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SYDNEY OR BUST 
 
I’d written me first book ‘101 Adventures that have got me Absolutely 
Nowhere’ volume one, and it had done really well, which surprised a lot of 
people - including me. 
So I followed it up with the aptly titled 101 Adventures… volume two. 
All up it had been yet another great experience writing down all me yarns 
but although I’d sold a fair few copies and I suppose you could say it was a 
success, financially I was once again on the bones of my arse. There are 
quite a lot of costs when it comes to printing and distributing your own 
books, and any profit I made was usually spent on the pursuit of happiness 
and a good time. I was living for the moment as usual without any real plan 
for the future. Nothing new.  
Basically I’d sold all me stock of books and had nothing to show for it. 
Life’s full of ups and downs and I’ve never really questioned anything that’s 
been thrown at me. I just try and stay positive and optimistic and never stop 
having a crack. It’s a shame I can’t handle my finances a bit better, but each 
day is a new day and with it brings new opportunities I always say. 
Somehow the ABC had got wind of my books and thought there was some 
potential there, and so they rang me up. The conversation went something 
like this… 
‘We really like your stories, but unfortunately they’re as rough as guts’, they 
reckoned.  
‘If you’re interested we’d like to publish your stories but with a bit of editing 
and a more professional approach’, they also reckoned.  
 
I couldn’t believe it, what an opportunity, I was thinkin.  
 
So I got straight to the point and asked them what this all equated to as far as 
the ‘hoot’ went.  
‘Well Mr O’Brien the ‘hoot’ as you so delicately put it would see you 
getting a five thousand dollar advance’, the voice on the other end of the line 
retorted.  
‘Five bloody what’! I replied with a fair bit of gusto. 
In my mind I was already starting to spend it. 
‘Excuse me Mr O’Brien’ replied the well-educated voice from an ABC 
office somewhere in Sydney. 
‘Yeah sounds great, what do we do now’? I asked.  
‘Well, we’ll do up the contract and get it out to you in about ten days, and 
then we’ll go from there’, the long distance voice echoed. 
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 We’ll go from there alright, just wait till I get my hands on that five 
thousand, we’ll go from there alright! 
It looked like a timely bit of luck had come my way maybe even a potential 
Major Success, so I celebrated by putting a Slim Dusty cassette in the player 
and pumped down a six-pack. It was all good, the ABC was taking me 
seriously and when they said me stories were as rough as guts I somehow 
took that as a compliment. I swelled with pride as I started on me second six 
pack, and as Slim Dusty’s country rhythms pounded and the Victoria Bitter 
flowed freely through my veins, I got one of the greatest ideas I’d ever 
conjured up in my whole life.  
Why wait for the contract to be sent to Darwin?  
I’d fly down to Sydney and meet them face to face, then sign the deal and 
get me wad of cash, and then hit Sydney with it.  
It all made perfectly good business sense.  
I’d never been to Sydney, I’d never seen the Opera House or the Harbour 
Bridge, this was a golden opportunity for the trip of a lifetime! 
 
One week later… 
 
The Qantas jet bucked and shook as we hit some turbulence rising up from 
the Blue Mountains, then all was calm again as we sailed through the clouds 
blanketing the outer suburbs of Sydney. Out across the blue sparkling ocean, 
then a big right-hander and in we went -‘cabin crew prepare for landing’. 
Everyone clawing at their armrests with anxiety, but still trying to make out 
they’re not scared of flying. Then touchdown, we made it – ‘cabin crew 
disarm doors’ went the deep voice over the loud speaker. 
We can all stop shitting bricks now I’m thinkin. Not being one for flying, 
but it beats driving; it probably would have taken me eighteen months to 
drive from Darwin to Sydney the way I travel.  
 
Besides, I had money to spend and there was no time to waste. 
 
So in the footsteps of Captain James Cook back in seventeen seventy 
something, I stepped out of the departure lounge, curious to see what 
promises this new land would bring.  
Firstly I couldn’t believe the size of the airport, a bloke needed a cut lunch 
and a water bag just to find his way out. But not only that, someone had built 
a railway station underneath it!  
Down I went riding an escalator that seemed to be going way too fast. 
Sydney had the fastest escalators I’d ever ridden; everyone’s hair was flying 
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back in the breeze as we sped down heading for the underground railway 
station. I’m thinkin, what happens when you get to the bottom?  
I was all set to just throw me suitcase and go into a commando roll.  
Then I saw the bloke in front of me sort of crow hop. He looked like he was 
a veteran of quite a few escalator trips, so I followed his style and just tried 
to crow hop off as well, and went arse up.  
No one stopped - they just walked over me.  
In Darwin if you fell over like that someone would probably lie down next 
to you roll a smoke and have a yarn.  
But Sydney was an up-tempo city, and it was all go and obviously only the 
strong survived. 
How embarrassing I was thinking, as I trotted off trying to keep up with the 
crowd. Then we all jammed ourselves onto a train heading for ‘Circular 
Quay’. The train roared off like a shower of shit and it only took maybe 
fifteen minutes and there we were at Circular Quay, right in the middle of 
Sydney.  
 
It really was a sight; the harbour with its ferries coming and going with their 
trails of foamy white-water, the Opera House was right there, and the 
Harbour Bridge dominated the panorama impressively.  
For modern day Australia this was the ‘Dreaming place’, this is where it all 
started. I never thought that being in the middle of a huge city could move 
me so much, but I suppose I’d grown up with icons like the Opera House 
and the Bridge, and now finally I was seeing them in real life, and it 
definitely set me back in me tracks a bit. 
So there I was just absorbing the whole emotional moment, not quite 
sobbing but to the Sydney mob racing around it probably looked like I was 
having a ‘breakdown’ or a ‘stroke’ or something, but anyway it wasn’t 
enough to make anyone stop. Once again in Darwin someone probably 
would have rushed up and invited you to a barbeque at their place.  
But this was Sydney, there was no time for sensitive emotional moments, 
there was no time to look for a friend, there were contracts to sign and a 
cheque to smash. 
It was time for a man to walk tall. 
Only problem was that it was a Sunday and I couldn’t do the business till 
Monday. Probably time to settle down a bit and drop the suitcase off, and go 
do some sight seeing, I was thinkin.  
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I boarded what appeared to be a normal looking taxi, but two minutes into 
the trip I realised this was the taxi from hell. He cut off busses, he cut off 
cars, and you name it, he cut it off. I wondered if they were all like this?  
This guy was rogue, and he was at war with every living thing that used the 
road. He was scaring the shit out of me as he reefed the wheel from left to 
right, weaving in and out of the busy traffic. Even when he pulled up to let 
me out he stopped in a bus stop… with a bus fair up his arse. 
The people that got off the bus gave him the fingers, and it was all pretty 
heated, but it didn’t seem to worry him, he just sped off. 
Next time I think I’ll just use the foot falcon and walk I told myself, as I 
booked into my accommodation. 
The Backpackers I was staying at would have been great if you were into 
early architecture, and I wondered how many convicts died putting this one 
together. Anyway it was cheap and I didn’t have a lot of money on me, but 
that would change as soon as I signed the big contract with the ABC.  
 
There was no doubt in my mind the whole deal with the ABC would just be 
a smooth transition. That is, the $5000 would slide smoothly from their hand 
into mine, then smoothly into my pocket. 
Then it was gunna be ‘Oh...Baby Baby’ 
Like I said - a smooth transition. 
 
I decided to hit the streets in search of something to eat and calm down a bit, 
there were so many good times up ahead it wasn’t funny. The excitement of 
being in Sydney, and just the thought of having five thousand big ones 
exploding out of my pocket was giving me a big appetite.  
I noticed as I was walking around there were a lot of Chinese people, 
virtually everyone and every shop owner was Chinese, which got me 
wondering. 
Then I was intercepted by a great aroma wafting out of one little place, so I 
headed in and was greeted by this Chinese woman, and I said ‘I’m just 
lookin for a feed’, she stared at me for a while, smiled, and said ‘we no sell 
C.D’s’. 
I think I was her first contact with European people.  
So I pointed to a picture of a duck up on the wall and she got the message.  
I tell you what she couldn’t speak much English, but she could cook a mean 
duck. 
Duck must have been popular because they were hanging everywhere, all 
the little shops had them dangling all over the joint.  
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Sydney had a real Beijing feel about it I thought to myself as I demolished 
the duck. 
Must be a sister city…then I saw the welcome to Chinatown sign. 
It was the Chinatown area of the city. 
Oh well…that cleared things up a bit. 
 
The afternoon went by as I walked around and it was so interesting being in 
a different environment, and as I strolled through the streets of Sydney it 
was absolutely fascinating. Old buildings dating back, next to modern office 
blocks rising up, beautiful harbour views, and well dressed people moving 
briskly in and out the place.  
The ‘Monorail’ roared overhead and I’m thinkin ‘when did they invent 
that’? 
I felt like a little kid walking around wide-eyed and naive.  
After a while I ended up down at the Circular Quay area again and so I 
wandered innocently into a bar at a place they call ‘The Rocks’. This Irish 
band was really pumping out some old fashioned Irish music, which inspired 
me to have a few quiet ones. 
Last thing I remember was falling passionately in love with the girl playing 
the fiddle, but it was no good because by the time she noticed me staring and 
came over for a yarn, I was that drunk I couldn’t speak. I woke up back at 
the Backpackers in Chinatown next day with no idea how I got there, who 
knows, maybe a blind bloke lent me his guide dog?  
I was that crook there was no way I could face the ABC, so I rang them and 
postponed the meeting till the next day. I told them I had Gastro. 
 
I didn’t fire at all till well after lunch and I was pretty crook, but I thought 
I’d go out for a bit more of a look around. I felt shithouse because I blew the 
meeting, but I was in no state to talk turkey that’s for sure, anyway the five 
big ones wouldn’t be goin anywhere.  
Not game to go near the Rocks area again, so this time I caught a bus out to 
a groovy looking suburb called Balmain. I had an old mate out there Geoff 
Morrison who ran his own graphic arts business called ‘Bodgie Graphics’ 
but there was nothing bodgie about Geoff’s graphics. He was a gun, and had 
been a great help in pulling my first two books together ready for the printer, 
and with out his assistance I don’t think it would have happened. 
After a good catch up with Geoff at his rustic little Balmain cottage, I 
thought I’d have a wander. 
Balmain was a happening little spot with great views of the harbour and 
heaps of cool little shops. So I thought I’d take the opportunity to buy a pair 
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of new jeans for the big upcoming meeting. It was extravagant, but I’d soon 
be cashed up, thanks to the ABC.  
Walking into this menswear place this bloke minces up to me with this tape 
measure draped around his neck.  
I couldn’t work out if he was metro, hetro, or retro. 
‘Mmmmm… can I help you’ he asks, and then puts one end of the tape 
measure into his mouth and started sucking it suggestively.  
I asked him if he had any cheap jeans?  
‘We sure have, our prices start from two hundred and twenty dollars’, he 
reckoned, very excitably in a high pitched squeal. 
Where I come from you can buy a car for that I told him, and then I asked 
him where the nearest K-Mart was. His face dropped, and in a much deeper 
voice he said. ‘Try Bondi Junction’. 
A few bus trips later I found Bondi Junction and went into this gigantic 
shopping complex and then up an escalator, leapt off, and run fair into 
another really good old mate, Ray Drummond from Darwin. Ray had moved 
to Sydney a few years ago with this Air Hostess he’d tied up with. Well 
hows that! In a city of millions of people.  
We both agreed this chance meeting had made us both a bit thirsty.  
 
Next day I was even more crook than the day before,  
 
I’d forgot Ray could push through liquid like a Pilot Whale, and the session 
went way into the night. 
I rang the ABC and asked them if I could postpone the meeting to the next 
day. Couldn’t shake the Gastro I told them. I felt like shit on a stick till well 
into the arvo, and just managed to walk out into Chinatown and eat a duck. 
Then I slowly picked up a bit. 
That night I laid low, I had no choice anyway, I was nearly broke, and so I 
just tried to focus on my meeting with the ABC. 
A lot of writers would give their left ball for a publishing deal with the ABC, 
and I was just realising what an opportunity it was. No need to worry about 
the contract though I’m thinking, because the ABC are totally Australian and 
they are there to promote Australians, so no way were they going to shaft an 
Aussie with a dodgy contract. They were solid as a rock so it basically was 
just a formality, go in sign up… and collect the cabbage. 
 
Next morning I was up and at em pretty early.  
After a coffee and a duck in Chinatown I located the big ABC building spot 
on time for the meeting.  
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The building was a real rabbit warren; there were studios and offices 
everywhere. I headed for the enquiry counter. The bloke at the counter was 
that posh he sounded like he was trying to talk with a mouth full of ball 
bearings, and I could just picture him tipping Chardonnay on his corn flakes 
for breakfast. After a bit of a Ho and a Hum the old boy sent me in the right 
direction, and all the excitement was now coming to a crescendo. 
 
This was it! Contract time. 
Sign up, and collect… oh yeah. 
Five thou’  
Hubba! Hubba! 
 
The office door slowly squeaked open, and I was welcomed in by a friendly 
sophisticated lady in her early thirties. She was quite charming as we sat 
opposite each other and discussed the Northern Territory and my writing, 
and how happy she was that we were entering into this literary collaboration. 
It was all very pleasant, then she produced the contract and I had a quick 
scan and as I thought, it all looked pretty straightforward. Well the bit I read 
anyway. Then I signed. 
Patiently I waited a minute wondering if she was gunna hand over a $5,000 
cheque, or just a wad of straight cash. I looked at her, then she looked at me, 
and then I stared back at her and she looked at me, and she says ‘Is 
everything alright’?. 
I think I must have looked like one of those dogs that hang around the 
kitchen table when you’re having a feed, and it just looks up all doe eyed 
and hopeful it might get something. 
 
I stared back at her anxious, waiting, and my mouth getting dry.  
 
‘Have you got a question Mr O’Brien’? 
I spat out a mumbled version of the word ‘add add va va va vance’. 
‘Oh the advance’ she reckoned, ‘That should be processed in about three or 
four or maybe five or six weeks, and then you’ll get half, and the other half 
after the editing process is completed, some time down the track’. 
 
I found that I gulped that hard on hearing the news that me Adams Apple felt 
like it was gunna fire out me arse like a cannon ball. 
But…but, but there were no buts.  
I’d got it wrong, you don’t get it all in one go, and it takes a while to come 
through, and I was broke. I should have asked more questions when we 
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talked on the phone in Darwin, but I didn’t because the moment I heard the 
words five thousand, I started living in a fantasy world.   
I told her my plight, but this was the deal.  
She was nice about it, but the ABC cogs turn slowly she said, and this is the 
process, and that was that.  
We shook hands then it was back to Chinatown. 
I felt a little depressed so I ate another duck. 
Bloody bureaucracy I’m thinkin, surely she could have just given me the 
money out of her own savings. 
It was Sydney or bust all right… and I’d just busted. 
Me plans were well and truly thrown to the shithouse. 
The froff had just gone off the cappuccino. 
What now? 
I couldn’t afford to swan around Chinatown anymore eating ducks, that’s for 
sure. I didn’t even have enough money to fly back to Darwin. What did they 
expect me to do now, piss in the gutter and swim home?  
The shine was slowly coming off this Major Success, but no need to panic, 
no need to be reactionary, but I should have bit her for a few hundred till 
payday. 
 
Next morning I got up and booked a ticket on the Greyhound bus to 
Adelaide, this move being all the budget could support. I was gunna rock up 
at me mum’s place, flat broke as usual, and just try and scrounge me way 
back to Darwin from there. 
Oh well, I hoped to get back to Sydney another time, it had been really 
interesting, but I felt I just scratched the surface, there was so much more to 
see and do. But like the old saying goes, ‘No Mun No Fun’.  
 
My bus wasn’t due to pull out till two in the arvo so I decided to chuck 
another lap of the city in the foot falcon and kill a bit of time, and see a few 
more sights.  
I was moping along up this lane and out of nowhere I hear ‘Eh Phil’ ‘Phil’, 
so I turned around and I’ll be stuffed, its this bloke and his missus that I met 
a few years ago back up in the Northern Territory. They’d gone and turned 
an old church into a real ‘with it’ café and had a good little business going. 
 
I couldn’t believe it, such a big city and I keep running into people I know. 
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‘Come in we’ll shout you breakfast’ they reckoned, ‘and meet our friend 
Sigrid’. I looked at Sigrid and I couldn’t believe it, their friend Sigrid was 
none other than famous Australian actress Sigrid Thornton.  
She smiled warmly and held her hand out, and as our eyes met we shook 
gently. At that precise moment I felt like there was no one else around. No 
one else mattered. The Sydney streets were empty and void of all life. 
Time stood still. 
Sydney could have burnt down, blown up, and sunk, for all I cared. 
Sigrid asked me to sit down and she didn’t have to ask twice. I just threw 
myself down like a bloke at a party playing musical chairs, and this was the 
last chair.  
This lady was a class act and quite beautiful, with lively eyes that reflected a 
caring inner beauty as well.  
She was really interested in my little expedition to Sydney, and we chatted 
away and she had plenty of good yarns herself from her life in show 
business. We swore, we laughed and we yarned away like old mates; well 
anyway, that’s how she made me feel. It was just nice being around her. 
Time was flying by. 
It was now pushing midday and I knew I really should make a move if I was 
gunna make the Greyhound bus. But I was hypnotised by Sigrid’s charm. 
One o’clock came and went, and I couldn’t even remember if I’d eaten the 
bacon and eggs or not. Things were getting critical, if I was to make the bus. 
Two o’clock came, time to get my priorities straight. 
 
What bus? 
Did someone mention a bus? 
 
Sigrid smiled and chatted away, very genuine, very Aussie, and very 
charming. The hours just slipped away as we sipped coffee and shared a 
beautiful arvo, and I wouldn’t have missed it for all the ducks in Chinatown. 
It culminated with her asking me if I’d like to go see this play she was in 
later that night, and she said there’d be a free ticket waiting there for me. 
She was a gem all right, and the dream afternoon finally came to an end, and 
she had to take off and get prepared.  
Soon after the beautiful Sigrid left I floated back down to earth and also to 
reality and in a panic I raced to a phone box and got onto the Greyhound bus 
mob. I knew I had to do some smooth talking because my ticket was a non-
refundable one, which meant if you blow it, stiff cheddar, you lose your 
money and no way could I afford that, and as much as I enjoyed Sydney, I 
didn’t want to end up living on the streets there. 
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‘I had Gastro that bad I would have blown the bowl straight out the side of 
the bus’, I told the Greyhound lady. 
‘Thankyou for that Mr O’Brien’, she said very sympathetically.  
 
The old Gastro’s a pretty handy one to use in these situations because it 
conjures up some really disturbing images. I’ve found it pretty foolproof.  
 
‘Do you think you can make it tomorrow afternoon?’ she politely asked me. 
‘Should be right I groaned’ as if I was in a bit of pain. 
Anyway that was a minor success in all its minor successful glory, so with 
me bus trip all squared away I headed back to my digs in Chinatown to book 
in for one more night. Then, with me last few bucks I bought a loaf of bread 
and a block of cheese for the bus trip to Adelaide.  
I was now pretty well penniless but it didn’t seem to worry me as I headed 
across town in search of the theatre Sigrid was performing in.  
I couldn’t remember actually ever being to many big plays before so I was 
pretty keen as I strode it out along the sidewalk.  
I wondered what sort of play she was in. 
Maybe some stuffy old bullshit like ‘Macbeth’ or something, but who cares, 
she’s in it and I’m going for free. 
After a fairly lengthy walk I finally zero-ed in on the theatre.  
It was all pretty lavish with most of the people milling around dressed up to 
the nines.  
I turned a few heads as I marched in through the foyer and up to the ticket 
desk. I’m sure everyone thought I was in there just to try and bludge a 
cigarette. 
‘Are you right’ the bloke in the penguin suite behind the counter asked me. 
‘Sigrid Thornton left me a ticket’, I politely told him. 
His head snapped around and his eyes nearly popped out of their sockets as 
he looked me up and down, and so I followed up with a ‘Fair Dinkum’. 
Sure enough, there it was, a free ticket. 
 
I don’t know who was more surprised… him or me. 
 
It wasn’t just your average free ticket either, it was front and centre, 
probably the best seat in the house. So off I went giving it a bit of the old 
swagger as I located my spot. 
Reclining back in the plush seat with the scent of expensive perfume and 
freshly dry-cleaned suits filling the air, I just couldn’t believe it.  
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This was culture at its best.  
The lights dimmed and out she came. 
Sigrid Thornton - me mate.  
What was she gunna say? What was this thing gunna be about? 
Shakespeare maybe? Opera? I had no idea. 
Maybe she was gunna break out singing ‘Old Man River’.  
Hopefully it’s not too boring. 
I moved on to the edge of my softly padded chair.  
She said a few sentences with grace and style, walked up and down the stage 
a bit, and then took all her clothes off.  
Now, I’m not sure about the rest of the theatre, but I know me and about six 
blokes on my row needed CPR. 
There was nothing old fashioned about this play. 
 
I had no idea I was gunna get to see so much of her in one day. 
 
Sigrid smouldered and sizzled her way through a brilliant performance,  
She really is one of Australia’s premier actresses. 
The play was called the ‘Blue Room’ and it was basically about infidelity, 
which called for quite a lot of steamy scenarios. 
There also was a bloke in the play as well, but I never took much notice of 
him  
  
It was a wonderful night and as I hoofed it back to Chinatown me top lip 
was still curled back just thinking about it. 
I never saw Sigrid again, but why would I, we live in two completely 
different worlds, but I’ll never forget what a down to earth pleasant person 
she was, and maybe a little sexy as well, but not only that, she actually had 
the decency to invite me to a play where she gets naked in.  
I mean that really is ‘true blue’ in my books. 
 
Next day as I boarded the Greyhound bus with me ten cheese sandwiches, I 
had a quick reflection on the time in Sydney. I’d come expecting the big wad 
from the ABC and I suppose the Major Success got watered down a bit, but 
it just goes to show you money isn’t the only thing that brings happiness. 
Every day is a new day and with it brings a whole heap of new 
opportunities, and just maybe a Minor Success or two.  
Sigrid sure proved that,  
The funny thing is…on that trip to Adelaide I did feel like I had a bit of a 
crook guts coming on, maybe even some real genuine Gastro.  
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But once again I was blessed with yet another Minor Success, because 
a few cheese sandwiches soon bunged that problem up. 


