
Homespun philosophy
Deke put down the dog-eared copy of
Existentialist Sheriff he had been reading in
the bunkhouse and scratched his ear,
thoughtfully. “I guess in many senses we’re
responsible for creating the worlds we inhabit,
Rusty,” he said, patting his faithful cocker
spaniel. “But of course that doesn’t mean I
can’t plug Mannion full of lead.”

Déjeuner sur l’herbe
Coyote Magee always did his best to give the
hands home-cooking when they were out on
the trail. But they were still two weeks from
the railhead when Deke pronounced his Sole
en Chemise avec Escargots Farcis au Duc du
Gloucester, “a tragic disappointment.” “It
looked more like a blackened mess to me,”
Deke remarked, out of earshot of Coyote.

A confrontation
Deke and the cactus stared at each other for a
while. Then Deke spoke slowly in his broad
Texas drawl. “I guess this town is big enough
for both of us after all.” Mannion watched
from his vantage point at the back of the
livery stable, chuckling behind his hand.
Luckily, it was siesta time, and no one from
the No Hope Courier was there to witness the
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faux pas on the part of one of No Hope’s
leading citizens.

A gambler’s luck
It was Sunday in the Saloon. Deke didn’t like
the way the dealer was palming the cards.
“Eat lead,” he spat, as the slugs flew from his
twin Colt 45s. A short while later, two down,
doubled and vulnerable, he found he had more
on his plate than apologies.

A joke
Deke walked into the bunkhouse one morning
and wondered why the hands were laughing.
Then he saw that his six-shooters were no
longer sitting snugly in their holsters. In their
place, two of the lobsters from last evening’s
cookout were peeking pinkly over the rims of
the leather. Reaching inside his waistcoat, he
would have gunned down Kincaid with his
Derringer, if someone hadn’t replaced it with
a langoustine.

Home town
Deke hailed from Abilene, a town as “purty as
a hog’s arse covered in lard when you’ve been
a month in the mountains,” according to
‘Animal’ Jack Hackforth, who told everyone
how he had passed through there one spring.
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was of my father walking around our caravan
with his size 23 red shoes flapping and
slapping against the lino on the floor and my
mother affectionately squeezing his big red
comedy nose. Honk honk it would go and I
used to laugh so much I filled my nappy.

Memories come and go but my next
memory was of trips out in the summer. We’d
bundle into the car and we’d only ever get
five feet towards our destination before the
doors would fall off, the windscreen wipers
would swish swish swish, the hooter would
sound and grey smoke would explode from
the exhaust. This never failed to amuse my
father. He would slap his thigh in merriment
and rub his stomach in a fit of humours
convulsions, face paint streaking down his
face.

My father wasn’t a violent man but his
moods swung like a pendulum. You could tell
what mood he was in by just looking at his
face. If he was sad he always wore a big
black, down turned smile. When he was
happy his smile was bright red and looked
stretched all the way up his face, as if his
smile was metal and God sat on his favourite
cloud holding a massive magnet.

Other memories filtered back as I lay
trapped in the cylindrical cannon.

People always assumed that growing up
with clowns for parents must be a laugh a
minute but it’s not. It was tough. I recall I
always wanted a pet, a little dog or cat I could
stroke and teach to smoke fags and juggle
balls and join me on madcap adventures.

My tenth birthday. I was woken by a sound
coming from the dining area. It sounded like a
rubber man was being garrotted my a big-
handed maniac. My bedroom door opened to

the sound of my parent singing happy
birthday.

My dad held out a purple balloon dog.
“Happy Birthday, Son.” He then proceeded to
squirt me in the face with his comedy clown
flower that dangled from the lapel of his
clown jacket.

The water hid my tears.
An hour later I heard the balloon dog burst

under the weight of Dad’s size 23 shoes. He
was called Bernard. My dad made me a green
giraffe but it wasn’t the same. The giraffe
slowly deflated in the summer heat, neglected
and lonely in the corner of my room.

As I got older, my friends would come over
for tea. However, they never got to eat the
food as my father, the winner of the Clown
Pie Throwing Competition 1982–1989, would
lob pies at them with accuracy and force. My
friends would leave covered in pie and
bruises.

It was a lonely childhood.
It was all too much.
I ran a way to join a firm of city

accountants.
And so time travelled slowly on its gravel

path. The accountancy gig never worked out, I
drifted from big corporation to big city firm.
And failed at every turn. My only choice was
to return to the circus.

My father welcomed me back with a
handshake and I got an electric shock off his
comedy hand buzzer. Nothing had changed. I
didn’t think it ever would.

I became the Human Cannonball, which is
where this tale began.

Finally I was dislodged from the cannon.
The circus midget poured grease down the

barrel and formed a (very short) human chain
and yanked me to safety. The tumour grew
but after a skilful operation, performed by a
sword swallower and knife thrower, my brain
swelled no more and I was free to carry on my
life.

 I am now retired, addicted to valium and
morphine. 
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First, Mannion spun a dollar in the air at
which McLagan fired, pulling his weapon
smoothly from its holster and hitting the coin
twice. McLagan blew down the barrel of his
long-barrelled repeater, and smiled to himself,
just as two slugs from Deke’s Colt hit him in
the base of his skull. “Missed,” Deke said
phlegmatically, walking slowly from the
scene. There was more to survival around the
Circle-T than having a fancy waistcoat.

mayhem. It was no surprise to any of them
when he was found out back of the bunkhouse
in flagrante with a potato, after which
friendship, on any level, was always going to
be difficult.

On the trail
The nights were long and the company limited
on the trail. In high spirits, some of the
fellows pretended that one or other of the
steers was actually their girlfriend, but Coyote
couldn’t spare olive oil if his supply of
ciabatta was going to last to the railhead, so
romance under the stars was doomed before it
could blossom, at least for the resolute
heterosexuals.

Challenge
Challenged to a shooting contest by
Dangerous Crocodile McLagan, Deke was
wary, but finally agreed to the shoot-out.
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(“Probably with a posse on his tail,” Kincaid
commented).

Another year over
One cloudless night on the trail, Deke found
himself woken from his fitful slumbers by
Mannion, who thrust his hand over Deke’s
mouth to stop him from crying out.
“Redskins!” Mannion whispered, “They’ve
already scalped O’Halloran. Follow me.”
Deke slipped out from under his blanket and
followed noiselessly, keeping low with
Mannion as they scurried crabwise among the
low scrub. There was a small crevasse behind
the chuck wagon, into which Mannion
dropped into without a sound. Deke followed,
to be greeted by a chorus of “Happy Birthday
to You” from all the hands who were gathered
as a surprise. Deke was so taken aback, he
didn’t even have time to reach for his Colt,
and then someone thrust a bottle of red-eye
and a pornographic magazine into his hands.
“It’s a midnight feast, Deke,” said a very
much alive O’Halloran.

Wondrous place
On spring nights, the Circle-T could be a
wonderful place. Sometimes a cool breeze
would sweep down from the mesa, and drive
the clouds from below a moon so full and
rich, it looked like cheese. The men not
slumbering would look up in silent wonder
and on at least one occasion not even a fart
broke the stillness.

The joy of sects
A history of some of the early protestant
religious orders in colonial America somehow
found its way into the bunkhouse. It stressed a
propensity for random, institutionalised
violence, but it was given short shrift by the
bunkhouse critics of the Circle-T, who
doubted both its veracity and the intent of the
author, who was variously labelled everything
from papist to albigensian.

Rough humour
A short-lived occupant of the bunkhouse was
Dan Whelan, a cowpoke who had a penchant

for the leather breeches called ‘chaps’. This
gave some of the others an opportunity to
make jokes at his expense. They would hang
oddly-shaped root vegetables (some of which
did look very much like genitalia) around the
breeches where they hung at night, and then
stand back, chuckling behind their hands
when Dan went to put them on in the
morning. Three lives were lost during that
spring alone.

Art
Although the art fad didn’t last, several of the
hands tried their hand at daubing oil on
canvas, after an artist’s belongings had fallen
from the stage. Soon the bunkhouse was
chock full of canvases, with almost as many
different styles and techniques as there were
artists. Some of the men expressed qualified
approval of early impressionist
experimentation, although pointillism was a
technique unknown to them all. Deke soon
gave up the brush in favour of découpage,
with which he had some limited success. He
thereafter enjoyed a reputation among the
men for pushing back the frontiers of the
possible.

From a strange land
When Deke, in his cups at the bar of the
saloon one night, told Mannion about the
fabulous animal called the giraffe, Mannion,
who could sometimes be as sharp as a razor,
squawked, “The high-balls must be on him!”
which had the crowd round them guffawing
for some minutes. Deke didn’t get it though,
and the subsequent lengthy explanation
somehow robbed the moment of its
spontaneity.

Strange
Dick Byers never seemed to want to enjoy
himself. A grey and wrinkled veteran, with a
face scoured by time and experience, he was
never even present when the girls at the
saloon, to celebrate the return of the men after
the cattle-drive, did their special act, to which
the cowpokes would always respond by
drawing their rods and initiating general
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I used to be a Human Cannonball in a
travelling circus but a tumour in my head
carried on growing and one day I got wedged
in the barrel of the cannon. I was stuck and
my calls for help were just empty echoes that
no-one heard.

I was stuck in the barrel for two whole
weeks as we rumbled across the country to
our next show. I survived by licking the sweat
that dangled from my nose and ate whatever
insects happened to fly by. They tasted of
cordite.

It was a lonely two weeks, just the
blackness of the steel cannon for company.
Lonely thoughts kept my mind occupied. I felt
like Robinson Crusoe, only he was on an
island with a man slave to fetch and carry and
touch him. The time allowed me to re-trace
the footsteps that had got me here and work
out where it had all gone wrong.

I was born at an early age, much like
everyone else I suspect. However, unlike most
folk, I was born into a family of circus
entertainers. My first and earliest memory
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