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Midnite 2

Chapter 1

Captain Midnite’s Gang

Once upon a time,in Western Australia a hundred years
ago, a young man lived with his father in a cottage in a for-
est. The young man was called Midnite. At least, that is
what 1 am going to call him, because that is\what he called
himself, later on, when he was famous. [ am no\t\lgoing to put
his real name into a book, because there are some people in
Australia who might not like it.

The cottage was very small, with a roof made of bark
and a verandah all around it. It stood on the slope of a val-
ley, in the middle of an orchard, which was all pink-and-
white with fruit blossom in the spring, and all shiny green-
and-gold with orange and lemon trees summer and winter.
At the bottom of the valley was a pretty creek, running
through bracken and wild palms. Except for the orchard,and
the paddocks where the horse and cow lived, there was noth-
ing around Midnite’s house except tall forest.

Midnite’s mother had died when he was quite young,

and he and his father lived all alone. His father had once
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Midnite A

been a sea-captain, and had brought home lots of shells and
coral and carved boxes and little elephants and that sort of
thing, as well as a very wise and handsome Siamese cat
called Khat. Khat had blue eyes and mostly cream-coloured
fur, with a coffee-coloured tail, and a coffee-coloured mask
on his face, a bit like a bank-robber.

Besides Khat, there were four other animals living with
Midnite and his father. There was a rather silly cow called
Dora, who was not nearly so young as she thought she was.
There was a very tall and noble-minded horse called Red
Ned, with a strawberry-coloured body and a pale mane and
tail. There was a cockatoo called Major, because he was a
Major Mitchell cockatoo, which is hard to describe to anyone
who has not seen a Major Mitchell cockatoo, but if you have
seen what the clouds look like when the sun is coming up,
then you can imagine the colour of Major’s best feathers.
Last of all, there was a young sheepdog called Gyp, who was
always laughing and frowning at the same time, because he
was never sure whether he was doing the right thing.

One day Midnite’s father became ill, and soon after-
wards he died. It is sad to have to begin a story like this, but
that is what happened and this is a true book. So Midnite
was left alone in the world with his five animals.

This made him very sorry and lonely, and for a long
time he did nothing except sit on the verandah all day, whit-
tling sticks with his pocket-knife and thinking sad thoughts.
Sometimes a tear ran down his cheek, and when the young

sheepdog, Gyp, saw this, he cried out loud. Day after day
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Midnite 6

Midnite sat there, whittling sticks and forgetting to cook his
dinner.

One day a voice said to him: “Don’t you think it is
dinner-time?”

“I'm not hungry,” said Midnite.

“Aren’t you?” said the voice. “l am.” _

Midnite went on whittling as if he had not heard, but
after a while he began to wonder who it was who had spoken
to him, for he was sure that he had never known anyone
with a Siamese accent. He looked round at Khat, who was
sitting beside him.

“Did you speak to me?” Midnite asked.

“I did,” said Khat.

“I didn’t know you could talk, ”said Midnite. “You have
never talked before.”

“There was nothing to talk about,”said Khat,yawning.

“How peculiar,” said Midnite; and he went on whit-
tling, frowning with thought.

This is the place to tell you some things about Midnite
that make him different from most heroes in books. One of
these things you may have guessed already. It is that Mid-
nite was not very clever. In fact, he was rather stupid,
though even Khat forgave him this, because he was so good-
natured. Anacther thing is that he was not very handsome,
not nearly so handsome as Khat or Major or Red Ned, and
he always needed a haircut. But he had nice blue eyes, white
teeth, and a brown smiling face. It is hard to decide whether

tocall him a young man or a boy, and he was not sure him-
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Midnite 8

self which he was, but he thought that he was probably a
young man. He was seventeen, and had begun to use his
father’s razor, though to tell the truth he had hardly any
whiskers to shave off with it,and Khat used to laugh at him
when he pretended. Khat was a rather superior person, and
had splendid whiskers.

Well,, Midnite went on whittling and thinking , and Khat
went on looking at him. After a while, Khat said: “You are"
sad.”

“Yes. ”said Midnite. “I am sad because I have no father
and no money and nothing in the world except this house
and this orchard. ”

“And me,” said Khat.

“And you, of course,” said Midnite.

“Let us have dinner,” said Khat, “and then we will ralk
about money.”

So Midnite went into the kitchen and cooked the din-
ner, and they ate it on the verandah, so that Gyp and Major
and Red Ned and Dora could listen to the conversation.

“Now,” said Khat, when he had finished his dinner and
was enjoying a saucer of tea, “What are your plans?”

“] have no plans,” said Midnite, looking sad.

“If T were you,”said Khat, “I should be a bushranger. ”

“Would you, really?” said Midnite.

“1 should call myseli Captain Midnight,” said Khat,
“which is a fine name for a bushranger, but I should spell it
M-I-D-N-I-T-E.”

“Why?” asked Midnite.
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Midnite

“Because that is more fierce and romantic, said Khat.
There is nothing romantic about good spelling. ”

“Well,” said Midnite, “that is an interesting plan, but
what does a bushranger do?”

“He bushranges horses and cattle and sheep,” said
Khat, “and he holds up pecple’s coaches and takes their
money and their watches. Or their lives,” Khat added, “but
money and watches are more usual. ”

“If 1 bushrange horses and cattle and sheep, ” said Mid-
nite, “where am I to put them? People would come looking
for them.”

“You must have a Secret Hideout,"” said Khat, “and I
know the very place.”

“Oh,” said Midnite, “do you mean the Hidden Valley?”

“Of course,” said Khat. “Nobody knows how to find it
except us. ”

“That is a very interesting plan,” said Midnite, looking
much happier. “When shall we start being bushrangers?”

“Why not tomorrow?” said Khat. “We can take all the
pots and pans and things that we need ,and we can live in the
caves of the Hidden Valley quite comfortably. ”

“Khat,” said Midnite, “you are a very wise and hand-
some cat, and you can sleep in my bed for ever after, so long
as you don’t wash your face all night. ”

“Thank you,” said Khat. “That is exactly what I was
going to do.”

The next day Midnite saddled Red Ned, and tied the
pots and pans and food and blankets to the saddle, and they
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Midnite 12

all set off for the Hidden Valley. Dora went first. and she
was even sillier than usual, jumping around and running off
into the bush and hiding, so that everyone got quite annoyed
with her, and Gyp nipped her heels, and Major, who had a
very bad temper sometimes, flew down and nipped her ear.
In this fashion, chasing and scolding Dora all the way, they
arrived at the Hidden Valley.

The Valley was like a great big paddock ;and was a very
secret place indeed. The steep rocky hills closed it in on
three sides,and on the fourth side was a river, with red cliffs
on the far bank of it. They were not cliffs of rock, but cliffs
of red earth,and they looked very pretty when the sun shone
on them. The only way into the Valley was through a gap in
the hills so narrow that it only needed a gate across it to
shut in the Valley completely and make it like a fenced field.
In the side of the hills were big caves with rather clever
paintings on the walls, made by the black peopte long ago.
When Midnite had come to the biggest and most comfortable
of these caves, Khat said: “Let us stop here, and make this
cave our Hideout.”

“Very well,” said Midnite. And before long they had
turned the cave into quite a nice sort of house,

“Now,” said Khat, “you must make a gate across the
track into the Hidden Valley. so that when we have
bushranged our horses and cattle and sheep they will not be
able to get out again. ”

All day Midnite laboured, building the gate, and when

the sun was setting and the grass was glowing very green
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