without much more said, we walked back to Clarkes beach,
picking up shells and pieces of driftwood that had washed up on
the beach, regularly stopping to look around and take in where we
were. After walking back up the sandy track we had earlier charged
down, we crossed the road and walked back into reality. We were
both keen to have a surf but had to help move into our new home
and set up the bedroom we would share. With a father who surfed,
I knew we'd get a chance soon but also knew that we had work to
do. I tried to focus on the jobs he gave me but was easily distracted
by views of the ocean from the house. I had always struggled to
apply myself to anything that did not interest me and couldn’t
help thinking about the magic of our brief experience at The Pass.
Glimpses of the glistening ocean and the beautiful lines of swells
that had wrapped around the cape made it difficult to focus on the
tasks our parents gave us.

I started surfing at North Avalon in Sydney four years before
arriving in Byron Bay, but it was limited to only one or two surfs on
the weekend, if conditions were good and we didn’t live anywhere
near the beach from my first day living in Lighthouse Road, it was
very different. I felt connected with the ocean and had a feeling
I was where I belonged. Despite us all being tired from the long
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drive up from Sydney, conversation at the dinner table on the first
night was lively and focused on the amazing new environment or
family now lived in.

“Well, what do you all think of Byron Bay?” asked our father
with a hint of satisfaction,

“It’s great. I can’t believe the beach and can’t wait to have a surf”
I replied,

“Yeah, we walked all the way to the end of the beach to those
big rocks. The ocean is really big, and the surf looks good. If we can
have a surf that would be great. Can I get a proper surtboard for
coming to Byron Bay?” Greg asked,

“Certainly Greg. Just give me time to settle in and get some
things done then we’ll look for a board you can ride. There’s a surf
shop in town called San Juan. We can drop in there to see if they
have any second-hand boards.”

The mood at the table was very positive with all of us happy
about moving to Byron Bay, and into our wonderful new home.
When our father Bill told Greg and me that we were leaving
Sydney to live in Byron Bay we were horrified. It was our world
with our networks of friends that I felt he wanted to rip us away
from. We knew nothing about Byron Bay and complained all the
way up from Sydney in the old lime green holden station wagon
from Bilgola Plateau. That was until we crested St Helena to be
confronted by the stunning view of Byron Bay and the ocean,
stretching out as far as we could see. I had never had such a feeling
of how big the world was and being on top of it.

“Is that Byron Bay?”I asked after a few seconds’silence in the car.

“Yes, it is, Ric” he replied with satisfaction.

“Wow. That’s where we are going to live?” Greg asked.

Our mother Betty looked so happy at the dinner table on that first
night and, as always, waited in the background listening to what
was being said before saying anything. herself. Our father led the
conversation and was clearly very pleased with the beginning of
a new life for our family that he had set up, and his promotion
to English Master at Mullumbimby High School. I suspect he
was also relieved at how quickly Greg, and I stopped complaining
and took to our new home. Only six years old and missing a few
teeth, Sue seemed a little confused. She asked what the school she
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would attend at the end of the Christmas holidays was like, what
the teachers were like and what she would do. Our parents painted
a very positive picture for her and then she asked:

“Can I get a horse mummy?”

“Well.... maybe but let’s wait until you go to school then think
about it?

“We'd have to find a paddock somewhere to keep it and youd
have to look after it” our father added.”

“Yes, I'll look after it. I want a shiny black horse and I want to
ride it along the beach.”

Our father was busy but found time to take Greg and me for a
surf the next day with the waves small, a light offshore wind from
the south and only another four or five surfers out at The Pass. He
took us again for a short surf the next day when I recognised a few
boys my age in the water from the day before. It looked like they
were good mates, yelling encouragement to each other and calling
to claim waves or to give them to their mates as each new set
approached. Envious of their little group and the fun they seemed
to be having, I caught the eye of a couple of them waiting for a
set (of waves). We exchanged perfunctory nods of recognition, but
nothing was said. Listening to their conversations, it was obvious
they were local boys who went to the school I was enrolled in.

'The next day Greg and I went for a morning surf on our own
and as we got to the top of the hill overlooking the beach, we could
see that the swell had picked up a little with four-foot waves peeling
off from The Pass and down to Clarkes beach. Not knowing the
banks or the ins and outs of surfing at our new home beach, we
were a little apprehensive. Walking along the beach to The Pass, I
felt excited but anxious when we saw that nobody was out surfing.
We didn’t want to turn back so sat down in the sand at The Pass,
watching beautiful, unridden waves peeling off. We wanted to go
out but were worried about being on our own and could feel the
power of nature all around us. At only nine years old and riding a
Coolite board, Greg did not want to go out, and I didn’t want to go
out on my own.

“Hey, look!” Greg said with excitement when he saw two surfers
who looked about the same ages as us, walking along the beach
toward us. As they approached us, we both stood up.
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“Waves look pretty good. Are you going out?” said the boy
about my age.

I nodded. “We were just having a look at how the waves are
breaking before we go out. We've only surfed here a couple of
times.”

“I'm Barry and this is Brett. Where are you guys from?”

“Bilgola Plateau. In Sydney. We just moved up here a few days
ago. I'm Ric and this is my little brother, Greg.”

“Oh, yeah, just up there in the white house. In Lighthouse
Road” he said pointing toward where our home was.

“Yeah. Just arrived and getting used to it. Surf looks great here.
Are you guys going out now?

“Yeah, we are. Let’s go out together. I'll show you where to
paddle out.”

I couldn’t wait to catch my first wave and loved my introduction to
surfing in Byron Bay. We were soon joined by a few other locals and
with long breaks between sets, conversation led to learning about
other local surf breaks, the local surf shop, and the high school that
I would attend in a few weeks. I was stunned to find out I would
go to school on a train and felt most comfortable with Mick who
became one of my best mates in the Bay. Seemed to me that all
these local guys did was surf, and in the best surf I had ever seen.
They also told me about how they sometimes rocked the occasional
corrugated iron roof on a Friday or Saturday night and other thrills
when there was no surf, and they were bored. Over the two hours I
was surfing I learned so much about the town, the school, and the
lifestyle I was looking forward to experiencing. Just before I caught
my last wave, I met one of my next-door neighbours, Eric.

After little more than a week, it seemed like Greg and I were
becoming part of the local group of young surfers which was
confirmed when invited to join a few of them for a surf at Tallow
(Beach). A strong northerly had blown out the surf on the north
facing beaches and three or four of them were going to walk to
Tallow because it is protected by Cape Byron from the north
easterly wind. A handful of us agreed to make an early start and
prepare for what could be a long day if the surf was good. I took a
small backpack with a large bottle of water, an apple, a couple of
peanut butter sandwiches for Greg and me, some sun cream and
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wax. I wore a T-shirt, my board shorts, and thongs.

We met at the turnoff from Lighthouse Road early in the
morning and headed off. Full of cheer and chatter, we started
walking toward Tallow where we expected the waves in Cosy
Corner would be very good. We had long heavy boards to carry
but were in a good mood because we knew that at the end of the
long walk we would be riding powerful, smooth waves with very
tew other surfers. Standing on the sand dunes, the waves in Cosy
Corner looked great so picked up our pace on the last leg of our
little journey. From the dunes to Cosy Corner, we walked as quickly
as we could, with bursts of excited conversation when we saw hard
breaking left handers thumping the bank in shallow water.

At Cosy Corner, we surfed for four or five hours with lots of
talking between sets, and on the beach during breaks for water
and snacks. The conversations varied from talking about surfing
to school and girls. Mick was popular with the girls and a smooth
talker who told me about a few of them at school that he wanted
me to meet. He said they’d like me and that he'd set me up with a
couple of them when we started the new school year. Everything
was happening so fast for me that I felt like I was in a dream and
the natural environment all around me blew me out.

By midday, the surf was deteriorating as the northerly became
stronger and blew in more from the east, we were all tired, and there
was no food or water left so we headed home. As we trudged along
a dry and dusty dirt road under the hot summer sun, my board grew
heavier with each step, conversation ran out, and I started to feel
hungry. Over the last two hundred metres Greg and I could think
and talk about nothing but what we would eat when we got home,
and the pace picked up. From the time we entered our front yard
the race was on. We dropped our boards on the grass and bolted
up the steps, jostling shoulder to shoulder. I got an early start and
managed to get through the front door before Greg for the sprint
to the kitchen bench where we gorged on bread and peanut butter.
Mum sat calmly at the dining table watching the feeding frenzy of
her lively, energetic sons, full of pride.

Greg got his first real surfboard and was initially intimidated by
the powerful waves at The Pass when the swell was up but within
a year, was taking on the challenging bank in front of Spectators
and surfing four foot waves from The Pass to Clarkes beach then
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carrying his board back. I loved surfing in Byron Bay and not
only because of the waves. The connection with the ocean, the big
seabirds, often flying close to the water, and pods of dolphins that
sometimes surfed the same wave I was on placed me deep in nature.
What I saw, heard and felt when waiting for waves made surfing a
magical experience, but it was also scary at times.

Riding four-to-five-foot waves at The Pass, smoothed by a
gentle southerly during my second year in the Bay, I was lost in the
flow of catching and riding waves, then paddling back out. Waiting
for the next set, something caught my eye, and I looked down to see
a massive dark shape slowly and menacingly passing below me. The
sudden shift from pleasure to fear rattled me and I pulled my feet
up as quickly as I could without betraying my fear. I then paddled
in, but not before speaking to a couple of nearby surfers:

“Did you see that big Noah just now?”

“Mate, I'll take my chances,” one said. “Too good not to go in.”

“It’s not interested in us, mate”said the other, suddenly paddling
off to catch a wave.

'The glimpse of that huge shark only metres below their dangling
legs did not seem to worry too many of them.

My next close encounter with a big shark was two years later
when surfing with Greg at Broken Head, late in the day with the
sun sinking in the west. All the other surfers had gone in as we
sat on our boards, waiting for our last wave, with the sun setting.
Straining to see the next set of waves approach, a huge shark’s
dorsal fin broke the surface of the water only ten metres from us.
We both froze.

“Fuck,” was all I could say.

“Let’s go!” was Greg’s reply. We quickly yet, as quietly as
possible, paddled in while trying not to panic. It was massive, and I
was relieved to feel the sand under my feet on the beach.

I had several encounters with sharks when snorkelling or spear
fishing as well as surfing. Among them was the odd experience of
running into a pack of young tiger sharks swimming in two lines
at the wreck (the Zassie 3) in front if the swimming pool when
spearfishing with my father. From the surface, I could see what I
thought were big fish approaching so took a breath to dive down
with my spear gun to see what they were. Taking a vertical dive to
get down deep, I did not see what they were until I was close to
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them. I was stunned and froze but they ignored me and passed by
me. | returned to the surface and swam into shore. After decades
of feeding on whale meat and then offal pumped into the ocean
from the abattoirs, sharks saw the jetty as a favourite haunt. They
always worried me, but other locals did not share my fear. Before it
was demolished in 1972, a couple of the more-crazy locals would
jump from the ‘new’ jetty to divebomb smaller sharks for a thrill.
The startled shark would take off in fright while the crazy local
would clamber up one of the pylons and back up onto the jetty to
the cheers and laughter of his mates.

Surfing was the main source of thrills for me and my mates,
but, when there were no waves, the powerful natural environment
of the Bay offered alternatives. Sometimes we would walk around
to Little Beach then clamber over jagged rocks to the rage hole.
When there was a good swell, waves smashed violently against the
wall of rock between the narrow gutter of the rage hole and the
ocean with thick white plumes of spray exploding skyward. Waves
surged powerfully into the long gutter to push up and over the flat
rocks around it and as each surge retreated, the water was sucked
back into the gutter over a ledge to form a hard sheet of powerfully
flowing water.

High on adrenaline, I'd wait for the next wave to push up the
gutter before jumping into the churning water with Greg to be
carried up and over the rock ledge. As the water rushed back over
the ledge, I had to stay calm, focus, and go with the flow until I
sensed where the ledge was to grab it with both hands. Suspended
in the echoing space between the rock wall and the huge mass of
water thundering over us, Greg and I screamed in defiance, and joy.

As the next wave pushed up into the gutter, it lifted me over
the ledge again where I found a rock I could hold on to until the
water had retreated, and I could come back to the real world. We
were then free to walk away, pumped up with excitement and on
a high. Sometimes, I felt anxious jumping into the incoming mass
of water, but, as soon as I hit it, I had to concentrate as it carried
me up and over the ledge. The timing, focus and skill needed to get
both hands on the ledge left me no time for self-doubt, or fear.

When there was no surf, the rage hole provided the excitement
that Greg and I, and our mates in the Lighthouse Road area, sought.
We also engaged in a range of pranks that were sometimes very
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irresponsible and some illegal, with the police involved a couple
of times but thankfully we were never charged. One of the more
innocent activities we engaged in on long days when there was no
surf, was the ‘acid arse’. Our next door neighbour John had a dog
called Peppy, that featured in this cruel punishment imposed on the
younger boys in our group. With a strong northerly blowing, very
little swell and nothing to do we were all looking for entertainment
until someone said, “Been a while since we did an acid arse, boys.”
As possible victims, the younger boys became anxious and wary
of any possible move to instigate this feared punishment. As the
older boys exchanged subtle looks, the mood changed with all the
younger boys mentally preparing to flee. At the call of “Honk!”
from his older brother, Neil, he tried to escape but the boys beside
him grabbed him and the others rushed to pin him down.

“No! No!” Honk screamed. “Let me go!” he pleaded as I backed
Peppy toward him. “Not the acid arse!”

Sitting on Peppy, I supported my weight on my feet and made
noises like a reversing truck as I backed him toward Honk. Holding
Peppy’s collar in my left hand, I used my right hand to lift his tail
with his crusty anus hovering over Honk’s face. Honk desperately
threw his head from side to side until one of the boys held it still.

“Hurry up, Ric!” Neil shouted as I coaxed Peppy to sit until his
anus touched Honk’s horrified face.

“Acid arse!” I shouted as we sprinted away, pissing ourselves
laughing with Peppy running beside us, barking excitedly and
Honk rushing to wash his face under the nearest tap.

On the other side of us, the Walker family were heavily into
horse racing and had a mare called Impedance who looked huge
when being walked up to and back from her stable at the back of
their property. They trained her on the beach and during the day
kept her in a paddock about a kilometre away. The Walker boys
talked me into having my first horse ride on Impedance in the
paddock where she spent her days. When standing close to her and
putting my hand on her, I realised how big she was and regretted
agreeing to ride her. She was calm and had a pleasant smell as I
tentatively stroked her, but I could sense her power.

“Go on, Ric, she’ll be alright,” Eric told me. “She’ll just walk
down nice and easy like she does every day. She’s big but gentle.
Don’t worry about riding bareback. We'll give you a lift up.”
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I felt along way up from the ground and, as I sat on her bareback
with the reins in my hands, she felt warm against my legs and bum.
I could feel each of her big breaths underneath me and did my best
to look relaxed, but the Walker boys knew I was very anxious.

Impedance began walking like the Walker boys said she would
but half-way down the small hill, she shifted up to a slow trot and
headed for the barbed wire fence. Bouncing out of rhythm with
her trot, I had no chance of slowing her down. Oh shit! I thought
as we approached the fence where she propped and propelled me
over it. Landing with a forward roll in the grass, I stood up with
the Walker boys laughing, cheering, and clapping from a distance
at the ‘city boy’ who had come to Byron Bay. I felt embarrassed, but
glad that my first ride on a horse was over.

A couple of weeks after my ride on Impedance, I started school at
Mullumbimby High School where I did not put much effort into
my schoolwork but enjoyed playing rugby league for the school
and strengthening my friendships with boys from the Bay. On
Saturday nights I would walk into town to meet a few mates where
we would watch fights in the top pub. Looking down from the
footpath outside, we knew all the local boys in the pub and I had
my heroes. Saturday night usually saw at least a couple of fights,
tuelled by alcohol and anger with pushing and shoving, verbal abuse,
and blood spilt. From a distance, it was entertaining but when the
action was close, the brutality was confronting. During long spells
of inaction at the top pub, some mates and I walked down Jonson
Street and back looking for entertainment at the Great Northern
Hotel (the middle pub). There were fights there as well that would
spill out onto the footpath with the protagonists encouraged by a
loud and drunken audience that followed them outside.

School was boring, but the train trips to and from school could
be wild and entertaining. I even had a fist fight with a boy who
lived near me on my first day of school, egged on by the students
in the carriage. Neither one of us wanted to fight but we both gave
in to the chants of the boys in the carriage to punch each other as
the train rocked from side to side in a clumsy, ugly encounter that
left me with sore spots on my head and face where he landed a
couple of blows and sensitivity in my right fist where I had struck
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him in the head. It was a weird and even bizarre experience that felt
wholly unnatural for me.

'The students from Byron Bay travelled in the front carriages
with the paying public behind us in the rear carriages. Sometimes,
when the train stopped on the way home a few boys would quickly
jump off to load large objects like pieces of metal and timber onto
it. Later, when we crossed the Belongil Creek they threw them
in the creek to splash water down the side of the train and into
any open windows of paying passengers. I enjoyed watching this
done and hooted with other boys when we thought we'd drenched
a paying customer or two but was shocked when I found out what
one of the Bay boys that I looked up to had done. Paul Haskew’s
father was so revered in the Byron Bay Surf Lifesaving club that
he was referred to as Count Haskew, but his son Paul was a bit
of a wild child. On the way to school, a local rebel, Paul Haskew
dropped a turd into a paper cup and snuck down to one of the
carriages for paying customers where he put it in a water cooler
with a timber door. On a very hot summer day, and with the cooler
not visible, it was not discovered until someone complained about
the discoloured and awful tasting water. A few weeks later, Paul
was expelled from school.

After being expelled, Haskew bought a blue Suzuki 200 Invader
motorbike that he ripped around town on, and even ran into the
school bus, leaving a long scratch down its lefthand side. Envious
of Paul and dreaming of having my own motorbike, I spent my
summer holidays that year working in Sydney to save up for one.
My plan was to buy a Honda 175cc motor bike which would have
been a sensible choice but when looking in a Brookvale bike shop,
I saw an old Triumph 500. With lots of glistening chrome and its
fuel tank painted metallic purple, I couldn’t take my eyes oft it and
as soon as the salesman kick started it and revved it up inside the
shop, I had to have it. My parents drove down to Sydney to help
me buy a motorbike (advice and money) and my father told me
not to buy the old Triumph because it was in poor condition and
would cost me money, but I bought it. I rode my motorbike home
to Byron Bay from Sydney with my parents following me in their
car, and my father giving me a few breaks from the tiring vibration
of the old bike. Back in Byron Bay, I had the biggest bike in town
for a while and took many local girls for a spin on it. Feeling them
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pressed against me as I rode with my hair blowing in the wind and
the roar of my bike in my ears was heaven for me.

Sometimes on a Friday night the local boys around my age who
had motorbikes gathered for short, sharp drag races along Carlyle
Street from Tennyson Street to Cowper Street. These occasional
races were a real thrill for us and not just the racing with the danger
of being caught by the police giving it an edge. Four to six bikes
would usually be involved in one-on-one races that would be all
over in about fifteen minutes. When it was my turn to race, I
moved my bike into position, revving it up and totally focused on
making the best start I could. Once my bike’s muffler fell oft and
another time my headlight popped out when I missed a gear, but
it was always fun and lots of thrills. The excitement was like what
I felt at the rage hole but, this was a competition and I always
wanted to win. We made a lot of noise racing up Carlyle Street in
an otherwise very quiet town and it really must have annoyed the
residents in that area. None of us fell oft, and nobody was caught
by the police, but they probably had a good idea who was involved.
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