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Chapter 11
Trail bike trip to the Tate River Township

When the owner of the Railway Hotel in Almaden 
found out that I was in the process of writing a 
history of the local area, he told me that it would 
be worth my while to pay a visit to the Tate River 
Township; partly because it was full of history, but 
more intriguingly it was home to two legendary 
individuals – W.H. Hodgson (nicknamed ‘Hoddie’) 
and his son Billy (aka ‘The Young Fella’). They’d 
been living there since the time of the First World 
War, mining tin and running a store in a part of 
the world as remote and inhospitable as anyone 
could possibly imagine. I’m eternally grateful to 
the publican for steering me their way. Hoddie and 
the Young Fella turned out to be among the most 
photogenic and eccentric individuals I met during 
the course of my research, and they provided me 
with such an abundance of fi rst rate material that 
this particular chapter is undoubtedly one of the 
best in Up the Palmerston’s three volumes.

The Premier of Queensland, Mr Bjelke-Petersen, 
granted all the Tableland schools a day’s holiday 
when he opened the Atherton Show. The principal 
of the Ravenshoe State School decided to take 
ours on Friday, September 28th 1973, so as soon 
as school fi nished the previous day, I raced home, 
jumped on my trail bike and sped off towards 
Almaden. My main aims were to fi nd out as much 
as I could about the Tate River Township, and meet 
Hoddie and the Young Fella.

The last time I’d travelled to Almaden, I’d lost all 
my luggage from the back of my bike. This time, 
however, I was travelling light. Besides my clothes 
and wallet, all I had with me was a pen, a notepad 
and a toothbrush, and let’s face it; you can’t travel 
much lighter than that! My entire weekend luggage 
fi tted snugly into one pocket of my denim jacket.

After spending the night in the Railway Hotel I set 
off early the following morning. Almaden (which 

The Railway Hotel in Almaden



86 Up the Palmerston – a History of the Cairns hinterland up to 1920 – Vol 2

Chapter 11 – Trail bike trip to the Tate River Township

rhymes with Gungadin) was named after a Spanish 
town famous for its mercury mine. I could never 
discover who gave the North Queensland Almaden 
its name, or why this name was chosen in preference 
to others. The most likely explanation is that the 
person responsible was a homesick Spaniard who’d 
once lived in Almaden, but rational explanations 
aren’t always correct explanations!

The road to the Tate River Township is extremely 
rough for cars, but is quite passable for trail bikes. It 
leaves the Almaden–Chillagoe road approximately 
eight kilometres out of Almaden and winds its way 
past Muldiva towards the Tate River.

Approximately ten kilometres before the Tate River 
Township, I crossed the Sandy Tate River. On its 
southern bank, slowly shovelling dirt into a bucket 
was an old tin scratcher who introduced himself as 
Roger. “Looking for the Tate Township, eh? You’re 
just a few miles off. Just head straight along the road 
here. It’s a rough track, but you’ll be okay on the 
bike. You know old Hoddie is away? You didn’t! Oh 
yes, he’s in Townsville having a cataract removed 
from he eye. The Young Fella is there though. He’s 
by himself and I think it’s the very fi rst time he’s 
ever been alone too. You’ll probably be the fi rst 
stranger he’s ever met without his old man being 

there. Just tell him who you are, and what you’re 
doing and you should fi nd him friendly. I just hope 
you can understand him and his funny way of 
talking.”

After taking a refreshing drink, I left Roger panning 
for tin on the Sandy Tate and headed for the Rocky 
Tate, which is where the township was situated. 
Hoddie’s home was offi cially called the ‘Tate River 
Store’ and was surrounded by a host of vehicles in 
various stages of decay. The building had only one 
level, and was made of corrugated iron nailed down 
over a wooden frame. 

The Young Fella wasn’t at home, so I walked around 
to the back of the store and found myself standing 
next to a goat pen, on the other side of which I saw 
the Young Fella. I just couldn’t believe my eyes. He 
had very bandy legs and was standing hunched over 
a wooden stick. He wore long shorts, a khaki shirt, 
a neck scarf and a brown hat just like those that the 
British offi cers used to wear in India. The thing, 
however, that struck me most about the Young Fella 
was not his clothes, or even his long, white beard, 
but his age: he must have been at least sixty! People 
must have called him ‘Young Fella’ all his life to 
distinguish him from his father and the name had 
stuck even though he was certainly no young fella 

Hoddie in his store
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when I met him. Young Hoddie, who reminded 
me of Rumplestiltskin, was very friendly and didn’t 
seem in the least nervous about meeting a stranger 
without his father being present. 

At fi rst it was diffi cult to understand him. He 
spoke at the speed of an auctioneer and found 
great diffi culty in pronouncing certain words. For 
example, he talked about two ‘bleep men’ (police 
men) buried in the cemetery, and referred to his 
‘nebew’ and people ‘klegging boggles’ from the old 
dumps. When he pointed out the cemetery to me, 
he asked me to look out for something. I thought he 
wanted me to keep an eye out for his father’s coat, 
but on the way to the graveyard it suddenly dawned 
on me that I was supposed to be looking for goats, 
rather than an item of clothing.

Only a few people were buried in the Tate River 
Township cemetery, and not all of those who were 
have a headstone, but some do including: Hugh 
McLachlan, who died on January 31st 1906 at the 
age of 74; L.D.A. Montgomery, a veteran of the 
Crimean War and Indian Mutiny, who died on 
November 11th 1908; Arthur E. Nash, whose life 
ended on September 27th 1921, when he was only 
21; Mary Anne Lee, who passed away on December 

11th 1899; and Ethel Violet Clifford, who did 
likewise on January 21st 1898. Ethel was only 
16 at the time. The Young Fella told me that two 
policemen were buried in the cemetery, but I could 
only fi nd mention of one – Constable P. Galvin who 
died, aged 42, on February 28th 1897. Hoddie later 
told me that the poor man drank himself to death. 
Perhaps he did, but as Hoddie could never have 
known him, he could be mistaken.

I later discovered that Hoddie’s daughter, Mary was 
also buried in the cemetery. She drowned in the Tate 
River when she was only 16. Apparently she hit her 
head on a rock and died before anybody could pull 
her from the water. Hoddie couldn’t afford a proper 
headstone so he and the Young Fella made one. 
It’s just a crude green and off-white concrete cross, 
but it fulfi lls its purpose as well as any of the more 
conventional headstones in the cemetery.

The presence of alluvial tin was fi rst noticed in 
the Tate River in 1879 by a party of prospectors 
led by John Williams. During the 1880s and early 
90s a small number of hardy tin scratchers worked 
in the area. Then, in 1893, the pace of economic 
development quickened considerably with the 
formation of a company called the Tate Alluvial Tin 
Mines. It controlled some 80 acres (32 hectares) of 
alluvial tin deposits. In June 1897, it was taken over 
by the Irvinebank Mining Company, so the Tate 
River became yet another outpost of John Moffat’s 
empire.

At fi rst the bags of alluvial tin were taken by pack 
teams to the Irvinebank Smelters, but later they 
were packed to the Chillagoe Railway Line, sent by 
rail to Boonmoo, and then transported by tramway 
to the smelters. The very pure alluvial tin was of 
great benefi t to the smelters’ operations as it helped 
to counteract the small amounts of bismuth and 
wolfram that were present in the lode tin.

The fi rst two decades of the 20th century were busy 
times on the Tate. No accurate census was ever 
taken, but the population must have reached at least 
fi ve hundred. In September 1973, however, there 
were only two people left, and half of them were 
away in Townsville having eye operations.

Four weeks after my fi rst visit to the Tate I was 
back again, this time with a family from Tumoulin. 
Fortunately for us, Hoddie had returned home 
from Townsville a few hours earlier after having had 

The Young Fella
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cataracts removed from both his eyes. He was very 
tired, but was delighted to see us all, particularly 
Mickey Atherton whom we had with us. He 
was obviously pleased too that we had brought a 
number of youngsters to meet him. He does have 
grandchildren of his own, but he doesn’t get to see 
them very often as the Tate River is so diffi cult to 
get to. We gave him the chance to enjoy a bit of 
young company for a few hours and he loved every 
minute of it. Meeting Hoddie and the Young Fella 
was quite an experience for the Chester children 
too. I am sure they won’t forget them in a hurry!

After Hoddie had spoken a few sentences I asked 
him, “Is that a Yorkshire accent I can detect 
Hoddie?”

“Bloody ‘ell no. Ah’m as mooch a native as ‘im over 
there,” he replied, pointing to Mickey Atherton.

“Oh, sorry, it sounds Yorkshire to me.”

“Ay, you’re right yoong fella. Ah’m from Bradford, 
Yorkshire.”

“Oh, yes, I know Bradford. Which part of 
Bradford?”

“Oop north of Bradford.”

“Near Shipley?”

“Ah, that’s it,” stammered Hoddie, nearly falling off 
his chair in surprise, “‘bout one an a half miles away. 
A village called Thackley. ‘Eard of it?”

I hadn’t, but it was a good way to begin a 
conversation, and knowing a bit about Hoddie’s 
boyhood home helped me to get to know him.

On October 28th then, I met Hoddie for the fi rst 
time, but I didn’t interview him, partly because I 
had no cassette recorder with me and partly because 
the poor man was exhausted. I was also still without 
a camera, and I just had to take some photographs 
of this incredible man and his photogenic son. In 
the following month I returned to the Tate yet again 
and on this occasion I did manage to take some 
reasonable photos, and Hoddie let me get down 
some of his reminiscences on tape.

As things turned out, my third visit to the Tate was 
something of an ordeal. For some obscure reason 
it had been pouring with rain in the Chillagoe-–
Almaden area in November 1973. Everybody knows 
that, apart from an occasional storm, November is 

always hot and dry in this part of the world, but 
this particular November was cloudy, miserable and 
wet. They told me in the pub in Almaden that it 
was the wettest November in seventy years, and they 
doubted whether I’d be able to get through to see 
Hoddie.

The road to the Tate, which is bad at the best of 
times, was absolutely terrible. There were boggy 
patches and washaways galore, and on three 
occasions I had to push my trail bike through 
fl ooded creeks. This might sound adventurous and 
enjoyable, but it didn’t seem so at the time. I was 
terrifi ed that the water would cause the engine to 
cut out and I didn’t relish the thought of a 20km 
walk back to Almaden. But I made it and Hoddie 
made me very welcome. He remembered me from 
the previous month and was only too delighted to 
sit down and talk to me. The Young Fella was there 
too but he let his father do all the talking. While I 
was interviewing Hoddie, Young Bill just sat in a 
corner looking suspiciously at us. This contrasted 
greatly with our fi rst meeting back in September. 
During his father’s absence the Young Fella had 
been full of life and had talked a great deal. Now he 
said nothing.

Lighting his pipe and stretching out in his deck 
chair, Hoddie began to tell me about his youth 
and early manhood. As he was in his mid-eighties 
when I interviewed him, some of the details in the 
ensuing paragraphs may be incorrect. The sequence 
of events might be muddled and people might 
appear in the wrong places, but the information 
he gave me, fl awed though it is, does help us to 
understand how it was that this extraordinary man 
came to end up in such a strange situation. 

W.H. Hodgson, known to all as ‘Hoddie’, was born 
in 1888 in Thackley, near Bradford in Yorkshire. 
He was very fond of his boyhood home and while I 
was at the Tate he talked a great deal about the local 
woollen mills, the Leeds–Liverpool Canal, Saltaire 
Park and Haworth, the picturesque little village that 
gave us Emily and Charlotte Brontë. The girls were 
profoundly affected by the wild, bleak, windswept 
moors that surround Haworth on all sides, and 
from the way he talked about them, it was obvious 
that the moors had cast a similar spell upon Hoddie. 
He also confessed to being a Brontë fan. Hoddie’s 
greatest love was reading and Jane Eyre was a 
particular favourite of his.
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Hoddie left England in 1909 and never returned. 
He sailed from Tilbury (near the mouth of the 
Thames) and the ship he came out on took him to 
Cairns, or rather just off it. He had to complete the 
last part of his journey in a small boat as the port 
was unable to cater for large ocean-going ships. 
His passage had been paid in part by the Mulgrave 
Mill and he began his life in Australia cutting 
sugar cane, but working hard from dawn to dusk, 
getting paid only 27/6d a week was just too much 
for him, so he quit. I’m not sure how he managed 
to do this. The Mulgrave Mill had helped him to 
migrate, so one would have assumed that he’d have 
been under some sort of contractual obligation to 
work for them for a minimum length of time, but 
quit he did, and went to work in the yard at the 
Hambledon Mill. This job only lasted a few weeks. 
So too did he next – ‘knapping’ stone for 3/9d a 
yard on the Cairns wharf.

Late in 1909 he’d had enough of the coast and 
decided to try his luck inland. He couldn’t afford 
to catch a train up to the Tablelands so he walked 
along the railway track instead. During the year that 
followed he went everywhere and did just about 
everything – or so it seems. He picked out weeds 
for a Chinese maize farmer who had a small plot 
of land just outside of Atherton; he chopped down 

trees in Boar’s Pocket (a small settlement just to the 
west of Gordonvale) for a man named McMahon; 
worked on the railway near Mt Surprise; and tried 
his luck as a miner, fi rst at Stannary Hills and later 
at the Two Jacks Mine at Koorboora. He couldn’t 
give me many details about these jobs, but he does 
remember sinking an axe into his foot on two 
occasions while working at Boar’s Pocket. He still 
has the scars to this day. Mercifully he didn’t insist 
on showing them to me!

In 1910 Hoddie arrived in Chillagoe and took 
a job at the smelters, but it lasted for less than a 
year because sometime in 1911 the smelters shut 
down. This was quite a blow for Hoddie as he was 
newly married. Fortunately, he managed to fi nd 
work almost immediately – at the Girofl a Mine 
in Mungana – then a few months later he shifted 
to Cardross. Hoddie remembers the journey to 
Cardross vividly. He travelled by coach, and much 
to his embarrassment, he had an attack of the runs 
(perhaps it was something he ate, maybe he drank 
some contaminated water, then again he could have 
picked up a bug – historians today are divided on 
the matter). Anyway, sitting opposite him in the 
coach were two very demure ladies. They didn’t 
have the same complaint and they showed him no 
sympathy whatsoever. Every time the coach stopped 

The Tate River store
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to allow him to relieve himself, the two ladies 
grumbled and ‘tut-tutted’ – or so Hoddie says.

When the First World War broke out Hoddie was 
working in the treatment plant at Wolfram Camp. 
He tried to enlist in the army but was rejected. The 
powers-that-be thought that he could contribute 
more to the war effort by helping to keep the 
British arms manufacturers supplied with wolfram 
than by providing a target for the products of the 
German arms manufacturers in the God-forsaken 
battlefi elds of Belgium and northern France. They 
made a wise decision. Two of Hoddie’s brothers 
were not so lucky. They were accepted. One was 
gassed at Salonica and must have died in agony. The 
other was hit by shrapnel at Hill Sixty in Belgium. 
Hopefully he died quickly.

Hoddie came to the Tate in 1915 and had lived 
there ever since. When he arrived the town’s 
population was well into the hundreds; today there 
are just memories. The town’s demise began soon 
after the end of the First World War. The price of 
tin dropped dramatically and people began to drift 
away. Hoddie stayed on and bought up many of the 
assets of the Irvinebank Mining Company, as well 
as a number of other properties in the town. He 
thought at the time he was making a series of wise 
investments. He believed that it would only be a 
matter of time before the price of tin rose and the 
Tate would boom as never before. But sadly Hoddie 
made a terrible miscalculation – the Tate never did 
‘come again’ and Hoddie’s life savings were wasted.

After our conversation had fi nished I left Hoddie 
and began taking photographs of the numerous 
places of historical interest in and around the 
township. It was my fi rst session with a camera since 
August. In the intervening months I’d been craving 
for a working camera in much the same way that 
a junkie desires drugs. I just felt sad that I hadn’t 
had a camera when I’d visited the Tate with the kids 
and Mickey Atherton the previous month. The 
photographs of the old buildings and graves would 
have looked so much better with colourful children 
crawling all over them.

As I was walking along the bed of the Tate River I 
heard a noise. I swung round quickly, expecting to 
see a snake rearing up to bite me, but there was no 
snake. The noise was coming from behind a great 
pile of pebbles. I went over to investigate and to 

my astonishment I saw the Young Fella standing 
in a narrow, man-made ditch called a race, digging 
into its bed with a sluice fork. He was practising a 
simple, yet highly effective method of extracting tin 
oxide from the alluvial gravel in which it occurs. In 
the 19th century it was used by tin and gold miners 
all over the world. I had assumed that it had died 
out completely in Australia, but the Young Fella had 
just proved me wrong. I didn’t mind in the slightest 
– in fact I was quite ecstatic – and proceeded to 
take a series of photos of the Young Fella in action. 
He was obviously proud of the attention – a little 
too proud at fi rst. He would insist on posing like 
a Roman gladiator every time I raised the camera, 
but later he relaxed and I got some quite good shots 
of him.

Throughout the dry season Hoddie and the Young 
Fella collect tin-bearing dirt from the Tate River 
and its tributaries. They take it down to the Tate 
in an old truck and dump it in the river bed, not 
far from its northern bank. The dirt is a mixture of 
pebbles and stones; sand and gravel; and cassiterite. 
The cassiterite has to be separated from the other 
material and that was exactly what the Young Fella 
was doing.

At the foot of the pile of dirt the old Yorkshireman 
and his son had constructed their race. Whenever 
the Tate is in fl ood some of its water fl ows into the 
race. The Young Fella, for it was he who now did 
most of the work, would then push some of the dirt 
into the race. The water carried it along and laid it 
on the bed of the race. It was at this stage that the 
Young Fella had to get to work with the sluice fork. 
He’d dig it into the bed of the race and toss the 
large stones onto the bank. At the same time he’d 
stir up the fi ner material (the sand and gravel) and 
the water would carry it away. The heavier tin oxide 
would stay more or less where it was.

When the wet season had fi nished and water no 
longer fl owed through the race, the material that 
was left behind still contained a large proportion of 
sand and gravel. Hoddie and the Young Fella would 
get rid of some of it by using a device known as a 
banjo and the rest by putting the mixture through 
a streaming box. The tin was then bagged and sent 
away by truck.

My third visit to the Tate had been very rewarding: 
I’d managed to get Hoddie down on tape; I’d taken 
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a number of photos that I knew would be of great 
interest to my students; and had seen something 
that I thought had died out in the previous century. 
It was as if I’d been transported back in time to the 
days when Queen Victoria had ruled over one third 
of humankind and John Moffat had been the king 
of North Queensland.

On my way back to Almaden I stopped briefl y to 
take some photos of North Queensland’s answer 
to the Great Wall of China. To the north of the 
Tate River Township is a water race that used to 
take water from a spring down to the Tate River 
some 10km away. If you drive down to the Tate 
you can see it as it snakes its way around the spurs 
of the hills. From a distance it looks like one of the 
dry stone walls that Hoddie would have known 
when he lived in northern England. It really is an 
engineering marvel and must have cost a fortune 
to build. It actually belonged to Hoddie for many 
years. He bought it when he was a young man. It 
didn’t cost him a lot, which is just as well because he 
never made any money out of it and nobody ever 
expressed an interest in buying it from him. 

In December 1973, just a month after saying 
goodbye to Hoddie and the Young Fella, I fl ew to 
London and just after Christmas went to see an old 
friend who was studying at Bradford University. 
When I told him about Hoddie he immediately 
suggested that we go to Thackley and take photos 
of some of Hoddie’s boyhood haunts. It was a lovely 
idea and I readily agreed. We spent a whole morning 
in the village and met a number of interesting 

people. I also managed to take some quite good 
photographs.

Before leaving Bradford I went along to the offi ce 
of the local paper, the Argus, and told one of the 
reporters that I had an interesting story for him. 
At fi rst he didn’t seem inclined to believe me, but 
as soon as he saw what I had to offer he quickly 
changed his mind. He promised that he’d write 
a story about Hoddie, and send Hoddie and me 
a copy of the edition in which it appeared. The 
reporter was as good as his word. The article about 
Hoddie appeared in the Bradford Argus on January 
15th 1974 and I received my copy a couple of days 
later, along with a warm thank you letter. Shortly 
afterwards, I received yet another Bradford Argus – 
this one dated 17th January 1974. At fi rst I thought 
that somebody must have made a mistake, but 
inside the paper was a follow up article about the 
Tate River Township’s only remaining inhabitants. 
It appeared under the headline Happy Surprise for 
the Ghost Town Man.

A colleague’s story the other day about a Thackley man 
now living in the outback of northern Queensland has 
produced a heart-warming sequel.

Mr W.H. Hodgson, now 85, arrived in Australia in 
1909. and now lives alone, apart from a son, in what 
is virtually a ghost town, miles from anywhere.

Our story told how he still remembered the village 
he left as a youth and how he hoped someone would 
remember his family and make contact.

Sure enough, within 24 hours of the story appearing, 
we had Mrs Gladys Allinson, of 23 Windhill Old 
Road, Thackley, on the phone. She is a niece of Mr 
Hodgson and, like the rest of the family, thought he 
had died.

“We were last in contact in 1940,” she told me, 
“I used to be a favourite of his. I was three when he 
went there but later I used to write him long letters.”

The war years severed contact between them but now, 
after nearly a quarter of a century, the link is to be 
re-established.

What is more, Mrs Allinson has relatives in Australia 
who may be able to contact Mr Hodgson, who makes 
a living from panning for tin in a river and serving 
the occasional customer at his ramshackle store, the 
only building left in what was once a thriving little 
community.

The Young Fella in a water race
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Makes a change from the crisis-laden news of today, 
doesn’t it?

It does indeed.

When I arrived back in Queensland I sent Hoddie 
copies of all the photos I’d taken in Thackley, and 
on Boxing Day 1974 I paid him a visit. We had a 
wonderful few hours together. To my surprise, he 
knew exactly where all the photos had been taken 
even though he’d left England 65 years earlier and 
had never been back. He seemed in good spirits 
and allowed me to take photographs of him in 
various parts of the store. I then mentioned that 
I’d like some photos of the Young Fella too. He 
called ‘The Lad’ over and asked me where I wanted 
him to stand. I pointed to the stove, but for some 
reason the Young Fella wasn’t all that keen on the 
idea. He started to protest, but Hoddie yelled at 
him almost as if he were a dog who’d made a mess 
on the carpet, and held up his hand ready to strike 
him. Fortunately he didn’t. Later in the day he 
again turned on the Young Fella and I must admit 
that I felt extremely embarrassed. I’d known for a 
long time that Hoddie treated young Bill as if he 
were a boy of ten and had always thought it rather 
amusing. For example, I’d always chuckle whenever 
I told my students how, on his infrequent visits to 
Almaden, Hoddie would always drop into the hotel 

for a drink, but leave the Young Fella sitting in the 
car because he was much too young to drink. But 
now I began to see things in a different light.

Back in the 1970s the Tate River Store was full of 
goods of all types: there were various well-known 
brands of food; there were thermos fl asks, brooms 
and lamps; and when I was there on Boxing Day 
there was a large cardboard box full of Christmas 
cards. Hoddie had paid a few pounds for them 
about 20 years earlier and I’d guess that he’d never 
sold any of them. Unfortunately I’d gone out to the 
Tate on a trail bike. If I’d come in a Land Rover I’d 
have bought the lot, partly to give Hoddie a few 
dollars which I suspect he needed, but more to grab 
a good bargain, for the cards were very attractive 
and of a quality rarely seen today.

Seeing those lovely cards made me feel really sad. 
Hoddie had obviously done his best to stock his 
store with everything that anybody could ever 
want, but it was situated in such a remote part 
of the world that he never had any customers. At 
the height of the tourist season (May–October) 
he might see one or two vehicles in a week, but 
invariably the people inside them had come up from 
the coast for the weekend with all the provisions 
they needed. They obviously weren’t going to buy 
a broom, a lamp, a shovel or even a thermos fl ask, 

Hoddie and the Young Fella
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although many of them did buy cans of warm soft 
drink from him.

In August 1980 I brought a busload of students 
from Bundaberg up to the North and showed 
them some of the wonderful places that I’d grown 
to love while I was teaching at Ravenshoe. While 
we were staying at Chillagoe I mentioned Hoddie 
and the Young Fella to the lady at the Smelters 
Caravan Park. To my surprise, she told me that 
they still lived at the Tate. A young miner overheard 
our conversation and offered to run me out to see 
Hoddie. I jumped at the chance. I asked the other 
three teachers to keep an eye on the kids while I was 
away, and then asked the miner if I could throw a 
few students into the back of his vehicle and take 
them with us, but he said no.

The lady was right. Hoddie was still alive. So too 
was the Young Fella. He was now at least 65 years 
old, but Hoddie still believed that he was too young 
to drink. I should have suggested to Hoddie that 
he might be able to risk giving him a shandy, but I 
never thought of it. I also completely forgot about 
the Christmas cards. I did, however, remember my 
camera so I took some more photos of the Tate 
River Township’s most famous inhabitants before 
returning to Chillagoe.

When I arrived back, one of my students – a 
charming young girl named Christine, asked me 
where I’d been. When I told her I thought that she 
was going to burst into tears. “Why didn’t you take 
me?” she asked. “I’d have loved to have met Hoddie 
and the Young Fella. They were the most interesting 
people that we ever learned about at school.” I tried 
to explain to her that the chap who’d taken me 
wouldn’t run the risk of letting anybody ride in the 
back of his vehicle, and I just couldn’t have had her 
sitting on my lap for a couple of hours – that would 
have been a most ticklish situation. Christine said 
that she understood, but the poor girl was terribly 
disappointed, and I don’t blame her. I know how 
I’d feel if I’d just narrowly missed out on meeting 
Queen Boudicca, Julius Caesar, Alexander the Great 
or Winston Churchill.

A couple of weeks later I received a letter from 
Hoddie. It was appallingly written, the spelling was 
atrocious and there were dirty fi ngerprints all over 
it. In other words it was just the sort of thing that I 
receive from my Year Nine students every week. As 
soon as I saw it a verse from the poem Clancy of the 
Overfl ow came to mind:

And an answer came directed in a writing 
unexpected

(And I think the same was written with a 
thumb-nail dipped in tar);

‘Twas his shearing mate who wrote it, and 
verbatim I will quote it:

“Clancy’s gone to Queensland droving and we 
don’t know where he are”.

Hoddie had written to thank me for the photos 
that I’d sent him and he also gave me an invitation 
to attend his birthday party – due to be held in 
eight years’ time. Unfortunately it didn’t take place. 
He left the Tate for good in November 1980 and 
went to live with his daughter, Cath Marlowe, in 
Townsville. She looked after him for over a year, 
but by March 1982 he needed constant attention 
so Cath wisely arranged for him to be admitted 
to the Good Shepherd Nursing Home and it was 
there – on October 14th of the same year – that he 
died. He was cremated a day later at the Toongarra 
Crematorium. In May of the following year one 
of his sons scattered his ashes over the place that 
meant more to him than any other on earth – not 
Thackley, his birthplace, but the grave of his lovely 
teenage daughter, Mary, in the Tate River cemetery.

Over the years I became very fond of the Tate River 
Township and both of the people who lived there. 
It gives me great pleasure, therefore, in ending this 
chapter on a happy note. The Young Fella is alive 
and well – or at least he was in June 1987 when I 
paid him a courtesy call. He now lives with one of 
his sisters in West End, Townsville, and has never 
been happier in his life.


