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Introduction

The essays I like best are those which swerve across the midpoint of the author’s argument like a drunken driver over broken white lines, climb their ideas like a fakir up a magic rope, roll delirious inside their own thought’s pitch and yaw. You know what I mean. Think of Thomas de Quincey on the gentle art of murder:


If once a man indulges himself in murder, very soon he comes to think little of robbing; and from robbing he comes next to drinking and Sabbath-breaking, and from that to incivility and procrastination. Once begun upon this downward path, you never know where you are to stop. Many a man has dated his ruin from some murder or other that perhaps he thought little of at the time.



Or the German-Jewish critic Walter Benjamin on storytelling:


This process of assimilation, which takes place in depth, requires a state of relaxation that is becoming rarer and rarer. If sleep is the apogee of physical relaxation, boredom is the apogee of mental relaxation. Boredom is the dream bird that hatches the egg of experience. A rustling in the leaves drives him away. His nesting places – the activities that are intimately associated with boredom – are already extinct in the cities and are declining in the country as well. With this the gift for listening is lost and the community of listeners disappears. For storytelling is always the art of repeated stories, and this art is lost when the stories are no longer retained.



Or Annie Dillard, writing of the perceptions of those whose sight has been restored:


When her doctor took her bandages off and led her into the garden, the girl who was no longer blind saw ‘the tree with the lights in it.’ It was for this tree I searched through the peach orchards of summer, in the forests of fall and down winter and spring for years. Then one day I was walking along Tinker creek and thinking of nothing at all and I saw the tree with the lights in it. I saw the backyard cedar where the mourning doves roost charged and transfigured, each cell buzzing with flame. I stood on the grass with the lights in it, grass that was wholly fire, utterly focused and utterly dreamed. It was less like seeing than like being for the first time seen, knocked breathless by a powerful glance. The flood of fire abated, but I’m still spending the power. Gradually the lights went out in the cedar, the colors died, the cells un-flamed and disappeared. I was still ringing. I had been my whole life a bell and never knew it until at that moment I was lifted and struck. I have since only very rarely seen the tree with the lights in it. The vision comes and goes, mostly goes, but I live for it, for the moment the mountains open and a new light roars in spate through the crack, and the mountains slam.



If you felt the final syllable of Dillard’s concluding sentence like a physical blow; if you returned immediately to the beginning of the passage to read again and ask, full of wonder, ‘How did she do that?’ then you really do know what I mean. You may even enjoy the anthology in your hands, assembled as it was from essays published in Australia over the past twelve months that had me asking, full of wonder, ‘How did she do that?’

Likely the situation is more mundane. You’re standing in a bookshop (I’m indulging an antediluvian fantasy of the book as physical object – you’re probably hovering over the one-click-buy button on Amazon.com), wondering whether to get this book as a Christmas gift for an uncle you know is a reader but whose age/politics/dress sense render the contours of his interior life opaque to you, hence the gentle dodge of an anthology.

Get him a copy, of course; cover the bases. But also one for yourself.

Because the essay, in all its guises, all its weathers, has turned out to be the most durable of literary forms to make its way from paper page to iPad screen; and it is also, I would argue (highly invested as I am), the most exciting field of writerly endeavour being practised in Australia (and indeed the Anglosphere) today. In recent months Princeton University Press published a handsome hardback with the deceptively simple title Note Book. It collected hundreds of short pieces written by Princeton professor Jeff Nunokawa: miniature essays in the spirit of Francis Bacon, William Hazlitt, Virginia Woolf and Joseph Roth, which touch on everything from his mother, old boyfriends, Aristotle and Roland Barthes to Romantic-era poetry and screwball comedies of the 1930s.

What made this book curious was that each essay was first published via the little-used Notes feature of Facebook. And the significant thing about Facebook’s Notes is that they are open to editing after posting. Nunokawa was able to return and polish them online, over and over again, in the hope that he might gain some insight into the passage of his self through time by doing so. In this willingness to revisit and revise his work, the good professor reminds me less of any other digital-era author than of Michel de Montaigne, fifteenth-century nobleman and inaugurator of the essay form. He, too, spent the latter part of his life constantly reworking mental doodlings on his mother, Aristotle and old boyfriends (well, one old male friend who was the most important person in his life).

Montaigne thought of his essays as, literally, testings (the French word assay didn’t have the literary implications of the modern essay in 1580; it was more speculative, experimental in sense). Over the years, Montaigne’s essays would shift, shrink and expand. Yet these many extant textual variants aren’t dusty footnotes of interest only to scholars of Renaissance lit; they are the record of the shifting substance of one extraordinary man. In a moment when apparently enduring concepts such as literature-with-a-capital-L are up for grabs (the winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature this year has just popped up on Twitter: it’s Belarusian Svetlana Alexievich, a journalist whose non-fiction works braid together oral testimony from multiple sources – see what I mean?) there is great comfort in watching very old and very new iterations of the essay clasp hands.

But the essay today isn’t just about the medium via which it is published. The very shape (or shapelessness) of the form makes it an ideal sail for catching the capricious billows of the zeitgeist. At a point when we are drowning in information (during the two minutes it took to write these last few sentences, 700,000 tweets were sent – a volume of words equivalent to 175 copies of War and Peace), the essay can serve as an antidote to the massed chatter of what philosopher Peter Sloterdijk has called the ‘conventional totality’.

Indeed, the bigger the data cloud, the louder the pop when pricked by the needle of the essayist’s insight. One example: in past weeks and months, the question of gun violence in America has spawned a thousand op-eds and millions of Facebook comments, most of them of an avidity in inverse proportion to the poster’s grasp of the issue. But it only took one paragraph from Marilynne Robinson in the New York Review of Books to capture the sober sense of an insane situation:


I defer to no one in my love for America and for Christianity. I have devoted my life to the study of both of them. I have tried to live up to my association with them. And I take very seriously Jesus’s teachings, in this case his saying that those who live by the sword will also die by the sword. Something called Christianity has become entangled in exactly the strain of nationalism that is militaristic, ready to spend away the lives of our young, and that can only understand dissent from its views as a threat or a defection, a heresy in the most alienating and stigmatizing sense of the word. We are not the first country where this has happened. The fact that it was the usual thing in Europe, and had been for many centuries, was one great reason for attempting to separate church and state here.



So, yes, the essay can be agile, written with brevity and rhetorical force and distributed in a second to countless inboxes with a click. But it is as the distinct utterance of a singular mind that it most counts. Wonky, idiosyncratic, fragmentary, paradoxical, drunk on words, the essay has something that the AI algorithms and content-wallahs and social media provocateurs of the web do not: character, style, oomph! – a uniquely human thumbprint that only other thinking people recognise and open their carefully keylocked attentions for.

I’m typing these words on the deck of a restaurant on the Cerro Alegre (the happy hill) in Valparaíso, Chile. The sky is clear enough to see beyond the city’s working harbour to the high-rises of Viña Del Mar, a kind of South American Gold Coast across the bay, all the way to the snow-capped Andes. To get here, I rode a vertiginously angled, century-old funicular up from sea-level streets, past houses of turquoise, lemon, ochre and rusted corrugated iron clinging fast to their respective cliff-sides, over waste ground where wild fennel, nasturtiums and artichokes sprout among the weeds. I speak little Spanish, make mime with the waiter, and feel very far from home. But the cultural and geographical distance also permits some clarity about how the Australian essay is different to the other children.

First of all, there is humour, a keen sense of needing to evade the most sensitive bullshit-detector in the known universe: the Australian reader. I challenge any of you to refuse inclusion of an essay that begins (as Rebecca Giggs’ did) with the sentence: ‘Every few months my mother flies north from Perth to Karratha with a prosthetic penis in her carry-on luggage.’ That the piece evolves into a serious and exquisitely wrought meditation on geology and destiny in post-mining boom Western Australia does not gainsay so much as highlight the necessity of the chortling opening gambit.

And just as Giggs is emerging as one of the most ecologically literate of younger Australian essayists, several other pieces in the anthology approach from various angles that sense, stronger in Australia than elsewhere (I suspect because our political class has sought so assiduously to remove the topic from discussion) that climate change is no longer one serious topic among many, but, rather, the one wicked problem from which all other topics necessarily flow. To read James Bradley – whose recent novel Clade is an elegant fictional adumbration – on the subject of the literature of climate change is to enter a space where science is translated into kindhearted, tough-minded, reasoned argument. The combination is terrifying and consoling in equal measure.

Writing from a continent where patriarchy is embedded at the level of grammar, the question of gender in Australia remains depressingly contested ground. I could have easily included every recent review by Robert Forster, that hugely knowledgeable and thoughtful music critic, as well as the miraculous genius of Australian songwriting (I am a fan). But I’m sure Robert would agree that Anwen Crawford’s piece for the New Yorker, noting a lost history of, and arguing a future for, the female rock critic, deserved to be included – and included as much for the way it is written as for what it is written about. I should really append a trigger warning to Alison Croggon’s piece on sexual violence, an essay which never relinquishes its intelligence or retrospective honesty, despite dealing with her personal experience of rape, pitched somewhere between a deadpan Dorothy Parker monologue and a late poem by Sylvia Plath.

The other violence examined in these pages is political, religious, as nebulous and disparate as it is omnipresent. This morning I listened to ABC radio online for the first time in a week and learned of a shooting outside Parramatta Police Station by a fifteen-year-old boy, an act of terrorism apparently inexplicable, yet one I immediately fitted to a larger pattern. This anthology opens with an essay by an old, good friend, Sebastian Smee, in which the Pulitzer Prize–winning Australian art critic of the Boston Globe examines last year’s Lindt Café siege through the prism of a Goya exhibition in the United States. It is a grave, perplexed and moving piece, a fitting act of respect accorded to the Dawson family, who lost their barrister daughter Katrina on the day – college friends of the author and a family I have also known personally for thirty years. Guy Rundle’s piece on Charlie Hebdo is more evidence, if it were required, that he is the most articulate and insightful political commentator we possess.

I was wary of including too much literary material. It would have been like being offered an art exhibition and then framing your boxer shorts for the occasion – too fine-grained a celebration of your personal tastes. I now regret the many wonderful pieces excised as a result: Don Anderson’s reviewing masterclass in the Sydney Morning Herald on American avant-garde writer Renata Adler for one; anything by Stephanie Bishop, Melinda Harvey, Emmett Stinson and Richard King for another. The list of Australian literary critics I admire has lengthened frighteningly in the decade and a half since I began writing ‘professionally’; frighteningly, because they are better and smarter and more industrious than me – just google Adam Rivett’s review of Jonathon Franzen’s Purity if you want to see how it should be done. And then turn to Mark Mordue’s essay on ‘dark books’ in this anthology to see how it is done in high definition.

One simple joy of the anthology, and something that seems archetypally Anglo-Australian, is the attention paid to the miscellaneous and the eccentric by our essayists. What other culture would bother to furnish us with a paean to the panel van, as Anna Krien does in these pages? Or would think to twin Dennis Lillee with the legendary writer of New Yorker feuilletons, Joseph Mitchell, as Christian Ryan does here too? A more complex satisfaction comes from the inclusion of essays which belong to immemorial Australia but are gifts to its later arrivals, whether you call them invaders, settlers or fellow flotsam thrown up by the century-long tsunami of colonialism and globalisation. Felicity Plunkett’s profile of Geoffrey Gurrumul Yunupingu is one of these; Noel Pearson’s examination of Indigenous affairs since the demise of ATSIC is another. Missing is Tony Birch’s revisiting of Tom Keneally’s The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith – it really should have been here.

And of all the subjects investigated in these pages, all the positions taken, the largest body of work by far is those ghost essays which should have been here, but aren’t. To those of you not included, I can only say: I have been there; and I, too, dislike it. However, to admit the arbitrariness of my own final selection is to acknowledge a greater depth of talent and smarts in Australian letters than may be contained in one slender vessel. That is surely a Good Thing.

Finally, during the weeks leading up to publication of last year’s Best Australian Essays, we lost Pierre Ryckmans. Pierre, who was published by Black Inc. and wrote under the nom de guerre Simon Leys, was one of the first Australian essayists I was drawn to read, and he remains one of our finest. His death from cancer robbed the world of a rare voice of sanity in the political realm, and it removed a large-hearted and urbane sensibility from the library corner of our republic of letters. I knew him only slightly as a man, but I was as close to him as an author as any reader can be. This volume is dedicated to his memory – and to his writings, which will endure as long as there are readers left to wonder, ‘How did he do that?’ The accompanying image shows holograph notes for his final, unfinished essay on Saint Peter, on which he was still working on the day of his death – and which Pierre’s splendid and indefatigable widow, Hanfang Ryckmans, generously lent me to read. I only wish I could have included the work in its entirety.

Geordie Williamson
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Confronting the Unthinkable in Goya’s Art

Sebastian Smee

There are many dimensions to the art of Francisco Goya, as ‘Goya: Order and Disorder’, an exhibition at the Museum of Fine Arts, goes to great lengths to remind us. With their slicing and dicing and reconfiguring of Goya’s career – mixing media, discarding chronology – Stephanie Stepanek and Frederick Ilchman, the show’s curators, have emphasised the range and unpredictability of this astonishing artist.

But as the show comes to a close, I find myself returning repeatedly to what feels almost too obvious about Goya – so obvious, in fact, that one hesitates to dwell on it, for fear of falling back on platitudes.

I am talking about Goya’s insistence on the stupendous, the monstrous, the scarcely creditable stupidity of human beings.

Revisiting the show, and leafing through copies of the catalogue and of Goya’s great print series at home, I find myself wondering: Is it permissible, today, in an enlightened, pluralistic society, to insist so vehemently on this stupidity, and in particular on the stupidity of violence?

Aren’t we supposed to understand violence, the better to get to grips with it? Shouldn’t we be more reasonable and tolerant, more enlightened than simply to insist on its senselessness? After all, there’s always a cause.

Even in the most horrendous cases, isn’t violence usually understandable, perhaps even forgivable, when we see it outside of a chillingly deadpan news report, a shocking photograph, or a black-and-white print – that is to say, when we see it in context?

I don’t know. A recent scenario, one of hundreds on offer, springs to mind. I could say, ‘Yo lo vi,’ as Goya wrote (and used as a title for one of his prints): ‘I saw it.’ But the events in question, which unfolded in my hometown of Sydney, were in fact ‘covered’ by CNN, and what we all saw was very limited. And maybe I’m grateful for that. (Goya didn’t actually see most of the atrocities he depicted either. But you can be fairly sure they happened.)

So: a man with a record of criminality and religious fanaticism, big chips on his shoulder and delusions of grandeur walks into a cafe in central Sydney. He takes the customers and staff hostage for sixteen excruciating hours. He uses his hostages as human shields. He wears a headband inscribed with the words ‘We are ready to sacrifice for you, O Muhammad’.

He demands, among other things, the flag of the organisation calling itself the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant to be delivered to him, and asks to conduct a conversation with the Australian prime minister on live radio. He forces several of his hostages to record demands that they must then post on social media.

The world waits. In the sudden and bizarre denouement – God knows what exactly happens in there – two people are killed. One, a 38-year-old barrister, was the mother of three children under ten and the sister of an old college friend of mine. The other was the 34-year-old manager of the cafe.

For what? Precious lives, nurtured and built, through love and luck and great labour, summarily undone by a pathetic, muddle-headed fool.

Is that what he was? It is always hard, of course, to find apt words for such narratives. Even harder, perhaps, to find words for the Boston Marathon bombing, the insane massacre of 132 school-children that took place in Pakistan on the same day as the two deaths in Sydney, the slaughter of twenty small children and six staff members at Sandy Hook Elementary, the routine, virtually random executions that take place in our inner cities daily, or – more dismally breaking news – the eye-rubbingly futile murders that took place at a satirical newspaper in Paris on Wednesday.

When words do flow, they tend to be uncomfortably heavy, or weirdly abstract. We say ‘evil’, because what else could it be? We use ‘tragedy’ and ‘nightmare’ because – well-trained in empathy – we reflexively see things from the point of view of the victims and their inconsolable loved ones, and imagine that suffering and anguish on this scale must have a commensurate cause.

But usually the cause is not commensurate, nor is the effect, and there are other words that in many ways feel more accurate. Senseless. Idiotic. Pathetic. Grotesque. Feebleminded beyond belief. These are the words that I think Goya might have used, had he been interested in words.

He was not, of course – or not particularly. He had, instead, a genius for images. Look at his ‘Disasters of War’ etchings, some of which are in the MFA show, and you see this genius in action. It is a genius that combines stunning virtuosity with a freewheeling, almost manic quality that is unlike anything in art, before or since.

Wild-eyed men are cut down at close range by soldiers with rifles. Women are yanked from their babies and raped. They retaliate with spears and stones, and spur on their menfolk to wilder, more brutish acts. ‘What courage,’ writes Goya in one of his sardonic titles, and you know he is also thinking, ‘What madness.’

A man retches over a pile of corpses in ‘This is what you were born for’. Men steal clothes from the recently slaughtered in ‘They avail themselves’. A man and woman cover their mouths and noses over terrain strewn with naked corpses in ‘Bury them and keep quiet’.

Other images of base murder and its aftermath have telltale titles such as ‘All this and more’ and ‘One cannot look at this’. Naked bodies are thrown in a hole in the ground: the image is called ‘Charity’. In ‘Rabble’, a body, naked from the waist down (is it even alive?), is about to have a long stick shoved up its rear end.

Infamous etchings of clumsy, unceremonious lynchings, dismemberments and impalings have such titles as ‘This is too much!’, ‘Nobody knows why’, ‘What more can one do?’, ‘This is worse’ and simply ‘Why?’

Why, indeed. There is no reason. Reason is conspicuous only by its absence. Instead, Goya impresses on us, we are dealing with sheer derangement. Monstrous folly.

Our Age of Reason inheritance tells us that violence – even of the most egregious, vile, unconscionable kind – has causes, and that we would do well to study and come to terms with those causes. I am not ready to let go of this idea. I see its value. But Goya makes me realise that it is an idea of limited efficacy.

As his images of senseless violence accumulate, a deeper apprehension sets in – one that goes beyond diagnostics. It is a visceral registration of that which is most putrid and pitiful about humans. And that recognition triggers in turn a dangerous idea: the possibility that the most helpful response to these depredations may be not so much to shine the light of reason on them, the better to understand and digest them, but rather to swear never to come to terms with them, never to tolerate them.

Instead, we might be better off cultivating the art of intolerance, and doing so in the same spirit in which Goya produced the ‘Disasters of War’ and ‘Caprichos’ etchings. Bear witness, Goya was saying. Do not close your eyes, do not let things slide. But have no truck with catastrophic stupidity. Declare it for what it is.

In the meantime, love reason and everything it has given us, but recognise that reason is not a free-floating faculty that leads inevitably to the right answer, and ultimately on to Utopia. That illusion, a vestige of the same Enlightenment that produced Goya, met its comeuppance almost as soon as it was proposed.

In France, the comeuppance came in the form of the mob, the guillotine, the Terror. In Spain, it came in the form of the Inquisition and the Peninsula Wars, both of which Goya lived through.

The twentieth century did everything it could – everything we would wish not only undone, but unimagined – to prove that the divine faculty of reason was no match for human baseness, and was in fact more than willing to put itself in service to such baseness.

And the twenty-first century, on all the available evidence, seems bent on reiterating the point. Idealistic revolutions – in Egypt, in Libya, and elsewhere – are still being twisted into travesties of their original, often noble impulses. Powerful nations, meanwhile, blatantly betray their most loudly trumpeted ideals, perpetrating torture (with dogs and hoods, repeated near-drownings, anal penetration and unstinting humiliation), and then redefining torture with Orwellian shamelessness and utter impunity. They are surprised at the hatred this stokes.

A deeply troubled teenager in Connecticut, the offspring of a ‘gun enthusiast’, is somehow allowed to spend most of his waking life playing dementedly violent video games and given free access to a whole arsenal of murderous weapons. In the wake of what ensues, the talk is of evil, and gun control, and care for the mentally ill. But none of it is remotely commensurate with what happened, minute by minute, in those classrooms that day, or with the trauma and grief that the surviving small children and their families still live with today.

It is called ‘unimaginable’. But Goya knew the reverse was true. It is all too imaginable, and it is stupid, grotesque and humiliating, is it not?

Back in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Goya was extremely quick on the uptake. Reason, to him, was precious – and not only precious, but beautiful. In his art, he endowed images of its betrayal with a visceral charge, a haunted revulsion.

‘The unique power of his work,’ wrote the art critic John Berger, ‘is due to the fact that he was so sensuously involved in the terror and horror of the betrayal of Reason.’ He was an artist, after all, and art is a sensuous, not a rational medium.

Goya was never interested in making his art embody reason, decorum, hope, or anything approximating utopian thinking. He was far too alert to humanity’s dark side. His most reasonable pictures are by far his most boring. Isolated from the others, they can make him look third-rate.

What he wanted to show us, with an eagerness and urgency that still scalds, was the remorseless, terrifying stupidity of irrational violence. Seeing it, I shiver, and occasionally think of something the Italian Curzio Malaparte wrote in ‘The Skin’:


I do not like to witness the spectacle of human baseness; it is repugnant to me to sit, as judge or as spectator, watching men as they descend the last rungs of the ladder of degradation. I am always afraid they will turn around and smile at me.



Goya was afraid, truly afraid, of exactly this smile, as all of us should be. It is the imbecilic smile one sees on the face of his ‘Dancing Giant’, who capers about freakishly before a terrified huddle, as two heads howl monstrously in the background. And it is the smile one doesn’t see but involuntarily imagines, just faded or about to break out, on the face of his ‘Seated Giant’.

You may wish to see it again before the show closes. Then again, you may not.

The Boston Globe





The World Needs Female Rock Critics

Anwen Crawford

Don’t tell anyone, but I don’t own any albums by the Rolling Stones. They’re just so archetypal, so very rock and roll – and that, I find, can be a difficult thing to admire. Rock music has rarely offered women the same tangible promise of social rebellion and sexual freedom that it has given men – though plenty of women, myself included, have tried all the same to find those liberties in it. ‘Boy guitarists notwithstanding,’ the journalist Lillian Roxon wrote to a friend, in 1966, ‘I don’t think I can stand the sight of another bloody electric guitar.’ I know just how she felt.

In 1969, Roxon – Italian-born, Australian-raised, an experienced journalist and a star of Warhol’s back room at Max’s Kansas City – would publish Lillian Roxon’s Rock Encyclopedia, the first of its kind, a marvel of research and critical acumen. Within six months of publication, the book had entered its third hardcover print run, and Roxon was profiled in the Times. The book has now been out of print for decades. (Roxon died in 1973, at the age of forty-one.) Ellen Willis, a contemporary of Roxon’s, was the New Yorker’s first popular-music critic, beginning in 1968, but a collection of her music writing, Out of the Vinyl Deeps, was not published until 2011, five years after her death. This month, the American writer Jessica Hopper, a senior editor at the music website Pitchfork, publishes a book called The First Collection of Criticism by a Living Female Rock Critic. The title is more provocation than statement of fact, but it is not entirely untrue. Books by living female rock critics (or jazz, hip-hop and dance-music critics, for that matter) are scant. In an introductory note to her book, Hopper names Roxon, Willis, the English journalist Caroline Coon, and the anthology Rock She Wrote, edited by Evelyn McDonnell and Ann Powers, as precedents for her own work. ‘The title is not meant to erase our history but rather to help mark the path,’ Hopper writes.

That path is not an easy one to discern. The most famous rock-music critics – Robert Christgau, Greil Marcus, Lester Bangs, Nick Kent – are all male. Bangs, who died in 1982, at the age of thirty-three, remains the most iconic of them all. Why? Because his hard-living, drug-taking, sunglasses-after-dark-wearing gonzo schtick made him as much of a masculine anti-hero as his rock-star subjects were. The pose doesn’t work as well for female critics, from whom displays of bad attitude are seldom tolerated, let alone celebrated. Rock’s rebel women, including its writers, are rarely assumed to be geniuses; often, they are assumed to be whores. In a 2002 biography of Lillian Roxon, Mother of Rock, by Robert Milliken, Roxon’s young protégé, Kathy Miller, recalls being challenged by a male editor who assigned her to write about The Who and then asked for a blow job in return, saying, ‘What’s the big deal? You’re a groupie.’ She replied, ‘I’m a woman who writes about rock and roll.’ His answer: ‘Same difference.’ Groupies have proved an enduring stereotype of women’s participation in rock: worshipful, gorgeous, and despised.

Earlier this year, Hopper interviewed Björk for Pitchfork. In the interview, which is not included in the book, Björk reflected at length upon the ways in which women’s labour and expertise – inside and outside of the music industry – go unnoticed. ‘It’s invisible, what women do,’ she said. ‘It’s not rewarded as much.’ She observed that her male collaborators are typically credited for the sound of her records; because on stage she mainly sings, there is a widespread assumption that she neither produces nor plays an instrument. ‘I want to support young girls who are in their twenties now and tell them: You’re not just imagining things,’ she said.

When I was about fourteen, I stood outside science class holding a folder that was decorated with an array of faces which I had carefully cut out from the pages of music magazines. Pointing to a photo of Björk on my folder, a passing boy sneered at me, ‘I bet you don’t even know who she is.’ (This would have been around 1995, when the music press was having one of its periodic crushes on Women in Rock.) I did know who Björk was, because my mother, who was young and groovy, had raised me on the Sugar-cubes, the Icelandic band that Björk was a member of before she launched her solo career. I don’t remember raising this point with my accuser, but if I had I doubt he would have believed me. The record store, the guitar shop, and now social media: when it comes to popular music, these places become stages for the display of male prowess. Female expertise, when it appears, is repeatedly dismissed as fraudulent. Every woman who has ever ventured an opinion on popular music could give you some variation (or a hundred) on my school corridor run-in, and becoming a recognised ‘expert’ (a musician, a critic) will not save you from accusations of fakery.

The problem for women is that our role in popular music was codified long ago. And it was codified, in part, by the early music press. In the effort to prove the burgeoning rock scene of the sixties a worthy subject of critical inquiry, rock needed to be established as both serious and authentic. One result of these arguments – the Rolling Stones vs Muddy Waters, Motown vs Stax, Bob Dylan vs the world – was that women came out on the losing side, as frivolous and phony. Whether a teenage fan or a member of a girl group, women lacked genuine grit – even female critics thought so. ‘The Supremes epitomize the machine-like precision of the Motown sound,’ wrote Lillian Roxon in her rock encyclopaedia. ‘Everything is worked out for them and they don’t buck the system.’ Judgements like that are still routinely applied to female artists today. In Hopper’s book, under the chapter heading ‘Real/Fake’, appears a 2012 essay on Lana Del Rey, an artist whose look harks back to those big-haired, mascaraed sixties singers, and whose career has unfolded beneath a cloud of suspicion as to her credentials, musical and otherwise. ‘As an audience, we make a big stink about wanting the truth, but we’re only really interested in the old myths,’ Hopper writes. The myth of women’s deceitfulness is one of the oldest.

For early female music critics like Roxon and Willis, the flash-point was Janis Joplin. Joplin, like the Rolling Stones, borrowed heavily from the blues; her ragged style seemed to mark her as the real thing. But her lonely position as, in Willis’s words, ‘the only sixties culture hero to make visible and public women’s experience of the quest for individual liberation’ also left her open to attack. Joplin’s sexual daring, and the contempt she faced for it, revealed the limits and the hypocrisies of the counterculture. ‘Writers rape her with words as if there weren’t any other way to deal with her,’ Roxon wrote. The frustration that many of Joplin’s female fans felt at her treatment, and their sadness at her premature death, was something these women carried over, shortly afterwards, into the first stirrings of women’s liberation. Both Roxon and Willis became involved in the feminist movement; Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch, published in 1970, was dedicated to Roxon, whom Greer described in the dedication as ‘Lillian the abundant, the golden, the eloquent, the well and badly loved; Lillian the beautiful who thinks she is ugly.’

Academia, a step or two removed from the machismo of the newspaper room, has proved a more accommodating realm for women writing about popular music. In that sphere, essays and books by writers such as Tricia Rose, Daphne Brooks, Aisha Durham, Alice Echols, Gayle Wald and Angela McRobbie contribute to a rich and ongoing feminist analysis. Writing by these women appears only intermittently in the mainstream press, but forty years of critical feminist theory on popular music has slowly filtered into the outlook of younger critics; as Hopper noted in a recent interview with The Hairpin, online publishing has given rise to ‘this ferocious crop of really opinionated young writers writing about race, gender, queerness, the body – people coming in with a pretty immaculately formed critical framework’. Hopper, who started publishing her criticism as a teenager in the midst of the early-nineties punk-feminist upsurge known as riot grrrl, mentioned in the same interview that when she began writing she did not have ‘anything more than a high school education’. Her autodidact tendencies and her energetic, conversational writing style form part of another long music-press tradition, the looser and more playful side of that sixties push for seriousness – though Hopper’s stylistic immediacy does not preclude her from covering difficult subjects, like the endemic sexism of punk rock, or the ‘banal and pernicious’ contrivance of Miley Cyrus.

The often neglected path blazed by female music critics intersects with other related writing traditions. Memoir has long been used by female performers to reflect upon the pressures and contradictions of their roles. Kim Gordon’s Girl in a Band, Tracey Thorn’s Bedsit Disco Queen and Viv Albertine’s Clothes, Clothes, Clothes. Music, Music, Music. Boys, Boys, Boys. have lately joined earlier classics like Mary Wilson’s Dreamgirl: My Life as a Supreme and Tina Turner’s I, Tina to provide female perspectives on popular music. There is also a small but noteworthy strand of contemporary fiction by women that takes popular music as a primary subject, from Jennifer Egan’s Pulitzer Prize–winning A Visit from the Goon Squad (2010), with its sleazy music-biz manager, to Eleanor Henderson’s impassioned treatment of eighties New York hardcore, Ten Thousand Saints (2011) and Dana Spiotta’s mysterious Stone Arabia (2012), in which the brother of the narrator chronicles his strictly imaginary success as a rock star.

Perhaps fiction and memoir, more than criticism, provide space for female writers to dissect all that is maddening and wonderful about popular music: the spectacle, the chicanery, the beautiful lies it tells us. But there is plenty of need for female music critics yet. ‘Take it easy, babe,’ Mick Jagger sang in ‘Under My Thumb’, still as glistering a slice of unrepentant misogyny as ever it was, unredeemed by time or by the million screaming girls who wriggled beneath Jagger’s commands. In a 1971 essay, Ellen Willis argued that Jagger’s ‘crude exhibitions of virility’ were less sexist than the ‘condescending’ pose of a bohemian like Cat Stevens; insofar as rock, she wrote, ‘pitted teenage girls’ inchoate energies against all their conscious and unconscious frustrations, it spoke implicitly for female liberation’. I don’t entirely agree with Willis’s defence of the Stones, but I do recognise the difficult trade-off she describes, between the freedom that rock can feel like, for a woman, and the subjugation that it might celebrate. It’s between these boundaries that the female critic works, hoping to clear a path.
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No Dogs, No Fruit, No Firearms, No Professors

Maria Tumarkin

As with any language or dialect, Australian English has its share of idiomatic expressions in which simple-seeming words come together to produce a meaning inexplicable without cultural translation and therefore destined to mystify newcomers to the language. It might even be the reason such expressions exist in the first place. They are the linguistic equivalents of handshakes in Masonic temples, of passwords whispered to guards at fortress gates. The ones I remember being particularly baffled by – we arrived, my mum, dad and me, in Australia in 1990; my sister stayed in Europe – are ‘it’s my shout’ (oh, the stories I could tell you …) and ‘bring a plate’ (likewise), though perhaps most puzzling of them all was a single word, unhyphenated and modestly prefixed: ‘overqualified’.

Where we were from, you couldn’t be too educated or too experienced for a professional, skilled job. Not so in Australia, it turned out, not for new arrivals anyway. My father’s periodic removal from his résumé of his Ukrainian/Soviet PhD in hydraulics – a bizarre ritual of self-administered shrinkage, necessary, he was told, to get a ‘foot in the door’ – has been replicated across decades by migrants to this country. Particularly by migrants from Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe: the non-West guild. Melbourne writer Ralph Johnstone has told of two Somali men, Abdulkadir Shire and Ali-nur Duale, who in the course of seventeen years of ‘downskilling’ crossed out any hint of their respective Masters in petrochemical engineering and PhD in applied entomology from 300-plus job applications. Still no joy. Because who could be less employable than an overqualified alien?

Ridiculous business, this practically standing on your head not to appear too smart to prospective employers. As a migrant you are already up against it, what with the language barrier and the close-to-zero social capital and the sometimes not actually owning a pair of employment-ready pants to wear to a job interview. And then, crazily, you are compelled to hide your goods. Most people routinely inflate their capabilities in CVs (‘selling themselves’, it’s called) whereas these PhDed migrants – my father, once upon a time – have been doing what, precisely? As far as I can tell they have been doing the Great Australian Undersell. The smaller you make yourself, the bigger the chance of the square peg that is (sort of) you fitting the round hole that is Australia’s jobs market. So there’s logic to it. But it is a pretty brick-like logic.

Read Egon Kunz’s Displaced Persons: Calwell’s New Australians and you will see something similar happening in the years after World War II. Of the 170,000 migrants who come here via Europe’s displaced persons camps – men and women, known as DPs – the ones with university degrees and professional qualifications end up suffering the most. First, two obligatory, humiliating years as ‘labourers’ or ‘domestics’. Then a shit fight to get their qualifications recognised, and to be employed, however peripherally, in their ‘field’. Most won’t make it. And who, of all of them, has the hardest time? Doctors. Kunz wrote a separate book, The Intruders, on their experiences. Some doctors remember being told in their first months in Australia that European degrees were worthless here and, anyway, could be bought on the black market back home and, besides, none of them were real doctors.

The names of the countries and continents breeding New Australians with worthless degrees have changed since then. But the tradition of some of our most educated migrants being made to feel acutely unwelcome persists.

‘Overqualified’, as a phenomenon, is in fact a bittersweet corrective to the lament that neo-liberalism has engulfed Australia’s public policy thinking. That everything, including migrant intake decisions, must be justified in terms of current or projected economic benefits. If you look at the history of the overqualified, deeper forces, subterranean and otherwise, than economic rationalism are always at play, and as Kunz makes plain, ‘The throwing away of eighteen or more years of formal study which the doctors brought with them, and which was provided at the expense of other governments … was in economic terms an expensive and wasteful folly.’

The folly is not quintessentially Australian. All over the Western world, migrant scientists and engineers drive taxis – have you noticed how taxis always make headlines when stories of migrants’ skills wasting away are told, how taxis have become the signifier of choice? – and world-class musicians scrape by playing restaurants, not concert halls, while people with tertiary education clean the big houses of those without it, and economists count themselves lucky to work as bookkeepers, and people who could, indeed did, head university departments or lead theatre troupes become nannies to the young or carers of the moneyed old.

You take a dive. You start from scratch. You are at the bottom looking up. That’s what being a migrant is like for most people moving to the West. No one has asked you to come here. And no one here thinks you are fabulous, not straight off the bat anyway. That’s the experience. First-generation migrants everywhere, those lucky enough to get their noses into a professional set-up of any barely tolerable kind, take directions from superiors who have a fraction of their know-how. They bite their tongue, bide their time.

Socioeconomically it looks something like this: countries are not using the skills or expertise of many of their new citizens even as these same countries pledge half a kingdom and a horse to remain ‘competitive in the global marketplace’; the unemployed or underemployed migrants face a loss of livelihood, status, cultural cachet, skills (which get degraded through non-use), self-respect and authority; these losses, in turn, disfigure social relations and eat away at families and communities.

Some migrants may not have good, or good enough, English and their skills may be non-transferable. Or their education and experience is simply too different for them to be neatly absorbed. And, fact is, they don’t know how business is done in the new country, they’re blind to the unspoken rules that govern professional relations, they don’t fit easily into an office or a team and they may scare away clients or, say, students. So there are (relatively) rational reasons. It is not all madness.

Here comes the madness bit: and in it lies another, quieter, sadness, and this one cannot be pinpointed socioeconomically. People come to a new country with deep knowledge of something – the human body, soul, music, machinery, history – and find there is no place for their knowledge and no thirst for it. The thing about knowledge is most people who have it have a fundamental need to use it. Also, to pass it on. Must be some kind of an evolutionary thing. When the knowledge remains trapped inside the person, unused, unrequired, unwanted, when it withers (no, I won’t say like a foetus) away, well, it’s a tragedy for the person and for the culture that let it die.

People sometimes attempt to define what kinds of rights migrants should automatically be afforded. The right to professional recognition and employment is always up there. But when does anyone ever talk about the right to contribute, to pass on knowledge, to use expertise in a meaningful, socially significant way? When is this ‘right to contribute’ ever seen as that – a right – not some wishy-washy multicultural curry-and-bamboo-headwear construct?

Migrants’ vast intellectual capital.

Is it time, yet, to worry about what has been done with it?

Omar Farah tells me that when government agencies call him to discuss ‘problems within the African community’, he gets cut off whenever he attempts to offer any analysis or advice on how those problems might best be tackled.

‘Government agencies are more than happy for me to be someone who tells them what’s happening in the community. That’s it. Don’t worry about all that analytical thinking, Omar. That’s not for you. Just tell us what’s happening.’

You supply the raw data; they process it, analyse and interpret it, work it up into policies and papers.

‘I also work with police on many issues. What they do is ask me to provide information about what’s happening, never the recommendations. They say, tell us exactly who is doing what … I want to give a bigger picture, about how we might work to stop certain things happening. They don’t want a bigger picture. There is no space for that from someone like me.’

When you are not allowed to sit and eat at the policy table, and when you have no control over how the information you provide will be used, it is like you are spying on your community. They want Omar to be ‘the eyes and ears’, he says. Just not the brain.

*

When Omar Farah came to Melbourne from Somalia in 1988 people would say, ‘Oh, Samoa?’ And he’d correct them, patiently. ‘No, no, Somalia.’ African migrants, by and large, only started arriving in Australia in the mid-1980s. Now enough people see the kids of African parents, at kindergartens, schools or universities, for Omar to hope this matter-of-fact daily exposure, this easy familiarity, might change things for the second generation. He worries about the second generation. They were born and educated here. They speak English and tend to have no deep relationship with their parents’ culture. Still they are being shown that this is not their place – in the way they are always treated as new arrivals, even if they have been inhaling this country’s air since day one, even if this air is all the air that they know; in the way their parents cannot find meaningful, skilled work and a dignified way of being in Australia.

It is not just the parents and the sons and the daughters who are damaged. Of the mistreatment of DP doctors in post-WWII Australia, Kunz writes: ‘The degrading of doctors was … not a matter affecting the doctors only, but was felt as a personal loss and an affront by a large proportion of the 170,000 refugees.’

Omar used to run the Horn-Afrik Men’s Employment, Training and Advocacy project at the Carlton Neighbourhood Learning Centre. The job got decommissioned in 2014, and he is relieved. It felt meaningless by the end. He wasn’t able to achieve much at all and the moment had come when being paid to do this job began to feel ‘denigrating’. He is a long-standing adviser to the Victorian Government and police. He says by now he’s had a meeting with everyone in Melbourne, including Labor leader Bill Shorten. Shorten was talking about refugees. And Omar said to Shorten: ‘When will I graduate from being a refugee? Over a quarter of a century in this country and I am still being referred to as a refugee.’

He has five children, all born in Australia, all now at universities. That is how long he has been here. ‘The Australians who were born when I arrived here are now becoming managers, while I am still doing exactly what I was doing then.’ That’s how long. In 2013 Omar was awarded the medal of the Order of Australia. Protocol demands that he writes OAM next to his name. He tries not to. Because when he does, people say to him, ‘Are you sure?’

A long time ago Omar used to drive a taxi. The damn taxis … One day he picked up an older lady, well groomed, from the airport. She grilled him about how on earth he was allowed to drive a taxi. How long had he been in Melbourne? How well did he know the city? ‘In her eyes, I was this guy who came from the jungle. In my own case, I could not tell my family back home that, actually, I was driving a taxi. They’d have said, ‘Are you really a taxi driver?’

Omar stopped driving taxis when his son told him he wanted to be a taxi driver too when he grew up.

To be clear, the people I speak to in this essay are not meant to represent migrants as a whole, or their respective communities, or some inter-ethnic intellectual underclass. Enough with this burden to represent! To be seen as individuals is also a fundamental right. When it’s not there it creates what Vrasidas Karalis (I’ll tell you about him in a moment) calls ‘professional Greeks’, or, for that matter, professional Vietnamese, Hungarians or Somalis, people whose job it is to embody the mainstream culture’s kitschified view of their ethnic group as a whole. Some do very well out of it, actually; to a genuine intellectual, playing their ethnicity like this is a demeaning and grotesque game.

One more thing – the people are all guys. It just happened this way. Usually I write about women (the book I’ve been working on for the past trillion years is all women) but gender was not in my head and didn’t feel important for this story. And, yes, I could perhaps deconstruct why this is so, and maybe my deconstruction could and would reveal something important about gender imbalances of one kind or another or about how the game is, as you’d expect, rigged, and I’m sure it’s true that migrant men – men in general – have an easier time, on the whole, feeling legitimate in thinking of themselves as intellectuals. I have made a decision not to insert women post-factum because doing so felt dishonest and disrespectful, not least to the photoshopped-in women themselves. Over the years I have also come to believe that sometimes it is good not to think about gender as one of the axes along which one must travel to understand what’s going on in the world. There is at least a 50 per cent chance I might be wrong. Fine. I’d much rather be wrong than scrambling to cover my arse.

Vrasidas Karalis is a professor of modern Greek at Sydney University. He publishes sprawling intellectual books, translates Patrick White (Voss, The Vivisector, A Cheery Soul) into Greek, and teaches – 90 per cent, he says, useless knowledge. (‘Useful knowledge,’ he tells his students, ‘will help you find a job but it will never make you grow up.’) In other words he is doing all right for himself. Except when I call him it’s the start of the academic year and he says: ‘Once they make you a full professor, your career is over. They’ve neutralised you. You’ve become irrelevant. You’ve become a structure, a set of obligations.’ And here was I, about to nominate Vrasidas for migrant success story of the year, based on a conversation I’d had a few weeks earlier with the writer and academic Ouyang Yu who, like Vrasidas, like me, has been in Australia since the early 1990s. Ouyang has long since given up on the idea of an academic career here. ‘If I was someone else, if I were born in this country,’ Ouyang says, ‘I wouldn’t have a problem. Professor, easily.’

Vrasidas spent seven years of the ’90s visiting Mr Manoly Lascaris, Patrick White’s long-time partner. They met several years after White’s death. Vrasidas had recently arrived in Australia, was translating Voss, and wanted to find out all he could about White. Mr Manoly Lascaris – this is how he insisted on being called; everything else was an insult – was in his mid-eighties. His pre-White life was spent between Cairo, Alexandria and Athens but he had lived in Australia since 1949 and was known to the world exclusively as White’s other, private half. To Vrasidas, it soon became obvious that Lascaris was an intellectual of the first order. In Greek – they spoke only Greek – Lascaris was formidable: his range was dazzling, as was his knowledge of history, literature (Chekhov was a favourite) and mythology, plus he had a phenomenal memory, electrifying insights into White’s writing, and he could be wicked and admonishing. His exquisite puns in Greek drove Vrasidas wild. When Lascaris died Vrasidas wrote a book about their conversations, Recollections of Mr Manoly Lascaris, hoping to save Lascaris from being remembered as a shadow of White.

Well, here is a question: how is it that Mr Manoly Lascaris could not find any space to express his gifts? Another question. Did he feel compelled to hide the immensity of his intellect? ‘The dilemma of a diasporic intellectual,’ Vrasidas tells me, ‘is that you are already on the outside but you need to be doubly on the outside to retain your integrity.’ Lascaris’ problem, in other words, was not that he got lost between Greek and Australian cultures but that in standing apart from both he was rendered invisible. (And then he was rendered invisible one more time by his relationship with White.) Every bit of this is unsettling. Far more comforting to imagine that the big-thinking women and men coming to Australia from other nations, who could have made a massive contribution to this country but did not, were essentially victims of bifurcation, all torn up and culture-shocked, struggling to adjust and never the same after their immigration ordeal. Boo hoo. It’s much harder to contemplate that many of these women and men, whatever their misgivings, were dying to offer the insides of their heads to this country. And no one was interested.

Ouyang Yu says to me, ‘Look into the history of Archibald Prizes. Look at the Miles Franklin Award. Who are the winners? The first winner ever was Patrick White. The name is significant. White. Not Patrick Yellow. Not Patrick Black. It’s a determining name.’ It’s not only Nobel Prize winners that Ouyang likes to have fun with. In an essay in Peril, an Asian–Australian arts and culture magazine, he has a go at the seldom-questioned emphasis on revising – all writing is rewriting! – in creative writing courses, calling it a ‘petty bourgeois obsession with perfection’ and asking, ‘if you keep refining shit, would it become non-shit?’

I first came across Ouyang at an awards ceremony in 2011. His book was nominated for fiction and mine for non-fiction at the New South Wales Premier’s Awards, and both our books were shortlisted in a separate category – ‘Community Relations’ – which Ouyang, with his novel The English Class, won. The fiction prize went to Alex Miller, a close friend and supporter of Ouyang’s, whose work Ouyang has translated into Chinese. I can’t recall what Ouyang said when accepting his prize. I do remember wondering how was it possible that I knew nothing about this guy. People around me did not seem to know anything about him either.

Listen to this. His body of work is, so far, stupendous: he has published seventy-something books in English and Chinese. Fiction, non-fiction, literary translation (Greer, Malouf, Miller, Stead and Hughes) and literary criticism. He also edits Australia’s only Chinese literary journal, Otherland. The guy is some kind of giant. Probably we should put him on bank notes, and, well, failing that, he should have a big job at one of the country’s leading universities (he could, for starters, single-handedly take care of a department’s publications targets).

You see where I’m going here, right? Twenty years ago Ouyang finished his PhD. In 2004, on turning fifty, he came to the conclusion that, as he puts it, ‘In this country it was not going to happen for me.’ Back to China he went. There he was swiftly made a professor by one of the universities. He now lives between China and Australia. Every year he goes to China twice: for spring and autumn terms. Australia is a sort of holiday.

One night in 2011 he found himself at a dinner party in China with a number of Chinese writers. They wanted to know about the prize he had just won in New South Wales. He did his best to translate ‘Community Relations’. It wasn’t easy. But he got there. ‘It doesn’t sound,’ they said, ‘like it is a prize for a work of literature.’

Ouyang doesn’t care about prizes that much nor consider them anything like a true measure of a work’s artistic quality or worth. A prize ‘is a sign of encouragement’. It is a message being sent out, never explicit. If the message is that non-white artists may be dutifully shortlisted for the big prizes but won’t win then the message, essentially, is don’t bother. Ouyang says there is a hidden contempt among this country’s intellectuals for first-generation migrants commenting on Australia and Australians. What, goes the thinking, would they know? On precisely what basis are they speaking? Any critique will likely be seen as an attack. Ouyang has been called angry a lot (in China, too). ‘Well-intentioned criticism,’ he says, ‘is surely a sign of goodwill. Without this kind of criticism nothing happens.’

An example: the matter of a nineteenth-century head tax on Chinese immigrants used by the governments of Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the United States to deter Chinese people from entering. Canada and New Zealand apologised some years ago. Australia has not. Ouyang drafted a piece demanding an apology from the Australian government, sent it to the Sydney Morning Herald and other places. The idea was to publish it on a mainstream media platform, get the country debating this apology alongside other momentous recent apologies. No one wanted to touch it.

‘An Asian scholar or intellectual in this country,’ Ouyang says, ‘is only able to talk about certain kinds of things.’ Ethnic things: racism, human rights (maybe), refugee policy. ‘Why,’ is what Ouyang Yu wants to know, ‘can’t we talk about literature, language, love, society, history?’

*

Of course you and I (and Ouyang too, if he was that way inclined) can dig and strain and find examples of first-generation migrants who broke through. And you and I can paint, with words elegiac and rousing, portraits of these half-forgotten trailblazers. No, fuck it. The fact is that for the vast majority, if you come from another place but do not identify yourself with it, and if you aspire to not be a professional Greek, Somali or Chinese but to be an intellectual, the owner of a non-ethno-specific voice that can take on politics, love, art, mortality, good and evil, the state of science or of the universities and do so in a critical, questioning, public way, well, mate, you’re dreaming. Migrant, for god’s sake, know thy place. Your children can, and will, do it, just not you.

It’s different for those who immigrate as children, teenagers – for the first generation that is not, quite, adult on arrival. They can absorb the new country’s ways through their breathable frog skin, adjust without breaking their brains. At least theoretically. I was sixteen when we immigrated. And though for a long while I did feel like a mermaid coming ashore, every step a knife through muscle and bone, over time I’ve mutated enough for the pain to mellow. I have become a new kind of creature; most fully formed, mutation-resistant adults can’t do that. They are already fundamentally who they are.

Omar Farah notes the Vice-President of the International Court of Justice is from Somalia. Born, bred, educated there; migrated to Europe fairly late. In Australia we do not have any of that. It’s startling to Omar, the number of Africans taking up important positions in the institutions of Europe and America. ‘My question, always, is why are those who migrated to Europe and North America so sophisticated? Engineers, judges, architects, doctors …’ Australia must be getting a really bad batch.

So to see Berhan Ahmed, an Eritrean-born agricultural scientist (who doesn’t hide his PhD), run as an independent at a 2012 Victorian by-election, then build his own party – ‘Voice for the West’ – in time for last year’s state election, is an almighty shock. He came to Australia as a refugee via Sudan and Egypt in the late 1980s. He is thick-accented. You’d call him ‘an African community leader’, right, only despite decades spent working with communities from Africa he is not interested in being called that. He is determined to be part of this country’s political process, to contribute to Australia’s social and political life. He tried Labor. Tried Greens (‘too busy moralising and scolding instead of working on the fundamentals’) and being an independent. Now his own party is his passion. He is unperturbed by results: ‘Election is not about winning but about sharpening the mind.’

I listen to an ABC radio interview. Berhan is explaining how his new party is seeking to redress the woeful neglect of the western suburbs (fastest growing, highest unemployment, longest hospital queues, no infrastructure or good schools) of Melbourne. The journalist smells the familiar odour of a refugee banging on about not having enough resources for this or that. ‘So,’ she says, ‘it’s all about money.’ Berhan is completely taken aback. ‘No,’ he says. He tries to explain further: as someone who came here with nothing, he says, he believes in education, in opportunities, in creative ideas, in giving people ways of participating. The journalist pushes along, impatient, audibly uninterested. I cringe.

‘As an intellectual,’ Berhan tells me, ‘you have got a moral responsibility to your profession. But sometimes you have to deal with a force of morality to be an intellectual far beyond your territory.’ It’s not a choice. You have to do it.

If I can, just for a moment, play amateur psychoanalyst to our fine nation: could I suggest that some of the problems herein aired might come from our need to see migrants as children? To accept them as adults is to accept them talking back. It is to accept them mirroring us back to ourselves. Migrants who cannot be babied – e.g. intellectuals – often elicit the harshest or the most bewildered response. Anyway, write me letters and tell me what you think.

I find a column in Brisbane’s Sunday Mail circa 1954 – ‘Professor Murdoch Answers’. Professor Murdoch is Walter Murdoch, great uncle of Rupert, whose widely read and syndicated weekly column ran for nearly twenty years. That week Professor Murdoch was answering a letter from a migrant with a Swiss university degree who wanted to be employed in his profession, rather than as a lavatory cleaner, street sweeper or car painter, which had been the man’s job trajectory in Australia up to that point. ‘What you should have been told,’ writes Murdoch, ‘was that the chief opportunity proffered by this country to its migrants is an opportunity for patience.’ And then, he continues, ‘You may reply that years is long enough to exhaust the patience of Job.’

Ouyang Yu tells me he is turning sixty in a month. In Chinese terms, he says, it is a cycle. After sixty years you are born anew. ‘I will declare that I haven’t written a single book and will start again,’ he says.

This breaks my heart. All of it.

My beloved first-generation friends from Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Bosnia, Italy, Ukraine, Poland, with brains as big as the world itself, struggling, forever struggling, to find a place for themselves, saying yes to the worst jobs at the smallest universities and colleges, retraining, giving up, making yourself tiny and inoffensive, sliding into obscurity, hopeful – hopeful still? – that one day, in this country, you could be at least 10 per cent of who you are. Don’t you give up, please.

As to you, Dad, I know it’s too late. You are a pensioner, that’s how you describe yourself, not a scientist anymore. I don’t believe it for a moment – a scientist is always a scientist – but I know you do. You have tried for long enough. I want to say I am devastated and ashamed that you couldn’t find a place for yourself and your knowledge in this country you brought me to. But you will not appreciate me saying it: you love this country more than I do. If I say that your not being able to pass on your experience is a tragedy, you will not let me get away with that either. It’ll feel too hyperbolic.

And, yes, compared to the great injustices of the world, it’s not that big a deal, but it is a tragedy nonetheless, Dad. I am sure of it.

Right Now





How You Consist of Trillions of Tiny Machines

Tim Flannery

In 1609 Galileo Galilei turned his gaze, magnified twentyfold by lenses of Dutch design, toward the heavens, touching off a revolution in human thought. A decade later those same lenses delivered the possibility of a second revolution, when Galileo discovered that by inverting their order he could magnify the very small. For the first time in human history, it lay in our power to see the building blocks of bodies, the causes of diseases and the mechanism of reproduction.

Yet according to Paul Falkowski’s Life’s Engines: ‘Galileo did not seem to have much interest in what he saw with his inverted telescope. He appears to have made little attempt to understand, let alone interpret, the smallest objects he could observe.’ Bewitched by the moons of Saturn and their challenge to the heliocentric model of the universe, Galileo ignored the possibility that the magnified fleas he drew might have anything to do with the plague then ravaging Italy. And so for three centuries more, one of the cruellest of human afflictions would rage on, misunderstood and thus unpreventable, taking the lives of countless millions.

Perhaps it’s fundamentally human both to be awed by the things we look up to and to pass over those we look down on. If so, it’s a tendency that has repeatedly frustrated human progress. Half a century after Galileo looked into his ‘inverted telescope’, the pioneers of microscopy Antonie van Leeuwenhoek and Robert Hooke revealed that a Lilliputian universe existed all around and even inside us. But neither of them had students, and their researches ended in another false dawn for microscopy. It was not until the middle of the nineteenth century, when German manufacturers began producing superior instruments, that the discovery of the very small began to alter science in fundamental ways.

Today, driven by ongoing technological innovations, the exploration of the ‘nanoverse’, as the realm of the minuscule is often termed, continues to gather pace. One of the field’s greatest pioneers is Paul Falkowski, a biological oceanographer who has spent much of his scientific career working at the intersection of physics, chemistry and biology. His book Life’s Engines: How Microbes Made Earth Habitable focuses on one of the most astonishing discoveries of the twentieth century – that our cells are comprised of a series of highly sophisticated ‘little engines’ or nanomachines that carry out life’s vital functions. It is a work full of surprises, arguing for example that all of life’s most important innovations were in existence by around 3.5 billion years ago – less than a billion years after Earth formed, and a period at which our planet was largely hostile to living things. How such mind-bending complexity could have evolved at such an early stage, and in such a hostile environment, has forced a fundamental reconsideration of the origins of life itself.

At a personal level, Falkowski’s work is also challenging. We are used to thinking of ourselves as composed of billions of cells, but Falkowski points out that we also consist of trillions of electrochemical machines that somehow co-ordinate their intricate activities in ways that allow our bodies and minds to function with the required reliability and precision. As we contemplate the evolution and maintenance of this complexity, wonder grows to near incredulity.

*

One of the most ancient of Falkowski’s biological machines is the ribosome, a combination of proteins and nucleic acids that causes protein synthesis. It is an entity so tiny that even with an electron microscope, it is hard to see it. As many as 400 million ribosomes could fit in a single period at the end of a sentence printed in the New York Review. Only with the advent of synchrotrons – machines that accelerate the movements of particles, and can be used to create very powerful X-rays – have its workings been revealed. Ribosomes use the instructions embedded in our genetic code to make complex proteins such as those found in our muscles and other organs. The manufacture of these proteins is not a straightforward process. The ribosomes have no direct contact with our DNA, so must act by reading messenger RNA, molecules that convey genetic information from the DNA. Ribosomes consist of two major complexes that work like a pair of gears: they move over the RNA and attach amino acids to the emerging protein.

All ribosomes – whether in the most humble bacteria or in human bodies – operate at the same rate, adding just ten to twenty amino acids per second to the growing protein string. And so are our bodies built up by tiny mechanistic operations, one protein at a time, until that stupendous entity we call a human being is complete. All living things possess ribosomes, so these complex micromachines must have existed in the common ancestor of all life. Perhaps their development marks the spark of life itself. But just when they first evolved, and how they came into being, remain two of the great mysteries of science.

All machines require a source of energy to operate, and the energy to run not only ribosomes but all cellular functions comes from the same source – a universal ‘energy currency’ molecule known as adenosine triphosphate (ATP). In animals and plants ATP is manufactured in special cellular structures known as mitochondria. The nanomachines that operate within the mitochondria are minute biological electrical motors that, in a striking parallel with their mechanical counterparts, possess rotors, stators and rotating catalytic heads.

The ATP nanomachine is the means by which life uses electrical gradients, or the difference in ion concentration and electrical potential from one point to another, to create energy. The nanomachine is located in a membrane that separates a region of the cell with a high density of protons (hydrogen ions) from an area with a lower density. Just as in a battery, the protons pass from the area of high density into the area of lower density. But in order to do so in the cell, they must pass through the ATP nanomachine, and their flow through the minute electric motor turns its rotor counter-clockwise. For every 360-degree turn the rotor makes, three molecules of ATP are created.

Living things use a great many primary energy sources to create ATP. The most primitive living entities are known as archaea. Though bacteria-like, they are a distinct group whose various members seem to have exploited almost every energy source available on the early Earth. Some, known as methanogens, cause carbon dioxide to react with hydrogen to create the electrochemical gradient required to make ATP, producing methane as a by-product. Others use ammonia, metal ions or hydrogen gas to create the electrochemical gradient. Bacteria also use a variety of energy sources, but at some point a group of bacteria started to use sunlight to power photosynthesis. This process yielded vastly more energy than other sources, giving its possessors a huge evolutionary advantage. Falkowski has spent most of his career unravelling the deep mystery of photosynthesis and how it changed the world.

He calls the photosynthetic process ‘almost magical’. His description gives a flavour of the magic involved: ‘When one, very specific chlorophyll molecule embedded in a reaction center absorbs the energy from a photon, the energy of the light particle can push an electron off the chlorophyll molecule. For about a billionth of a second, the chlorophyll molecule becomes positively charged.’ The electron ‘hole’ in the chlorophyll molecule is in turn filled by an electron from ‘a quartet of manganese [the chemical element] atoms held in a special arrangement on one side of a membrane’. The electron ‘hole’ thus formed in the manganese quartet is filled with electrons from a water molecule. This causes the water molecule to fall apart, creating free oxygen.

Photosynthesis permits a local and temporary reversal of the second law of thermodynamics – the creation of order out of disorder. Magical indeed, but in early 2014 photosynthesis was revealed to be even more magical than Falkowski’s book allows. Physicists based in the United Kingdom demonstrated that quantum mechanics plays a vital part in the photosynthetic process, by helping to transport the energy it captures efficiently, in a wavelike manner.1

*

If chemistry is not your cup of tea, Falkowski offers an alternative way of thinking about how photosynthesis works – as a microscopic sound and light show. The light is of course the photon that energises the performance, while the sound is provided by the chlorophyll molecule, which flexes with an audible ‘pop’ when it loses its electron. The phenomenon was discovered by Alexander Graham Bell, who in 1880 used what he called the ‘photoacoustic effect’ to make a device he named the photophone. Bell used the photophone to transmit a wireless voice telephone message 700 feet, and considered it to be his greatest invention. And perhaps it was, since it was the precursor of fibre optic communication.

The way that the sophisticated nanomachines Falkowski describes became incorporated into a single complex cell, such as those our bodies consist of, is so incredible that it reads like a fairytale. Using a system known as ‘quorum sensing’, microbes can communicate, and they use this ability to switch on and off various functions within their own populations and within ecosystems composed of different microbe species. Quorum sensing can even operate when one microbe swallows another, as happened over a billion years ago when a larger cell began to communicate with a smaller one that it had ingested. Quorum sensing permitted the potential food item to live inside its host instead of being digested. Then it allowed genes to switch on and off in ways that benefited the new chimeric, or genetically mixed, entity. The two genomes co-existing in the chimera even managed to exchange some genes, further enabling it to operate as a competent whole. As a result of these changes, the organism that was swallowed was transformed into a mitochondria, and began supplying ATP to the first eukaryotic cell – that is, a cell containing a nucleus and other complicated structures.

As impossible as this process sounds, it was followed by an even more outlandish occurrence. Somehow the newly created binary organism swallowed yet another entity – a kind of bacteria that could photosynthesise. Again the ingested entity lived on inside the cell, using quorum sensing to somehow synchronise its ‘almost magical’ nanomachinery with those of the binary organism. This newly constituted ‘trinity organism’ became the photosynthetic ancestor of every plant on earth.

Microbes control the Earth, Falkowski tells us. They created it in its present form, and maintain it in its current state by creating a global electron marketplace that we call the biosphere. Falkowski argues that we can conceive of our world as a great, unitary electrical device, driven by the myriad tiny electric motors and the other electrochemical nanomachinery of cells. Viewing the world this way reveals hitherto unappreciated dangers in some modern science.

Some molecular biologists are doing research on ways of inserting genes into microorganisms in order to create new kinds of life that have never previously existed. Others are busy working out whether the cellular nanomachinery itself might be improved. Falkowski recommends that ‘rather than tinker with organisms that we can’t reverse engineer, a much better use of our intellectual abilities and technological capabilities would be to better understand how the core nanomachines evolved and how these machines spread across the planet to become the engines of life.’

*

Just how far we are from obtaining an understanding of the evolution of the nanomachines is conveyed in Peter Ward and Joe Kirschvink’s latest book, A New History of Life. Both authors are iconoclasts, and their book is at times breathtakingly unorthodox. Yet their ideas are at the cutting edge of many debates about the evolution of life, making their book challenging and rewarding. The work of the paleontologist is like that of a restorer of ancient mosaics: the further we go back in time, the fewer tesserae, or mosaic components, we have. Those seeking to understand the origin of the nanomachines have to work with the equivalent of just half a dozen pieces from a picture comprising tens of thousands. Time and our restless Earth have destroyed the remainder. Despite this awesome handicap, Ward and Kirschvink are convinced that, owing to the new technologies, we are at last asking the right questions.

We have a reasonably concise date for the formation of Earth – 4560 million years ago, give or take 10 million years. The half a billion years that followed, known as the Hadean Eon, were momentous. A huge asteroid slammed into the planet, forming the moon and transforming Earth into a ball of molten rock. As Earth cooled, the progenitors of the modern core and crust were formed. Earth’s oldest rocks – tiny, 4.4-billion-year-old zircon crystals from Western Australia – are the only physical evidence we have of this period. Chemical analysis reveals that they formed where ocean water was being sucked down into the mantle – the layer of the earth between the crust and the core. So we can surmise that Earth cooled quickly after the asteroid collision, and that at an early stage it had oceans.

Despite the presence of oceans, Earth was almost certainly hostile to life in the Hadean Eon. Asteroid impacts repeatedly shook the planet, boiling its oceans and changing the atmosphere. But by four billion years ago, things had begun to settle down. The 1.5-billion-year-long Archean Eon had begun, and it was over the first third of this period that the nanomachines either evolved or, as Ward and Kirschvink argue, colonised Earth from elsewhere.

As we ponder life’s origins, Ward and Kirschvink warn against thinking in simplistic terms like life and death, instead encouraging us to consider the ‘newly discovered place in between’. Life’s most distant origins lie in the nonliving precursor molecules for RNA, organic compounds known as amino acids. They have been found in meteorites, are presumed to be widespread in the universe, and their origins must greatly predate Earth’s origins. The nanomachines possess attributes of life, and when brought together in a cell they clearly cross the threshold into the self-regulating, replicating entity that we recognise as a living thing.

A slick layer of graphite preserved in 3.8-billion-year-old rocks near Isua, Greenland, was long believed to contain the earliest evidence of life on Earth. But recent studies reveal that the carbon composing the graphite was not formed by life at all. The next oldest evidence was long thought to be 3.5-billion-year-old microscopic fossils of algae from Western Australia. But recent research has shown that the ‘fossils’ are far more recent, and in any case may not be fossils at all, but crystals. A 2012 study announced that fossils of bacterial ecosystems dating back 3.49 billion years had been discovered in the Pilbara region of Western Australia, and this is now widely accepted as the oldest evidence of life.2

Charles Darwin famously speculated that life began in a ‘shallow, sun-warmed pond’. But back when Earth formed, its surface was probably covered entirely, or almost so, by oceans. And because Earth lacked an ozone layer for the first 2 billion years of its existence, it is unlikely that shallow waters could have hosted life’s origin because ultraviolet radiation would have torn apart the delicate, assembling RNA.

Currently favoured candidates for an earthly origin of life range from hot springs to mid-ocean ridge vents known as ‘black smokers’. Conditions there may have aided the formation of the ever-longer strings of amino acids and molecules, including RNA, that were eventually able to metabolise and reproduce. Mid-oceanic ridges are protected from ultraviolet radiation by the overlying ocean. They are also rich in the elements required for DNA. Additionally, the majority of the most ancient life forms on Earth are thermophiles, small organisms some of which thrive in near-boiling water. One problem for this theory is that water attacks and breaks up the nucleic acid polymers that make up RNA. And unless protected, it is also destabilised by heat.

*

Most research focuses on a search for the earliest life. But perhaps we should be searching instead for evidence of the first nanomachines. Chemical signatures in rocks that result from the activities of the nanomachines offer one means of doing this. For example, studies show that the nanomachines that make atmospheric nitrogen, and can add oxygen to the ammonia so produced in order to create nitrate, were in existence by at least 2.5 billion years ago.3

Joe Kirschvink argues that Earth’s rocks are the wrong place to look for the nanomachines’ origins. He is a leading proponent of the seemingly radical theory that the nanomachines, and perhaps life itself, originated on the ice caps and glaciers of ancient Mars. The case is fleshed out fully in A New History of Life, and recent discoveries are building an impressive body of supporting evidence. NASA’s Curiosity lander, for example, has found evidence for ancient Martian streams and ponds: billions of years ago Mars probably had an ocean, as well as land and ice caps. The red planet may have offered a far less hostile environment for assembling naked strings of RNA than Earth. Kirschvink also points out that space travel by early life is not improbable. Mars is small, so its gravity is weak compared with that of Earth. Asteroids could therefore have thrown up a lot of rocks capable of escaping Martian gravity. And we know, through experiments, that meteorites originating from Mars can reach Earth without being sterilised.

But if the nanomachines did originate on Mars, where might they have crossed the ‘Darwinian threshold’ and become truly living things? Kirschvink argues that Earth’s atmosphere offers a plausible nursery. Held aloft by fierce winds and currents, the Martian RNA fragments may have mixed with each other, exchanging fragments from one chain to another. Natural selection would have favoured the more functionally complex and efficient strands, which would then have proliferated. Eventually, perhaps when the strands became encompassed by cell walls made of tiny droplets of lipids (a type of molecule that includes fats and waxes), the mass transfer of genes between the nascent nanomachines slowed and their chemistry stabilised.

The Nobel laureate Christian de Duve believed that at this point life would have emerged from nonlife very quickly, perhaps in minutes. Safe behind its lipid cell walls, the RNA could enter the ocean, finding the rich trove of nutrients that exists around the black smokers. From then on, Darwinian evolution would have ensured the survival of those that operated most efficiently in a hot environment. This story is, of course, almost entirely unsupported by evidence. It is a scenario – a vision of how things might have been – rather than a fleshed-out scientific theory. It is nonetheless useful because it provides a target for future researchers.

*

A New History of Life deals with life’s entire trajectory, from the time before its first spark to the present. The conventional view is that for a billion years after life first evolved, very little seems to have happened. Then, over perhaps a few hundred million years, oxygen utterly transformed the face of Earth. That oxygen came from the most complex cellular nanomachinery ever to evolve – the trinity organisms, composed of three organisms embedded within a single cell, that could photosynthesise. But Falkowski’s nanomachines make me think that the billion-year ‘pause’ before their emergence is illusory. Enormous changes to life’s engines occurred as they transformed from relatively simple nanomachines to planet-altering photosynthesisers.

A mystery surrounds the oxygenation of Earth. The oxygen produced by the photosynthesisers should have interacted immediately with organic matter, preventing any increases in free atmospheric oxygen. And indeed this is what appears to have happened for hundreds of millions of years after the first trinity organisms evolved. What was needed, if free oxygen was to accumulate in the atmosphere, was for some of the organic matter it reacted with to be put out of the oxygen’s reach.

Falkowski thinks that ‘the oxygenation of Earth had much to do with chance and contingencies’. Ward and Kirschvink agree, saying that one of the greatest contingencies was the creation of what we call fossil fuels. For fossil fuels and other buried organic molecules are organic matter put out of oxygen’s reach many millions of years ago, and they exist in Earth’s crust in direct proportion to the amount of oxygen in the atmosphere.

The dependence of evolutionary change on contingencies is further highlighted when Ward and Kirschvink discuss the evolution of the first large animals. They arose about half a billion years ago, in what is known as the Cambrian explosion. Scientists have long argued about why they evolved so rapidly, and at that time. Ward and Kirschvink think they have an answer, in the form of ‘true polar wander’. Essentially, the idea is that as the continents moved over the face of the planet, they altered its centre of gravity. By around half a billion years ago they had so shifted the gravitational centre that the Earth’s outer layers had begun to move relative to Earth’s core. Over millions of years, the landmasses originally lying over the poles came to lie over the equator. This southward shift may have released methane trapped in clathrates (ice-methane combinations kept stable by low temperatures or pressure), triggering a release of greenhouse gases that warmed the climate and provided favourable conditions for an increase in biodiversity. There is evidence to back parts of this theory. Something odd was happening to Earth’s poles around the time complex life evolved. And ‘true polar wander’ is characteristic of other planets, including Mars. But again, Ward and Kirschvink are pushing the envelope with this theory.

Neither Life’s Engines nor A New History of Life is an easy book for the non-scientist, but both are immensely rewarding. Like Galileo’s telescope and microscope, they focus on the very small (Falkowski) and the very big picture (Ward and Kirschvink). Both are full of novel thinking about life’s origin and subsequent evolution. Taken together, they help us begin to see where the next big questions about life’s origins lie, and how they might be investigated.

Notes

1. See Jon Cartwright, ‘Quantized Vibrations Are Essential to Photosynthesis, Say Physicists’, physicsworld.com, 22 January 2014.

2. See Nora Noffke, Daniel Christian, David Wacey and Robert M. Hazan, ‘A Microbial Ecosystem in an Ancient Sabkha of the 3.49 GA Pilbara, Western Australia, and Comparison with Mesoarchean, Neoproterozoic and Phanerozoic Examples’, GSA Annual Meeting, November 2012.

3. See ‘Billions of Years Ago, Microbes Were Key in Developing Modern Nitrogen Cycle’, (e) Science News, 19 February 2009.
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Belsen: Mapping the Memories

Nadia Wheatley

I vividly remember my reaction when I discovered that my father had worked at Belsen.

This revelation came in 1983, a few weeks after his death, when his widow sent me an old press clipping, together with a note saying she’d found it among his papers and she supposed I had better have it. Feeling as if I should handle it with tongs (and not just because the paper was brittle with age), I picked it up. Dated 22 February 1947, it was from the newspaper in my father’s hometown in northern England, and was typical of a small-town newspaper piece.

Titled ‘Hexham Man’s New Post in Germany’, the article explained that Colonel J.N. Wheatley had recently been appointed chief medical officer for the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) in the British Zone, where he would have overall responsibility for some 280,000 Displaced Persons (DPs) living in makeshift camps. As I skimmed through the account of the work he had been doing in Germany for the two years prior to this appointment, I found myself coming to a dead halt at the information that ‘Colonel Wheatley was medical superintendent of the Belsen camp hospital’.

Belsen! Although I was aware that this must have been after the time when it was a Nazi concentration camp, nevertheless the very name made my blood run cold. Simultaneously there came into my mind’s eye a photograph (or was it a moving image I had seen in some documentary film?) of naked corpses – already looking like skeletons – being bulldozed into the pit of a mass grave. A few moments later, still holding the page of newsprint, I was astonished to be feeling an unaccustomed benevolence towards my father, even a sense of dawning comprehension. Ah, so this was why the man was so difficult, so cold! Did it even explain his habit of whistling through his teeth – a single monotone note, more of a hiss really than a whistle – as he blocked out everyone and everything around him? And indeed, did whatever my father had experienced at Belsen explain, if not excuse, his treatment of me, and of my mother?

*

As reality set in, memories began to flow. While my father’s connection with Belsen was completely new to me, the fact that both my parents had worked for UNRRA in post-war Germany had been a part of my knowledge even before I could print the alphabet letters that made up the acronym of the world’s first international aid agency. Indeed, one of my first picture books was an album containing the photos of the strange-looking people who were my parents’ friends and colleagues from that period, as they gathered in June 1948 to celebrate the marriage that had taken place earlier that day at the British Consulate in Hamburg; a bare ten months later, my mother gave birth to me in Sydney. Although I never knew even the names of the wedding guests, the DPs with whom my mother and father had been working in Germany were to me real flesh and blood, because through the first six years of my life a steady stream of people whom my parents had known in various camps came to live in the flat that was attached to the side of our house. Forbidden to bother them, I paid my visits in secret, and as I lay in bed at night the sound of voices talking and singing in Polish used to come through my nursery wall with its Beatrix Potter frieze; sometimes, too, there was the sound of crying.

Yet if my neighbours brought something of the history of postwar Europe into my middle-class suburban world, I felt there to be an even more powerful link between myself and the people who always seemed to be summed up by a couple of alphabet letters. I knew from fairy stories that the naming of a child involved the bestowal of something magic, and whenever I pestered my mother to tell me why I was called ‘Nadia’ (a most peculiar name in 1950s Anglo-Australia) she would reply, in her breeziest manner, ‘Oh, I named you after one of the DPs.’

‘Who?’

‘Nadia, of course.’

‘Nadia who?’

At that point, my mother would sigh volubly and light up a Craven A, and as she would die when I was nine years old, I would learn from her no more details about my namesake, and indeed nothing more than a picture-postcard version of the Germany where she had spent four demanding and even dangerous years. Yet while my love for my mother made me store up every scrap of personal information I had ever garnered from her, my father was a completely different matter

And so, when I received the newspaper clipping that was my sole legacy after his death, I put it into the box where I kept my parents’ wedding album and my mother’s UNRRA shoulder-flash and the other memorabilia from the time that immediately preceded my birth. It took more than three decades before I went to Belsen and began finding out what my father had been doing there.

*

It is September when I first arrive at Bergen-Belsen. Bypassing the sleek silver bunker of the Documentation Centre, I make my way into the vast open area of the Gedenkstätte (Memorial), where the earth is still wearing its summer cladding of the tiny flowers typical of the Lüneburg Heide, or heath. Notwithstanding the daintiness of this pinkish mauve groundcover, this is a topography as stripped to its bare bones as the bodies in the mass graves that rise out of the flat earth like Neolithic barrows.

HIER RUHEN 800 TOTE APRIL 1945 …

HIER RUHEN 1000 TOTE APRIL 1945 …

HIER RUHEN 2500 TOTE APRIL 1945 …

HIER RUHEN 5000 TOTE APRIL 1945 …

Even my schoolgirl German is up to translating the terrible arithmetic that is recorded in the signs on the stonework facing of the mounds. At each of these collective burial sites there are simple offerings that other visitors have made: a red candle, a line of pebbles, a bunch of twigs, a small basket of heather. As I remember (or feel as if I remember) the bulldozer with its terrible load, the starkness of these anonymous graves seems to me to say all that can be said about a genocide, and much more poignantly than the dozen or so individual tombstones – including one bearing the names of Anne and Margot Frank – that seek to personalise death. Despite the sign carefully explaining that these memorials ‘have only a symbolic meaning. They do not mark graves’, the one for the Frank girls is decorated with bunches and pots of flowers, photographs, pebbles and handwritten messages addressed to the young diarist whose own writing has touched so many lives.

If the earth beneath Anne’s gravestone is empty, so is the landscape. Here the visitor wishing to map the memories needs to walk the place; there are no buildings – either original or facsimile – to give an idea of the size or form of the seventy or so huts where some 40,000 prisoners were once crowded together. (‘This isn’t Disneyland,’ the Gedenkstätte’s archivist says to me a little later on this memorable day. And when I see the historical photos displayed at the Documentation Centre I discover that, after the liberation, the British burned the huts to the ground – primarily to stop the spread of disease, but also to symbolise the destruction of the Nazi regime.)

Making my way towards an obelisk and commemorative wall that mark the western perimeter of the Gedenkstätte, I arrive first at a stone memorial, erected at the time of the first anniversary of the liberation and commemorating ‘Thirty thousand Jews exterminated in the concentration camp of Bergen-Belsen at the hands of the murderous Nazis’. A couple of hundred metres on, a wooden cross stands ‘in memory of about fifteen thousand Polish men, women and children who were martyred in Bergen-Belsen’. In front of the wall (itself covered with inscriptions in various languages), another stone commemorates the lives and deaths of Juden and Sinti und Roma, of Zeugen Jehovas and Homosexuelle, as well as Soldaten aus der Sowjetunion und aus anderen staaten. The English-language text on yet another stone declares it to be ‘in remembrance of all Jewish and non-Jewish Turkish citizens who were murdered in Bergen-Belsen 1943–1945’.

Although it is at this point that I begin to become aware of the complexity of this memorial site, which reflects the many layers of the camp’s history, it is only later that I discover that the assumption I brought with me – that Belsen was primarily a Jewish camp – does not reflect the way it was initially ‘marketed’ to the English-speaking public. Indeed, one of the most shocking things I would subsequently discover about the history of Bergen-Belsen is that, at the time of the liberation, the British authorities and media were at pains not to mention the fact that the majority of the concentration camp’s inmates (both the living and the recently dead) were Jewish. This was in line with the policy of the British Ministry of Information during World War II, which dictated that stories about the enemy’s atrocities ‘must deal with indisputably innocent people. Not with violent political opponents [such as socialists and communists]. And not with Jews.’ It would take some decades before the historiography would correct this gap in the record, and even today Belsen is often seen as the site of one of Britain’s ‘finest hours’, rather than as a place of Jewish mourning.

*

In fact, the camp did not begin as a place to detain prisoners – Jewish or otherwise. Innocuously enough, the huts were erected in 1935 as temporary housing for 3000 German labourers who were engaged to build an extensive set of barracks for the Wehrmacht (German army) to use as a Panzer Training School. Situated a couple of kilometres south of the barracks in the vicinity of two villages, named Bergen and Belsen, the camp would later acquire both their names. In 1940, the Wehrmacht used some of the now vacant huts to accommodate 600 French and Belgian prisoners of war. The following year, barbed-wire fences and watchtowers were erected when the camp was prepared to receive the 21,000 Soviet POWs who arrived in July. Without adequate housing, many spent the coming winter in burrows they dug into the earth. By the following March, two-thirds of these prisoners had died of hunger, disease and exposure to the cold. While some of the survivors remained in the 1200-bed camp hospital, the rest were sent out into the surrounding area on work details.

It was in April 1943 that the major change began to take place in the purpose and administration of the Bergen-Belsen camp, and in the composition of its inmates. While the Wehrmacht continued to hold POWs in its hospital to the north of the camp’s main road, the part of the site – representing half the area – lying to the south of the road was taken over from the military by the SS, the black-uniformed paramilitary elite that had begun as a security guard for Hitler and by now was responsible for implementing the Final Solution to the ‘problem’ of the Jews and other enemies of the German state. Notwithstanding this ultimate goal of exterminating all Jews from the territory of the Reich, the Bergen-Belsen ‘holding camp’ (Aufenthaltslager) included an area (unique in the entire concentration camp system) that was established to hold certain special Jewish prisoners whom the German Foreign Office hoped to be able to exchange for German nationals imprisoned abroad.

Only a small number of exchanges were ever made, and conditions in what was called the Star Camp (because of the yellow star that occupants had to wear on their clothing) were far from easy. However, contrary to a widely held misapprehension, Bergen-Belsen was not an extermination camp. This indeed was a major difference between the camps established on German soil and the camps in the conquered territories to the east of the German border. It was in the east that certain camps were equipped with the gas ovens and other infernal devices that provided the mechanism for Hitler’s Final Solution.

Despite this important distinction between the eastern and western camps, the boundary blurs because, over the last months of its history, Bergen-Belsen began to receive prisoners who had survived extermination camps in the east and had been sent to the west in advance of the Soviet army. The 8000 women who came from Auschwitz included the two Frank girls. By now the huts were so full that many of the women were provided only with tents for the coming winter; holes in the ground served as toilets. Faced with a camp that was bursting at its seams, in January 1945 the SS took over the northern half of the site from the Wehrmacht and used it for an enlarged women’s camp. This did little to ease the overcrowding. As the Death Marches brought more and more prisoners from camps in Poland, Hungary and the Soviet Union, the population of Bergen-Belsen increased from 15,000 in December 1944 to 42,000 in March 1945. Yet in the lunacy of that time, 6700 Bergen-Belsen inmates were herded into train-carriages and sent on journeys back towards the east. Despite this, by early April the camp was so full that when another 15,000 prisoners from the Mittelbau-Dora concentration camp arrived, they were housed at the nearby Wehrmacht barracks.

Meanwhile, the regime hardened in December 1944 when Josef Kramer, former commandant of the Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp, was put in charge of Bergen-Belsen; other SS personnel from Auschwitz (including women) joined his staff. As part of a deliberate policy that could be described as a form of extermination, the provision of food – always minimal – dropped to starvation level. Water was contaminated and in very short supply. The sanitation facilities collapsed and huts were soon ankle-deep in faeces. Yet as winter gave way to spring, an even worse peril appeared. Spread by the lice that infested the huts as well as every article of clothing and bedding, an epidemic of typhus killed people who had managed to survive years of hunger, forced labour and even the threat of the gas chambers. The number of deaths rose from 7000 in February to 18,000 in March; a further 9000 people died in the first two weeks of April. As the camp’s crematoria could not keep up with the death rate, corpses were left to rot in the huts and on the ground; by mid-April there were 10,000 lying unburied among the living and the barely living.

Ironically, it was the typhus that triggered the liberation of Bergen-Belsen. As the Allied advance from the west pushed closer and closer to the camp, some members of the German military began to fear that the epidemic could spread into the civilian population if the guards were to flee and prisoners were to escape into the countryside. On 12 April, a couple of Wehrmacht officers alerted a nearby unit of British military to the problem, and the area of the concentration camp became a negotiated zone of surrender. Into this no-man’s-land a trickle of British soldiers began to arrive on 15 April 1945. Dispensing with the double-barrelled German name, they simply called it ‘Belsen’. The images recorded by the Army Film and Photographic Unit over the next few days would immediately make the name a byword for evil.

*

Although I have subsequently researched the statistics and the timeline, the layers of history first begin to separate for me during my initial exploration of the memorial site, when I come upon a metal relief map showing how the different areas of the concentration camp were used. With this as my reference point, I walk the country again, this time following the bilingual information pillars that indicate the position of the Women’s Camp, the Star Camp, the Tent Camp and so on. Yet the more I manage to locate the areas indicated on the map, the more I come to feel that I am somehow missing the thing I initially came to find. Where in this multi-layered landscape of memory is the Displaced Persons Camp where my father was medical superintendent?

In the Gedenkstätte’s Documentation Centre, a display of photographs and artefacts covering 1500 square metres takes me through the timeline of Prisoner of War camp, Concentration Camp and Displaced Persons Camp. Yet there is so much here to comprehend that I still find myself confused as to how the DP Camp slotted into the map. As well as this extensive public area, the bunker-like building houses a library and an archive, and (with a cheek that now makes me blush) I go up to the woman seated at the information desk and ask if it might be possible to talk to the archivist. An hour or so later, I meet the man who looks after not only the Memorial’s extensive collection of records, but also the families of survivors and liberators who keep turning up here, seeking a way to understand the scraps of memory that have been bequeathed to them. By the time I catch the bus back to the town where I am staying, I have twelve pages of hastily scribbled information about the DP camp, as well an invitation to come back and work in the archives.

When I return, some six weeks later, to begin my research, the trees surrounding the memorial site blaze with the gold of autumn leaves and the pastel carpet of heather has been replaced by the vibrant colours and velvet textures of moss and fungi. The air is crisply cold but completely still, and in my lunch hours I can walk in total silence, usually seeing no one but a handful of workmen who are cleaning the inscription wall and obelisk, in preparation for the commemoration of the seventieth anniversary of the liberation, which is to take place in April 2015. By this second visit I know that while this Memorial holds the story of the concentration camp, the sequel lies a couple of kilometres away as a crow might fly over the woodland.

*

The day after the British army’s first tentative foray into the camp, the Deputy Director of Medical Services, Brigadier H.L. Glyn Hughes, drew up a plan. From the start it was clear that the key to ending the typhus epidemic was to get rid of the lice. In addition to dusting all the survivors with DDT, this meant (as I have mentioned) destroying the huts. As this would render the camp’s inmates homeless, alternative accommodation urgently had to be found. The obvious solution was the extensive facilities of the nearby Panzer Training School, now called Belsen Camp II. With this, history came full circle, because the huts of the concentration camp had first housed the labourers who had built the barracks.

Under Glyn Hughes’ plan, the system of triage established at Belsen reversed the usual order of prioritising the most acute medical cases. In a restricted report made to Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force, it was noted that:


The situation as to nutrition and starvation is so critical that it has been necessary to attempt to select individuals as to chances for recovery. The result is that those individuals so obviously near death will receive no care in order that the available means may be applied to those who have some prospect of recovery.



Making such decisions over life and death was difficult emotionally as well as practically, and it is easy to see why many of the liberators were haunted for years by what they had seen and done at Belsen. At the same time, for those survivors who witnessed such choices being made about family members and comrades, it was easy to feel that not enough was done. Although the liberation of Belsen has long been proclaimed as one of the great triumphs of British forces in World War II, some commentators have recently pointed to serious shortcomings in the provision of medical aid. Notably, the deaths of 14,000 people – most of them Jewish – in the month after the liberation can be cited as evidence of failure on a grand scale. While the critics maintain that the number of deaths could have been reduced if the British army had allowed Jewish relief agencies into the camp, half of these deaths occurred in the first terrible week, before any teams of volunteers were able to arrive. However, the anti-Semitism evident among sections of the British government and the British military explains why some Jewish community leaders at the time felt that there had been deliberate discrimination. Also, there were indeed problems with the delivery of medical services, caused by confusion in the military chain of command as well as the fact that the troops who arrived at Belsen were not trained to deal with a humanitarian crisis. Shortage of transport and the camp’s location in the middle of a battle zone did not help.

Despite these circumstances, over five intense weeks beginning in mid-April, a massive relief operation was mounted by a small number of military medical officers and soldiers, together with volunteers from a range of agencies, backed up by a hundred young London medical students. It was a struggle waged on two fronts. As one contingent toiled in the original Belsen camp to provide water and food and sanitation, and to get the dead buried as quickly as possible, the other contingent supervised the creation of an emergency hospital comprised of 13,500 beds at Belsen Camp II. By 21 May, some 29,000 survivors had been ferried by field ambulance to the former German army barracks, where they were dusted with DDT and housed in what became, for a couple of months, the largest hospital in Europe.

It is on my second trip to Belsen that I am given the privilege of visiting the place that was originally built as a Panzer Training School, which was subsequently transformed into a Displaced Persons Camp and which finally became the British army base that is currently the home of the battalion known as the Desert Rats. As with the place that I now think of as ‘the other Belsen’, this landscape has memories stacked, layer upon layer.

*

If the site that is now the Memorial has no Disneyland-style recreations, Hohne Camp is like a vast Wehrmacht theme park, a life-size model of a vintage 1930s German barracks. Despite the modern vehicles on the roads and the British Tommies in the canteen, where I am taken for lunch by the hospitable Welsh civilian who is the army’s assistant liaison officer, I feel as if I have fallen into a time warp.

I have read that, in the time of the Reich, this kaserne housed 15,000 troops, and as I am driven around the base I am rendered speechless both by the sheer size of the place and by the way everything seems to be endlessly replicated. Here, the main unit of design consists of a square parade area enclosed on three sides by five two-storey blocks of living quarters; these complexes are set up and down the wide streets of the barracks in a dizzying array of mirror images. It was these ‘squares’ that in April/May 1945 were converted into the emergency hospital, with beds (requisitioned from local civilians, sometimes at gunpoint) ranged in rows out in the open and also inside the dormitory-style rooms of the buildings. Within a couple of months, as the survivors regained their health, clusters of these squares became the separate camps that housed the Jewish and gentile DPs. Both were predominantly Polish nationals, and one of the initial sticking points was the British government’s refusal to recognise the distinct cultural and racial identity of the Jews. Eventually, after the Christian Poles were evacuated either to their homeland or to other assembly centres, this camp became a self-governing Jewish community. With a shifting population of up to 12,000 men, women and children, it formed the largest Jewish centre in Germany until the disbandment of the camp in 1950.

The hundred or so residential buildings were by no means the sum total of the camp. One of the few pieces of good fortune in the Belsen story was the fact that this kaserne began as a state-of-the-art facility for the Reich’s soldiers, who were provided with a cinema, a concert hall and an air-conditioned tent-theatre that seated 5000. For the DPs, these became important community meeting places. Yet it is when I am taken to the building known as the Round House – formerly the mess for the German army officers – that my eyes really pop out. A framed photograph shows this building in 1936 with a large ornamental lake in front; that is now gone, but the façade is intact. So is the enormous dining room, with its crystal chandeliers. Empty now, but it is easy to imagine it in the heyday of the Reich, with the uniformed officers feasting and carousing; less easy to imagine it when the Round House was an outpost of the emergency hospital and this room alone held 300 beds in which the starving victims of the Third Reich were fed the thin gruel that was all their depleted metabolisms were able to digest. By July 1945, it was an isolation ward for patients with incurable tuberculosis. A month later, when my father arrived at the camp, most of the TB cases had been evacuated to Sweden and the remainder had been sent to the part of the barracks that had once been a lazaret or military hospital, and which had been renamed the ‘Glyn Hughes Hospital’ in honour of the brigadier who had developed the plan for the medical relief of Belsen.

In the extraordinary little private museum that a retired British soldier has set up in the cellars of the Round House, I see photographs of this hospital, but when I ask to be taken there I am told that vandals recently got into the building and caused such damage that it is now too dangerous to enter. Given the difficulty that was the mark of the relationship between my father and myself, this barrier against going to the place where he actually lived and worked seems fitting. Yet as my journey has brought me so far, I push a bit and my kindly guide agrees that we can at least look at the hospital from the gate. Getting there involves a ten-minute drive around the back of the military facility, and then along a country road to a deserted area of woodland. (Now I understand how the vandals weren’t spotted.) By the time I stand at the entrance to the old lazaret, the autumn evening is drawing in and the photograph I take of the towered building at the end of the avenue of leafless trees has the palette and atmosphere of a scene from a Cold War spy movie.

Yet this appearance is deceptive. I have allowed the past to lull me into anachronism. As I unravel more of the history of the Belsen Displaced Persons Camp, I find myself in a story that is as contemporary as the latest failed peace talk in the Middle East, or breaking news about the conflict over the borders of the Soviet Union.

*

It is springtime when I return to the deserted hospital. The sky is blue and the branches of the trees lining the roadway down to the main building are now clothed with leaves of an almost fizzy shade of green that we don’t have in the Australian bush. This vibrant rebirth of nature seems symbolic of the renewal of life that came in April 1945 with the liberation of the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, which I have come to commemorate. Today I am with a busload of Belsen survivors and younger family members of survivors, making a tour of the DP camp as a kind of prologue to the official ceremonies of the seventieth anniversary, which will happen in two days’ time. Despite the illustriousness of my companions, for safety reasons the gates to the hospital are locked, and we all stand at the barrier, poking our cameras through the bars to take our snaps. Suddenly a woman cries out, ‘All the children! All the children born here, stand in front of the gates!’

There are five of them – three men and two women. All around my own age, or perhaps a year or so older, they were born in the Glyn Hughes Hospital between 1945 and 1950, and as they line up now for a photo opportunity, camera shutters click and click again. After the Holocaust, every new life was especially precious, and today everyone wants a picture of these children who were born against the odds.

Despite the many differences between the backgrounds of these survivor-children and myself, the thing we have in common is that we are all engaged on a quest to find our pasts; like me, they obviously crave information – any fragment of information, no matter how small. So when finally the cameras are put away and the group is disassembling, I go up to one of the five and tentatively ask, ‘Would you like to see a photo of some babies in the hospital?’ I take out of my bag an A3 photocopy of a spread from the Nursing Mirror magazine dated April 1946, showing a montage of scenes inside the Glyn Hughes Hospital, including one of an Australian doctor, Phyllis Tewsley, with half a dozen newborn babies in the nursery.

Would they like to see it! Not only the five who were born here but also everyone in earshot crowds around the photocopied page – and me. Where did this come from? How did I happen to have it? Indeed: who am I?

I point to one of the other photos, which shows my father, posed as if he is discussing some important medical matter with the matron, and I explain my connection with this uniformed bureaucrat. Immediately, the woman whom I think of as the organiser starts arranging the five ‘children’ in front of the hospital gates again, but this time with me in the middle, holding the photomontage. It would be unbearably rude to jump out of shot but, as cameras snap, I feel invidious, ashamed. If they had known Dr Wheatley, I find myself thinking, they would not have been so quick to include me.

Although the records of his administration make it clear that my father ran the hospital very efficiently, there was a problem with his attitude towards the people in his care. A month or so after he took over the role of superintendent, a French doctor who was in charge of the Medical Inspection rooms wrote a comprehensive report on the camp, in which he stated that ‘Dr W’ had a ‘more correct and friendly manner’ than his predecessor, but ‘unfortunately it does not seem that he has a better understanding of the state of mind (états d’esprits) and the needs of the DPs’. Even more damningly, the UNRRA archives contain a fragment of text from an article published in late 1945 in an American Jewish weekly newspaper, which (in the translation provided from the original German) declared that ‘the UNRRA hospital is under direction of an Englishman Whittley, who only employs former German doctors and nurses who were not quite innocent of the big destruction work’.

Whatever truth there is to this allegation about the culpability of his medical team, it is the case that there were seven German doctors (some of them former Wehrmacht officers) and 131 German nurses working at the Glyn Hughes Hospital in my father’s time, and there is evidence that he was both favourably disposed towards his German staff and reluctant to employ Jewish personnel. It is small comfort to me that his views were shared by a number of much more senior UNRRA officials, including the Chief Medical Officer for the British Zone (Australian advocate of racial purity, Sir Raphael Cilento) and the Director of Health for the European Office. The aid organisation’s official response to complaints on this politically charged issue was that it had inherited the German medical personnel when it had taken over the Glyn Hughes Hospital from the British military, but the tone of the internal correspondence on this matter reveals an attitude of systemic anti-Semitism.

*

Two days after this bus tour to the old hospital, Mr Ronald Lauder, speaking on behalf of the World Jewish Congress at the ceremony held to mark the seventieth anniversary of the liberation, points out that anti-Semitism is once more on the rise in Europe. ‘Today a Jewish boy wearing a yarmulke,’ he declares, ‘cannot walk down the street in Paris or London or Copenhagen without fearing for his life.’

Sadly, the same might be said about a Muslim girl in hijab, I think as I write down his words in a soggy notebook. By Sunday, the blue skies have changed to grey clouds and intermittent showers, and as I sit looking at the obelisk through a sea of black umbrellas, the weather seems the objective correlative of this ceremony that is one of mourning rather than celebration. That is only appropriate, of course, and one thing I notice in the morning’s program is that there is no British representative listed among the speakers. Twenty years ago, at the time of the fiftieth anniversary, there were complaints that the event had been a glorification of the liberators, to the exclusion of the suffering of Belsen’s Jewish victims. That, of course, was in line with the way the media had presented the story to the British public in April 1945. The upshot was a conference of historians and survivors held in the United Kingdom a few months later, and the publication of a book, Belsen in History and Memory. It was after that 1995 conference that the historiography of Bergen-Belsen (at least, the material written in English) began to change.

Certainly on this occasion, testimonies in a medley of languages are given by survivors from Poland, Hungary, France, Israel, America and Ukraine, as well as by a member of the Sinti and Roma community. As the President of Germany stands unsheltered in the rain and expresses his perplexity as well as his regret that the history of Belsen could ever have occurred, I find myself realising another thing that is conspicuously absent from the proceedings. Although the shuttle bus on which I travelled to the Gedenkstätte went through three police check points, I can see no sign of security at the site itself, and the minders around the Bundespräsident are so discrete that when by accident on my arrival I ended up walking in the middle of the official entourage, I only realised who my companions were when I found my progress being tracked by half a dozen television cameras. Some days later, when I mention the event’s low-key security to one of the Memorial staff, he delicately observes, ‘We cannot allow the place to look like a concentration camp.’ In this, as in all matters, I am awed by the sensitivity not just of the people who work at the Gedenkstätte but of the state government of Lower Saxony, which oversaw the organisation of the anniversary and indeed pays the huge ongoing costs of the Belsen Memorial. I find myself trying to imagine a similar level of official recognition being accorded to the victims and survivors of Australia’s frontier wars.

After the speeches are over and dozens of wreaths (including one, I see, in honour of Belsen’s homosexual victims) are laid at the Inscription Wall, it is fitting that we move from the site of the Horror Camp to the other Belsen, where the 29,000 survivors started their new lives.

Here the British come into their own, putting on lunch for a few hundred guests in the splendiferous dining hall of the Round House. Just as a wake provides mourners with a much-needed chance to relax and revive their spirits after the catharsis of a funeral, this is a welcome opportunity for those who have travelled from far and wide to catch up with old friends. Soon people are moving about between the tables and spilling out onto the terrace, where some sunshine is finally breaking through the clouds. By the time the official part of the proceedings begins, there is such a hubbub going on that I need to move close to the platform to hear what is being said.

‘Who’s that?’ I ask a nearby military bod as a man in an elegant lounge suit delivers what is clearly the key speech in praise of the role played by Belsen’s British liberators.

‘That’s the Duke of Gloucester,’ I am told in a hushed tone. I must appear unimpressed, because I am swiftly advised: ‘He’s the Queen’s cousin.’

Whatever his lineage, his words seem to fall on mostly deaf ears, but as the Duke finishes his address, a frail-looking man with a gentle face hastens up the steps in what is obviously an unscheduled conclusion to the formalities. Promising he will say only two words – and indeed he is almost as brief as his promise – the new arrival graciously presents the Duke (now halfway across the platform) with a book of which he is the author. As I hear him quietly describe it as testimonies of the children of Holocaust survivors, I realise this to be Menachem Rosensaft, yet another Glyn Hughes Hospital baby, and one whose parents were major players in Belsen’s political history.

Menachem’s mother, Hadassah (Ada) Bimko, managed to survive Auschwitz concentration camp despite the deaths there of her parents, her husband and her young son. Having qualified as a dental surgeon before her deportation, she gave what medical aid she could to her fellow prisoners, both at Auschwitz and later at Belsen concentration camp, and she was also part of the unsung team of survivors who supported the British military’s medical efforts in April/May 1945. Within a month of moving to the DP camp, Dr Bimko became a member of the Central Committee of Liberated Jews in the British Zone of Germany, an organisation founded by Mittelbau-Dora survivor, Yossele (Josef) Rosensaft, whom Hadassah later married.

A brilliant political tactician and propagandist, Josef Rosensaft used the name and reputation of Belsen for all it was worth, and quickly won international support (especially in America) to his cause. In a two-pronged campaign, he demanded that the British government change its position on the Mandate of Palestine and open the gates of immigration to provide the homeland of Eretz Israel for the She’erit Hapletah – the ‘surviving remnant’ left after the Holocaust. Simultaneously, he pressured the British authorities in Germany to recognise Jewish Displaced Persons as a nation, and indeed to make Belsen DP camp a segregated haven for Jewish survivors. Although at first the British resisted on both fronts, it only took a couple of years before they were forced to give in. Belsen DP camp became (as I have mentioned) a self-governing Jewish community; as for Rosensaft’s other demand, the outcome needs no elaboration.

As I watch the son of this man who was anathema to the British government unostentatiously make his gift to the somewhat bemused representative of the British crown, it is for me one of the great symbolic moments of this day. Yet if this reconciliatory handshake seemingly passes without notice, it also makes me conscious of another historical event soon to occur in this remarkable place. Within a few months, the British army, which has been based here since the DP camp closed in 1950, is due to leave. While the adjacent training area will remain in the hands of NATO, the German military who will take over the barracks will not require such a huge complex of buildings. Having already seen what has happened to the Glyn Hughes Hospital, I expect that much of this weird Wehrmacht wonderland will soon also fall into irremediable disrepair.

Later, as the day’s pilgrimage of remembrance moves on to the Jewish cemetery at the base, I hear people worrying out loud about whether it will be looked after, when the British are gone. Unlike the mass burial sites of the concentration camp, the graves here are individual, yet many of the tombstones bear the single word ‘Unbekannt’ (Unknown): a poignant reminder that those who are buried here managed to survive until the liberation, and even a month or so beyond, but succumbed before their identities could be recorded.

This final and comparatively small commemoration is very much a Jewish community event, and I feel honoured that it was one of the five ‘children’ whom I met the other day outside the hospital gates who has insisted that I come along. While there are military flourishes to the proceedings (including a bugler playing the ‘Last Post’ and even – strange to my Australian ears – a rousing chorus of ‘God Save the Queen’), this is a religious service. Earlier today, in the testimony of one of the survivors, we were reminded that no fewer than 2000 children were born in the Belsen DP camp. ‘It was these children,’ Dr Ernest Mandel told us, ‘and their children and grandchildren, who defied the Final Solution.’ And as I hear the strength of the voices of these survivors and their family members joining in the recital of the Mourner’s Kaddish, I realise that this new life represents the hope that came to Belsen on 15 April 1945.

*

A few days later, returning alone to the Gedenkstätte to continue my work in the archives, I begin by walking the site, as I first did eight months ago. Today the sky is blue again, the crowds with their black umbrellas have disappeared, and the only sign of Sunday’s events is the blaze of wreaths that lines the Inscription Wall. Yet even when these, too, are gone, the remembering will continue. The very earth of Belsen maps the collective memory of those who survived here, as well as the many thousands who died. Stripped back again to the bare bones of landscape, the place itself bears continual witness to its history.
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Strange Weather: Writing the Anthropocene

James Bradley

As fires engulfed the hills outside Adelaide in early January it was difficult not to be gripped with an uneasy sense of deja vu. For while there have always been fires and floods, in recent years they have grown more frequent, more intense, more devastating.

On their own these events would be frightening, harbingers of what a changing climate will mean in the years ahead. But in fact they are only one part of a much larger environmental crisis, embracing accelerating species loss, collapsing fish and bird populations and acidifying oceans. What’s worse, it’s a situation most of us feel powerless to affect.

In such a situation it’s probably not surprising that our literary culture has become suffused with narratives about the end of the world, or that so many of them have an environmental element. One only needs to look at the recent oeuvre of Margaret Atwood, whose Maddaddam trilogy took place against the backdrop of a world despoiled first by human rapacity and later by a genetically engineered plague, or American author Edan Lepucki’s debut, California, which depicts an America sliding back into tribalism in the aftermath of peak oil and climactic instability, or her fellow American Nathaniel Rich’s surreal actuarial comedy, The Odds Against Tomorrow, the second half of which features a journey through a flooded Manhattan.

Some have argued this growing library of books exploring environmental themes should be understood as a new genre, usually described as climate fiction or – to use the unlovely shorthand preferred by its proponents – cli-fi.

Speaking personally, I’m unconvinced of the term’s utility. After all, there’s nothing new about books about worlds transfigured by environmental disaster or environmental change, as classic novels such as John Wyndham’s The Day of the Triffids, John Christopher’s Grass, John Brunner’s The Sheep Look Up or Australian author George Turner’s The Sea and Summer, which was recently republished as part of Gollancz’s SF Masterworks series, and takes place in a flooded Melbourne attest. Nor, given the fact many of these books are distinguished at least as much by their tendency to elide traditional genre categories as by their subject matter, does it seem useful to impose a rigid new category upon them.

But more deeply, the notion seems to ignore the fact that novels such as California and Maddaddam are really only a subset of a much larger phenomenon, one that embraces not just the rapidly growing list of novels set against the backdrop of a world devastated by disaster or disease, like Emily St John Mandel’s luminous Station Eleven and Peter Heller’s The Dog Stars, but television shows such as The Walking Dead, in which the characters are cast adrift in a world almost emptied of other humans, and even movies such as the nonsensical but visually sumptuous Tom Cruise vehicle Oblivion, in which the world’s most famous scientologist spends his days exploring the remains of an Earth devastated by alien attack. For while not all are about climate change in any narrow sense – in Station Eleven and The Dog Stars, for instance, civilisation collapses in the aftermath of a flu pandemic – they speak to the same fears, the same sense of vulnerability and loss, the same grief.

In one sense, of course, climate change is simply the latest in a long line of fears that have given rise to apocalyptic imaginings. Go back a decade and it was terrorism we were frightened of, fears that echoed through books and television shows such as The Road and Battlestar Galactica; go back three decades and it was our terror of nuclear war that gave rise to television events like The Day After and books such as Russell Hoban’s Riddley Walker. Over and over again fictional narratives have afforded us a medium in which the anxieties of the day can be engaged with, explored and, hopefully, controlled.

Yet it is difficult to escape the conclusion there is something different about climate change, and not just because of the scale of the challenges it presents. The scholar and critic Fredric Jameson once remarked that it’s easier to imagine the end of world than the end of capitalism. And indeed it often seems we have lost our capacity to imagine the future, tending instead to imagine more of the same or total collapse.

As the writer Robert Macfarlane observed almost a decade ago, part of the problem is that climate change as a subject lacks the charismatic swiftness of nuclear war; instead, it ‘occurs discreetly and incrementally, and as such, it presents the literary imagination with a series of difficulties: how to dramatize aggregating detail, how to plot slow change.’

For writers of fiction this poses problems. Because it tends to focus upon character and psychology, fiction often struggles to find ways to represent forces that cannot be turned into obstacles for its characters to overcome, or which take place on timeframes that exceed the human. And so we tend to fall back on set pieces and stories we understand, of which the apocalypse is only one.

Looked at like this, our passion for narratives about our own extinction begins to look vaguely suspect, a symptom of a larger failure of imagination. For while they give shape to our sense of loss and vulnerability, there’s also something reassuring about imagining the end of the world, a sense in which it absolves us of the responsibility to imagine alternatives.

Imagining alternative futures has traditionally been the preserve of science fiction, so perhaps it’s not coincidental that one of science fiction’s luminaries, Neal Stephenson, recently issued a challenge to his contemporaries, calling on them to give away their passion for dystopias and rediscover the belief in technology’s transformative power that underpinned science fiction’s Golden Age.

But it is also a reminder that genuine imaginative engagement with the meaning and effects of climate change demands writers do more than imagine devastated worlds and drowned cities. We need to find ways of representing not just the everyday weirdness of a world transformed by climate change, but also the weirdness of the everyday, find ways of expressing the way the changing climate affects not just the natural world but our own worlds, our own imaginations, find forms and modes capable of making sense of the enormity of what is happening around ourselves. Or, as the narrator of Ben Lerner’s 10:04 puts it as he looks out over Manhattan, ‘I’ll project myself into several futures simultaneously … work my way from irony to sincerity in the sinking city, a would-be Whitman of the vulnerable grid’.

In many ways, that is a revolution that has already begun, visible in the flood-haunted visions of novels as different as Australian author Kathryn Heyman’s comic yet tender Floodline and Simon Ings’ bleakly brilliant vision of near future Britain, Wolves, both of which explore the way the changing environment infects our consciousness, dissolving social bonds and altering our sense of who we are, as much if not more than it alters the world around us. But it is equally visible in Barbara Kingsolver’s most recent novel, the deeply impressive Flight Behaviour, in which a swarm of monarch butterflies whose migration has been disturbed by climate change descend upon a community in America’s rural Midwest, throwing the lives of the locals into disarray.

With its careful dissection of the contradictions of class and privilege (and and indeed its extraordinary final image’s reminder of the world’s capacity for sudden and transformative change), Flight Behaviour underlines the extent to which the challenges climate change presents are inextricably interwoven not just with a series of much older questions about wealth and power.

This awareness of the interconnectedness of these questions is also present in books such as Ruth Ozeki’s Man Booker Prize–shortlisted A Tale for the Time Being, which explores time, loss and globalisation, and science fiction author Monica Byrne’s dazzling debut, The Girl in the Road, in which the main character elects to walk from India to Africa along a floating wave power installation, a structure that symbolises both the possibilities of the future and the way history divides the rich from the poor, the fortunate from the unfortunate. For despite their differences, both seek to open up a conversation about the degree to which our thinking about climate change is framed by the privilege of our lives in the West, the way our wealth inoculates us from the consequences of our lifestyle.

Auden famously said that poetry makes nothing happen. Yet people tend to forget he also said it survives, giving voice to our experience, bearing witness. And when it comes to climate change, that isn’t nothing: we need ways to articulate the despair so many of us feel about what is happening around us, about the world we are bequeathing our children, about the species we are condemning to extinction.

But fiction can also help us repossess our future, take imaginative control of it. In time that might mean big change: as Ursula Le Guin observed recently, ‘We live in capitalism, its power seems inescapable – but then, so did the divine right of kings. Any human power can be resisted and changed by human beings. Resistance and change often begin in art. Very often in our art, the art of words.’ But if nothing else, it can help us grasp the enormity of what is happening in a way that allows us to comprehend it, and perhaps, just perhaps, begin to do something about it.
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Havoc: A Life in Accidents

Tim Winton

I

One summer night, after a few hours surfcasting for tailor, my father and I were driving home along a lonely road between the dunes and the bush. I felt snug and a little sleepy in the passenger’s seat, but it was my job to keep the gas lantern from tipping over, so I clamped it tight between my heels and resisted the urge to drift off. We’d gone down at sunset and caught a feed, but at the age of nine I could take or leave the fishing. The chief attraction of an outing like this was the chance to be alone with my father.

The evening had gotten cool and the windows were up. I remember the ordinary, reassuring smells inside the vehicle: the pilchards we used for bait, the burnt-toast whiff of the gas mantle, and the old man himself. In those days his personal scent was a cocktail of Dencorub and Quick-Eze. He hadn’t always smelt like that.

For a moment the inside of our car was bleached with light. I saw my own shadow creep across the dash. And then, with a yowl, a motorbike pulled out from behind and overtook us on the long straight towards town. There were no streetlights, no other cars. Either side of us there was just bush. The road had only recently been sealed. All my life it had been a limestone track. But now the city had reached the beach. Things were changing.

As the rider blew by, the old man gave a low whistle and I straightened a moment in my seat. Dad had complicated views about speed. He adored motorbikes; he’d ridden them all his life and he loved to ride fast. As a traffic cop he did it for a living. But then, half his job was to chase folks and pull them over for speeding. The rest of the time he picked up the pieces when things came unstuck. To me, speed was no thrill, and I was especially leery of motorbikes. My father’s medicinal smell was a constant reminder of both.

The lantern glass jinked and tinkled between my legs. Out ahead there was nothing to see but the black road and the single red eye of the rider’s tail-light. Then it was gone. The light didn’t shrink into the distance – suddenly it just wasn’t there.

Within half a second the night was jerked out of shape, and in the few minutes that followed, I felt that my life might warp and capsize along with it. I didn’t see the rider fall but I still think of him and his machine skittering on divergent trajectories across the rough-metalled bitumen. The old man pounded the brakes and we came to a howling halt. Dad got out and, with a startling new authority in his voice, told me to stay exactly where I was. Not that I needed telling.

I craned forward, stunned; my neck hurt from where the seat-belt had caught me. In the high beams I saw a motionless body on the limestone shoulder of the road. My father strode over and knelt beside the rider. His shadow was enormous; the headlights gave every movement and colour a nightmarish cast. The old man got up again. He dragged the motorbike off the road. When I wound down the window, I could smell petrol and all the salty, minty scents of the coastal scrub. A moment later the old man got back in. I was rattled by what I’d seen and disturbed by how businesslike Dad was. This drama did not seem to impress him. He sighed, buckled his seatbelt and started the car. He said we had to find a phone and call an ambulance. To my horror, we drove away and left the rider out there at the roadside. There was a bus terminal not far up the road, a lonely floodlit yard full of hulking green vehicles, and a sleepy security guard let Dad use the phone.

When we returned to the crash site, the injured rider began to stir. I didn’t know it then but he was convulsing. It was as if he was being shot through with electricity. As Dad climbed out of the car, he said he had an important job for me. I was to stamp on the brake pedal over and over again without stopping, so the ambulance crew could see our red lights in the distance. The idea made practical sense, but I’m sure it was mostly a means of keeping me occupied and out of harm’s way. Many years later, by another roadside, I employed a similar tactic to keep my own kids from seeing something worse. As a kid it was good to be commissioned, to feel useful for a short while, and as I clung to the steering wheel and jabbed at the brake pedal, which I could barely reach, my father crouched out there in the lights, talking to the fallen rider, who kept fluttering in and out of consciousness, trying to get up on his shuddering legs. Every time the man turned his head I saw that his face was raw meat. Some of it hung off in strips, like paperbark. It was red, white and yellow. His leather jacket was glossy with blood. He tried to haul himself up on his elbows. Then he was screaming.

After a long time there was a siren in the distance, the distinctive two-note sound of an ambulance, and the noise seemed to inflame the fallen rider, whose yelling and swearing and struggling grew more violent. He needed to go, he kept bawling. Where was his bike? When Dad suggested he stay put for his own benefit, the bloke wanted to fight. Dad held him down by the arms.

I thought everything would be fine once the ambulance arrived, but when it finally pulled up the whole scene intensified, as though some fresh madness had arrived with the help. There were suddenly more bodies, more voices, more flashing lights and lurid shadows. And at some point a different man – an even louder bloke – appeared, announcing himself as the rider’s father. I don’t know how he got there or how he’d been informed but I could see he was staggering drunk, and I felt myself come to a new level of alertness. There was something vicious and unpredictable about him. His eyes were wild. He had the look of a mistreated dog. As he stumbled towards his son, who’d already been lifted onto a gurney, he was weeping and blubbering. Then he went crazy. It looked as though he was trying to throttle his son. When my father and the ambos hauled him off, he wheeled on them, snarling, and began to swing at them.

I didn’t stop pumping the brakes; I’d been drafted and I took it seriously. It was as if I’d woken in a cinema during the final reel of a horror movie. Everything was way over my head. And it wouldn’t stop. I’d never witnessed anything like this before – all the blood, the flashing teeth and fists, the screamed obscenities. This was mayhem. As a kid I’d been shielded from drunks. I had no experience of violence, domestic or otherwise. I’d certainly never seen a grown man act like this before. I couldn’t believe he could hurt his injured son like that. And I was deeply disturbed by the prospect of him hurting my father. I was outraged and terrified, and so paralysed it felt like I’d been booted with an electric charge myself. A wild man was attacking my dad. He was lurching and lunging at the ambos, too, but they were uniformed strangers, and to me they were just shadows dancing, I barely took them in; I only had eyes for the old man. And it didn’t matter that he was fending off every blow with an ease bordering on contempt. What I saw was my father under siege, in danger. And I couldn’t help him. I stayed where I was, lashed to the wheel, in a state I had no language for.

Eventually the police came. The scene quickly resolved itself. Dad dusted himself off and came clopping back to the car in his thongs, chuckling at something the coppers had said. We were late for tea now, and he was eager to be on his way. I could hardly speak. At home, Dad did what he could to minimise this lurid little interlude. His account of it to Mum was cursory. But the experience stayed with me. There was something dangerous and outsized about the emotions it had stirred up, and the sensation was like being caught in a rip: no purchase, no control.

That scene has puzzled me all my life, haunted me in a way. I was a middle-aged man before I understood why I’d been so afraid. Of course it’s distressing for any child to see a parent under threat, but what was happening for me that night was a little more complicated. I was cast back into an old fear and a much earlier accident.

By the time I was nine there were things about the old man I’d gotten used to. The scar on his neck was silvery by then, and when he came out of the shower the divots in his hip weren’t so livid any more. The ever-present tubes of Dencorub were just part of him now, as was the roll of Quick-Eze forever sliding across the dashboard. I was so accustomed to all this I’d forgotten what the heat rub was for. He’d been dealing with chronic pain for years. Dencorub was the only relief he had once the quack had taken him off the anti-inflammatory drugs, and those wretched pills had left him with stomach ulcers, which was why he chewed antacids as if they were lollies. He’d been taken away from me before. I’d seen him all but destroyed. And it had been only three or four years since his prang. Now I went fishing every chance I could. To be close to him, as if unconsciously I feared he’d be taken away again. Clinging to the wheel of his car that night, half out of my mind, it was as if someone had kicked the chocks out from under me. The sight of my father under threat again was almost too much to bear. We’d been delivered, Mum and my siblings and me, and for a long time I’d felt safe again, and now, quite suddenly, I wasn’t safe at all.

*

In my fiction I’ve been a chronicler of sudden moments like these. The abrupt and headlong are old familiars. For all the comforts and privileges that have come my way over the years, my life feels like a topography of accidents. Sometimes, for better or worse, they are the landmarks by which I take my bearings. I suppose you could say they form a large part of my sentimental education. They’re havoc’s vanguard. They fascinate me. I respect them. But I dread them too.

II

I grew up in safety. In our home in the Perth suburb of Karrinyup there was nothing to fear and no one to second-guess. My mother did everything in her power to give my siblings and me a life free of the disorder she’d known as a child and the violence she’d endured as a young woman. She was determined to provide an environment that was predictable and nurturing. Our father was of like mind. He was a gentle man and he was careful to shield us from the things he saw as a cop. All the same, we lived in the shadow of havoc. There might not have been trouble at home, but trouble was the family business, and ours was a house of accidents.

Dad was literally ‘in Accidents’. He was a motorcycle cop working in the Accident Branch of the Traffic Office. At the end of a shift he rode his black BSA down the drive, gave the throttle a final blat and then propped it on its stand in the carport. When he climbed off the bike in his gloves and gaiters, his leathers gave off a distinctive creak. His own father, who’d also been a policeman, had made the same leathery groan climbing down off the horse at day’s end. To me, that saddle creak was precious; it was the sound of safe return.

Around the house Dad was pretty oblique about work. All the same, I absorbed plenty of lore and perhaps too much information. As a small boy I knew the lingo. If he was late home it was because he’d had to go to a prang. And of course he didn’t just go – he attended. I knew, too, about the various species of prang. The worst of all were the fatals. I knew when he’d been at a fatal because when he came in his mood was strangely subdued. Then, the talk between the adults was hushed and the smells different. Dad’s tunic would stink of Dettol and petrol. Sometimes there was no chat at all, just a hug that went on too long. On rare occasions there was muffled weeping behind closed doors.

Any kid with a parent who works shifts learns to creep, to be mindful. For a copper’s family there are extra weights to bear, unspoken things you experience vicariously. Like the constant physical weariness, and the moral fatigue that accumulates over time, because cops are never fresh and after a while they can’t disguise their endless disappointment in people. They become weary, guarded, sceptical. They’re always keeping an eye out for trouble. They expect it, anticipate it. And as a kid you sense this. As if by osmosis you learn what humans do at their lowest moments, at their most idiotic or vile, and you register the outcomes, which are invariably awful. Humans, you come to understand, are frail creatures. Yet in a second, from thin air, they can manufacture chaos and carnage. And it was this mortal ruin the old man sought to keep at bay.

But he brought havoc home, anyway – on his tunic, in his limbs and in midnight whispers. When he was out on the road I could read the fear of it in my mother’s face.

There’s an old song in Ry Cooder’s back catalogue about a man stalked by misfortune. In the chorus the old trouper sings:


Trouble, you can’t fool me, I see you behind that tree.
Trouble, you can’t fool me, tryin’ to get the ups on me.



But the bloke’s kidding himself. He can’t forestall trouble, and that’s the charm of the song. Although trouble loves the careless and the impulsive, first seeking out the selfish and the intemperate, in the end it’s pretty democratic; it’ll jump anyone, really, for neither virtue nor prudence will inoculate you against it. Just as the rain will fall on the just and the unjust alike, trouble of some sort visits everyone eventually. Real trouble isn’t just inconvenient – it’s catastrophic. That’s how it felt the year I turned five, when it came to me and to my family.

In December of 1965, as he was riding back from a prang, the old man was hit by a driver who’d run a stop sign. The errant car slammed him into a brick wall with such force that it crushed his chest, his shoulder and his hip. He suffered a massive concussion, and because his ribs were crushed and his lungs collapsed, paramedics found him suffocating and close to death. To save him, they were forced to perform an emergency tracheotomy as he lay in the street.

Mum was told he’d been in a bingle but that it probably wasn’t serious, so she didn’t understand the gravity of the situation until she was mistakenly given the blood-soaked uniform that had been cut off him in Casualty. She had two small boys, five and three, and a daughter barely six months old. No one had prepared her for what was coming her way. Her husband, the sole breadwinner of the household, was in a coma. And she didn’t know it yet, but nobody fancied his chances. For days he lay in the Resuscitation Room at Royal Perth Hospital. There was an unspoken understanding that he would never ‘be himself’ again, and so traumatic were his injuries that two of his colleagues resigned shortly after visiting him. Even when he finally regained consciousness, nobody could really offer Mum much hope. I was not allowed to visit him. I came to suspect that he was really dead and no one had the nerve to tell me. Mum kept up a brave front. And she was genuinely courageous. But I was there to see the mess she hid from everyone else.

When I think of that long, hard summer, I remember the wordless heaviness in the house, the fog of dread we were all trapped in. My brother and sister were too young to understand what was happening. In a sense it was just Mum and me, and a kid in kindergarten can’t offer his mother much by way of solace. She must have done a lot of hoping. All the same, there wasn’t a hopeful air in the house. Even when they brought him home from hospital, a broken man – an effigy, really – there was no surge of optimism for any of us to ride. The grown-ups who visited spoke in riddles and whispers. I had to imbibe the gravity of our situation the way a dog will, reading the smells and the postures and hierarchies. You forget how much a child absorbs physically and then has to process unaided.

I understood that a stranger had ruined my father. And I was enraged. But I had no idea just how grim the prognosis was and how this might shape our future. My mother never let on, but it appeared that the police service was expecting to pension him off. Still breastfeeding my baby sister, and with two small boys not yet in school, she was now married to an invalid. Someone told her, correctly as it turned out, that insurance and compensation would take years to settle. I couldn’t know the many ways in which the parameters of her life – and my own along with it – had been radically redrawn in an instant, but I did understand that the world had changed for us. My father’s life had been spared and we were glad, but we were no longer the safe, confident people we’d been.

As a child I was always something of an eavesdropper. I was also an inveterate prowler with a peculiar fascination with the potency of certain objects. Sometime during that long convalescence, I came upon the helmet Dad had been wearing when he was hit. Made of laminated cork, it was cumbersome, and it felt unstable in my hands. The crazed pattern of cracks dulling its whiteness gave it an unnerving broken-eggshell texture. For a long time – for years, I think – I continued to seek it out, to turn it over in my hands, to sniff the Brylcreem interior, and try to imagine the sudden moment, the awful impact, and the faceless stranger behind all this damage. Inside it smelt of my father, but it was as if you could almost sniff death on the outside. This flimsy artefact had held my father’s living head, his brain, his memory, all his jokes; it was all that had stood between him and the void – a crust no thicker than my finger. The older I got, the darker those conjectures became. By all accounts I was an intense little boy. Perhaps it was wise of my parents to get rid of the sacramental helmet when they did.

How quick children are to absorb the unexpressed anxieties of their parents; how fluent they become in the unconscious art of compensation, and how instinctive is their assumption of responsibility. The margins between coping and not coping, between psychological survival and total collapse, are so narrow and often so arbitrary, that it’s uncomfortable to look back and consider what might have been. The long months of my father’s convalescence had a lasting impact on me. By these events I was drafted into the world of consequences. I became ‘Mummy’s little helper’. The little man. I was assigned the role of sibling enforcer and family protector. I was the keeper of grown-up secrets, the compensator and listener. I had to be ‘wise beyond my years’, to assume an unlikely authority, to understand what I could not pronounce.

During this time Mum was stoic and subdued. Dad lived in bed and obediently swallowed the pills that would chew the holes in his guts. My parents’ bedroom was perpetually dim, and the apprehension within it seemed to infect the rest of the house. With the curtains drawn against the heat, the place was infused with a faint amber light, and in that atmosphere of bewilderment there were times when the only signs of animation were the churn and swirl of dust motes. Since the crash Dad had lost a lot of weight but he was still too heavy for Mum to lift. There was no way she could get him in and out of a bath, so she had to wash him in bed.

That summer there were many visits from family and neighbours, but the person who distinguished himself above all others was a complete unknown. He turned up unannounced and uninvited. He offered to bathe my father. It was weird. But his unexpected arrival and strange proposal soon brought a new energy to the house. Also a new awkwardness. I didn’t know what to make of this turn of events. I took my cues from Mum, who was hesitant at first, even a little resistant. But she was desperate for help and here was a helper, a volunteer from who-knew and who-cared-where. She let him in, and straight away he went to work.

I observed everything carefully, suspiciously. Here was some bloke entering my parents’ bedroom, introducing himself to my father, who consented to be undressed, lifted from his sickbed and carried like a child to the bathroom. There, the door wasn’t exactly shut in my face but it was pushed to, slightly ajar. My world was already out of whack, but this new set-up was discombobulating, especially when, after a few minutes, my mother decided to leave the men to it and get on with her many jobs. I stood outside in the narrow corridor listening to the sounds of water and the low, deep quiet voices. It was appalling to think of that guy kneeling at the bath and washing my father as if he were an infant. Mum caught me camped by the door and tried to shoo me away, but I drifted back. In the weeks ahead, every time that stranger returned, I was there at the door like a sentry, straining to hear, keeping tabs.

I couldn’t really follow what the men said in the bathroom, as they slowly got to know each other. They always spoke quietly. There was none of the hearty blather you heard blokes falling into at the footy or across the fence. I was wary of this soft-spoken interloper. No doubt I was threatened by his presence. And yet his brief tenure in our home helped break down the anxious malaise that oppressed us. His arrival and his subsequent actions taught me something new about strangers – they could wreck your life and do you harm but they were also capable of mysterious kindness.

By autumn my father began to make progress. His recovery was faster and more complete than anyone had expected. He was a big, strong man, but his injuries were awful, and to some the speed of his improvement was unsettling. It was only as an adult that I learnt about some of what went on in that tiny bathroom. For instance there was a day when Dad’s helper brought a bottle of oil with him. Olive oil, I gather, which wasn’t common in a house like ours. He anointed the old man with it in the manner of ancient Christian tradition, and he ‘laid hands on him’, as the saying goes, praying that Dad might be healed. Neither of my parents was ever keen to talk about this ritual, and they certainly made no special claims for its efficacy, but after the old man’s recovery they became devout Christians.

I’ve thought a lot about this unlikely turning. Like the accident, it had a profound effect on my own trajectory. It’s no small achievement to confound a copper’s lowered expectations of humankind. Still, being unmanned by injury and sidelined from the world of action had to have been traumatic. Dad was an outdoor, hands-on bloke, a practical fellow. Later he said that during his convalescence he’d had a lot of time to think. Perhaps, like the rest of us in the house that summer, he was left without armour, maybe even without hope – I don’t know. I don’t set much store by signs and wonders, but I try to keep an open mind.

All I can say is that I witnessed Dad’s swift restoration and renewal, and was grateful for it, and in much the same way I’d soaked up the fear and horror that preceded his recovery, I absorbed the new energy and purpose that came into his life and to Mum’s as a result of this stranger’s kindness. I think of it as an act of grace. Maybe that’s just a fancypants way of appreciating the loving-kindness of humans. But when there’s so much opportunity for people to be vile, it strikes me as a miracle that they choose mercy, restraint and decency as often as they do.

III

When he was well enough, the old man returned to light duties at Traffic. For a while he manned the Accident Desk. From there he went to the Plan Room, where he drew up schematic representations of major and fatal accidents for use in the courts. What it must have been like to return to such scenes of carnage, gimping out into intersections with his measuring tape and yellow crayon: the broken glass, the skid marks, the smells of blood and petrol. He said he was glad he had no memory of the prang. He loved his job and he certainly knew his way around a bingle. But it can’t have been easy. At first he walked with a limp. Then he had a bone graft and got fit. He stayed on in Accidents, and even got back on the bikes. Now and then he rode me to school on his new BSA and I arrived like a princeling. As I waved him off he’d burn away, letting off a lairish blurt of the siren to impress the kids. I hoped no one saw my legs trembling. I’d always loved the Beezers, but now a pillion ride was a secret terror. I never let on.

After all the disaster and uncertainty, we were out of the woods. My dad was back. He was strong once more and I felt safe again. It was the best feeling ever.

*

At some level every kid knows that their parents’ wellbeing is paramount to their own safety, even their sense of self. Mercifully, a child is rarely forced to confront the fact consciously. I suppose this is why the minor prang and roadside scuffle I witnessed a few years later were so traumatic. Seeing all that blood and screaming and violence, any small child would be disturbed. And I imagine the twisted motorbike, a ghastly echo of the old man’s smash, had an effect. But I wasn’t just upset. I felt as if I was unravelling. I was in no physical danger, yet I feared that everything was about to fall apart again right in front of me, that I might die at any moment.

Twenty-five years ago, around the time my first child was born, I wrote a short story, ‘A Blow, a Kiss’, about an event very similar to this. In the fictional version of events, the boy behind the wheel can’t bear to watch this scene play out another moment. He leaps from the vehicle and king-hits the drunk with the gas lantern. In a sense I let the kid do what I was incapable of, and though I doubt it served any therapeutic purpose, I’d be lying if I said I took no pleasure in letting him off the leash on my behalf.

In real life, the events of that evening weren’t so traumatic as to knock me out of kilter. But afterwards I knew the difference between calm and safety. Family life was good. In many senses we prospered. But now I knew that we were not – and never really would be – out of the woods. Everything you know and see is fragile, temporary, and if there’s any constant in life it’s contingency. Later I came to suspect that you don’t just relive these sudden moments in your head and in your sense memories, you repeat them in fresh events, as if ensnared in a pattern.

IV

Barely nine years later, less than a kilometre from home and 200 metres from where the motorcyclist fell, I too went through a brick wall.

By then my father was the sergeant-in-charge of the local suburban police station, and I was eighteen, the sole passenger in a muscle car that smashed into a girls’ school. The first witnesses on the scene said we’d ploughed through the two-metre-high perimeter wall and that the only thing that had prevented us from hitting the caretaker’s house was the concrete foundation of the rotary clothes hoist in his front yard. The driver, a boy I’d known since infancy, escaped unhurt. But the Slant 6 engine was almost in my lap, and the rubble had crushed the car all around me. I was slumped against the seatbelt, my only visible injury a split chin from the brick that knocked me senseless. Apparently I regained consciousness as people laboured to cut me free, but it was years before I regained any memory. When a couple of brief sequences did come back to me, like a brutal ambush, I had cause to wish it had all stayed safely in the vault. Again, the old smells of petrol and blood. And the voices of paramedics, a haze of brick dust, the ghastly hysteria of strobing lights. It was all a garish sideshow, absurd and sinister. I heard myself laughing like a deranged clown. I couldn’t even tell the ambos who the prime minister was. And in the ambulance I could not move a limb. Some bloke with hairy arms was holding me down. It wasn’t a rescue – it was a kidnapping.

Until this nasty flashback, my only other memory of the night was a brief moment in Casualty in which Mum fainted and Dad caught her. Maybe she was upset by the seizures I was having. Or perhaps it was just the crushing sense of deja vu. For the rest I had to rely on the contradictory testimonies of others, as if I hadn’t even been at my own prang. In a general sense I know what occurred. What I’m unclear about is how it happened.

After a stint in hospital I came home as weak and doddery as a crone. And weeks into my convalescence I still felt like a ghost in my own body. I shouldn’t have been surprised. After all, this is a typical after-effect of road trauma and major concussion. All your organs have suffered an insult, not just your brain. Again, I should have known better, but I was unprepared for how long it took me to reconnect with the life I’d been living. I was feeble and mentally stuck.

I wondered if what I was feeling was a little like grief, or maybe shock. I’d seen both at work in others. I knew only too well what they did to a person, swinging down out of a clear sky. All my life I’d heard the old man talk about the dreaded midnight knock that every cop delivers sooner or later, bringing news of sudden death to some unsuspecting loved one. In fact, I’d done it myself. At fourteen, alongside my father, I’d had to break the news to a close mate that his father had been killed. The feeling is hideous. It’s like killing someone. They go down like a water buffalo felled by an axe, and some part of you believes it’s your fault.

But as a survivor, what I was feeling was not grief. Neither was it shock, whose physical effects recede soon enough. I just felt diminished. Not unmanned so much as bogged to the boards. Looking back I’d say I was depressed.

It’s galling to lie in bed for weeks, absorbing the results of someone else’s mistake. But the old man was right – convalescence does focus the mind. I was halfway through my first year of university and until then I’d been drifting along a bit. For quite a while I’d been thinking of myself as a writer, but I hadn’t knuckled down the way I’d planned to. I was in danger of becoming a bit of a pretender. Before the accident, there seemed to be plenty of time in which to find my way. But now I thought differently. Suddenly time was precious. So once I’d recovered I went to work, and by the time I graduated I’d written three books. Havoc, it seemed, had leant in and set me running.

But I hadn’t emerged unscathed. Everyone told me writing was a hell of a way to make a living, and I took them at their word. Indeed, it was hard to think of a vocation more uncertain or less likely, but I always figured I could supplement my income with physical labour: work the deck of a cray boat or sign on as a brickie’s labourer. (After all, bricks seemed to run in the family.) But in the wake of the accident my back was never the same. And my fallback plan was shot. Now, if I couldn’t rely on my wits alone I was buggered. And in this sense I think the prang was a gift. It shaped my life, which is to say, of course, that it bound me. In physical terms I feel this physical legacy every morning when I wake – that stiff and fluky back is the only thing I regret. But thanks to the accident I was goaded into beginning what I’d dreamt of doing since I was ten years old. Because of that one sudden moment I went harder at the writing game than anybody could believe, myself included. It was as if I had Robert Johnson’s hellhound on my trail.

V

As a teenager I flirted with death. It was an irrational impulse, but a powerful one. Risky behaviour of all sorts gave me a buzz. I particularly enjoyed shallow-water apnoea diving, especially under low-slung limestone reefs. I’d crawl into underwater ledges, some of them hardly wide enough to accommodate my body and my snorkel, and I’d crab and crawl my way through the gloom, backing myself to find a slim hole through which to shove my snorkel before my lungs gave out. I got myself into situations that give me the cold sweats when I think of them now. But when I emerged into full daylight and fresh air, half poisoned with carbon dioxide, I knew I was truly alive. And the feeling was blissful.

I suppose that by the middle of my adolescence I’d come to feel safe enough to take such risks, even to need them somehow. Of course, the safety I felt was illusory. I’d buried a few memories by then and told myself a few lies.

Those years and that impulse are long behind me. But some of my friends still have that old craving for danger. As they like to say, when you’re safe you think you know yourself, but in extremis who are you really? By and large, this is not a question that troubles me, because, thanks to my history, I know. And it’s odd the extent to which your body remembers things your mind hides from you.

In my experience, at moments of extremity, you often become a person you know very well indeed. Whether you’re confronted by a kid who’s choking or by an adult in distress in the water, you follow a pattern, a script almost. Events swoop down upon you, unexpected but somehow not strange. The sudden, skin-prickling proximity to havoc is creepily familiar. And sometimes its arrival is no real surprise at all. Survivors of family violence talk about being able to sense the approach of savagery. Regular victims become hyper-vigilant. They feel the approach of trouble like a sudden change of air pressure. If you’re attuned, whether you’re in a volatile kitchen, a rough sea or out on the open road, you can see things coming unstuck before they begin to happen, and it’s an eerie feeling. The problem is that although you may know how trouble begins, you can’t predict where it will go or how it will end.

After havoc recedes, the mind often lets the detail slip. And that can be a mercy. But the body remembers. When you’re tumbling, out of control, upside down along a dirt road, you think calmly, weirdly, Oh, this again. Pressed to the seabed by tonnes of roiling whitewater, you catch yourself thinking, Ah, I know how this scene goes.

The sudden moment can come and go in a searing flash. Or it can settle in to become your day. You’re driving home from the city one day and a pillar of dust rises at the bend and you see the wrecked vehicle and the blood streaming down the door and the familiarity of the tableau turns you into an automaton. There’s a small girl running barefoot down the highway. In the blood-spattered van a driver lies crushed at the wheel. You know what this is, how it goes. You just don’t know how it ends. And as if you’re reading from a script you get out of the car. For some reason you have time to note that a Winton always wears thongs to a crisis. You commission your eldest child as you were once drafted yourself, and when the hysterical girl is safe in his care you do what you can to keep her mother alive until help arrives. There’s petrol everywhere. In the summer heat the smell of all that dark, viscous blood is foul. You crawl in through the broken windscreen and register the asymmetrical intimacy of the wreck and it’s frightening how calm you are. You’re certain that if the woman doesn’t go into cardiac arrest before the ambulance arrives she’ll lose her arm anyway. It doesn’t look anything like an arm any more and she’s turning puce as you watch. There’s nowhere to tie her limb off but she’s holding herself together by instinct somehow and all you can do is keep her conscious, so you talk until help arrives. You say the kindest things, the brightest things you can summon. And no one comes. You consider dragging her out and driving her in yourself, but you know the odds. The nearest hospital is an hour away. You have a car full of small children. You think of your father whispering to teen-aged boys at the roadside as they died in his arms. You wish someone else would come along and delete you from this scene.

Afterwards, despite the happy outcome, you are, of course, a fucking mess. What you have been, all through your moment of extremity, is a casual-sounding robot. The state you’ve been in is probably nothing short of hysterical. Maybe that’s who you are.

VI

Being a copper’s son, I’ve always got one eye out for trouble. I can’t help it. But I don’t go looking for it any more. These days I crave stability. I don’t like surprises. I know folks who say they love a surprise, but I’ve travelled with a few of them and I know otherwise. Four seconds of unscheduled plummeting in a commercial aircraft and they’re wailing for their mothers. Me, I savour routine – I thrive on it. But I’m conscious that despite its virtues and comforts, the predictable life has its own dangers. Just as an ecosystem requires cataclysmic disruption now and then, the mind and body need a similar jolt. Communities need this too. Eventually a state of seamless predictability – a life without wildness – is a kind of sleepwalking. It attenuates the senses, blunts the imagination. Nobody has written about this mindset better than J.G. Ballard. In his novels he seems to suggest that where there is no wildness humans will create it. The characters of his masterpiece, Crash, having all but lost the capacity to feel, resort to participating in spectacles so shocking and lurid they offend every sense back to life. For them, there’s nothing left to feel but the grotesque and perverse. All other signals have grown too faint.

I don’t think humans have achieved Ballard’s dystopian state of anaesthesia quite yet. But in the most prosperous enclaves, humans have already come to believe they’ve domesticated chaos. Despite having developed social sensitivities that border on the neurasthenic, they’ve worked up an aesthetic weakness for the gothic and lurid. No longer living at the mercy of nature as our ancestors did, we live as if all wildness has been brought to heel. People have a kind of agency their forebears could not imagine, and on the surface this appears to be freedom without consequence, which is, after all, the consumer ideal. When we set out on a journey we assume we’ll arrive intact and on time. We press a button or swipe a screen and receive exactly what we’re expecting. The ping of a communications gadget gives us a measurable endorphin shot.

And when we don’t get what we anticipated, our reaction is outsized – instant rage. Any interruption to service is received like a blow to the head, an insult, because the consumer is groomed to expect evenness. Such flatness of expectations infects culture, too. Predictability has become a cinematic virtue and a default expectation in literature. In an environment where wildness is largely unknown, a sudden turning can provoke irritation. The editor of a New York magazine once respectfully rejected a story of mine on the grounds that ‘the shark attack came out of nowhere’. The implication was that such an event, insufficiently foreshadowed, was so unlikely as to seem improper, a thought I hold on to some days as I bob about in the surf.

For many, certainty has become the new normal. But it’s an illusion. Like it or not, as the song has it, trouble is ‘laying and waiting on you’. Each of us wades in the swamp of everyone else’s actions and intentions. We’ll forever be vulnerable to havoc. And no amount of insurance, risk management or technology will keep it from our door. You might not have sharks in your neighbourhood, but there’ll always be a catastrophic diagnosis in the wings, or a financial crash, or just some moron running a red light.

*

My old man survived his career in havoc. He did his thirty-three years and got his long-service medal. He’s retired now. He rode motorbikes until he was in his seventies. When I was in my twenties, he took me for a spin, though I needed some convincing. Afterwards he said I was a rotten pillion passenger, that it was like carting a hairy coffin.

And now I’ve been a writer longer than he was a copper. Both of us have tried to avoid trouble, and yet it’s been our business. Without strife, the cop and the novelist have nothing to work with. Perhaps it’s morbid to view your life through the prism of violent events, to feel yourself shaped by accidents. Safety is a great gift. Maybe it’s disrespectful to feel the interruptions to it more vividly than the long and peaceful interludes in between. But to be afraid is to be awake. And to exist at all in this universe is to be caught up at the scene of an accident, perhaps the happiest accident of all. By now we know how that scene goes. We’re just not sure how it ends.
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Bibliomancer: Nick Cave, Writer

Gerard Elson


bibliomancy: (Gk ‘divination by book’): the practice of opening the Bible or a comparable work at random and interpreting the first verse or verses as a form of prophecy or precognition.

The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory (4th ed.)



In 2003 the Wall Street Journal published a story about Chris Johnson, a Minnesotan schoolteacher with a roving appetite for culture and an efficacious memory. While reading the Englishlanguage translation of Confessions of a Yakuza (1991) – the Japanese physician Junichi Saga’s document of his guileless bedside conversations with a dying gangland killer – Johnson felt the peculiar stirrings of deja vu. Several turns of phrase were familiar to him; some he could even cite verbatim before his eyes had scanned them on the page. He had never read them before – he had heard them, drawled. He knew them as lyrics. He had heard them sung by Bob Dylan. They were lyrics from the songwriter’s album “Love and Theft” (2001), whose title’s puckish aspect was suddenly thrown into relief.

Nick Cave – songwriter, composer, novelist, screenwriter – has never been oblique about his own tendency to crib, quote and rework his influences. By his own admission, not all of these borrowings are conscious. Early in the filmmakers’ commentary track for the DVD release of The Proposition (2005) – the searing ‘Outback western’ Cave scripted in a reported three-week sprint of inspiration for his friend and lasting collaborator, the Australian filmmaker John Hillcoat – Cave addresses a line of dialogue. ‘Australia. What fresh hell is this?’ grouses Ray Winstone’s gruff civiliser, the English expat Captain Morris Stanley, as he surveys the singeing redness out his window. ‘I totally blame the script editor for not getting that out – if we had one,’ Cave deadpans. ‘When I wrote that, it felt familiar.’

The line ‘What fresh hell is this?’ is how Dorothy Parker – poet, short-story writer, critic, withering wit – is said to have responded to the ringing of her doorbell.

While it has long been a cliché to call a popular songwriter ‘literary’, Cave may be unique in how aggressively literary he can be. Dylan, David Bowie, Patti Smith, Kate Bush and John Darnielle are all songwriters whose lyrics are strewn with references to – and quotations from – literary sources both canonical and obscure. Yet their erudition rarely, if ever, comes off as combative. Cave’s can. Like many of the young demagogues among the initial post-punk movement that had fertile nodes in Britain, the United States and Australia in the late 1970s, the young Cave waved his wit as both signal fire and piked head. An unspecified wrath worked in his early lyrics with a scathing humour to court the cool and comprehending, and disaffect most everyone else.

In ‘Wild World’, a Birthday Party standard first released in 1983 and now found on the 1989 compilation Mutiny/The Bad Seed, we encounter the following lyric:


Strophe and antistrophe

Strophe and antistrophe

Hey! Antistrophe, antistrophe!



It is replicated here just as Cave sings it on the studio recording. The printed lyric omits that insistent final line that so hammers home its two-fingered precocity – a precocity owing to the recondite knowledge required to decrypt the verse.

In classical Greek drama, a strophe is the initial part of an ode that the chorus chants while traversing the stage. Metrically identical to the strophe, the antistrophe is chanted by the chorus when performing the movement in reverse, returning whence they came. Cave’s lyric is therefore parodic, but esoterically so. It is this latter quality that makes it not a parry, but a flèche. It is the 25-year-old Cave – head aswirl with the sundry random data that is the autodidact’s harvest – promenading his impressive intellect, stag-like, to issue an ultimatum to the listener: you either get the gag, or else you piss off and listen to Foreigner.

The lyric’s meta-joke – substituting the implementation of a lyrical device with its own critical term; demanding, in effect, a niche sophistication of its audience – is by far a more aggressively alienating gambit than the sonic dissonance, four-letter words and sanguine subject matter that typified both the woozy-thorny post-punk of the Birthday Party and the feral early output of the band that emerged from its collapse: Cave’s improbably robust abettors, the Bad Seeds. But in this, the young songwriter was perhaps too clever by half: the provocation would have been lost on anyone who lacked the specialist knowledge to distinguish it.

A liberal littering of ten-dollar words is often the only impediment a reader will need to meet before deeming a book too difficult, too wilfully opaque to persist with. It follows that any work that chooses to adopt a sprawling vocabulary as part of its aesthetic risks daunting or repulsing less persistent readers. In his lyrics and novels, Cave long ago established himself as an unrepentant word nerd. Who but an artist with Cave’s long history of logophilia could conceivably sermonise amid the rock’n’roll maelstrom of ‘We Call Upon the Author’ from 2008’s DIG, LAZARUS, DIG!!! – like a slam poet Jesus atop a mount of crumpled drafts – ‘Prolix! Nothing a pair of scissors can’t fix!’ without seeming insufferable? Were it not for the lyric’s self-effacing yet earnest edge – one gets the sense that Cave himself clings to it like a mantra – it might have landed with a plangent thud.

One secret to Nick Cave’s success: his willingness to risk failure, ridicule or censure in following his most preposterous-seeming instincts all the way down the uncertain road to fruition.

*

In 2007 the Victorian Arts Centre in Melbourne hosted Nick Cave: The Exhibition, a fascinating Kunstkammer mined from the Nick Cave Collection that laid the artist’s imaginative life bare. In this eclectically decorated space, Cave’s private collection of cat paintings by the English artist Louis Wain could be considered beside tiny framed cameos of Marilyn Monroe and Bela Lugosi, early Birthday Party gig posters, tacky religious knick-knacks, sketches, photographs and more. Of particular interest was Cave’s dictionary of interesting words. Painstakingly scrawled in Cave’s own hand, it is the battered testament of his lifelong love of language – The Book of Nick.

In his songs and novels, Cave often constructs formidable edifices of words, perhaps fearful of Evelyn Waugh’s admonition that ‘one’s vocabulary needs constant fertilising or it will die’. Language is the primary apparatus by which we apprehend the world; a richer vocabulary arguably enables a more nuanced interior life. For the psychologically fraught figures that people Cave’s lyrics and books – and indeed, perhaps for Cave himself, considering his own well-documented struggles with manic depression and substance abuse – a virtuosic command of language may be the obdurate claw by which one retains their grip on reality, however feeble, in the face of immediate abasement, or the yawning indifference of the cosmos.

In a 2009 interview with thelondonpaper, Cave cited literary stylists Vladimir Nabokov and Martin Amis as crucial influences. ‘It’s not particularly fashionable,’ he said, ‘but I love that heady, slightly hallucinatory style of writing, where no one just gets up from the table.’

No one just gets up from the table in Cave’s songs, much less his novels. His first, And the Ass Saw the Angel (1989), was written by its heroin-addicted author over three gruelling years in a West Berlin loft. It was first published when Cave was thirty-two years old. Being the life story of the vilified mute, Euchrid Eucrow, a young man of increasingly frayed lucidity who relays his hillbilly-inflected narration (‘Ah’ substitutes for ‘I’ etc.) while being consumed, boa-constrictor-slow, by a bog, it is set in the fictional southern American valley of Ukulore, a cloistered agrarian crucible of hateful sectarian fanatics. In evoking the early 1940s period of its setting, the petty, pervasive small-mindedness of the Ukulites, Euchrid’s deranged subjectivity and the book’s intermittent tenor of Old Testament intensity, Cave plumbs the darkest crannies of our language. There are an estimated 250,000 distinct words in English; across its 300-ish surprising and, yes, slightly hallucinatory pages, And the Ass Saw the Angel might contain about a fifth of them: words like ‘paludal’, ‘embranglement’, ‘erumpent’ and ‘fremitus’ appear on every page.

‘You can always count on a murderer for a fancy prose style,’ quips Humbert Humbert at the beginning of Lolita (1955). Cave’s second foray into novel-writing, The Death of Bunny Munro (2009), proves the observation can extend to writers like Cave who have frequently essayed them, too.

Although still distinguished by a certain performative loquacity, the prose of Bunny Munro is as bath foam to its predecessor’s rich molasses. Gone are the dense tracts brimming with artful yet archaic locution. By comparison, Bunny Munro is a romp. In it, Cave revels in language, rather than striving to wrestle it into submission. Nearing age fifty-two at the time of publication, he had relaxed into his vocabulary.

Like the emasculated males who leer and lust and whip themselves into states of psychosexual tumult in the songs that surrounded its release – namely, from Grinderman’s Grinderman (2007) and Grinderman 2 (2010) albums (sample song titles: ‘No Pussy Blues’, ‘Worm Tamer’) and the Bad Seeds’ DIG, LAZARUS, DIG!!! – the travelling cosmetics salesman Bunny Munro is the perfect product of an image-saturated modern world that habitually presents women as products, playthings and prizes for men. He is, in short, a sex fiend – an avatar of the wretched sort of maleness which Valerie Solanas takes aim at in her misandric tract from 1967, SCUM Manifesto:


Despising his highly inadequate self … desperate to attach himself to any female in dim hopes of completing himself, in the mystical belief that by touching gold he’ll turn to gold, the male craves the continuous companionship of women. The company of the lowest female is preferable to his own or that of other men, who serve only to remind him of his repulsiveness.



Inadequate, repulsive Bunny lapses into frequent reveries of Avril Lavigne’s vagina and wanks into a ‘cum-encrusted sock he keeps under the car seat’. He letches onto bored, middle-aged MILFs, fucks friend and prostitute alike and, abhorrently, ogles his wife’s breasts through the gossamer of her negligee when he finds her lifeless body dangling limply from the security grille in their bedroom. He is, by any standard, a beast. Only imminent death bestows Bunny the self-awareness to reflect, ‘I just found this world a hard place to be good in.’

As in And the Ass Saw the Angel, Cave’s predilection for vivid description is in diabolical evidence throughout The Death of Bunny Munro. The book contains a sustained gag between author and reader wherein Bunny never simply ‘closes’ or ‘shuts’ his flip mobile phone. Rather, he ‘tongs’ it, ‘clamshells’ it, ‘castanet[s] it closed’.

A brief, early chapter finds Bunny cruising the Brighton seafront, eyeballing the ‘delirious burlesque of summertime’. In its single-minded resolve to test the limits of an enlightened readership’s goodwill, all the while gussying up its rampant scopophilia in mellifluous wordplay, the passage finds Cave at his most hilariously puerile:


Groups of scissor-legged school-things with their pierced midriffs, logoed jogging girls, happy, rumpy dog-dog walkers, couples actually copulating on the summer lawns, beached pussy prostrate beneath the erotically shaped cumulus, loads of fucking girls who were up for it – big ones, little ones, black ones, white ones, young ones, old ones, give-me-a-minute-and-I’ll-find-your-beauty-spot ones, yummy single mothers, the bright joyful breasts of waxed bikini babes …



It continues:


Bunny hits the horn at a couple of surprisingly hot dykettes, who flip him the finger, and Bunny laughs and imagines them dildoed up and going for it; then sees a knock-kneed girl in pigtails licking a red-and-blue striped stick of Brighton Rock; a girl wearing something unidentifiable that makes her appear as though she has stepped into the skin of a rainbow trout …



One suspects Cave could have written a Homeric epic that simply detailed Bunny, the human hard-on, navigating the town in rut. This kind of descriptive depletion, where a miscellany of similar but intensely individuated subjects are enumerated, is something of a Cave hallmark. In a novel, this practice can seem self-consciously avant. It is a predilection Cave shares with Roberto Bolaño, one both men may have inherited from that greatest of literary list-makers, Jorge Luis Borges. In Cave’s case, though, there is no metafictional monkey business at work, only the compulsive’s desire for exhaustiveness and the logophile’s love of ludere.

It is in this vein that And the Ass Saw the Angel gives us Euchrid’s droning catalogue of celestial bodies:


… wild meteors, blood-blown moons, suns and molten planets, butchered asteroids, berserk comets, luminary clusters, gaudy wreaths of stellar motion, green nebulae, gaseous nebulae, white and spiral nebulae, hairy stars and fireballs, shimmering sun-spots and solar flares, blinding flaculae, floccule, and day-stars …



Several of Cave’s lyrics are built upon the affective power of accretion, too. After its ageing performer-narrator fortifies his ego by repeating the mantra ‘I must above all things love myself’, ‘No Pussy Blues’ from the Grinderman album launches into a riotous recount of the waning lothario’s efforts to seduce an indifferent fan. ‘I played her guitar by the hour,’ he laments. ‘I petted her revolting little Chihuahua. But still she just didn’t want to.’ The pile up of preposterous courtship rites deftly sketches a portrait of masculine entitlement, built absurdly upon that shakiest of foundations: the male ego.

Elsewhere, the enigmatic narrator of ‘Hiding All Away’, from the Bad Seeds’ astonishing 2005 double album, Abattoir Blues/The Lyre of Orpheus, recapitulates the trials of his questing lover, who searches the sea, a museum, a cathedral and the hall of fame for her man. Along the way her search is frustrated by a host of predatory authority figures, some of them violent, all of them male: a sadistic high court judge, a group of leering policemen who ‘rub jelly on their sticks’, a celebrity chef, her own doctor. Assault stacks upon tribulation for the woman to such an effect that when the lyric’s climactic foretelling of a war ‘coming from above’ arrives, one has the sense that this world may deserve its bleak fate.

The same album is home to Cave’s most genius ‘list song’: the ecstatic plea for divine inspiration, ‘There She Goes, My Beautiful World’. Its writer-narrator, words ‘vibrating in [his] head’, lies in bed, chastising himself for his inability to write. He knows full well how many great works have been authored under duress:


John Wilmot penned his poetry riddled with a pox

Nabokov wrote on index cards at a lectern in his socks

St John of the Cross did his best stuff imprisoned in a box

And Johnny Thunders was half alive when he wrote ‘Chinese Rocks’



Again, the effect here is cumulative: the narrator’s inadequacy becomes our own as the examples mount. Pulverised not only by a consciousness of the greats, but also the unstimulating nature of his own circumstances, he has become depressed. Where is my life-threatening illness? he seems to entreat. Where is my reason to write? But then there’s Nabokov, comfortably domesticated, working away on Pale Fire. He is the narrator’s own Remiel, angel of hope: proof defiant that even when the muse is MIA, hard work can still beget good work. Soon the narrator becomes galvanised by the can-do ethos of punk: ‘So if you got a trumpet, get on your feet, brother, and blow it.’ By the song’s end, he has made peace with relative mediocrity:


I look at you and you look at me and deep in our hearts we know it
That you weren’t much of a muse, but then I weren’t much of a poet



What is important, it seems, is making the effort – of knowing you have put in the hours.

Nick Cave: The Exhibition revealed Cave as an obsessive chronicler. Amid the mélange of 25-year-old shopping lists, countless scrapbooks and discarded lyric sheets, there was also Cave’s ‘Weather Diaries’, diligently kept since the turn of the millennium.

Cave’s zeal for itemising, for ingeniously articulated variation, can breed work that at times feels inspired by some kind of Oulipo-like obstruction. It is in ‘Babe, I’m on Fire’, the ultimate song on the Bad Seeds’ 2003 album, Nocturama, that this penchant of Cave’s finds its most extreme expression. In thirty-eight verses (not including choruses) and across nearly fifteen minutes, Cave seems to respond to the challenge: exhaust cliché, originally.

A sample verse:


The Chinese contortionist says it
The backyard abortionist says it
The poor Pakistani
With his lamb Bhirriani says
Babe, I’m on fire



We also meet an ‘unlucky amputee’, a ‘fucked-up Rastafarian’, a ‘menstruating Jewess’, a ‘Jungian analyst’, ‘Picasso with his Guernica’, a ‘Christian apologist’, a ‘hymen-busting Zulu’, ‘García Lorca’, ‘the old rock’n’roller with his two-seated stroller’, ‘the man from the Daily Mail with his dead refugee’ and a ‘doomed homosexual’ with a ‘persistent cough’ – among many, many others.

The song is significant not only for its length. (It is the longest song in the Cave canon, outlasting even the brutal narrative of ‘O’Malley’s Bar’ from the Bad Seeds’ 1996 album, Murder Ballads.) In its delirious cherry-picking of racial and cultural stereotypes, prominent historical figures and characters plucked right out of the headlines, the song ushered in a new phase in Cave’s writing: after years of stubbornly resisting the sweeping current of modern life, Nick Cave was at last implanted in the Information Age.

*

‘My God is the God of Walkers,’ writes Bruce Chatwin in In Patagonia (1977). ‘If you walk hard enough, you probably don’t need any other god.’ For a time, the characters of Nick Cave’s lyrics walked, hard. The dark Romantic vignette ‘Loom of the Land’, from Henry’s Dream (1992), tells the burgeoning courtship of a young man – ‘a boy of no means’ – and his delicate lover as they walk ‘hand upon hand’ in bitter cold. There is an erotic union, and a whispered promise. The song’s parting image is dreamily metaphysical: suddenly, it is winter no more and the young sweethearts drift in mutual solitude – perhaps forevermore – ‘across the endless sands’.

While that song’s young lovers may have no need of god – they have found all the meaning they need in each other, at least for now – the same cannot be said of most of Cave’s peripatetic characters. The gigolo-boy of ‘Do You Love Me? (Part 2)’ from the Bad Seeds’ 1994 album, Let Love In, wanders desultorily as his few coins ‘jingle-jangle’ in his pocket. He is on the beat again, but the life has taken its toll: the city is ‘an ogre squatting by the river’ that ‘gives life, but it takes it away, my youth’. Prematurely jaded, he sees in everything the Grand Guignol: the streets crack and swallow him, depositing him in a smoky cinema with walls and ceiling ‘painted in blood’ and upon the screen a death plays out. He may not find god, nor outpace his need to, but he does find the john he needs in order to add to the coins in his pocket.

Similarly hellish imagery abounds in one of Cave’s great walking songs: ‘Papa Won’t Leave You, Henry’ from Henry’s Dream. This song’s narrator recalls navigating a monsoonal apocalypse in process, tortured by the memory of a deceitful lover. He abandons sensibility in a bordello ‘where wet-lipped women with greasy fists / crawled the ceilings and the walls’. Then things turn positively Boschian as Cave’s word rush hits fever pitch:


Favelas exploding on inflammable spillways

Lynch-mobs, death squads, babies being born without brains

The mad heat and the relentless rains

And if you stick your arm into that hole

It comes out sheared off to the bone



A recurrent trait of these songs of restless souls on the move is collapse: environmental, spiritual, social, psychological. Hoping to elude private entropy, their characters put foot to terra firma, only to find their distressed psyches have infected the exterior world – or perhaps it is the other way around. ‘Darker With the Day’ – one of Cave’s most unsung minor masterpieces – is also concerned with the breakdown of meaning and order, yet occupies a less hysterical register – mania has been traded for a sinking hopelessness. The closing song of 2001’s No More Shall We Part finds Cave weirding his own experiences of emerging from rehab, looking for ‘an end to this, for some kind of closure’. The narrator visits a church (the experience is unnourishing), then continues on his way, dismayed by the sights that surround him:


Amateurs, dilettantes, hacks, cowboys, clones

The streets groan with little Caesars, Napoleons and cunts

With their building blocks and their tiny plastic phones

Counting on their fingers, with crumbs down their fronts



He is engulfed by a cultural decay that is dispiritingly prosaic. Even cataclysm is decidedly listless when it comes:


Great cracks appear in the pavement, the earth yawns
Bored and disgusted, to do us down



While driving with his sons by Hove’s shoreline in late 2010, Nick Cave lost control of his car and collided with a speed camera. All three were unharmed. In ‘Mermaids’, a voyeuristic reverie from the Bad Seeds’ 2013 release, Push the Sky Away, Cave drolly draws upon the experience to stress his wistful narrator’s shortcomings:


I do driver alertness course

I do husband alertness course

I do mermaid alertness course



While the notion of ‘husband alertness course’ is a great, self-deprecatory gag, there is a very real failure here: solipsism. But beneath the defeatism, there is the wish to improve – to become more outwardly attuned.

*

In recent years, the walking song has been superseded by a newer vehicle for Cave’s social observations: the ‘driving song’. Given Cave’s post-millennial interest in the data blitzkrieg that defines the current epoch, an increase in spectatorial velocity makes sense. The cocoon of the car – where the world wheels by, a phantasmagoria out the window – evokes the condition of the net surfer, too: historically significant events and profound encounters blur remotely with a vast corpus of inanities and trivialities to create a juggernaut of stimuli, wherefrom no fast meaning may be mined. In ‘Abattoir Blues’, Cave captures the plight of the modern individual enmeshed between so much warring data in a single lethal couplet:


I went to bed last night and my moral code got jammed

I woke up this morning with a Frappuccino in my hand



Cruising in his car with his lover, the song’s melancholic narrator is ‘drifting down into the abattoir’. Cave’s lyrics abound with references to social degeneration. Some of this is incremental and seems almost ordained:


Slide on over here, let me give you a squeeze

To avert this unholy evolutionary trajectory



And:


Everything’s dissolving, babe, according to plan



Other lyrics evoke sudden catastrophe:


My heart it tumbled like the stock exchange



As in Cave’s walking songs, an ambiguous relationship is established between the self and the world: which inflects which?


Mass extinction, darling, hypocrisy
These things are not good for me



The song’s final verse finds its rueful narrator lamenting his own failures as a partner and a man:


I wanted to be your Superman but I turned out such a jerk



Push the Sky Away gave us what is arguably Cave’s ‘Desolation Row’, the febrile odyssey that is ‘Higgs Boson Blues’. Over a long, hot night, its narrator sets out in his car for Geneva, Illinois. He seems to have conflated the city with its namesake in Switzerland. The latter is home to the Large Hadron Collider, designed to test the existence of the Higgs boson – the socalled ‘god particle’ that was the long-conjectured lynchpin in physicists’ explanation of the universe. Along the way, he sees blues musician Robert Johnson at the crossroads with the Devil. Blues apocrypha tells that Johnson bartered with Lucifer for his talent, parting in the bargain with his soul. Still, from his cynical modern-day vantage, the narrator is not sure who gets the better deal:


Robert Johnson and the Devil, man
Don’t know who’s gonna rip off who



He drives on. There is a detour to Memphis’s Lorraine Motel where time stands still; Martin Luther King Jr was assassinated here in 1968. The narrator seems to hear the great man’s ghost speaking down the decades: ‘Hear a man preaching in a language that’s completely new’. A gunshot resounds, and the delirium escalates; the narrator is back on the road, tired witness to a starburst of jumbled modernity: cultural imperialism, AIDS, Muslim–Jewish antipathy and Miley Cyrus are all cited. The song’s ragbag of references – obliqued by Cave’s wordplay – and its narrator’s book-ending claims of insensibility (‘Can’t remember anything at all’) imbue it with an oracular dimension, at once summative and prophetic.

On this latter quality the song has already made good – twice. In light of the controversy Cyrus incited with her twerking performance at 2013’s MTV Video Music Awards, the lyric ‘Hannah Montana does the African savannah’ now seems visionary. But perhaps more uncannily, Cave has told in interviews how an excited assistant raced into the studio after the band had laid down the song. ‘That thing you’ve been singing about, the Higgs boson?’ they said. ‘It’s just been announced: they’ve found it!’

It might here be worth noting that Studio La Fabrique, where Push the Sky Away was recorded, is located in Saint-Rémy-de-Provence, France: the birthplace of Nostradamus.

*

The glut of high- and low-brow figures that have invaded Nick Cave’s recent songwriting strengthens oft-drawn comparisons between Cave and Dylan, as well as Leonard Cohen – fellow author-songwriters who similarly cavalcade well-known personalities in their lyrics, often placing them in unexpected contexts. But in this, one crucial influence has to date remained all-but uninterrogated: the great American poet John Berryman. On Cave, his impact runs deep.

In The Dream Songs (1969), Berryman compiled a profoundly personal opus that spanned two-or-so decades and 385 poems. Berryman’s ‘songs’ are obscure yet earnest, addled by lunatic syntax, passionate, ironic, juvenile, academic and wracked. Hepcat slang mingles with minstrel-speak and arch-poetic Middle English to elucidate the shifting facets of a middle-aged man named Henry, whose biographical resemblance to the depressive Berryman mounts as the poems progress. Kierkegaard, Plath, JFK, Saint Augustine, Beckett and actors George C. Scott and Lana Turner all put in appearances, while narratorial perspectives haze to heady, confounding effect.

It’s tempting to think that Henry’s Dream took its name from The Dream Songs. But it would be another fifteen years before the poet’s influence would incontestably combust at the heart of Cave’s practice.

DIG, LAZARUS, DIG!!! is the most hyper-allusive album to Cave’s name, as great a case for bricolage as one could ever hope to find. Throughout its eleven tracks, the likes of the Bible, The Odyssey, One Thousand and One Nights and works by Nabokov, Kurt Vonnegut and Wallace Stevens are ransacked, often within a single song. In the bedlamite’s address of ‘We Call Upon the Author’, Berryman is name-checked:


Bukowski was a jerk!

Berryman was best!

He wrote like wet papier mâché



An encomium, to be sure. But the mode in which admiration of the poet is expressed is a white rabbit for readers of Berryman – an invitation by Cave to dig deeper. From ‘Dream Song #3’:


Rilke was a jerk.

I admit his griefs & music

& titled spelled all-disappointed ladies.



One page over in ‘Dream Song #4’, Henry describes a prandial scene in which he makes eye contact with a woman with ‘[b]lack hair, complexion Latin’. He watches her:


Filling her compact & delicious body
with chicken páprika …



before admitting ‘[t]here ought to be a law against Henry’.

Cave’s ‘Today’s Lesson’ describes two characters: Janie and her sex pest bête noire, Mr Sandman – a Tex Avery embodiment of the rampant male id. (He ‘likes to congregate around the intersection of Janie’s jeans’.) Early on, we get the lyric:


Mr Sandman can recite today’s lesson in his sleep

He says

There oughta be a law against me going down on the street



The cribbing is surely a conscious one, a wink to fellow admirers of the poet. Even the album’s title track, wherein Cave’s narrator implores the Biblical dead man to ‘dig [him]self / back in that hole’, appears to have roots in The Dream Songs. From ‘Dream Song #91’:


insomnia-plagued, with a shovel
digging like mad, Lazarus with a plan
to get his own back …



‘Insomnia-plagued’ is not a bad description of the jeopardised psyches that abound in Cave’s lyrics from this period. They share their wanton libidinousness with The Dream Songs, too. In ‘Dream Song #351’ Berryman writes:


Somewhere, everywhere
a girl is taking her clothes off.



This might be the imaginative engine that powered Grinderman. From Grinderman 2, ‘Heathen Child’ finds its female protagonist masturbating in the bath, assailed by visions of the Wolfman and Abominable Snowman. The following lines:


Says I’m scared and lonely
Never see no-one



and:


She gotta little poison, gotta little gun



are lifted from the first stanza of ‘Dream Song #40’:


I’m scared a lonely. Never see my son,
Easy be not to see anyone,
Combers out to sea
Know they’re going somewhere but not me.
Got a little poison, got a little gun,
I’m scared a lonely.



Cave has always been forthright about how he magpies from a vast array of sources. One gets the sense that whenever that ‘great burdensome slavering dog-thing that mediocres … every thought’ of ‘We Call Upon the Author’ descends, Cave – bibliomancer that he is – might reinvigorate his creative mojo by simply opening a book, selecting a choice phrase, and having it. He is a model postmodernist, and all art is recombinant. Cryptomnesia – the phenomenon highlighted by Jonathan Lethem in his essay ‘The Ecstasy of Influence’ – is of course another likelihood here. As with that stray Dorothy Parker line in his film The Proposition, it is possible that other direct quotations find their way into Cave’s work by the Trojan horse of false inspiration. After all, when the fish are biting, one does not pause to question if they might be driven and not lured to the hook.

Island





Open Ground

Rebecca Giggs

Every few months my mother flies north from Perth to Karratha with a prosthetic penis in her carry-on luggage. At check-in, she says, she watches the X-ray operator closely, anticipating their double-take. She suspects that one day her case will be pulled from the queue and publicly unpacked, so she keeps a letter of explanation from her employer folded in her handbag. To date, the airport staff have always been too busy screening the mineworkers boarding at that early hour – swabbing their bags and jackets for explosives, making provision for the transportation of industrial detonators – to react to one rubberised phallus, flashing across their monitors with the slapstick punctuality of a prank. My mother’s case coasts through unopened, flanked by pairs of steel-capped boots that pile in a clunking tangle on the end of the conveyor belt. In thick socks, their owners shuffle through the metal detector.

Once I got a kick out of the idea of the plastic penis sailing through the luggage scanners, a little feminist rush from that incursion into the coercively masculine space of the mines. But one way to explain what my mother is doing with the plastic parts of a man she is conveying up north is that she is participating in a symbolic order whereby the worker is unembodied. The other contraption she sometimes carries with her is a single latex arm with peristaltic veins that pulse, packed in a violin case. Who is this person, I used to wonder? Is she is putting him together on the plane?

It is blood that is my mother’s trade – she works for a pathology company.

In the 2011–12 financial year, around 33,100 men and women flew to the Pilbara region of Western Australia, following the financial inducements of the minerals and energy boom. A continent ensconced within a continent, the Pilbara’s rocks are some of the earth’s oldest. Iron ore, hematite – the valuable plate-rock of the Pilbara – is named after the Greek αἷμα (haima) – ‘blood’ – for its rufous colour. The poet Mark O’Connor notes in his book Pilbara (John Leonard Press, 2009) that the red lava flows near Roebourne date 3.2 billion years, birthdaying with minerals on the moon. The WA Local Government Association estimates that in the last twenty years the number of non-resident employees in the region has increased 400 per cent. Most work at mining these ancient repositories.

My mother helps to train the phlebotomists and collectors who handle drug and alcohol testing on site. The transnational corporations that dominate the region are invested in a few key components of their workers’ physical bodies. Every major mining operation conducts routine, randomised blood and urine testing for stimulants, depressants, hallucinogens and alcohol – a requirement enshrined in legislation. My mother’s mother was also a blood collector and she worked the Wheatbelt, taking and transporting warm or cold vials, haemoglobin-red (often testing them for iron). My grandmother is still known by those in the business for her steady hands and her local knowledge – even after she retired she was sometimes called out to bleed patients with small or ailing veins. ‘Getting blood from a stone’ might make a good family motto.

Urine samples, by mandate of the companies in the Pilbara, are to be taken under observation. The plastic penis is a dummy (available online), which is attached to a bag of ‘clean’ urine hidden somewhere underneath the clothes. The decoy my mother shows to her trainees is an example of how far men have been known to go to dodge a positive result. The arm in the violin case, meanwhile, is a practice apparatus, so that trainee collectors don’t begin by bruising real people. So my family is involved with another kind of extractive industry: drawing a tributary of blood – millilitre by millilitre – from under so many skins and ferrying it back to laboratories in Perth.

*

You hear about the lock-ins when the cyclones come through the north-west, suspending on-site operations for days at a time. Bent Xbox marathons and hard drinking sessions in stuffy rooms. But the most infamous benders happen during the weeks away from site – entire pay packets put down on red or black. Studies show boredom, fatigue, stress, low levels of social attachment and high disposable income foster conditions conducive to drug use and hard drinking among the mineworkers. Frequent seizures of legal highs such as Kronic, K2 and Karma (all synthetic cannabis), and the on-site banning of bodybuilding supplements such as Jack3d, have curtailed the use of recreational stimulants but there are many tactics for avoiding a positive result on a drug test. Such ingenuities thrive in the Pilbara. One story I was told described how tests are randomly assigned by drawing a white marble out of a pouch of coloured marbles. Before passing around the pouch, the site manager puts the white marble in a pot of boiling water so that, by touch, workers who are confident of giving a positive result can identify and avoid it.

Being ‘on the swing’, it used to be called. They come from Busselton, Broome, Perth, Sydney, Auckland, Bali and further yet. Now known as FIFO – fly-in fly-out (pronounced as in fee-fie-fo-fum, fiefo) – it’s arguably Australia’s most extensive, expensive and recurrent internal migration. Arguably, because no national authority collects reliable, impartial data on the region’s transient workforce. Mineworkers don’t register a second address, change their electoral enrolment or claim Medicare benefits apropos their on-site residence. Rates are paid on property owned in feeder communities and driver’s licences are listed to primary residential addresses, so it’s difficult to track the flow of employment into, out of and around the north-west. The paucity of hard data on how many people work FIFO stints and for what duration led a February 2013 Parliamentary report, Cancer of our Bush or the Salvation of our Cities?, to deem such workforces ‘shadow populations’. Yet for many established regional towns the shadow is anything but a nebulous, shifting presence. FIFO labour forces are literally high visibility: a permanent presence in the streets, the shops and on the roads that attend the subterranean boluses of ore found there.

*

The registered names of mining operations give something away that the recruitment brochures do not. A quick scan of the minedex database of deposits and prospects, maintained by the WA Department of Mines and Petroleum, reveals past and present proposals lodged under jokey phrases like ‘Chunderloo’, ‘Snottygobble’, ‘Three Boys–Golden Pig Underground’, ‘Electric Dingo’, ‘The Big Bell Gold Crown Great Waste Dump’, ‘Hope for the Best Tailings Disposal’ and ‘The Silver Swan Crushing Circuit’. (The last two are, perhaps, inadvertently humorous, being extensions of established mine-names. ‘Hope for the Best’ makes more sense pegging out an unexplored tenement.) Other names are quips of a different sort: ‘The Golden Shower (at Kitty’s Gap)’, ‘Blink Models Ltd., Wet Dream at North Star’, ‘Mount Pleasant Black Lady Pit (Tailings Disposal)’, ‘Barbara’s Surprise Underground’, ‘Big Dick Prospecting: Scrape and Detect’.

Today’s boom – which is waning – is the third to glean from WA, and the largest in a series of Australian economic explosions led by mineral extraction and exportation. The first entailed the great gold and copper rushes of the late 1800s, a time of renegade prospectors. I was born during the dog days of the second boom – nickel, gold, petroleum, bauxite, alumina and iron ore in the late ’70s, early ’80s. My father, a young electrician, emigrated from the United Kingdom and found work on the excavation of Newman’s Mount Whaleback. The workplace safety regimes that prevail in the sector now were then no more than perfunctory, and he left that job after one too many close calls with electrocution. As he tells it, he leapt from a turbine with seconds to spare when a workmate inadvertently began powering up the grid. While he was shaken enough to quit and retrain in another industry, many of Dad’s mates still worked in mining (or associated trades) throughout my childhood. Blundstones lined up by the front door in Perth, reflective vests slung over the chair backs. Argyle, Hamersley, Robe River and the Super Pit, distantly disgorging rocks, metal, water. Men’s shorts from that time showed their legs, matted with nubs of plaster or grease and as strong as if they’d waded back through the ground itself.

My stories about the Pilbara began then, but not as stories about remoteness or heavy industry; they were personal stories about bodies, about family and about connection.

*

I was nine when my uncle Terry, then a geologist for Western Mining, gifted me a lapidary kit of stones from the region. The ’87 crash was behind us and the market was ramping up again by dint of international energy prices. ‘Lapidary’, an old, alchemic word, does not belong in the lexicon of mining. The term derives from a mystic age when stonecutting, chemistry and philosophy were one trade and certain minerals were believed to have metaphysical properties. In the modern sense, lapidary designates the polishing, carving and display of decorative gemstones – a pastime of hobbyists and new-agers, who sometimes refer to themselves as ‘rockhounds’. My uncle wasn’t a rock-hound, but I was a collector. More specifically, I was drawn to collecting objects for which elaborate backstories could be created, things like old coins and driftwood. Uncle Terry thought the stones might fit that description.

In the lapidary kit, each rock was set into a divot on a foam mounting. The case contained twelve different minerals. One was rippled red and white like ossified lasagne. Another was so delicately fretted it looked as if it had been left out in the cold to crust with frost. I would have worn the fool’s gold on a chain around my neck, had I owned a chain thick enough. It was an exceptional thing for a nine-year-old to own, matched to the schoolyard craze for ‘mood stones’ (rings set with plastic opals that were meant to change colour according to the wearer’s emotions). At show-and-tell I proudly laid out my rocks one by one for the class, naming chert, dolerite, quartz, sandstone, agate, hematite, pyrite, marble, gelignite. I hovered over that last rock; black, faceted in small battens that caught the light.

‘I don’t think that is gelignite,’ said my teacher warily, standing up behind her desk. Thereafter, my lapidary set was confiscated for examination by the principal and the class was turned out for a brisk run on the oval.

I have thought about the lapidary kit often since, and have dreamt about it on and off again for the past twenty years. Nothing that so captivates is lost to the unconscious mind, even if spelunking to deep memory is required to retrieve it. I am turning the shining rocks, explaining each for an unseen listener. What I called gelignite was likely to have been rough black tourmaline or volcanic obsidian (although the rocks drew a mesmerising charge from Pilbara, it is possible not all of them were actually from there). Semiprecious, the gems’ greatest worth was as eye-catchers. Cold to touch and gratifying to gauge in a palm or a pocket, they were variously heavier or lighter than they appeared. How had these objects surfaced in such rough country? Tiny feats discharged by immense systems, from primordial time. They seemed to have undergone otherworldly transformations – acts of accretion and compression beyond scientific knowledge. The hearts of mountains seized. Part of their appeal was an imaginative disjunction with the scale, ferocity and fierce monotony of the environment in which they had been forged.

In my dreams, I’ve forgotten the names. Or I remember the names, but the case is only full of dun river stones or no stones at all. What were those rocks ever meant for, but to evoke an unobtainable terrain? A terra incognita brought to life in the mind of myself at nine, a place I still reach for.

*

Each of us has within us a formative landscape, and I think of those people I know now who grew up on the hematite ground and have never been able to wash the red off their feet – even after so many decades of living in cities where they rarely, if ever, go barefoot. Few of us so palpably evince the places we have been shaped by, though our lines of thought may also betray us, propagated over topography as surely as plants grow up an espalier. In an essay titled ‘Raw Material’, written for Westerly in 1961, the author Randolph Stow described his conviction that solid terrain is assimilated into our mental country, rumpling our ideas and creative impulses in ways we’re not always alert to:


When one thinks of it closer at hand, ‘environment’ as the artist meets it, is almost too complex a thing to be written about at all. The boundary between an individual and his environment is not his skin … The external factors, geographical and sociological, are so mingled with his ways of seeing and states of mind that he may find it impossible to say what he means by his environment, except in the most personal and introspective terms … The environment of a writer is as much inside him, as in what he observes.



Stow, more so than any other Australian writer I can think of, mined his internal stratigraphy for the substance of his novels and poems. His work domesticates the kinetic energy of Western Australia’s vastness to human relationships, with devastating effect. But what happens when the defining quality of the geology that orientates your creative navigations is its instability? When the ground figuratively ‘beneath your feet’ is not there – is not even where you fling your imagination out to – for it flows onto computer-driven trains and off the edge of Australia, is carried by bulk cargo ships across the ocean, is changed through hot alchemy in foreign steel mills, to come to brace great municipal buildings, make monuments, make money.

The Pilbara landscape that undergirded my imagination was both fugitive and, like its workforce, constantly mobile. An imaginative shadowlands. Homogenous and strange. The rocks in the lapidary set didn’t just speak of a place far away, they were that place; their presence testified to its continued plundering and erasure. If I ever got to visit the Pilbara myself (which didn’t happen until I was in my twenties) I suspected that the minerals I knew from their samples might already have disappeared, shipped wholesale to China, Japan or South Korea. At the very least, they’d be harder to find. The Pilbara of my youth, which the kit betokened, was to remain unreal and unreachable – littered with luminous, lunar stones. It was an environment I might have as readily arrived at as Lilliput or Middle Earth. Everything taken from there could not be put back.

Yet, it could be transformed. As if by some strange force of transubstantiation, what was hauled out of the earth in the Pilbara turned up in Perth as slithery heaps of blue metal and yellow builder’s sand. Everyone’s family was renovating, pressing out, turning their wages into structures. We flung boondies at each other (hard pellets of sand: a Noongar word and the snowballs of the west) in the vacant lots of new developments, running through roofless houses and dry swimming pools. The outer suburbs wore an apron of land, ironed smooth in anticipation of future growth.

People, too, were changed by working in and travelling through the Pilbara – they returned wealthy, injured, muscular or drunk. They came back with new and unnameable ambitions. Tall shadows stayed behind them when they were on site and some remained shadows when they returned, possessed by an idea, a conviction or new habits. At the very beginning of that boom, the journalist Osmar White called it a ‘journey through the land of I-believe’ in Under the Iron Rainbow (Heinemann, 1969). Faith that the ground would keep on relinquishing, and faith in the companies that turned it over.

There was a generative restlessness to the era of the second boom that I probably internalised – the idea that motion itself could be a moral conviction. All that exploratory pegging of the earth, the tunnelling down for fresh finds – that felt like expansion, like progress. Virtues like rigour, tenacity, even a feral kind of patriotism, underpinned that ceaseless exertion – men’s labour plying loose the land. But those values were already beginning to fossilise. Advances in technology and mechatronics, coupled with increased capital costs, had long since collapsed the pioneering, individualist persona of the Australian miner and replaced it with foreign investment and the corporate superintendence of the region. Shrewdly, the ‘Big Miners’ colonised the myth and repackaged it. They still do.

*

Nostalgia holds that the Pilbara used to be place of big personalities and unorthodox ideas. Where the self-made man was not just an economic category, but a civic one. Back then, it was always men. In the landscape they saw their inscrutability reflected. All that untrammelled, geologic tyranny, the scale of their success. Capitalism has relied on a roving class of workers pulled to manual labour, in agriculture and mining in particular. Historically, their living conditions were arduous. The Australian Bureau of Statistics might find it challenging to track FIFO workers through their residencies now, but consider that in the gold rush era of the mid to late 1800s most workers lived in temporary dugouts, shanties and burrows – actual burrows – which were hollowed into the banks of rivers and flooded regularly, fostering waterborne disease. They ate a scurvy diet. Backed into their dens and wrapped in oilskins, the dreams that drifted up to those men from the silted riverbeds were of twenty-three carat nuggets. It was a frontier and, as on all frontiers, hope was the main resource they mined.

The iron ore export embargo, put in place to reserve resources or national industry, was lifted in 1960. As Jennie Hardie recounts it in her 1981 report Nor’Westers of the Pilbara Breed, the initial celebrations in Port Hedland were lavish. At Poons’ Mess on Spinifex Hill, locals were sumptuously wooed:


[T]here were stewards at every elbow, handing out drinks and fancy hors d’oeuvres, chefs in tall hats … behind great long tables, serving guests from trays loaded with prawns, fresh lobster, oysters sitting in ice, smoked ham, roast suckling pig, sides of beef and a mass of mouth-watering salads.



There the British directors of Goldsworthy Mining Associates disarmed residents with the promise of lush times ahead. Fee-fi, here come the giants. The construction crew that poured the first tennis court in the town consisted of Hungarian, Italian, German, Spanish, Latvian and Thursday Island labourers – the forefathers of the modern FIFO workforce. These were the men to become the lumpers, the graders, the drivers, the winders, the skippers and the miners. Later, a residual purple dust kicked up by the mine settled over everything in the town. White birds turned red and the mood changed.

Better the red air though, than the blue air of Wittenoom and Port Sampson, where fibrous asbestos was extracted and shipped. Workers, including George Aitchison, would later describe airborne asbestos ‘like a field of snow’ on the jetty heads and ‘hanging like stalactites’ from the rafters of storage sheds (I’ve Had a Good Life, Hesperian Press, 2010). Sad irony that this fibrillate mineral, touted for its life-preserving properties in proofing buildings against bushfire, should become the source of Australia’s most savage, capricious and enduring industrial disaster. In Wittenoom, the boom slowed to a clotted rattling in the chest. Records show that, to date, the lung cancer mesothelioma, triggered by inhaling asbestos filaments, has taken the lives of more than 10,000 people Australia-wide.

By the 1970s, Lang Hancock wanted the country opened out along its north-west edge with nuclear bombs. The region was already haunted by mushroom clouds: in the 1950s the peace of the labyrinthine Montebello Islands, 130 kilometres off the Pilbara coast, was shattered by British nuclear tests. ‘I’d cheerfully eat lunch in an atomic crater,’ Hancock said. Later came financial scandals. The Lalor brothers, Peter and Chris, descendants of Eureka Stockade bloodstock, whose first mine was engineered by the thirty-first President of the United States, Herbert Hoover, are still remembered with bitterness in the region. Under their stewardship, Sons of Gwalia was described by Alan Kohler in the Sydney Morning Herald (August, 2005) as running ‘a sort of movie-set township, with painted façades of profitability propped up by rickety hedging deals that were destined to fail’.

*

That the decoy penis, which suggested to me transgression, turns out to be an apparatus of control is emblematic of a lot of what’s going on in the Pilbara now. Those japing mine names and the blood test dodging might be the last flickers of subversive spirit from a former age. What the FIFO workforces inhabit now is, to borrow from American author Rebecca Solnit’s Storming the Gates (University of California Press, 2007), a ‘post-communal, postrural, posturban, postplace’. Economic personhood has supplanted frontierism and civic notoriety (let alone civic engagement). The idea of ‘the public’ has been whittled back to its barest passible elements. People and machines are treated as interchangeable. Neither have a deep connection to the places they unearth or to the communities that are built there; that is, the communities that will remain there after the mines are depleted. The wages are colossal and the knock-on effects, in terms of local property prices, are extreme. Salaries in the north-west are, on average, two-thirds higher than the national median. Though there have been marginal decreases in line with the boom’s decline, in 2011 an entry-level truck driver without mining experience was being paid $120,000 per annum, while a supervisor or foreman was earning anything between $135,000 and $230,000. It’s still cheaper to fly cut sandwiches up from Perth than it is for a baker to live in Karratha. McDonald’s decided not to open a store in Newman because of the lack of affordable housing for their employees. Meanwhile, in Perth garages, jet-skis and quad-bikes grown dusty from abandonment indicate the high-water mark of the boom.

Though the conditions in the camps have improved (air-conditioning, pay TV and ‘lifestyle consultants’ all feature in the pitch), the hours are harder and the work is more isolating. Overseas staff from client companies can be on site for the duration of long projects, working twenty-four days straight followed by three days’ ‘R&R’ in Perth; they go back to their home country once every four months, for a week. There are more women working the mines today than in the 1970s and ’80s – on site and in the engineering offices (though gender parity still doesn’t extend to the boardrooms). I’m told by my female friends that the FIFO sites remain gruff in mood and vernacular, that it’s hard to strike up sociable banter. When we get together they show me the explicit and uninvited texts received after dark – advice that if they hope to be ‘sorted out’ they should leave $50 in the fridge for a cleaner. They recount sex-splashed stories from the wet mess, where the weak beer does little to water down the violence of fantasies retold. And each wonders aloud how much longer they will endure it.

The unions have won recent court battles, but the modus operandi of the big multinationals – which they aggressively pursue – is to negotiate individualised contracts with their workforce. Five-day weeks broken into eight-hour shifts have given way to back-to-back twelve-hour rosters, in a constant twenty-four hour, seven-days-a-week output cycle. After such shifts, it would reasonable to expect that getting a drink with your workmates – even sharing a conversation – might be a struggle. In early 2011, a 54-year-old man died in his donga in Karratha’s Gap Ridge Village. No one noticed his disappearance for four days. This is the upshot of destroying connections between people and places: the connections of people to people are likewise loosened. Eventually they break.

On the streets in Perth now you see less of those T-shirts people used to wear that said something like ‘No Stop Work Injury Time: 112 Days!’. Workplace safety is the new dogma. Hearing booths, hydration assessments, three points of contact on a structure at all times. Carry clear, safety and sunglasses. But in a suburban Woolworths last Christmas I queued behind a man carrying five turkey rolls and wearing a shirt that read ‘FIFO – Fit In or Fuck Off’. The ubiquitous fluorescent gear that distinguishes mineworkers is banned in some Pilbara pubs as tantamount to gang colours, while the media links community perceptions of public safety in the region to the presence of FIFO workers (as do many community members). So the distance between the mine-site and the world beyond it grows longer. Who looks at the ore tumbling from the conveyor belt into the hold of the ship and wonders, Whose country is that anyway?

*

Mining’s corporate history is long, but the world’s oldest continuing mine, in the north of WA, was not dug for ore, gold or diamonds. Indeed, the mine sought no financial profit at all. At Wilgie Mia the commodity obtained was ochre. Wilgie Mia, in the Weld Ranges near Cue, is an eerie place where stopovers are ill-advised without the observance of strict cultural protocols. Long subterranean galleries follow dark red, yellow and green coloured seams. It is a ‘stop and pillar’ mine, where the ceiling is supported by struts and scaffolding made from the rock. Some 14,000 cubic metres of stone and earth have been removed through careful engineering. The kangaroo, Marlu, was speared nearby in the Dreaming. The ochre at Wilgie Mia is tri-coloured for Marlu’s blood, his liver and his gall, which all leached out when he fell onto the ground there. These minerals are called ‘sparkling’ ochres because of their density and colour, and the fact that they do not aggravate the skin on application as a pulverised paste. The Wajarri Yamatji people, whose custody extends to the mine, have law practices involving the pigments that stretch back at least 30,000 years. The ochre was dispersed in pieces out to groups in the Kimberley, to the south as far as Ravensthorpe, and east into Queensland.

Yet, although Aboriginal people were this country’s first working miners, the boom has consistently toppled, broken and unfastened their land from its original stories and storytellers. All that motion, all that transformation. Flying in, flying out. Even as digging tells a fresh story, it disrupts storied ground in ways that mean the telling can’t be the same. What feels like progress in Perth can look a lot more like destruction on country. While the commercial and cultural inflections of the mineral industries are a part of the city’s texture, our working images of mined spaces are few and limited. Those images are themselves carefully refined.

The most visible landscapes of the Pilbara now appear in art sponsored by the mining companies – photographic shows and publications like Edward Burtynsky’s Minescapes (2008); the many design projects of form; and movies like Red Dog (2011) and Japanese Story (2003). These are the pictures that have rushed in to fill the hole called ‘Pilbara’ that exists in the public’s imagination. From far out, the sheer scale of development is sublime (as Burtynsky’s photos, in particular, illustrate). Mount Whaleback, named in the 1950s for its rolling shape, today designates not merely the absence of a mountain but a mountain inverted: its five-kilometre ziggurat walls descend to a slot of olive-grey ground. As human activity digs deeper into that country, human imagination settles so lightly upon it – for these are places that are meant to be flown over, into and out of. To allow your mind to dwell on the meaning and history of the many alternative stories that emanate from the Pilbara is, in a way, politically radical. Such gestures refuse the corporatisation of our imagination.

‘The ore being ground, they divide it in several heaps and then begin to essay,’ wrote an ‘unnamed scientist’ in 1368 – the oldest usage of the word ‘essay’, identified by John D’Agata in his edited anthology The Next American Essay (Graywolf Press, 2003). Etymologically, to essay once specified the weighing of metals. Weighing is contemplating, both palms up. Before that, ‘unearthing’. Turning things over to examine their underside (and the inching discoveries beneath). To essay then, is to dig the valuable material out of the mullock and set it on the scales. There is so much digging going on in this state; some of it gives, but what it gives isn’t always fortuitous. Most of it takes. Here I am too, tiny pickaxe in hand, raking through the past.

*

My uncle told us other types of stories. Stories about alluvial gulches of red rubble that ran over dead watercourses, and how the stones clinked like spoons when you walked on them as they were made of so much iron. The sparse trees, he said, were glossy on one side of their trunks from the rubbing of cattle being driven past. I read of Dampier’s great solar salt flats, which are periodically mowed. The mowing machines shave a thin crust of salt crystals off for sale to chemical factories. Those wet salt flats are inhabited by milkfish, introduced to control algae, and birds sometimes come to prey upon them – though they must not taste as mild as their name suggests, for all their lives the fish occupy the bitterns and brines and they are full of Y-shaped bones. Hardly any other animals can tolerate it. There are salt ‘gardens’ too: smaller-scale operations, tended by salt gardeners who must feel a certain enviable pride when the light hits their immaculate paddocks in the morning, like so much unmarked paper.

Folklore has it that fossickers and small-claims prospectors once believed the Pilbara’s buried metals could be read upside down in the sky. They’d scan incoming storms for ‘lightning nests’ – electrical clusters towed around the low-hanging cloud cover by the polarity of minerals below ground. Where lightning lingered, or struck the ground repetitively, a lode was thought to lie folded between sedimentary layers. Earthing – a word from my electrician father’s argot. Compasses flicked, uncertainly magnetised. This was a compelling idea, and for me it rhymed with the American ‘thunder eggs’ that Perth Museum displayed under spotlights on the second floor. Thunder eggs are geodes, the granite exterior of which divulges nothing of the glittering yolk within – starry crystals, formed in a cavity called a ‘vug’, which are only revealed when the stone is halved. They are remarkable objects. You could buy smaller thunder eggs at the Subiaco Markets on Rokeby Road and of course, I did. Last year, as if to verify the faith of those early prospectors who scanned the clouds, the moon was found buried under Eel Creek. Researchers from the University of Western Australia and Curtin University were surprised to identify ‘tranquillityite’, a lunar basalt with fox-red crystals, in their rock wafer scans.

From those formative days of imagining a landscape in abeyance, the Pilbara taught me how places are compiled from reticulated systems as much as by discrete objects. The pull between geology and sky, the pull between the south and the north, the pull of the past on the present. Flying in, flying out. To understand a landscape as a series of stories, energetically tugged between voices, means no place can be entirely isolated, nowhere is amnesiac. The ground is opened here, here, again here, always as it is there.

Griffith Review





Trigger Warning

Alison Croggon

The first time I was raped, a stranger climbed into bed with me while I was sleeping at a friend’s house and fucked me. I was seventeen; he was twenty-eight. I didn’t know it was rape. It was just something that happened.

For a few weeks after that he said he was my boyfriend. I accepted that, just as I accepted being fucked. He treated me as you would expect and finally I said, No. I don’t want to see you again. Six months later he persuaded me to see him and sat opposite me with tears streaming down his face, asking me to come back. He hadn’t understood, he said. He really loved me. I said, No. I felt a slight flicker of pleasure, perhaps of revenge. Fuck you, I thought.

Another boy climbed into my bed while I was staying in a house in the country. I had never seen him before and never saw him again. I didn’t say no, but I didn’t want him to fuck me. There were other people in the room and I felt humiliated. I didn’t know how to say: Don’t fuck me. I felt … obliged. He was a man, and I wasn’t. There were a lot of men who fucked me because I felt … obliged.

One man would have raped me because I went with him alone to his house, ahead of some friends. He chased me around the room. I kept the table between us, talking as fast as I could. This man was violent. He said I must have wanted it because I had come to the house alone with a man. The only reason I wasn’t raped was because my friends turned up in time.

There have been men who raped me because I was drunk and couldn’t refuse consent. I didn’t know it was rape. I didn’t care. Sometimes I asked men to have sex with me. Men thought that because I liked sex, I was a whore. They thought that because I liked sex, they could have sex with me whenever they liked. Whether I wanted it or not was irrelevant. They could have sex whenever they liked and it made them more manly. But if I had sex whenever I liked, I was despicable.

It’s very common. It happens to millions of women. It’s hard to talk about because you feel culpable. It must have been your fault – you are the slut those men said you were. Or you feel the shame of being made a victim. I never wanted to be made a victim. I am a victim. I am not a victim.

It took me a long time to work out that I had agency in relation to men. I was raised to please a man. My mother told me I should take care never to appear more intelligent than a man. Men don’t like intelligent women, my mother said. Why aren’t you more feminine? she said. Never undermine a man’s authority, she said.

My mother left my father. I remember the night she stabbed him. I remember her crying and crying, shouting at my father. You raped me, you bastard. You raped me.

I rebelled against being feminine. Until I had kids, I refused to cook for any reason. I never wanted to be married. Sometimes I had nightmares that I was going to be married, that I would live forever in an ugly brick house with a chain link fence and no gate.

I didn’t see why I should be a second-class citizen just because I was a woman. It took me a long time to work out that I was a second-class citizen all along.

I worked as a professional journalist. I saw that if I wanted to be considered an equal, I had to be three times as good as any man. I had to work three times as hard. I had to be six times as placatory, in case I undermined the authority of a man.

I began to understand how women’s writing is read as inferior; no matter what kind of writing it is, it will always be ‘women’s writing’. Women have specialness. Their specialness is that they exist only in relation to men, and anything that can’t be related to men is aberrant.

I look at the history of women made invisible and sometimes I despair.

In my mid-twenties I had babies. Being a mother meant I was stripped of the illusion of fraternity I was allowed because I was something that somebody could fuck. I began to understand that these things were part of a larger, structural pattern. I began to understand the emotional wasteland that was the damage at the centre of my being.

I always had men who were friends, and who did not abuse that friendship. I like men. But not all men.

It took me a long time to work it out.

My kids worked it out quicker than I did. I’ve done something right. But they still have to live in this world where, all the time, men hurt women, dismiss women, marginalise women, silence women, kill women.

Not long ago I was on a panel with a man who had written a book about criticism as a public act. In this book are six essays about six critics, from the eighteenth century to the present day. They’re all men. As I read this book I felt again, like a thick choking cloud, the privilege of the literary man. It’s the privilege of not even having to think about writing a survey about the critic as a public figure in which not one woman appears. It was reviewed under a headline that said: ‘The critics that really matter.’

This man was taken aback when he was challenged on this point. He is a pleasant and intelligent man. He had perfectly justifiable reasons for only writing about men. The whole of literary history supports this privilege. It is invisible, like God. It proves itself, like God. It is the innate merit of men. Why should he ignore the merit of men for some footling political point about feminism? You could see, even as he attempted to explain himself, that he thought that he had nothing to apologise for.

Overland





Malcolm Fraser: Obituary

Mungo MacCallum

Twenty years after he lost power in the federal election of 1983, Malcolm Fraser was asked by a young interviewer how he thought history would remember his time in government. The ageing but still impressive figure drew himself to his full height. ‘Well,’ he said, with more than a touch of his old arrogance, ‘a great deal better than the Liberal Party does.’

It was a telling riposte. In 2003 the Liberals – turned neoconservative under Fraser’s one-time protégé John Howard – regarded the Fraser years as at best wasted and at worst something close to treason to the party.

The belief in treachery was compounded by Fraser’s frequent attacks on Howard’s policies, particularly his treatment of refugees and his involvement in the war on Iraq. And unforgivably, Fraser frequently made common cause with his old antagonist Gough Whitlam against the Coalition.

Many Liberals would have liked to write him out of their history altogether. Since this was impossible, they took every opportunity to denigrate him in his absence and snub him if he chanced to cross their paths. Of the ten leaders of the modern Liberal Party, perhaps only the ludicrous Billy McMahon and the ephemeral John Hewson (another critic of Howard) were held in less regard. Even his great enemy John Gorton, long derided as a figure of fun, had been restored to the Liberal pantheon from which Fraser was now exiled.

And yet, while the party which had once hailed him as its saviour now ostracised him, his standing with the general public had never been higher.

Since leaving parliament, the aloof Western districts squatter had remade himself as a classic small-l liberal: a humanitarian, a zealous opponent of economic rationalism, a vigorous and emotional champion of the underdog, a harsh critic of mandatory detention and a loud voice to call out racism where he saw it.

His efforts on behalf of international aid through Care Australia – an organisation for which his daughter Phoebe also worked – had earned him the respect and admiration of those who had previously seen him as the personification of uncaring haughtiness, a façade which was compared to that of an Easter Island statue.

It would be too much to say that he had become loved – his prickly personality precluded that kind of intimacy. But even those who had been his most passionate detractors during his time in politics raised no objection when the erstwhile Squire of Nareen was included in a list of Australia’s living treasures.

On one level it was an extraordinary transformation: the beast had suddenly become a prince among men, without even the intervention of a maiden’s kiss. But a closer look at history reveals that there were always two Malcolm Frasers. One was the moody, spoiled rich kid with an unquestioning belief in his own righteousness and an unscrupulous determination to put it into practice. But there was another more complex character as well: a lonely and driven individual with an acute sense of social justice which transcended class, creed and most particularly race.

From time to time the two could co-exist, albeit somewhat uncomfortably. But usually one has been dominant, and the one we saw during Fraser’s spectacular, acrimonious and hugely divisive twenty-seven years in parliament was almost invariably the first.

John Malcolm Fraser was elected to the division of Wannon as the youngest member of the House of representatives in 1956, at the election following the Labor split, which bequeathed Robert Menzies another ten years of government before things started to fall apart after his eventual retirement.

After a privileged but isolated childhood on the family property, Fraser was educated at Melbourne Grammar, one of Australia’s most expensive and exclusive establishment schools, and then at Magdalene College, Oxford, where one of his tutors remembered him as ‘a colonial drongo’. When he entered parliament at the age of twenty-six, he had never had a job.

Even within the Liberals, then a much more class-based party than they are now, this was not a promising start, and Robert Menzies left the impatient young neophyte on the backbench until his retirement in 1966. Fraser spent his time cultivating those who might prove useful to him, especially fellow social conservatives within the Country Party; it was in this period that he became close to Doug Anthony, Ian Sinclair and Peter Nixon, the formidable troika who were to become his personal enforcers during his period as prime minister.

Through his continuing acquaintanceship with B.A. Santamaria, the sinister nemesis of the ALP, he also made useful contacts within the democratic Labor Party, the predominantly roman Catholic rump which had split from the main body and was now dedicated to keeping Labor out of office at all costs. It is interesting that he apparently felt more at ease with the two right-wing fringe groups than he did with his own mainstream Liberals.

He also developed his own philosophical stand; he became an avid fan of Ayn Rand, the ultra-rightist American, which confirmed his own prejudices against any form of collectivism, especially as practised in the trade union movement. (Interestingly, Rand herself, when asked for her views during a visit to Australia, was unsure of the depth of Fraser’s commitment: ‘I don’t think he’s quite selfish enough,’ she said percipiently.)

But his attempts to become one of the boys at the members’ bar invariably fell flat; he simply lacked the social touch. His idea of a joke, which was to slip pickled onions into the coat pockets of his fellow drinkers, probably didn’t help either.

Harold Holt finally plucked Fraser from the backbench and installed him in the army portfolio, which, while in keeping with Fraser’s increasing interest in the defence area, was not nearly senior enough for the ambitious Victorian, who was now worried that generational rivals such as Billy Snedden, Peter Howson and Don Chipp – and even newcomers like Andrew Peacock and Phillip Lynch – might be stealing a march on him.

As Holt began to falter against the new opposition leader Whitlam in 1967, Fraser repaid his patronage by becoming a leading figure in the conspiracy to have him dumped, preferably in favour of one of Fraser’s few genuine allies in the party, the Senate leader John Gorton. In the normal course of events the plot would probably have come to a head in the first half of 1968; as it happened, Holt was drowned at Cheviot Beach before the conspirators could act, and the battle for succession took over from that for replacement.

With Holt’s deputy McMahon vetoed by the Country Party, Allen Fairhall out of the race through ill health and Paul Hasluck loftily refusing to campaign on the grounds that his qualities were too obvious to need advertisement, the push for Gorton became irresistible. No one knew all that much about him, but he was a proven performer on the floor of the Senate and had the kind of public appeal that could counter the momentum Whitlam was starting to build. By the time his weaknesses became apparent, it was too late.

Gorton promptly rewarded his supporters: he gave Fraser his own former ministry of education, and after the 1969 election promoted him to defence. But before long the two men started to fall out. Unlike many of his more straitlaced colleagues, Fraser was not overly concerned about Gorton’s drinking and womanising, but he was worried by his style of one-man-band government. In particular, he didn’t like what he saw as interference in his own portfolio.

In July 1970 there was a serious clash over whether, and if so how, the Pacific Island regiment should be called out in the event of rioting in Papua New Guinea; it was apparently resolved, but Fraser was to make much of it in his resignation speech nine months later.

Then some of Fraser’s more ambitious ideas were vetoed by Gorton and McMahon, now minister for foreign affairs. The relationship was now at breaking point; in March 1971 a dispute over plans for civic action in Vietnam provided the trigger. With the enthusiastic aid of the New South Wales press run by McMahon’s patron, Frank Packer, Fraser pulled it.

His resignation precipitated the downfall of Gorton and the ascension of McMahon, who nonetheless failed to invite the hangman to the victory feast; Fraser remained on the backbench for five months before being restored to his old portfolio of education, which he held until the Coalition finally lost office in 1972.

In opposition under Snedden, Fraser was given the non-job of primary industry spokesman; his full-time job, however, was to undermine his leader. At his own, expense he engaged a public relations firm to improve his image; it failed to convince most of his colleagues, especially the moderates, now led by Peacock. But with Whitlam as prime minister effortlessly demolishing Snedden in parliament, although his inexperienced government was clearly cracking under both economic and personal stress, Fraser established himself as the tough alternative – the only one who had Whitlam’s measure.

Fraser pretended to remain detached from the campaign to overthrow Snedden, a sham which fooled no one, but by the start of 1975 a majority of Liberals were desperate enough to overcome their dislike and distrust of him. It had taken nearly twenty years, but he finally assumed the leadership for which he had always believed he was destined.

The Labor government was by now in such disarray that Fraser could simply have waited for power to fall into his hands at the next election. But once again impatience got the better of him. Having constantly denied any intention to use his numbers in the Senate, acquired through unprecedented breaches of convention by the conservative premiers of New South Wales and Queensland, to block supply, he proceeded to do so after what he described as ‘extraordinary and reprehensible circumstances’. In a similar position in 1974, Whitlam had gone straight to an election; this time he held out.

Throughout the crisis that followed, Fraser appeared perfectly confident; almost alone among the seething masses in Parliament House he believed Whitlam’s own governor-general, John Kerr, would end the dispute in his favour. Whether this was foreknowledge or simply amazing prescience, 11 November proved him right. Kerr sacked the government and installed him as caretaker prime minister, enabling him to win the subsequent election in a landslide.

His first biographer, John Edwards, wrote at the time: ‘No Australian prime minister came to power in such extraordinary circumstances, after such a perilous career, with so few friends, so many enemies or so large a majority, as Malcolm Fraser.’ Given this style of ascension, it might have been supposed that Fraser would have unleashed a conservative revolution; indeed, in the wide-ranging speeches he had made the previous year he had given notice of nation-shaking changes, and as leader of the first government in twenty years to have control of both houses, he was in an unrivalled position to bring them about. But to the relief of those already reeling from three years of seismic change, including many in his own party, the Fraser regime was largely uneventful.

Critics from both sides of politics suggested that, deep down, Fraser himself knew that his grab for power was tainted. But even after he won another thumping majority in 1977, the pace did not quicken. There were desultory attempts to dismantle some of the more radical changes Whitlam had made, although many were left intact; and there were a series of occasionally ugly confrontations with the trade unions, although nothing permanent was achieved.

On the whole, it was a time of recovery, though definitely not of reconciliation. For nearly half of the population Fraser remained a figure from hell, and few of the rest gave him more than grudging respect.

And he even managed to alienate his right-wing supporters: to their bewilderment and fury, he supported Aboriginal land rights, took on the racist regimes of South Africa and Southern Rhodesia, opened the door to Vietnamese refugees and forced the Queensland government to end sand mining on Fraser Island, presaging the other Malcolm Fraser who would emerge with retirement.

He was tough on his ministers, sacking even confidants like Reg Withers, who had delivered to him the numbers in the Senate, for what others saw as trivial offences – perhaps another attempt to establish his political legitimacy. In the end he was reduced to a core of genuine supporters, mainly from the Country Party. Few mourned when the absurdly popular Bob Hawke knocked him off in 1983 and he went on to make a new life.

He was, of course, famous for saying: ‘Life wasn’t meant to be easy.’ He later justified this gloomy conclusion by pointing to the full quotation from Back to Methuselah by George Bernard Shaw: ‘Life is not meant to be easy, my child; but take courage: it can be delightful.’

But while there was great excitement and some success in the life of John Malcolm Fraser, it is hard to point to much that was glorious. It is more likely that his secret credo was summed up in an interview at the height of his prime ministership:

Question: ‘Rightly or wrongly, the “life wasn’t meant to be easy” tag has been attached to you.’

Answer: ‘Well, it isn’t, is it?’

Perhaps therein lay the real Malcolm Fraser.

The Australian





Staying With the Trouble

Sophie Cunningham

Percy Grainger walked to avoid self-flagellation. David Sedaris walked to placate his Fitbit. Virginia Woolf walked the streets of London, and later the South Downs, endlessly: because she loved it, because she was walking her dogs, because she needed to think clearly. For Henry Thoreau, every walk was a sort of ‘crusade’. Sarah Marquis, who walked 16,000 kilometres over three years, sought a return to an essential self. ‘You become what nature needs you to be: this wild thing.’1 Will Self began walking after he gave up heroin, though in his novel Walking to Hollywood (2010) the protagonist walks not to escape addiction but because he fears he has Alzheimer’s. This feels familiar. My brother jokes about starting a group called Running Away from Dementia. Sometimes, catching sight of my reflected posture on a walk, I wonder if I am doing the same thing, walking away from fate. If so, could one ever walk fast enough?

Last October, some friends and I chose to walk the extent of Broadway. We started at a point that was once a village called Marble Hill and sat on the tip of Manhattan. At the end of the nineteenth century, a shipping canal was tucked in behind its southern edge, rendering the tiny town an island in the Harlem River. Nine years later, with a flourish of landfill, it was attached again, this time to the northern mainland – a vestige of Manhattan amid the Bronx. Small facts like this delight me.

I don’t know who built the Broadway Bridge, which links Marble Hill to its old stomping ground, but Native Americans worked on many of the bridges and skyscrapers of New York: ‘sky walkers’, they were called. Our walking was more prosaic: eight Australians, one of them male; all bookish types. We met under the bridge before heading over it, southward to Inwood. It is green up there, and the large park that sits between the Hudson and Broadway rises steeply from the street. Among its tall trees are remnants of Manhattan’s original forests; in its swamps the original salt marshes. The bald eagle, a species that has clawed its way back from being ‘endangered’ to ‘threatened’, has been re-released into the park after more than a hundred years of absence.

I had only been to Inwood once before, one hot Sunday afternoon. Music blared from cars and shops; we ate shaved ice while standing on street corners. This day was colder, quieter. It was fall, sunny, ten degrees. The weather here turns on a dime, was already moving, swiftly, towards a new season. By the time we reached Battery Point eight hours later, it would feel like winter. We had much ground to cover, so we moved quickly, passing the incongruous Dyckman Farm House without much more than a glance. Built in 1794, it sat small, low, out of time, surrounded by a cottage garden, looking across to a gas station and a gymnasium.

Walking is often a solitary activity, but on this day it was gloriously social. Conversation ebbed and flowed as the eight of us moved between one another and talked. It was like a slow, elaborate dance. Judy and I discussed our feet at some length. Do they wear out with age? It was a question that had been on my mind as both the necessity and pleasure of walking New York’s streets had taken its toll. Around Washington Heights, Francesca and I talked about parents. She had lost one of hers to dementia as I was losing one of mine. We discussed what it was like to witness such unravelling, and wondered what it was like to experience it. As if to answer our question, leaves flew around in the wind. There was a scattering, a loss of coherence.

The sun moved up, then overhead, to the west. By the time we walked through Times Square, it had disappeared behind the skyscrapers. Deep in the canyons of the city, the wind whipped up the avenue. We moved past lumbering humans dressed as Muppets and superheroes. By now we were in single file; talking had ceased. Walt Whitman’s description of Broadway as ‘unspeakable’ suddenly felt apt.

Ten or so blocks later, Virginia took a photograph of us crossing the road to Madison Square Gardens, Francesca striding out in front, Persephone-like. We rested in the park. Squirrels scampered over us, looking for food. Donica fed them nuts. The squirrels’ audacity revived us temporarily, but by SoHo we were cold and tired again. Lucy, tiny and compact, looked as if she might simply keel over. My feet throbbed in their boots. The pavement made everything harder, more jarring. People crowded the streets in a buzz about the beauty of the streetscape, excited by the weight of their huge shopping bags. We were by now immune to such pleasures, driven to get this insane venture over and done with. It was around 6 p.m., near the Wall Street Bull, when we arrived at Number One. We could see the water and, yes, the Statue of Liberty. We had walked close to 30 kilometres. ‘Didn’t you say it was twenty-one?’ someone asked me. We cheered, took photos for Instagram, then headed towards a pub on Stone Street, one of the first roads to be paved in Manhattan.

Two days after our walk along Broadway, my yoga teacher decided that the time had come to discuss the articulation of the feet: specifically, drawing up from the arches to activate your legs, mobilise your core. ‘You see,’ she said, ‘you do this.’ She moved her foot almost imperceptibly, just enough that I could see tiny muscles ripple as she planted it firmly on the ground before stretching herself. She stood taller, lighter – not quite in the league of Menuhin conducting Beethoven’s fifth with his feet while standing on his head, but still impressive.

‘As a literary structure, the recounted walk encourages digression and association,’ Rebecca Solnit writes in Wanderlust: A History of Walking.2 It is true that one of the common uses of walking is to permit a writer a meandering narrative. But should digressions be allowed when walking? On an even colder walk a few weeks later, the question as to whether these were permissible became a topic of conversation. Sure, an obscure pizza place on Avenue J which makes THE BEST PIZZA IN NEW YORK might only be a few blocks off Flatbush, but if we had dedicated ourselves to a day of coming to know Flatbush Avenue, could we seek experiences outside it? ‘The blogs I have read,’ I said authoritatively, ‘say that if you plan to walk the full extent of an avenue you should not step off the path. That is not in the spirit of the walk.’ The day already promised a carousel in Prospect Park, Caribbean Curry, old-style diners, theatres, and the high school where both Barbra Streisand and Neil Diamond were educated. What more could we ask?

I am not a consistent person, and my rule, within seconds of being announced, was challenged by happenstance. As we walked towards the Flatlands Reformed Church – built on the site of a Native American village in 1654 and therefore a goal of sorts – I realised it was off Flatbush. I hesitated momentarily before turning left onto Alton Place. It was worth it. A plaque in the church gardens told us lots of things, including the fact that George Washington had ridden this road in April 1790. On the same plaque there was a reference to Indian Braves, but not to the village that had once been there. A woman offered to show us around the church, which was white, simple, wooden, plain. Once inside, I looked up at the ordinary painted roof that had no adornment of any kind, then to the balcony at the back of the church. ‘That’s where the slaves sat,’ the woman, who herself was African American, told us.

We retraced our steps and turned left onto Flatbush. To our disappointment, it was not long before the avenue was eight lanes wide and lined by shopping malls. All charm vanished. It was tempting to give up, especially as no one seemed to know where the original Flatbush began or ended. But we chose not to be churlish and kept on going. Suddenly, to our left, was a coastal channel lined with houses, their balconies hanging low over the water. Mills Basin. It was only 3 p.m., but the light was pearly-grey, moving towards the pink of sunset. Sea birds circled in large numbers. We walked a bit further and saw a pier jutting out into the water, lined with petrol pumps. Virginia stood for a moment then said, ‘This looks like Metung.’ She was right, but it felt strange to feel echoes of the Gippsland Lakes, here in the most populated borough of New York. That has been one of the wonders of Brooklyn. There is so much nature here, albeit nature that is struggling to hold its own.

*

Three months after first arriving in Brooklyn, I had the chance to acquaint myself with its wilder side. When I stepped out of a car at Plumb Beach, I felt such a rush of surprise and relief that tears sprang to my eyes. The sea. Open sky. A narrow stretch of sand. Though windy and grey, it wasn’t cold. There were windsurfers, and in the distance, factories. Feral cats prowled the low-lying dunes.

I had signed up as a volunteer to count mating pairs of Horseshoe Crabs. Our business was to keep track of their numbers so that they could officially be listed as endangered, a status that might afford them some legal protection. The crabs used to thrive on the shores, but today the numbers are modest. An immodest quantity – 500,000 or so – are hung up each year in labs, and partially drained of their blood. Their blood enables the identification of bacteria in particular pharmaceutical products, and the pale-blue liquid sells for $15,000 a quart. After being bled they are returned to the ocean, where many of them ‘fail to thrive’. Instead they drift around, half alive, unable to breed. Before pharmaceutical companies discovered them, they used to be harvested by the million for fertiliser. Despite these modern pressures, they look much as they did half a billion years ago – prehistoric.

Before hanging out with the crabs, I did my homework. I found out that they lived for decades; that they had nine eyes scattered about (on their shell, beside their mouth); and that the Nobel Prize in Medicine was awarded in 1967 in part for research performed on the Horseshoe Crab eye. I knew the females were startlingly large – as much as 60 centimetres in length. No photo could prepare me for the awesomeness, in the old-fashioned sense of the word, of these creatures. They look like dark-brown, thickset, barnacled dinner plates circa 1970. I fell in love with them immediately. I picked one up, using two hands and grasping either side of its large shell. It flailed at me all the while, using its claws and legs like spears. I got the message and put it down.

When they are mating, the males attach themselves to the females with their ‘claspers’, which are small claws, and then ride out the waves so they can get to smooth sand. If they make it to the shoreline, they secure themselves by digging into the sand before getting down to business. Often a female crab will have several male crabs attached to her. We picked them up in pairs and brought them in to measure and tag. When we did so, the male would hover close to the female, though one lone guy wandered off in the other direction, leading to gags about a lack of chemistry. The tagging meant drilling a small hole in the corner of their shells, and sometimes the pale-blue blood that makes them so valuable spurted out, translucent. I would plug the hole up quickly with a plastic tag, worried that I had hurt them. I don’t make any claim to know if the crabs feel pain, or think what we’d call thoughts. As they rode out the waves of a beach off Brooklyn, were they oblivious to the industrial city pressing down upon them? Did they notice that the tide was high? That the water temperature was 18 degrees (we measured it) and the air outside a bit less? Or that a full moon was rising? They must have had some instinct for all this, for it was the sea temperature, the tide, and the moon that were bringing them together.

When I spoke of my concerns about the fate of the Horseshoe Crab at a writers’ festival recently, Antony Loewenstein, an activist and writer whom I knew and admired, asked me to explain my interest. He wasn’t trying to be rude, he said; he just found my concern so random. And he’s right, it is. We are in the midst of the sixth extinction, living, as political scientist Audra Mitchell puts it, through ‘an unmaking of being’.3 Fifty-two per cent of our biodiversity was destroyed between 1970 and 2010. Why focus on these barnacled dinner plates?

*

Random. The word interests me. As I get older, I no longer try to find meaning in order so much as draw meaning from randomness. I feel this strongly: things are both random and connected, all the time. Leonard Woolf used to say ‘nothing matters’, by which he meant ‘everything matters’. All of it. The lot.

Not long after Antony’s question, a friend, Helen, emailed me to tell me that her grandson had asked her to suggest something ‘random’ he could draw. Helen had said to him, ‘I’ve just read a book about Cyclone Tracy. A lady said she looked out and saw dogs sailing through the air with their chains still on.’ ‘Yes, that is random,’ her grandson agreed, before producing a drawing of doubled-over palm trees, with chickens and dogs flying through the air.

So we talked about this word, Helen and I. She had found a description of it as ‘the latest buzzword used amongst mindless teenagers as a way of showing just how utterly irreverent their predictable sense of humour is’. That seemed harsh. To us the word’s usage meant something closer to ‘weird and not particularly logical’. Helen asked her grandson what he meant by the word. The eight-year-old gave the question some thought before saying, ‘It’s hard to give a definition of a word without using the word itself.’

I feel increasingly compelled to walk to random places, to know them through the soles of my feet. On the last day of fall, we walked Brooklyn’s longest avenue: Bedford. It took us from the serenity of circling white swans at Sheepshead Bay, past kilometres of family homes and dog-walking locals, Brooklyn College, and multiple high schools. In the morning, the sun was shining, but by the afternoon the day took on a greyer cast. We walked through what was once known as Automotive Row and past the now abandoned Studebaker showroom. We walked through Crown Heights and Bed-Stuy. We walked into South Williamsburg, home to many of New York’s Hasidic Jews. We did not feel welcome there and walked purposely, swiftly, to indicate we did not mean to offend. It was a shock to arrive at the divide between South Williamsburg and the north, a border so clear it was if we had arrived in another country, with bikes and bike lanes, bars and street art. Of all the walks we did, this was the one where gentrification, undergone or resisted, was most apparent. Brooklyn has become one of the least affordable places to live in America.

It would be nice to make some theoretical claim here (many have) that meandering walks represent the creative process. But you could walk forever and not end up with words on a page. That doesn’t seem so terrible to me. I listen to politicians engage in rhetoric, semantics and blatant lies. I attempt to use language to describe various concerns, and fall into apocalyptic cliché. My dad, sitting in a home losing words by the day, is yet another reminder of the ways in which language can fail us. It is images I turn to now: a hundred-year-old photo of a man standing atop a pile of bison corpses; Pacific Islanders trying to sweep the rising sea from their homes; the Adelaide Hills on fire.

Not long ago, an article from the Washington Post described American psychologist Martin Seligman’s experiments of 1967. ‘He put a dog into a box with two chambers divided by a barrier that could be jumped over. When one chamber became electrified, the dog ran around frantically, finally scrambling over the barrier to escape the shock. In later trials, evading the shock becomes easier and easier for the animal until it would just stand next to the barrier, waiting to jump. But the outcome is much more grim if a dog first learns that electric shocks are uncontrollable and unavoidable. If animals were repeatedly shocked while tied up beforehand, then later placed in the same box free to roam, most didn’t jump the barrier. Instead, they lay down while whining and taking the jolt. Subsequent trials showcased the animal’s same passive, defeatist response.’4 These experiments seem horrendous to me, and the lesson obvious: helplessness can be learned. The findings, when published, went on to inform CIA interrogation techniques.

*

So: walking. We walk to get to one place from another, but in doing so we insist that what lies between our point of departure and our destination is important. We create connection. We pay attention to detail, and these details plant us firmly in the day, in the present. They bond us to place, to people. Walking opens our hearts. Thoughts stop swirling in tight circles. They loosen up. Meander. Slow down.

My walks are usually contained and urban, but that is not always the case, and more physically challenging treks take on a different cast. The undertow of history exerts its subtle force on city walks but is more constant in older landscapes. The second day of the Inca Trail in Peru took us over two passes 4000 metres high, a series of extreme ascents and descents. The first was called Dead Woman’s Pass: something to do with the silhouettes the mountains form, though it felt more ominous than that. When I got to an Incan ruin after about nine hours of this and saw there was another hour to go before we reached our camp, I cried and swore. (‘I loved it when you said, “Fuck this for a joke,”’ an Irishwoman in our group enthused.) The pain quickly receded, and what I remember now are vertical gardens hanging from sheer cliffs, cloud forests, humming birds so tiny that at first I thought they were colourful bumblebees, orchids growing between the cracks of stones in abandoned ruins, and terraces, breathtaking in their scale, stepping their way down the Andes.

At first, ruins seem picturesque, but the more of them you walk over the more the specific details grab you: you find yourself wondering how massive granite boulders were carved so particularly. We asked, and were told that cold water was poured into natural fissures when the boulders were hot from sitting in the sun. This would cause the cracks to widen so that wedges could be inserted, and over time the rocks would split. How long would it take to build a city in this fashion?

While I walked leadenly through the rain, porters sprinted past me. I imagined the young messengers who ran relays across what are now several countries, barefoot. I asked our guide if the Incas had a written language. He became frustrated as he answered me, because the ways in which his ancestors communicated were not recognised as language. He told me that messengers carried ‘talking knots’, or string arranged like a necklace with knotted strands that look – to a modern eye – like macramé. The knots don’t relate directly to spoken words, but the Spanish were quick to ban them on the grounds they could not interpret them. The Incas could, in effect, talk about them behind their backs.

Then there was Machu Picchu. I had been so focused on the journey, on simply breathing at high altitude, that the destination quite took my breath away. As I stood at the Sun Gate and looked down upon it, a dozen stories came to life: tales of lost cities, Tintin’s Prisoners of the Sun (1949) brought to life. Grey stone buildings and terraces sat against vivid green jungle in the clefts of several mountains. The precision of the layout reflected sophisticated agricultural and irrigation systems, nuanced astrological understandings. Houses were a mix of the humble and the grand, alongside temples dedicated to the sun, the moon, and the condor. It was a shock to realise that, despite such impeccable planning, the city was inhabited for only a century before emptying out. This was not because the remote Machu Picchu was discovered, nor because it was attacked. It was smallpox – introduced by the Spanish – which destroyed much of the population. The end, when it came, was swift.

On our last day in Peru, we walked around Saqsaywaman, a ruined settlement above Cusco. The remaining boulders had proved too heavy for colonists to use for other purposes. Monumental, they formed the base of walls that jutted this way and that for hundreds of metres. Some said the zigzag represented lightning bolts, others that the walls were stylised puma’s teeth. I walked across a plain to the hill opposite to decide for myself. As I stood there, I tried not to think of the Andean condors we saw at an animal rescue centre earlier that day, nor the de-clawed pumas. Both Peruvian national symbols, they are now endangered. The walls, I decided, were lightning bolts, but it was hard to get a proper perspective.

As you move through history, history moves into you, more surely than if you read it. Writers mark the page, but walkers mark the earth, and the earth in turn marks us. In Incan constellations, animals are found in the negative space, the black between the stars. When the Incas first saw the Spanish, they believed they were part human and part animal because they arrived on horseback; man and horse were considered one creature. I carry these ideas with me: that there is meaning in the space between, that we and the creatures that carry us are one.

*

The writer Ray Bradbury lived in Los Angeles and walked its streets for sixty-eight years without driving a car, fantastically obstinate in a city that is a monument to the oil industry. But Los Angeles is not alone in its abandonment of human scale. It is New York that is the odd city out, New York that has invited people to walk its streets for hundreds of years. Anthony Trollope, Charles Dickens, Walt Whitman and Herman Melville not only walked New York’s streets, they also wrote about them, as many have done since – as I am trying to do. More recently, William B. Helmreich, a 68-year-old professor of sociology at CUNY, walked almost every street in New York City: 120,000 blocks, or about 6000 miles.5

In Teju Cole’s first novel, Open City, walking the streets of New York appears, at first, to be an expression of engagement and curiosity for Julius, a Nigerian psychiatrist who wants to embrace his new home. Rousseau-like, Julius’s walks lead to a series of pronouncements and observations: on the flocking of birds, on failed relationships, on race, on class, and on history. But his digressions take on a bitter edge. Random observations and the rambling narrative structure that sustain them become attempts to erase the past, a past that includes a mistreatment of women. A meditation on gender is not where I intended to end up, but it is certainly one of the places Cole does. Sometimes there seems to be no way of escaping it even when all you want to do is walk, or read about walking. It was when doing the latter that I noticed this casual aside from The Art of Wandering, that the walker ‘remains, despite notable exceptions, predominantly male’.6

I compare this bald statement with Rebecca Solnit’s exploration in Wanderlust of the ways in which women are discouraged from walking, the oft-cited concerns for safety that are motivated by a desire for control. She goes on to posit that, ‘Black men nowadays are seen as working-class women were a century ago: as a criminal category when in public.’ As I read her, I have a memory of a midnight walk one hot summer night, pacing down the middle of Nicholson Street, arms flung wide for no reason other than joy at being alive, the freedom of walking without scrutiny.

Walking provides an excellent opportunity to argue with people in your head, so I argue with Merlin Coverley, the author of that aside. I imagine telling him about Australia’s Sorrel Wilby, who trekked through the Himalayas in 1991, wrote about that experience, and who has been walking ever since; of Lisa Dempster’s 1200-kilometre walk through Japan and her book, Neon Pilgrim (2009). I remind him of Robyn Davidson’s extraordinary 3000-kilometre pilgrimage through Australia’s deserts, enshrined in Tracks (1980), of Cheryl Strayed’s hike from Mexico to Canada, the subject of her bestseller, Wild (2012). Coverley, I say, do you not know of Charlotte Brontë and her creation Jane Eyre? ‘I’ll walk where my own nature would be leading. It vexes me to choose another guide.’ Of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, whose heroine Elizabeth Bennet walks everywhere, often unescorted, much to everyone’s consternation? ‘I do not wish to avoid the walk,’ she insists. ‘The distance is nothing when one has a motive; only three miles. I shall be back by dinner.’

My preoccupations collide in unexpected ways when I return from such a walk, and listen to a podcast on philosophy and extinction. In it the Australian environmental philosopher Thom van Dooren quotes a line from the feminist theorist Donna Haraway: ‘We need to “stay with the trouble”.’7

Walkers stay with the trouble. The Situationists called their walks dérives to distinguish between the unconscious act of strolling and their more politically charged way of moving through Parisian streets. Women march to reclaim the night. Between 1863 and 1881, William Barak, an elder of the Wurundjeri clan of the Woiwurrung people, walked the 60 kilometres from the Coranderrk Estate to the steps of Parliament House some three times: to call for his people be paid for their labour; to seek the right for his people to have their own community; to insist on their freedom to keep their children within that community. A hundred years later, during the civil rights marches, African Americans attempted the 54-mile walk from Selma to Montgomery on three occasions, despite the brutality of the beatings that battered down upon them. Here in New York, fifty years on, people are walking the streets, crossing the bridges, outraged by the fact policeman Daniel Pantaleo was not to stand trial for the choking of African American Eric Garner. ‘I can’t breathe,’ Garner had gasped. ‘I can’t breathe.’

There is so much trouble to stay with. Breathing becomes harder and harder. Can we stay with the trouble? Will the distance mean nothing if we have a motive? Can we, like Thoreau, make every walk a ‘crusade’, a reclamation of our cities, our lives, our land, our planet?

I think of the Horseshoe Crabs once more and come to realise that my attachment to them isn’t entirely random. In their plight I recognise our own. It is not just the crabs being left to float aimlessly in ruined seas. It is not just the dogs we live with, walk with, experiment upon, left to whine, to take the jolt. The knowledge of our undoing flickers, as if in the periphery of our vision, and such a flicker comes to me unbidden. I am in Kakadu National Park, in the Northern Territory, driving (not walking, it’s too hot) back to the campsite at South Alligator after dark. There is no moon. Dingoes race along the road’s embankment and keep pace, momentarily, with the car. They are powerful and pale. Wild. Endangered. Their paws move steadily over the red earth. Small fires lick all around us – it is burn-off time – and the flames light the dingoes’ way through this darkest of nights.

Notes

1. Elizabeth Weil, ‘The Woman Who Walked 10,000 Miles (No Exaggeration) in Three Years’, New York Times, 25 September 2014.

2. Rebecca Solnit, Wanderlust: A History of Walking, Penguin Books, 2001.

3. ‘Extinction: A Matter of Life and Death?’, The Philosopher’s Zone, ABC Radio, 21 November 2014.

4. Meeri Kim, ‘Why Are Some Depressed, Others Resilient? Scientists Home in One Part of the Brain’, Washington Post, 5 June 2014.

5. William B. Helmreich, The New York Nobody Knows: Walking 6000 Miles in the City, Princeton University Press, 2013.

6. Merlin Coverley, The Art of Wandering: The Writer as Walker, Old Castle Books, 2012.

7. ‘Extinction: A Matter of Life and Death?’, The Philosopher’s Zone, ABC Radio, 21 November 2014.

Australian Book Review





Re-reading the Famous Five and Biggles

Jeff Sparrow

After he suffered a heart attack in Darlinghurst, doctors thought Robert Dessaix would die. Instead, he emerged from hospital with a book, What Days Are For, a bittersweet rumination about how one assesses a life as it draws to a close.

Always a writerly writer, Dessaix contemplates his mortality via his wide and eclectic reading: the great religious traditions (which he generally assesses aesthetically), Gogol, Larkin, Turgenev and Dr Johnson. And then comes this: ‘Enid Blyton … shaped me in a way no other writer or book ever did.’

Sorry? Blyton? That Enid Blyton? The Famous Five? The Magic Faraway Tree? Noddy?

Enid Mary Blyton sold perhaps 600 million copies of her stories for children, mostly in the days before blockbuster movie tie-ins. Plenty of people have read her. But few would announce, as Dessaix does, that that ‘Enid Blyton … moulded my day-to-day imagination in a more profound way than either Shakespeare or Gogol’.

As it happened, Dessaix’s reflection on Blyton resonated with me because, just before reading What Days Are For, I’d been browsing a junk shop and found a job lot of books by Captain W.E. Johns, whose Biggles series I’d devoured as a child.

An almost exact contemporary of Blyton, Johns has suffered as she has. Like Blyton, he was remarkably prolific, pumping out some 160 books; like her, he sold by the trailer-load. Yet despite that popularity, in recent years he’s become reduced – perhaps even more than Blyton – to little more than a punchline, with Biggles remembered merely as an aggregation of preposterous verbal tics (‘By Jove, Bertie!’).

Dessaix acknowledges the obvious black marks against the Famous Five: the repetition, the clunky writing, the undertones of racial and class prejudice. But he continues: ‘I forgive them their peccadilloes. I refuse to watch the cruel spoofs on their adventures, too – what are they called? Five Go Mad in Dorset, Five Go Mad on Mescalin and so on. The Famous Five were my friends.’

I think I bought the (surprisingly expensive) Johns titles for the same reason. When I saw the books in the shop, the lurid dust jackets were instantly familiar. I recalled how much time I’d spent with Biggles as a kid; I wanted to meet him again.

Suffice to say that some acquaintances are best not renewed. Johns – how to say this kindly? – is not a great writer.

He can’t do dialogue (and let’s move quickly past Biggles’ tendency to the terse ejaculation). Nor can he do character. The gaggle of chums who support Biggles through his various exploits are allocated extravagant marks of differentiation – Bertie’s a toff; Ginger’s a naïve teen and so on – but these ostentatious distinctions only accentuate their essential interchangeability. The Biggles mysteries are never particularly mysterious; the later books, in particular, manifest all the racism you’d expect from an Empire loyalist writing in the sour era of British decline.

Moreover, reading as an adult, I realised that as a kid I’d entirely missed the most impressive aspects of the books: the genuinely frightening depiction of Great War aerial combat. Johns himself had been a fighter pilot in an era in which the average life expectancy of a new aviator was a matter of weeks. The recruits were usually in their teens. Many had never driven a car before and were in the air with only the briefest training; often they died without seeing the plane that shot them down.

In the early stories, we’re told of Biggles’ high-strung nervous laugh: he doesn’t, he says, expect to live long. At one point, his commanding officer notes Biggles drinking heavily and comments that he’ll probably be killed soon. Of course, back then I didn’t recognise Biggles as traumatised. No, what I liked was the adventures, precisely the aspects of the books that now seem unreadably formulaic.

In his study Blyton and the Mystery of Children’s Literature, David Rudd identifies a similar phenomenon in respect of Blyton. It is, he says, common for children to lose themselves in Blyton’s books – and then just as suddenly abandon them. If they re-read the stories later, the experience is not only disappointing but positively mystifying.

Of his own return back to the Famous Five books he’d once loved, Rudd writes: ‘I found the magic lacking, while the simple vocabulary and the old-fashioned and often embarrassing attitudes obtruded woefully … We adults are left with empty words, whereas our children, like millions of others, are transported.’

Rudd makes a simple but persuasive argument – namely, that children read in a quite different way to adults.

Blyton’s power comes from the creation of a world foreign to our own, a place in which different rules apply. The anachronisms that repel adults – especially Blyton’s peculiar and much parodied vocabulary (‘lashings of ginger beer’) – help create that estrangement, inducting readers into a realm in which they can safely explore identities and experiences that would otherwise be threatening. The condemnations of Blyton for not providing a realistic representation of English life entirely miss the point.

‘Those that read and enjoy the fantasy,’ says Rudd, ‘… are doing so in a way that is, by definition, not realistic: the enjoyment depends on readers engaging in the play of the text, thus making it their own.’

Johns’ stories operate in the same way. Like most protagonists in books for young people, Biggles and his pals are neither quite adults nor quite children. They’re boy-men, who adventure like grown-ups while lacking all the usual signifiers (homes, families, interior lives, etc.) of adulthood. Biggles books often come with a glossary of terms, a list of aviation lingo that the reader must learn, much like a traveller preparing to venture into strange lands.

No child reads Biggles as realism: on the contrary, the dated language, the peculiar settings and attitude are accepted as a necessary estrangement, like the magic in Harry Potter.

‘Much children’s reading,’ argues Rudd, ‘… falls outside the way that many adults conceive it; neither slavish identification, passive consumption nor ideological servitude. Basically, children are out to maximise their pleasure, by personalising it, revisiting favourite moments.’

That’s precisely what Dessaix says, too. He came, he says, to the Famous Five at the right age; he seems never to have gone back. What did he learn from them?


[I]t was more a question of the subtext: the idea of loyalty to your close friends no matter what, the sharing of secrets with them (an important part of growing up) and also the unusual gendering (although I wouldn’t have known as a child what to call it): I was always rather taken with Julian, such a willowy yet manly youth, fair-haired and tall (like Peter, who is still quite willowy), good natured and firm (as Peter is), with marvelously determined eyes and a strong chin … and his cousin George such a bossy girl, the real boy of the group (‘a son to be proud of’, somebody says of her).



He notes their neighbour on Kirrin Island, ‘the sulky loner Martin, who has no parents, is artistic and apt to sob, just like me, really, which is, we’re told, a feeble thing for a man to do. Men, as we know, are meant to enjoy doing things, not appreciating things of beauty for their own sake … Martin’s a boy, but isn’t like that at all. Martin made quite an impression on me.’

That’s scarcely the canonical reading of Blyton, generally upheld (by supporters and detractors alike) as the zenith of a twee Englishness. But it neatly illustrates Rudd’s point about the freedom children can find in reading.

None of this concedes anything to the tedious Little Englanders (or their even more ghastly antipodean equivalents) who hail Blyton’s gollywogs as emblematic of Britain’s vanished greatness. Of course teachers and parents and librarians should use passages about ‘gypsies’ for discussions about prejudice and bigotry. Of course they should! What’s the point of a book if you don’t talk about it?

Nor should we fret particularly about editions rewritten to remove the more offensive passages. Rudd notes that Blyton herself, a writer who banged out 10,000 words daily, regularly recycled her stories, reshaping them to suit the changing mores. Johns did the same – Sopwith Camels became Spitfires, while later versions of the Great War stories replaced the whisky with which Biggles and his friends sedated themselves with more wholesome lemonade.

Yet Dessaix’s example might serve to assuage the perennial anxiety about what kids read or watch or (increasingly) play. He attributes his love of travel to ‘the Famous Five, the first explorers I ever knew’. Blyton’s Kirrin Island is, he says, the prototype of the places and tongues he has subsequently investigated, both in life and in fiction. ‘In the end, what we’re all doing, we inventors of lands and languages, is refusing to accept the world as we’ve found it. We are utopians.’

The Famous Five as a gateway to Utopia? Why not? People have got there from stranger places.

The Guardian





The Northern Wilds: How to Build History into a Coastline

Nicolas Rothwell

It all began with the glamorously piratical, hyper-literary William Dampier, who reached the far northwest coastline of the Kimberley at Cape Leveque in January 1688 and penned a bestselling narrative of his journey: the sights, the animals and plants, the people too. ‘The inhabitants of this country are the miserablest people in the world,’ he wrote. ‘They are tall, strait-bodied, and thin, with small, long limbs.’

Dampier was not only a fluent tale-teller and the unacknowledged father-figure of modern travel writing: odd links bind him to the English literary tradition. He was born in East Coker, where T.S. Eliot is buried; he rescued Alexander Selkirk, the real-life original of Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe. Dampier’s A New Voyage Round the World initiated a Western fascination for the north Kimberley shore that continues to our day, a fascination born of fear and wonder, as much as love or thirst for knowledge.

The coast provides the drama: it is a sequence of crescendos, curving northwest from Wyndham in a vast, jagged arc as far as Broome: cliffs, bays, reefs, cascades and promontories for 1000 kilometres. It is an articulate margin; its placenames trace the story of its contested discovery by Western eyes.

French and British mariners brought their distinctive ways of seeing with them as they probed its depths and shallows in the first decades of the nineteenth century; they left clues to their respective national temperaments on the maps they made. Those charts and their punctilious atmospheric observations are still of value.

Even in our time this stretch of landscape, by far Australia’s most forbidding treasure, is more imagined than visited: it lies in a sun-scorched, monsoon-lashed region, where only luxury cruisers, hardy yachtsmen and coastguard vessels penetrate. These intruders see the ramparts of quartz sandstone, the basalt peaks and silent beaches, they edge between the shoals and tidal whirlpools, but few have much time to ponder the surveyors who first sailed that way.

Captain Nicolas Baudin, in command of a French scientific expedition to the South Seas, reached the Kimberley coast in mid-1801. He was a man of the Enlightenment, filled with a zeal for discoveries. On board his ships were twenty-four artists and specialists in the most advanced scientific disciplines: zoology, astronomy, mineralogy. Theirs was a venture to enlarge and fix knowledge; to dispel the unknown, and accordingly Baudin named the features of the coastline in obsessive detail after luminaries of Gallic science and literature.

Phillip Parker King, the Australian-born admiralty captain who followed in Baudin’s wake two decades later, had a different approach. He produced, in his Narrative of a Survey of the Inter-Tropical and Western Coasts of Australia, the first great record of the encounter between colonisers and Aboriginal peoples in the north.

As the chronicler of King’s voyages Marsden Hordern writes, King’s work would ‘markedly change New Holland’s nomenclature’. When the seas were rough, he labelled them accordingly: Point Torment, Foul Point, Disaster Bay – but in smoother waters he favoured as the source for his placenames ‘public servants, personal friends, sea lords, buccaneers’.

It was with this mindset that King sailed his survey crew westwards in September 1819, across a still, smoke-enveloped sea, towards, then round, a headland that presented him with his first sight of the Kimberley’s most lugubrious waterway. He christened it the Cambridge Gulf, in honour of Adolphus Frederick, duke of Cambridge, the son of King George III, and for good measure named the island midway down the channel Adolphus as well. Indeed, large parts of the coast still bear the names of members of the Hanoverian house that ruled Britain during those exploration years. King pushed on upstream, to the site of today’s Wyndham township, and reverted to a happier vernacular. He saw the mountain spur that dominates the Gulf and called it the Bastion. The channel between the cliffs and salt-flats he named the Gut. The place was steamy and haunted-seeming then, and it is so still.

Off an inlet beside the western shore lies Oombulgurri, the former Forrest River mission – or what remains of it: the community was closed down by the West Australian government in late 2011 and it is a ghost settlement now. A handful of its houses still stand, broken-down vehicles and stray toys and belongings dot the roadways, but life has gone. Here, in the mid-1950s, the young Randolph Stow spent a season as a mission worker and the country serves as the setting for his first novel, To the Islands, a tale of personal dissolution that ends with a flight to the northern coastline: ‘It was the sea’s shine, and the sea’s noise, shattered against rock cliffs. Ultimate indeed, at last found. And the sun that had led him hung close over the sea, not rising but setting, not lighting but blinding.’

The gulf’s eastern head is guarded by Cape Domett, a stark rock: all around it, mangrove and mud. It marks the northmost extent of Carlton Hill cattle station, and one of the hinge events of recent Australian history unfolded there. The queen of the Kimberley, raconteur extraordinaire Susan Bradley, was on Carlton Hill throughout the 1970s and used to drive out often to the cape, with artists Paddy Carlton and Mignonette Jamin; they would watch the turtles nesting in the bleak solitude there. So she was surprised, one July morning, just after the Kununurra Races weekend, when she heard the two-way radio chatter. Station manager Peter Harpham, who stood six feet six inches (198 centimetres) and had a stern authority about him, was checking in with grader driver Clifford Ogilvy, a rough-and-tumble operator at the best of times.

‘What’s up, Oges?’ said Harpoon, a little apprehensively: he’d sent Ogilvy to grade the long track from Nimbing waterhole to Brolga Springs up by the coast. ‘Come out quickly,’ Oges answered, quite beside himself: ‘Come out – the yellow peril! The yellow peril’s arrived!’

Harpoon could almost picture the scene: Oges had a huge birthmark over half his face, which got redder after he had been drinking. ‘You’re in the DTs, Oges,’ he snapped back. ‘Stop drinking and just keep grading the road.’

Next morning’s schedule, the same thing: ‘They’re all here, the yellow peril, I need more beef, bring some meat out fast!’ ‘You must be drinking the brake fluid by now,’ said Harpoon, sighing, and he drove out all the way on the twisting track. There before him was a boatload of Vietnamese, their frail fishing vessel stranded in the mangroves, run up on a full tide. ‘Excuse me,’ one asked him. ‘Is this Australia?’

They were the first Indochinese boatpeople to reach haven in this country in the wake of the Vietnam War. Harpoon brought them to Kununurra; the town embraced them, and made much of them, and put them all up in the public works hostel. And there they stayed until Immigration and Quarantine descended and assessed them, and packed them off to freezing Tasmania, where many of them remain to this day. Bradley was passing through Fitzroy Crossing years later when she met one of the Vietnamese again: he was the chef at the Crossing Inn, and he was working his way gradually across the Kimberley, hoping to get back to Carlton Hill and see it once again: ‘I was happy,’ he told her, ‘when I came ashore there.’

*

And so the coast runs, story-punctuated, rich in shipwrecks, ends and new beginnings – like all coasts, only more so, the tropics being a zone of excess; rich in memories, as well. The cliffs darken, their ramparts rise higher. Baudin’s Cape Rulhieres memorialises an academician who chronicled the rise to power of Catherine the Great; his Cape Saint-Lambert recalls not a divine but an eighteenth-century poet and erotomane – and so we reach the austere trident of Cape Londonderry, the northmost point of Western Australia, which King charted, in extremis:


We were now very weak-handed: three men being ill considerably reduced our strength, insomuch that being underweigh night and day, with only one spare man on the watch to relieve the mast-head look-out, the lead and the helm, there was great reason to fear the fatigue would very much increase the number of complaints.



Londonderry? Not the city in Ulster but the second marquess, better known as Lord Castlereagh, the British foreign secretary and hero of the Congress of Vienna, the deviser of a peace in Europe that endured throughout his century; a distinctive figure on the diplomatic stage but one much loathed by the London pamphleteers and poets of the day for his support of repressive domestic measures. Here is Shelley, in The Mask of Anarchy, in savage form:


I met Murder on the way –

He had a mask like Castlereagh –

Very smooth he looked, yet grim;

Seven bloodhounds followed him …



Tormented, depressed and paranoid, Castlereagh’s mental powers began unravelling even as he held the reins of government. His wife, in fear for his wellbeing, removed the razor blades from his private quarters, but Castlereagh managed to find a penknife and committed suicide by slitting his throat – and had he been able to sail past the low, gaunt, blood-coloured headland that bears his title to this day, he would surely have been moved to stab the knife into his heart.

Yet Cape Londonderry has a charm for some: it played a special role in the life of the north Kimberley’s most determined Benedictine monk, Father Seraphim Sanz, for decades the mainstay of the remote Indigenous settlement at Kalumburu, just inland from Napier Broome Bay. Sanz was a man of God with a practical streak: he was a linguist and a polymath of natural science; he was also a prolific inventor and devised an anti-snoring gadget made from the inner tube of a four-wheel-drive tyre. It was 1939 when he reached the mission compound on the King Edward River and set about his task of building an ordered, productive Catholic Aboriginal society there.

On his first voyage around the coast to Wyndham to collect supplies he and his crew on the mission lugger ran aground close to the cape: Sanz discovered a petrified mangrove outcrop there, a geological curio he longed to see again. He was able to fulfil his wish sixty-six years on to the day when he made a helicopter trip out to the headland’s tip in August 2005 and guided the pilot in to the exact spot. It was a windy time of year and the sea was rough; the scene was just as he remembered it from long before.

A coast of cyclic repetitions and shadows; of martial ploys and feints as well. When the wartime allies were building their secret air force base at Truscott, close to Kalumburu, and planning the first heavy bombing raids on the Japanese in Java, the fear of retaliation was intense. Japanese attacks across the remote north were continuing: Zero fighter squadrons scoured the country for signs of a hidden airstrip, in vain.

As it happens, the sole documented Japanese landing on Australia’s tropical coastline had already come ashore, on the peninsula where Truscott now stands. It was in the last days of 1943; Japanese intelligence reported that the Americans were building a naval base in the Kimberley. The fishing vessel Hiyoshi Maru was dispatched from Kupang with a small team under Lieutenant Susuhiko Mizuno on a long-range mission of reconnaissance and espionage. They reached a deserted embayment, dropped anchor and explored the region for two days, even making a record of the landscape with a movie camera. But they found no one and nothing, except, Mizuno remembered four decades later, ‘red rocks, small trees and terrible heat’.

*

It would be fair, though, to regard the region as, in name at least, an enduringly military zone: west of Truscott lies a maze of points and islands, and even a body of water named Admiralty Gulf in honour of the naval bureaucracy that underwrote King’s work. And Osborne Island, Sir Graham Moore Island, Port Warrender, Pickering Point, Walmsley Bay – they are all cap-doffing mementos of ‘gallant’ members of the admiralty board.

How different things had been a few years earlier when the French savants in Baudin’s crew went sailing by. They kept out to sea and passed amid a scatter of vestigial rocks and islets. Fancy and free imagination were already fully engaged, as the narrative of the journey makes plain: ‘We found here in this archipelago the bizarre shapes of ancient tombs, levelled platforms, regular pyramids and elevated cones.’ The gulf they entered next was smooth, and calm, and full of islets too: these became the Institute Islands, in honour of ‘the famous society of which our fatherland is so proud’.

This group of two dozen isles and sandbars received a spectacular array of names, which lend this portion of the coastline of the Kimberley a strange distinction: it is a gazetteer of philosophers and litterateurs, rivalled in all the world only by the street-grid of Mexico City’s Polanco zone. Sailors edging through these shallows may blink a little at the charts, but there the names are: Fenelon, Pascal, Corneille, Racine, Moliere, Montesquieu, Descartes, Condillac – a Pleiade in the tropics.

And it is clear that there is a great book begging to be written here: a reflective record of a cruise through these waters, matching the works and thoughts of each islet’s name-giver to the setting: land, sea, sky. The format would be perfect: Corneille Island’s sharp, rearing peak suggests fate and drama; Moliere and Racine, side by side, prompt thoughts on the closeness of the comic and the tragic. Pascal, with its outlook to the blank waves of the Indian Ocean, draws the mind towards the afterlife. But the greatest flourish, fittingly, comes with Cape Voltaire, a sharp basalt outcrop that looms up imperiously to scan the waters, and makes a strong contrast with the sandstone of the surrounding coast. One can almost hear the old rogue’s voice in the emptiness: ‘Ecrasez l’Infame!’ But would he really have been at home here, at the edge of the earth: that same joyful, cynical Voltaire who loved his luxuries and whose principal interests in life were algebra, the stockmarket and women’s underwear?

*

Southwest of the islands and the gulf, a narrow river flows inland: the Prince Regent, straight as a die – and well up it are King’s Cascades which, when in flood, tumble over the deep-red rocks in a curtain of frothing, dancing foam. The cascades are among the north Kimberley’s more frequented tourist spots. They are much photographed, filmed and admired, but a pall hangs over them: it was here, in the late wet season of 1987, that American model Ginger Meadows was attacked and taken by a four-metre-long long saltwater crocodile.

It was just a bush disaster, like many another – but somehow it caught the headlines: the primal, remote setting, the beauty of the victim, the random nature of her fate. Meadows was in waist-deep water on a ledge beneath the waterfalls, another young woman was close beside her. The warning came, they rushed for safety but the crocodile resurfaced: it seized its prey. And the atmospherics of that moment still seem to linger: there is a grief in the landscape, even in the blazing sun the cascades seem dark.

A controlled reserve surrounds the Prince Regent. It is there to protect nature, but it guards a long, half-forgotten history of colonial endeavours and reverses as well. Camden Harbour, site of an ill-conceived and disastrous attempt at settlement, lies close by, near the ruins of Kunmunya Presbyterian mission, home for many years to J.R.B. Love, a decorated World War I light-horse officer turned clergyman, and the author of the ethnographic classic Kimberley People: Stone Age Bushmen of Today.

Augustus Island, a long-time base for Macassan trepang fishermen, is just offshore, but the superior harbour is the wide, sombre St George Basin, almost wholly sheltered by red ranges from the sea. King passed by here on his second voyage and careened his ship, Mermaid, and had its name carved on a boab trunk that still stands; the great flat-topped peaks of the basin he named, tellingly, for Britain’s twin Napoleonic War triumphs, Trafalgar and Waterloo – and they are overwhelming, their massifs dominate the coastline in imperious style. At their base is flat land, mangrove and spinifex: the setting for one of the most quixotic and lavishly recorded pioneering ventures in the story of the north.

Its hero was that scapegrace capitalist Joseph Bradshaw, a speculator and schemer, a man with the frontier in his eyes. In 1890 he leased 400 hectares round the wild Prince Regent. In 1891 he married an attractive musician, Mary Jane Guy, and sailed with her up to his unseen bush estates on a new ketch-rigged schooner, upright piano, homestead equipment and other necessary chattels on board.

Along with him came his cousin Aeneas Gunn, a young man ‘of the best class of bohemian’, plunged deep in literature, restless and wide-eyed. The cruise from Cape Londonderry past ‘huge scowling cliffs and bluffs of sandstone, faces scarred, gashed and wrinkled by the eternal onslaught of the elements’, had made a strong impact on him, but it was nothing compared with what he found at the settlement, on a promontory Bradshaw had christened with a version of his wife’s maiden name, Marigui. The country became the raw material for a minor masterpiece.

Gunn is the baroque prose fabulist of the Austral tropics, a love-child of some ungodly union between William Beckford and Edgar Allan Poe. His recollections of his Kimberley sojourn, first printed in the Prahran Telegraph, are now collected in a slender volume, Under a Regent Moon. The stories build into a sustained flight of prose poetry, both precise and exorbitant, both cold-eyed and hysterical. There are passages on Wagner’s music, on near-nervous breakdowns in the mangroves, on the temptations of idleness, on the bush, above all, and Marigui’s wilderness surrounds.


The coast from north-east to north-west was like a ragged edge to the silky skirt of the mobile sea. Promontories and peninsulas tore it with great gashes, and rounded headlands were scalloped out of its smooth folds. Hundreds of islands lay like dark holes in it. Away out towards the horizon, behind which ships sink down and continents lie hidden, grey curtains of rain draped it with a fringe.



This is the writing of a man who has experienced a build-up season in the north Kimberley: that landscape marked Gunn for the remainder of his brief life.

He retreated to Melbourne, became a librarian, then felt the call of the north again. He took a young wife of his own, Jeannie, later to become famous for her heart-warming Territory tale We of the Never Never. He died unknown, aged only forty-one, on Elsey Station, which the book put on the map. His wife survived him by fifty-eight years, the author of a single, anomalous, bestselling frontier tale.

Gunn’s word torrents and Bradshaw’s Fitzcarraldo journey might seem the strangest north Kimberley tale of all – stranger than the stories told of eight-metre crocodiles up Walcott Inlet, stranger even than Wilson Tuckey’s dream of hydropower on the horizontal falls at Talbot Bay – but that would be to reckon without the tense ‘incident’ of 1876 on the island group of the Lacepedes.

These slim strips of sand and coral, home to vast seabird breeding colonies and named accordingly by Baudin in honour of a well-born naturalist, were mined extensively for guano; the trolley-line tracks from the diggings to the beach jetties survive to this day. A Victorian firm had the monopoly until a band of chancers, dispatched by the US consul in Melbourne, Samuel Perkins Lord, claimed the group for America and flew the Stars and Stripes from a flagpole on Middle Island.

‘Yankee audacity,’ thundered the West Australian press when word got out. The stand-off continued all through the year, until president Ulysses S. Grant, in what was surely the only backdown of his long life, repudiated the rogue consul’s annexation claim.

To establish order on the islands, the governor in Perth dispatched the bookish, Irish-born Richard Wynne as administrator, harbourmaster and justice of the peace, and built him, in due course, a two-room limestone dwelling, Lacepede House. It doubled as a jail.

Within two years the guano was almost all gone, and drunkenness prevailed among the remaining population.

A cyclone blew the administrative compound out to sea. Wynne and his party, including constable, Chinese cook and boatmen, had retreated to the mainland and the straight, sandy promontory that runs unbroken north from Broome: the same peninsula Dampier saw in the last year of the seventeenth century on his cruise aboard the Roebuck, and which King eventually named in his honour. Red sands, fierce tides – the low, mysterious shore where the romance with the Kimberley coast began.
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Too Many Pills: On Lifestyle Diseases and Quick Fixes

Karen Hitchcock


‘Men have gained control over the forces of nature to such an extent that with their help they would have no difficulty in exterminating one another to the last man. They know this, and hence comes a large part of their current unrest, their unhappiness and their mood of anxiety.’

Sigmund Freud, Civilization and its Discontents, 1930



At a literary festival, during a discussion of how medicine reflects the values of the society in which it is practised, an interviewer asked me if I thought there would ever be a time when mainstream and alternative medicine would become ‘truly integrated’. We’d been talking about attitudes towards the elderly in hospital, and his question took me by surprise. ‘Truly integrated?’ I asked. He nodded enthusiastically. ‘By which you mean the integration of Western medicine and alternative therapies?’ He kept nodding and smiled at me, as if I was surely one of his gang. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t think they can be.’

It’s an interesting concept, ‘alternative medicine’. Alternative to what, exactly? Is it like the right versus the left in politics? If something is defined in contradistinction to something else, how can the practices be ‘integrated’? It has been said many times: There is no alternative medicine. There is only medicine that works and medicine that does not work. If an intervention is proven by empirical science to work, it is no longer considered ‘alternative’. It becomes medicine.

When I was in medical school one of my classmates was a naturopath. He planned to become a GP and practise integrative (or ‘complementary’) medicine. He would set up shop and use vitamins, herbs and homeopathy in conjunction with pharmaceuticals. He’d take your blood pressure, and diagnose your organ dysfunction by examining your irises. He walked like a monarch, somehow managing to look down at you even if you were taller. He never lost his cool, not even when professors stood at the front of the lecture theatre taking an atom bomb to everything he held true.

We mixed in the same social circle: the misfits and miscreants. I liked him but his arrogance drove me nuts. We argued, about homeopathy in particular. Homeopathy adheres to three main principles: a disease can be cured by giving a patient an infinitesimally small dose of the same disease, treatment should be individualised, and one should use the minimal possible dose of any treatment. The last two principles are perfectly sound and in theory should be followed by all doctors. However, in homeopathy, the minimal possible dose involves dilution of a medication to the extent that not a single molecule of the active substance remains in the final pill.

I’d ask him, how can the concept that water has the capacity to hold ‘memories’ of substances it has encountered be ‘integrated’ into medicine? Medicine is an empirical science that believes molecules are either present or absent, and if they are absent they can have no effect. The theoretical basis of homeopathy – I would say – is fundamentally incommensurate with everything we know about chemistry, biology, physiology and disease. It hadn’t once proven effective in multiple large, double-blind randomised controlled trials. It was preposterous.

He’d tilt his head ever so slightly sideways and look sad: for my ignorance, for my future patients and for me.

Disillusionment with Western medicine is not uncommon in Australia. When, back in the ’90s, I told a dancer friend of mine I was applying to medical school, her eyes widened, her mouth opened and no words came out. Another friend placed her hand gently on my forearm, leant in and said she was seriously worried about me: what had gone so very wrong that I would consider that?

Mainstream medicine is charged with being reductionist, inhumane, non-holistic. It denies there is Lyme disease in the Melbourne CBD; fails to take chronic fatigue syndrome seriously; scorns patients who are convinced they have undetectable autoimmune or allergic conditions; and suppresses the fact that food, vitamins or ozone enemas might cure cancer and that immunisation causes autism. Doctors are arrogant, authoritarian and non-communicative. They cut, drug and dismiss. Western medicine keeps us sick for the financial gain of doctors and drug companies. Almost everyone could tell you a story of how medicine has failed them. Alternative medicine seems to offer an alternative. Integrative and complementary practices seek to improve mainstream medicine’s poor report card.

Australians are keen users of all kinds of alternative health products and practices. A survey conducted by the guidance body NPS MedicineWise in 2008 showed that 65 per cent of Australians had used one or more ‘complementary’ medicines in the previous twelve months. If we include self-prescribed vitamin supplements bought from the supermarket or chemist, then it is not a stretch to say that most Australians use some form of alternative treatment in their quest for health.

*

I have spent a lot of time of late wondering exactly what medicine, the discipline, has become. I work on the acute medical wards of a large city hospital, looking after patients who have been tipped out of ambulances into the emergency departments and are sick enough to earn a bed upstairs. On the wards, medicine can be powerful and life-saving. If someone has a clot or an infection or an arrhythmic heart, we have drugs that fix their problem. The surgeons can cut out or repair diseased tissues, allow people to walk once again by replacing disintegrated joints, sew in brand new lungs and hearts. Cancer is obliterated or retarded. A heart is made to beat again. This is the television fantasy of medicine – where heroic doctors save patients with their bare hands, a few pieces of machinery and the medicine cabinet. And it happens, all the time. But on these wards we spend at least as much time patching up social catastrophes (drug overdoses, homelessness, violence) and the devastating effects of life-long body abuse or neglect (poor diet, physical inactivity, smoking and alcohol) as we spend treating broken body parts or immediately life-threatening illnesses. Around a third of the elderly people on any ward are lying in their hospital bed because of a side effect of a medication they have been prescribed in good faith by a doctor. A medication that has been overdosed or prescribed unnecessarily or had an unexpected side effect and has thus made the patient sick.

Australia is a rich country: we have access to immunisation and clean water. Our mosquitoes are not deadly. Most of us are not starving. Our ills reflect this. We have entered the age of the socalled non-communicable diseases: diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, cancer and emphysema, many of them attributed to our ‘lifestyle’.

I sat through a lecture recently where an endocrinologist showed a map of Melbourne that plotted the incidence of type 2 diabetes by suburb. The lower the average socio-economic standing of the residents, the higher the incidence of the diabetes. The correlation was picture perfect. The action the speaker proposed upon pointing this out was to collect more data, to employ more endocrinologists, to ensure those hospitalised with diabetes in these suburbs received better monitoring and treatment. I sat there quietly, face attentive, hands in my lap, wishing I could strangle someone: him, my colleagues, the government, myself. On the wards and in our clinics we are charged with treating the consequences of politics and policy mixed with bad luck and individual choices: the consequences of social problems such as poverty, alongside the consequences of excess.

The solution to diseases of lack and excess can’t possibly be supplied by medicine, and yet many doctors, researchers, politicians and funding bodies, and much of the population, seem to believe it can. It wasn’t the endocrinologist’s fault he didn’t raise his fist and call us to arms. He’s a doctor, focused on a pancreas that can’t keep up with the insulin needed to metabolise far too much sugar to supply far too much fat. He does what he’s trained to do: treat cells. Medicine wants to be of assistance.

Alongside the non-communicable diseases there is another kind of epidemic in the West: feeling unwell inside a body that medicine deems pristine. Studies show that around 30 per cent of patients who present to specialty outpatient clinics are suffering non-organic symptoms that impair function but are not caused by a dysfunctioning body. In some neurology clinics, the proportion of patients who suffer non-organic symptoms reaches 50 per cent. More than half of the patients in any kind of medical clinic will list fatigue as one of their most troubling symptoms. GP practices are inundated with patients suffering vague symptoms such as aching bones, sleeplessness, irritability, lack of concentration and persistent dog-tiredness that are not attributable to any disease. Why do so many ‘medically well’ people feel so sick?

As doctors, we do what we can. We can construct narratives of cellular causation that elide the social, interpersonal and the political. I have sat through lectures by experts who beam Power-Point slides with impressive diagrams of neurotransmitter pathways they say lead to the feeling of what would once have been called simply ‘despair’. A doctor tells me authoritatively that falling in love is merely dopamine fucking with the brain. The mysteries of human consciousness and our intricate connection to our world and those around us – the subject of centuries of philosophical thought – are reduced to a handful of chemicals acting on a cell in an individual. We’ve become adept at inventing new ‘diseases’ – chronic fatigue syndrome, female hypoactive sexual desire disorder, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, irritable bowel syndrome, social shyness disorder, fibromyalgia – to account for bad feelings housed by well bodies. And we prescribe truckloads of drugs to fix them. This is our field, after all. So charged with fixing everything, this is what we treat: cells. And we are ably assisted in our task by one of the most profitable industries in human history: the pharmaceutical industry. As Ray Moynihan, Iona Heath and David Henry have written in the British Medical Journal, ‘There’s a lot of money to be made from telling healthy people they’re sick … Pharmaceutical companies are actively involved in sponsoring the definition of diseases and promoting them to both prescribers and consumers.’

*

Walk through the vitamin aisle of any pharmacy or supermarket and you are offered plastic bottles filled with the promise of better sleep, greater sexual potency, increased energy, and relief from pain, depression, fluid retention, PMS, hunger and joint degeneration.

The supplement industry is worth more than $1.5 billion a year in Australia. The CEO of the Australian vitamin and supplements company Swisse, Radek Sali, is quoted in the Guardian as saying, ‘If it’s not harming anyone and it is making people feel healthier and happier, why wouldn’t we have more of that?’

We buy mountains of vitamins that the majority of us do not need, that do not work, and that – despite Sali’s cheery claims – have the potential to cause harm. Many supplements contain more than the recommended daily dose of a vitamin or mineral that we are not usually lacking in the first place. Vitamin E supplementation has been linked to an increase in all-cause mortality. Taking only a few times the recommended daily dose of vitamin A can cause nervous system, liver, bone and skin disorders, and birth defects when taken in pregnancy. Vitamin C in large doses causes diarrhoea and kidney stones. Zinc excess causes iron and copper malabsorption. Too much vitamin D causes hypercalcaemia. Beta-carotene increases the risk of lung cancer. Iron, severe toxicity. B6, nerve damage. Potassium overdose causes cardiac arrest. What are we seeking to treat with our hypervitaminosis? Do most of us really feel sick?

I saw Marie, a middle-aged, educated woman, in one of my specialist public clinics. The clinic is for patients who suffer debilitating fatigue or other symptoms – pain, paralysis, collapse – that have remained inexplicable despite multiple specialist reviews and much investigation. Marie was suffering extreme fatigue, gastrointestinal disturbances, constant aches in a constellation of ever-changing body parts, and sleeplessness. She’d seen a rheumatologist, a cardiologist, a naturopath and an acupuncturist and found no relief. I asked about her marriage, work and family. She felt revulsion towards her body and her husband, was deadly bored with her part-time work, and binged on large amounts of junk food multiple times a day. Her physical examination and blood tests were all completely normal. She was desperate to feel well. She told me she only ever felt well at a health retreat she visited three times each year: ‘I feel completely transformed after just one night. I can think, I can sleep, I have no pain.’ She asked me if she might be suffering from chronic fatigue syndrome, perhaps that was her problem? I said I didn’t think so. She looked at me. ‘Then I think I need an antidepressant.’

How tempting, to pull out the script pad and pretend the drug should just about cover it. How difficult to say no: to her requests for the diagnosis and the drug. I asked her if she thought that she could attempt to bring some aspects of the health retreat into her life instead of taking medication. I suggested a psychologist, massage, perhaps a course in meditation. I knew she could pay for such treatments. She sighed and said, ‘Can’t you just give me the script?’

It is almost impossible to criticise our dependence on medication to treat non-communicable chronic diseases without seeming moralistic. Diagnosing the problem comes out sounding like a terrible lecture, a finger wag, a huge downer: you bad, greedy, lazy, selfish population. But the problem is not the result of the choices of a sinning bunch of individuals, it is the result of structural, societal and political design.

Many of the diseases we suffer in Australia, the diseases causing hospitals and clinics to overflow, could – theoretically – be prevented. Most of the pharmaceuticals we swallow could – theoretically – be dumped. But we don’t have time to sleep or exercise or attend to our emotional needs. We want to drive, feast, drink and smoke. We don’t want to meddle with the food industry to curb advertising, or to manipulate pricing of the fresh and the junk. We don’t want to pay more taxes or direct funds towards decent welfare, social supports for the vulnerable, movement-promoting infrastructure or better education.

I love medicine – the science, the practice, the hospital, my colleagues and patients – but I have come to hate most of our pills and the impossible expectations borne by them. In certain circumstances, medications save lives. Antibiotics cure severe infections that would have been universally fatal before their advent. People with heart failure can be kept alive for years with diuretics and beta-blockers. Adrenaline stops death from anaphylaxis. Thank god we have anti-convulsants. But many dispensed drugs will not save the life of the individual who swallows them. Statins, or cholesterol-lowering medications, are among the most common pills in our pharmacopoeia. And yet, 104 people who have high cholesterol but no known heart disease need to swallow a statin every day for five years in order to prevent one of those 104 people having a heart attack, a heart attack that would not have killed them. Eighty-three people with known heart disease need to take the pills for five years to prevent one of them from having a fatal heart attack. Each individual’s statistical benefit varies according to their age and medical history, but we prescribe these pills like crazy – presenting them to our patients without the statistics – and all of us swallow them in the belief that they will definitely have a direct beneficial effect on every individual.

Most of the blockbuster pills tweak, they curb, they do nothing or they harm. Taken by a lot of people for a long time they do save lives. But the broadly applied pharmaceuticals that address ‘risk factors’ like high blood pressure, thin bones and high blood-sugar levels, and the drugs that are treating mild depression, anxiety and dementia, are mostly treating health problems that could be addressed in other ways: diet modification, weight-bearing exercise, weight loss, along with the social and structural changes that support these measures. All those shiny, fancy packets with zippy names that promise life, health and happiness. They promise exoneration from responsibility and consequence – both personal and political – like a priest in a confession box, telling us we’re all off the hook. Tiny white spitballs aimed at impossible targets, both large and small: gigantic socio-political problems as well as personal, middle-class dissatisfaction with life. We let the pharmaceutical industry dictate the pathways to health and we underfund access to physiotherapy, psychotherapy, social workers and rehabilitation.

In 1848, the German pathologist Rudolf Virchow wrote, ‘Medicine is a social science … Politics is nothing other than medicine on a large scale.’ Medicine has been charged with the job of curing all our modern ills: organic and non-organic. No wonder it is failing.

A number of integrative-medicine GPs around Australia specialise in the treatment of chronic fatigue syndrome and related ‘diseases’. The patients present to these GPs with extremely common, vague physical symptoms for which they seek explanation, diagnosis and treatment. Many of these GPs will offer hard diagnoses, clear or convoluted explanations, and the hope of cure. For a few thousand dollars these doctors will diagnose you, compile the results of the countless non-Medicare-funded tests of your stool, urine, blood, breath and skin into a bound book, and start shovelling treatments upon you: expensive supplements and probiotics, multiple antibiotics taken for months or years, anti-convulsants, sun deprivation, steroids and bed rest. Their patients feel ill, their symptoms are real, but the cause of them is not a lack of vitamins, an undetectable infection or the sun. They do not have ‘systemic candidiasis’, which does exist but is only seen in the gravely ill, those with end-stage AIDS or organ transplant immunosuppression, and is not cured by avoiding sugar and mushrooms. They do not have ‘chronic Lyme disease’, ‘multiple-chemical sensitivity’ or ‘myalgic encephalomyelitis’.

What is uniquely problematic about these alternative diagnoses and often-expensive treatment regimens for diseases that a patient doesn’t have is that while they may work as a placebo, they usually do not address the root of the patient’s problems and may cause harm. Psychological work and exercise treatment, for example – the only two therapies that have ever been proven effective in the treatment of people with long-standing fatigue – are usually not suggested. Patients may be treated for chronic fatigue syndrome, chronic Lyme disease or a leaky gut when the symptoms are actually caused by severe sleep apnoea or other sleep disorders, florid autoimmune disorders, extreme physical deconditioning or malnutrition.

Mr D, a 78-year-old man, came to me accompanied by his concerned wife. He had been suffering fatigue and cognitive difficulties for a number of years, and his symptoms were getting worse. He had just spent two years being treated for what an integrative-medicine GP had diagnosed as chronic fatigue syndrome. Mr D was not aware that the tests and treatments he had paid thousands of dollars for were ‘alternative’. He thought he’d been seeing a specialist for treatment of a disease that existed and that he had. Despite diligently swallowing every pill and following every dietary restriction prescribed, he was getting worse. He made furniture as a hobby but could no longer measure and cut the wood correctly. He got the measurements wrong, couldn’t piece the individual components together or control his tools. He struggled on, trying to work past the difficulties and create the way he had for decades. He was also losing vocabulary. He had developed convoluted ways of remembering where he left his glasses and keys, of remembering people’s names. These systems of remembering took up many hours of his day. It was no surprise that this extraordinary effort, frustration and fear sapped him of energy. He sat before me, pausing every three or four words, screwing his face in concentration as he grasped for words. It was obvious, and would have been to most doctors, that Mr D most likely had dementia. I told him and his wife what I suspected. And in the face of this devastating diagnosis, their bodies visibly relaxed and their faces filled with relief. ‘Of course,’ Mrs D said, taking her husband’s hand. Mr D looked at his wife. ‘Of course.’

These alternative practitioners (the naturopaths, homeopaths, the integrated GPs) follow the mainstream medical model to a tee. The only things ‘alternative’ about their practice are the diagnoses offered and the treatments prescribed. They spend as much time as we do prescribing industrial substances, just not ones on the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme. They invent diseases faster than Big Pharma and are now industries that globally turn over many, many billions of dollars each year. And they are certainly not an alternative to a simple, cellular understanding of a human being; nor to the illusion that to be drenched in wellness one must be showered with pills.

*

Until I hit the wards I didn’t really care about naturopathy and integrated medicine beyond it being a topic of argument with my infuriating friend. I thought of it as a benign, if mostly ill-informed, form of support for the not-really-ill. A bit of random dietary exclusion. A few vitamin tinctures or sugar pills. A nice chat, a few bucks and off you go, back to your unimmunised kids and airy house in the suburbs. Having an iridologist gaze into your eyes and tell you all they see can be a very powerful, intimate and enriching experience, even if the story you hear is a fairytale and you leave her office with $300 worth of vials containing empty promises. Many alternative treatments, however, have severe side effects and can damage the body. The greatest potential for harm is when the patient has a serious organic disease, which is misdiagnosed or for which effective treatment is shunned.

In the hospital we often see harmful results of the seemingly harmless. A 43-year-old man was sent to my ward with a fist-sized pocket of pus in his lung. He’d been intermittently feverish for weeks, drenching his sheets each night and coughing up large volumes of purulent sputum. He’d consulted a reiki therapist who treated him with three sessions a week, hovering her hands a few centimetres above his chest for thirty minutes. When his skin turned the colour of cement his girlfriend finally convinced him to see his GP, who (suspecting severe pneumonia) ordered a chest X-ray, saw the fluid-filled abscess and sent him straight to hospital. Of the reiki, the man told me, ‘It was really helpful. It eased my cough.’ Unfortunately the cough was his body’s attempt to get rid of the accumulating pus. One of our treatments was to encourage his cough.

Perhaps this is one argument for the integration of mainstream and alternative medicine: safety. If the reiki therapist had studied medicine, she might have recognised the signs of a serious chest infection and had something to offer in the absence of organic disease.

The British journalist John Diamond, who died of throat cancer in 2001, wrote in his book Snake Oil and Other Preoccupations:


it’s no coincidence that alternative medicine grew as Margaret Thatcher’s Weltanschauung took hold. In many ways it was where the fading hippiedom of the early Seventies was able to meet the new materialism of the Thatcherites head-on. Alternative medicine, like Thatcherism, tells us that our personal well-being is entirely in our own hands, that we can all have anything we want – perfect health, freedom from anxiety – if we want it enough and are willing to take the steps to make it happen … alternativism masqueraded as another form of consumer liberation. No longer would we be tied to a single provider of health – the medical orthodoxy – but we would be free to choose. If we liked the reflexologist’s eccentric view of the body as a series of energy lines which terminate in the feet, then we’d choose that.



*

Most medical schools send their students to the bush for a term. In third year I spent three months in a small town in northern New South Wales known for its relentless sun and population of alternative-lifestylers. The old-school surgeon I was placed with told me I was lucky. ‘You’ll see great pathology here.’ I asked him why. He had his hands in his pockets, his short, sturdy legs standing wide. ‘It’s the hippies … They treat their bowel cancer with chamomile tea.’ He looked at the ground, shook his head, looked up again. ‘Until they start vomiting shit. Then they come to us.’ He jabbed his thumb to his chest and grinned. ‘Huge surgery. Great surgery.’

There have been a number of high-profile cases where people have rejected mainstream therapies outright and embraced alternatives to cure themselves. In Australia, Belle Gibson (who fabricated her diagnosis of a brain tumour) and Jessica Ainscough aka the Wellness Warrior (who had developed epithelioid sarcoma, a rare soft-tissue cancer) both publicly rejected mainstream cancer treatments. They claimed healthy lifestyles and alternative therapies, such as Gerson therapy, had alone cured (Gibson) or were curing (Ainscough) them. Ainscough died earlier this year.

The clean-living aspects to their regimens – eating mostly vegetables, exercising, attending to mental wellbeing – were admirable, and are probably the key ways a human can give themselves the best shot at longevity and health. But these are preventive actions that need to be practised over a lifetime – to prevent cardiovascular diseases, dementia and diabetes. They do not have the power to cure cancer.

The belief that that the mainstream medical diagnosis of impending, unavoidable death is wrong and that some other version of the body offers hope must be incredibly seductive. Most cancer patients in Australia use some form of alternative therapy throughout their mainstream treatment. These therapies are often touted as being holistic, acting on parts of the human animal ignored by Western medicine: chakras, energy lines, biofields, channels, spirit, auras. Most oncologists will advise against fringe practices that may be dangerous, will advise when the practices are non-beneficial, and then understand when their patient does everything they can – even the futile – to get better. Desperate people, desperate measures. Undertaking what are often arduous alternative treatments (extreme dietary restriction, repeated noxious enemas, hours of meditation) can seem like ‘taking action’ at a time when one has lost all control: one’s body is wildly growing disordered cells in places they should not grow; doctors are prescribing extreme medications, radiation and surgery; the whole thing is happening to you, at you, on you, in you. An alternative hope offers the illusion of wresting control, of saying ‘no’ or ‘not enough’ or ‘fuck you’ to the authorities: your doctors.

In January 1997, the Guardian published ‘The Gift of Disease’, an article by the writer Kathy Acker about her breast cancer. She was initially treated with a double mastectomy, but when her lymph nodes were found to contain cancerous cells her doctor recommended a course of chemotherapy. Acker refused the treatment. She wrote:


As I walked out of his office, I realised that if I remained in the hands of conventional medicine, I would soon be dead, rather than diseased, meat. For conventional medicine was reducing me, quickly, to a body that was only material, to a body without hope and so, without will, to a puppet who, separated by fear from her imagination and vision, would do whatever she was told.



Acker was subsequently treated by multiple alternative therapists from a wide variety of disciplines, including acupuncture, shamanism, Gerson therapy and herbalism. She carried a suitcase full of herbal supplements with her wherever she travelled. She died of widespread metastatic breast cancer in December 1997, in Mexico, at an alternative health clinic.

Whether or not her life would have been saved by early chemotherapy is unknowable. As is the impact – positive or negative – of her adherence to alternative health regimens. Regardless, I think she accurately diagnoses our problem: at base, personally, socially and politically, we have come to think of our ill selves as meat. Individual chunks of meat lacking only some kind of medicine.

*

The runaway bestsellers The Brain That Changes Itself and The Brain’s Way of Healing by Norman Doidge have been widely criticised – particularly by doctors – for ‘blaming the patient for their disease’. The Canadian psychiatrist’s two books rage against the institution of medicine that is structured to reinforce what he calls a patient’s ‘passive resignation’ in the face of disease. He argues that we have been trapped by the myth that treatment comes only in the form of a pill. He believes that medicine must change.

His interest is in brain plasticity. He shows the multiple ways there are to ameliorate or slow the progression of many neurodegenerative diseases through doctors ‘prescribing’, medical systems supporting, and patients engaging in active therapies. These therapies are mostly arduous and involve a great deal of mental and physical effort. One of his case studies tells of John Pepper, a man with Parkinson’s disease who had almost lost the ability to walk. Pepper teaches himself to make the brain stem (unconsciously performed) movements of walking cortical (consciously controlled). Each movement is directed by a conscious thought – bend hip, lift knee, kick foot out, straighten knee – so that to take a step requires all of Pepper’s concentration. You’d have to train like an athlete to attain this ability to make the unconscious conscious: it would be exhausting, you’d have to want to walk more than anything else. You’d need to be taught how to do it. Other forms of physical therapy improve the symptoms of Parkinson’s or slow the decline, but they too can seem much like boot camp. Doctors see patients with Parkinson’s, diagnose them and usually only prescribe medication, as if the patient is a generic, inert body. Conventional treatment has become something one receives from an encounter with a doctor and his or her script pad. It is this passivity of the patient – reinforced by medicine – that Doidge challenges. He asserts that the brain and the body are ‘use it or lose it’ structures. He writes, ‘Exercise decreases the risk of dementia by 60%. If a medication did that it would be the most popular, talked about treatment in medicine.’ Unfortunately, you can’t just buy it. You have to do it.

I sat next to Doidge at a literary festival. As we signed books, I looked at the lines of waiting people – his line snaking far across the room – and I wondered if anything would come of his words, or if we were all buying these books in the millions the way we buy diet books in the millions and never lose weight. We buy them in hope, hold them in our hands, flick through the pages, read stories of transformation, but when we don’t discover a miracle or quick fix we slip them onto our bookshelves. We buy them as talismans. We buy them as if they are pills.

Blame the patients? Blame the doctors? According to an article in the British Medical Journal in June this year, multiple studies have found that, when asked, patients overwhelmingly wanted more studies of non-drug interventions for common ailments – treatments such as physiotherapy, psychotherapy, education and coping strategies. Despite this, according to the World Health Organization International Clinical Trials Registry Platform, 86 per cent of treatments studied in commercial trials between 2007 and 2014 were drugs. Better to blame the socio-political structures the patients and doctors move within, and the industries supporting these structures.

*

Rudolf Virchow said that medicine is a social science and politics is medicine, but he went further. ‘Medicine, as a social science, as the science of human beings, has the obligation to point out problems and to attempt their theoretical solution: the politician, the practical anthropologist, must find the means for their actual solution.’

We feel sick even if we are physically well. We are organically diseased by lack or excess. Most of our healers – mainstream and alternative – now act and are treated like shopkeepers, and have become entrepreneurs (or the pawns of entrepreneurs). If they don’t give us the goods – the diagnosis and pill – we’ll shop elsewhere. We seek passive means of attaining health and longevity, which is what medicine (both conventional and alternative) promotes. We want diagnoses. We want solutions we can browse, buy and swallow, be they pharmaceuticals, tinctures or vitamins. It’s convenient for politicians, suits industry very nicely. Pills are our tiny white black holes: absorbing all our hope, agency and energy. They divert attention from prevention, population health and inequity; they promote consumption.

The individual body and its individual cells exist, of course, and can be altered and treated by drugs. Mainstream medicine is magnificent in many situations: in treating frank organ dysfunction, trauma and infection; in ablating clots and tumours and abscesses. It is sometimes adequate in others: regular bursts of personal support for the desperate or lonely, prescribing drugs to protect organ function, prescribing drugs that must be taken for a long time by many people to extend the life of some. But prevention and amelioration of most of our grumbling Western ills demand something more than medicine. An alternative, a complement; yes, an ‘integration’. Real ‘integrated medicine’, however, is not Pfizer plus herbs plus acupuncture; it is not recognising a bunch of new diseases and their treatments; it is not energy lines plus cells. It is recognising that a large portion of our ill health is a combined mental, physical, environmental, interpersonal, social and political phenomenon.

A cause for many of our Western ills, organic and non-organic alike, might be found in a catchphrase that has become a cliché: that our society has degenerated into an economy. Read the papers – our main purpose and duty is to acquire and consume. At the expense of others in need, of our planet. Inequity increases. Education standards decline. We suffer existential ills that manifest in our bodies. We drive, work and eat, become sedentary, fat, diabetic and depressed. Hospital wards fill with social catastrophes and the outcome of styles-of-life and social policy. Mainstream medicine alone cannot fix this. Real integrated treatment of our disease requires vast social action. It requires personal action: use it or lose it.

Instead, we seek cures that are acts of consumption, quietly swallowing the disease itself. Browsing the numerous alternatives, we buy instead of do. And neoliberal to the core, we regard our population’s health as a problem that lies with discrete, always self-determining individuals. And at the very times when the modern, mainstream, despised and idealised discipline of medicine might actually help, or when it finally says ‘no, it’s not your body that is sick, I cannot help you’, it is only then we start to run. Seeking an alternative that will not fail us, that offers us hope, that promises a cure, but which turns out to be more of the same.
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Fully Present, Utterly Connected

Tegan Bennett Daylight

When I remember being a child and reading, I think first of sunlight, which I was always manoeuvring to be partly, though not wholly, in. This sunlight is always linked to quiet, to stillness. The sense of movement around me, but happening at a distance – my mother talking on the telephone (her voice louder as she strayed to the very end of the cord), or my sister using her sewing machine – the sort of movement that envelops you but allows you to be alone. The psychotherapist and writer Adam Phillips, referring to D.W. Winnicott’s essay ‘The Capacity to be Alone’ (1958), says that ‘the goal for the child is to be alone in the presence of the mother. For a long time this has seemed to me to be the single best definition of reading.’

Perhaps the best definition of good writing is the kind that recreates this safe aloneness, this suspended awareness of the self, this being lost but at the same time attached. We adult readers can go a long time between books that have this effect, and still be entertained and even inspired by what we read. But if we are lucky, every few years a book or a writer will appear that brings this sense back – a book that makes us feel as though that stillness in the centre of movement has been both captured and, in the act of reading, reproduced.

Joan London’s The Golden Age is this kind of book, and as I learned in reading my way through her work, she is this kind of writer. The best word that I can come up with to describe London’s voice is mature, which has not much to do with the author’s age, and everything to do with her skill. It is the sort of writing that does not immediately invite a mental reply, whether that reply is how wonderful! or how awful! It does not obscure its subject – no chorus line of verbs or orchestra of adjectives gets in the way of what she is writing about. Her writing, which calls attention to itself only by its precision, gives you an opportunity, the way silence sometimes does, to reflect productively. Best of all, it returns you to an early pleasure: the pleasure of story, of wanting to know what happens next.

The Golden Age is set in a children’s convalescent home for victims of polio – the novel sitting solidly on the foundations of the real place (same name, same function) in 1950s Perth – and tells the story of a twelve-year-old boy, Frank Gold. Frank is the child of Hungarian refugees Ida and Meyer, who have come unwillingly to Perth (they had hoped for America). Meyer has done more than resign himself to this; he has a capacity for happiness that carries him though the novel. He is always on the move, always buoyant, always alight. Ida, on the other hand, is still and dark and angry. The miseries and terrible losses of the Holocaust will never be in the past for her, and her son’s disablement by polio, contracted after they settle in Perth, is one cruelty too many. Once she was a concert pianist, but since Frank’s illness she has not touched a piano. Her not-playing – and the resolution of this – is one of the book’s background melodies, if you will: a sad tune, quietly heard throughout.

The novel opens vividly as a dream:


One afternoon during rest-time, the new boy, Frank Gold, left his bed, lowered himself into his wheelchair and glided down the corridor. There was nobody around.



Already we find Frank in search of the same space that the fortunate reader inhabits: a space where he is held and kept safe, in his case by the hospital, but nonetheless allowed to be alone. It is important to note that despite its setting, The Golden Age is not a misery novel. It does not tell a story of abuse, and although it gives us a candid and painful account of Frank’s suffering, both as a small boy hidden from Nazis in 1940s Budapest and a few years later as a polio patient, it does not ask us to be either voyeur or fellow sufferer. The Golden Age is a story about Frank’s dawning and intensely vivid realisation of self – probably accelerated or exaggerated by his experience as a patient, but in truth available to any child who is given enough psychic space in which to grow up.

Frank has been moved from the adults’ polio hospital to The Golden Age, where he will be the oldest patient. It feels to him like a demotion. In his previous incarnation as The Kid at IDB (the Infectious Diseases Branch of the Royal Perth Hospital), he was able to exploit his capacity for charm, to make friends, to feel freer, less seen. At IDB, he met Sullivan, an ‘adult’ (just eighteen) in the iron lung ward, who would lie all day looking at the white ceiling, thinking and composing poetry:


Overnight

it must have snowed

this is all

I can see now.



The two spend hours together. Frank transcribes Sullivan’s poetry, and comes to understand that to be a poet is his vocation too. He writes his rhymeless verse on a discarded prescription pad. Conversation about poetry achieves for the two patients what literature sometimes can – respite, and a feeling of clarity in the midst of chaos. London creates a sense of genuine companionship between these two. She does not overstate the pathos of Sullivan’s death in the early pages of the novel, intuitively understanding – or perhaps remembering – how children deal with loss. In this understatement, she renders their relationship indelible.

After Sullivan’s death, it is thought that Frank will do better at a hospital for children. This is where we see him first, climbing into his wheelchair at rest-time in The Golden Age, with one object: to glimpse the only other child his age, Elsa. She is the single creature who saves him from disgust at his new surroundings, from the indignity of his demotion. The relationship with Elsa is the new poetry in his life; he has someone to write to again. Elsa already has the sense of self that Frank is moving towards. Her status as the oldest child in her family has something to do with this, but it is polio that has given her the strength and calm that Frank is drawn to. London’s description of Elsa’s initial infection and her time in the Isolation Ward – clearly the worst and most painful part of each patient’s illness – is frightening. But it is also balanced, like Elsa herself. Elsa survives, partly for her mother, but partly because of a self she has found at the height of her suffering: ‘another person inside her who had suddenly taken charge, a sort of captain who was going to hold on no matter what’.

Elsa’s captain calls to Frank’s poet. This calling could be said to constitute the plot of The Golden Age: Elsa and Frank ‘fall in love’ (or, in fact, simply love each other), and their growing relationship results in a physical encounter that causes the main movement or upheaval of the narrative. But the plot is infinitely more complex and interesting than this suggests. To focus on their relationship and its potential difficulties would be to forget all the fascinating action that takes place around them. London has a deep awareness of her characters’ sensual selves, and Elsa and Frank are not the only two people awakened to their bodies. Sister Olive Penny from The Golden Age, whose husband has died in the war and whose daughter has grown up, is visited by a few of the local policemen for encounters that are as satisfying and sustaining to her as they presumably are to the men, whose point of view we are not treated to. The description of Sister Penny putting ‘her soft breasts back in their cups, button[ing] her uniform, quickly stuff[ing] a hanky into her knickers’ and reflecting that her sex life ‘fed into her work’ is as stirring and sensual as any explicit scene. She is a sexually awake woman who is neither predator nor victim, and only one of The Golden Age’s richly imagined secondary characters.

The Golden Age is told in the third person and moves through points of view which are signalled by chapters with titles such as ‘Frank’s Vocation’, but which are sometimes to do with location: ‘The Sea’, ‘The Verandah’. Each character who thinks or speaks is allowed London’s careful attention, from Meyer and Olive through to Elsa’s mother, whose grief for and worry about her daughter is as judiciously handled as all the other emotional content of this novel. Comparisons have been made before to the work of Alice Munro, and indeed London has that same respect for every character that Munro does. Her writing is free from the sort of contempt that so many novelists rain down on their minor characters. Often you can feel a writer dealing various blows to people they would like to punish, whether the man who cut them off in traffic or the girl who bullied them at school. Anyone who writes knows that this can be a temptation hard to resist, but London shares with Munro and her hero Chekhov a determination to realise her characters’ inner selves, so that their faults and casual cruelties are universal and, most importantly, shared or borne by the author.

One can feel a sort of patience at work in London’s choice of words, as though she is prepared to wait for the right expression – as when Frank reflects on his move to The Golden Age: ‘He felt like a pirate landing on an island of little maimed animals. A great wave had swept them up and dumped them here. All of them, like him, stranded, wanting to go home.’

In an excellent interview with Charlotte Wood (part of Wood’s digital treasure trove, The Writer’s Room), London talks of the work editors have done for her: ‘they apply themselves with unstinting concentration to the sense and logic of your sentences, the unconscious contradictions or repetitions you have made, and commit themselves to the voice and point of view of the writer.’

If this is so, then London is very lucky, because her editors are so good that their presence in the text cannot be detected. The Golden Age reads as though only London herself has had control of the words, and that control has come about through this deep and patient waiting, a kind of resistance to the hurriedness of publishing schedules and contemporary life.

London’s previous novels, Gilgamesh (2000) and The Good Parents (2008), have this same centredness, and the same kind of architecture. London incorporates stories from past and present, characters major and minor, in their youth and maturity. In doing so, she risks building novels that look as though they have been frequently renovated. But I am noticing her structures with a reviewer’s eye, trying to understand the way she works; to the reader I gratefully and restfully became in my first pass through The Golden Age, the architecture is almost invisible. So many contemporary novels fail to do what Annie Dillard calls ‘erasing your tracks’. They can make you feel unpleasantly active, always aware of the writer and their elaborate scaffolding. By contrast, London’s novels seem to float, unsupported.

There are themes running through all of London’s novels – a rather high number of difficult sisters (perhaps because London has sisters herself), and an abiding interest in the past. In the Writer’s Room interview she says:


I think that often the older you get the more you write about the past. I notice that with Alice Munro. Her stories were once coming right out of the recent past, or at the time of writing, of children and marriage and lovers and things like that. Now, more and more, they are set in the past, in her childhood in the 1930s and so on.



She goes on to say:


Perhaps the individual events in one’s own life stop being so momentous, and one’s interest switches to those events in the past that are the origin of where we are now, individually or socially.



And perhaps this is what I mean by the maturity in London’s writing: the slow shifting of focus from the self to the universal; the understanding that who we are is not simply about us. In Gilgamesh, the main character Edith is interrogated by her Anglo-Russian cousin Leopold about Group Settlement in Western Australia: ‘Was it a social experiment? And, if not, had it fulfilled its capitalist aims?’ Edith and her sister cannot answer: ‘They had never thought of these questions, in fact they did not really understand their terms.’ In this brief scene, London captures the childlike self-centredness of white Australia in the first half of the twentieth century, and brings us to consider the gift that was post-war settlement, the alteration in Australian culture that occurred with the influx of European refugees, a kind of awakening. The universal in the personal, all in the space of a page.

London still draws on her own experience, but it is atmosphere she seeks, not narrative. Of 1954, the year in which The Golden Age is largely set, London says, ‘I was six then, and for some reason that time has a sort of light around it.’ This instinct, to try and capture this ‘light’, gives a certain radiance to all of London’s work.

London has said that most of her ideas now become novels, although she has been writing short stories since the late 1980s. I like the short stories less than her longer work, though they are invariably Londonesque in being closely observed and beautifully written. But by comparison with the novels, they seem to lack articulation, or declaration; they never quite tell you what they are about. Though they have that same tendency to intricate architecture, the architecture is not invisible – it disguises intent, muffles voice. There is also a variation of tone, which I know many would praise in a collection of short stories, but which I find to be simply distracting. This is not true, however, of the two most recent inclusions in London’s collection The New Dark Age (2010): ‘The Photographer’ and the title story. The latter is only twenty pages long but has that astounding Munrovian effect: it is a jack-in-the-box story, full of compressed information, which when released springs into something much bigger.

In some of Munro’s best stories, and in London’s novels, we often meet characters in their earliest youth and then move over large tracts of their life into their old age. It’s an odd feeling, being asked to be suddenly familiar with a character who has aged forty or fifty years – and often, in both Munro’s and London’s work, a character who has shed the violent quirks of youth and become someone more thoughtful, more measured. This was my only difficulty with The Golden Age. The story ends fifty years beyond its beginnings, in New York. The ending has the feeling of a coda, but also of an attempted resolution. Frank is now imagined as ‘an old man with a cane’, but a successful poet, too, with his laptop and his ergonomic chair. Perhaps it is resolution itself that I have difficulty with, when The Golden Age feels all about irresolution, about movement and growth and continuous change, with time feeling endlessly springy and resilient. In other words, perhaps it is my problem. I certainly hated seeing Frank surrounded by the trappings of the twenty-first century. It felt like a misstep, a change in tone too abrupt, a surrender to the reader’s curiosity, when perhaps the reader ought to be left in that lovely suspended state in which Frank and Elsa find themselves in the penultimate chapter.

The Golden Age is nevertheless a book that carries the quiet assurance of a classic, which it will most certainly become. Adam Phillips notes the importance of ‘the early experience of being in the presence of somebody without being impinged upon by their demands’. When I look into my life, I see myself sitting in a car with my husband while the Bathurst plains unroll beside us; under the changing shade of a tree with a child asleep on my lap; holding my mother’s hand in the last weeks of her life. In the presence of someone – fully present, utterly connected, but being asked for nothing. It is this magical state that Joan London’s new novel conjures up.
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The Informed Imagination

Drusilla Modjeska

In July 2009, two artists from Ömie, high on the slopes of Mt Lamington in Papua New Guinea, were in Sydney for an exhibition of their barkcloth art. Early in their visit, their sponsor David Baker, then director of the now defunct New Guinea Gallery, drove them and me, and Alban Sare, the Ömie man who’d come down with them, to a shopping mall to buy shoes and warm clothes. To Alban, who’d been to Sydney before and had spent time in Port Moresby, the mall was not so strange – just larger and shinier; he liked it. For Pauline Rose Hago, the younger of the two artists, familiar only with the town of Popondetta on the plain below Ömie, the cars in the car park were enough to give her a headache. But Dapene Jonevari, a senior artist and a duvahe (rather inaccurately translated as chief), went into a state of shock when bad spirits congregating on the escalators stole all her strength. I do not tell this as a comic story. I mightn’t believe in bad spirits on escalators, or not entirely, but I don’t doubt that Dapene, one of the strongest women I have encountered here or in PNG, was assaulted by the force of a world of which she’d never seen the like. What nature of beings were the new people she’d seen often enough down on the plain, and of whom she’d heard stories, though none to prepare her for this?

Back at my house later that day, Dapene was still limp, her expression glazed. Two cups of strong sugary tea didn’t seem to help. I looked to Pauline for guidance – as I had when I was in Ömie. She had been alongside me on every path, in every village, in the forests where Dapene led the women to cut the trees for their bast, in the houses where the women paint, in the rivers where we washed. Always Pauline; certain, strong-voiced Pauline. And here we were, in my place, in my house, and I was asking her for help.

‘Where is your ground?’ she asked. Where indeed? At the oval at the end of my street, they poked at the hard earth with toes in new shoes. Yes, they supposed it was ground, of a sort.

‘Your gardens?’ Pauline asked. ‘They are where?’

‘In the cities we have no gardens; we have shops,’ I said, and Pauline translated for Dapene; a murmur, all I had to interpret was tone.

We walked along the edge of the inner harbour to a park on the next bay, and as we walked Dapene regained something of her stature; by the time we returned to the oval, she and Pauline were singing Ömie songs. It was dusk, joggers were jogging past, the lights were coming on, as they sang to a rhythm I’d heard every day of my stay in Ömie.

Back at my house, they wanted to sleep – while in the kitchen I brooded on Pauline’s question, and my inability to protect them here, as they had me when I was on their ground. When they came downstairs for dinner – sweet potato and pork that didn’t convince them as pig – I’m pleased to report that Dapene’s strength had returned. Pauline took my hand and leant into my shoulder. ‘Sister friend,’ she said, the name she’d called me in Ömie. Sister friend. It was a kindness, and I liked it, but in truth was I, am I, sister and friend?

These were not academic questions. I was in the depths of yet another draft of The Mountain at the time, struggling with the post-colonial complexities of how to write as a white outsider of a country I first encountered in 1968 when I was twenty-one. After Dapene and Pauline returned to their mountain, I returned to my desk with Pauline’s question reverberating in me. Where was our ground: ours in the sense of a highly asphalted world, and ungrounded culture? Where was my ground? Mine in the sense of the book I was, or rather at that point was not, writing.

The ground I thought I had for the book that was not yet The Mountain was an approach to writing that had begun with Poppy, a fictive ‘biography’ of my mother. It had been there that I’d found a voice that felt authentically my own, and during the 1990s I had become an advocate for the first-person singular – the ‘I’, and the ‘eye’ – as a way of uncovering, or recovering, occluded feminine experience. With Stravinsky’s Lunch, I articulated this use of the first person as a ‘method’ – if that’s the word – that could draw together the imagined and the informed, the fictive and the researched. It was by bringing the imagining self to the gaps in the record that the writing self could reclaim the overlooked and under-recorded lives and work of women. Imagination – both imaginative embellishment and fictive methods – could thereby meld, as it were, with biographical and autobiographical writing to give shape to lives for which the record was fractured and uncertain. The ‘informed imagination’ of the first person had become, in a sense, the ground of my writing and I took it unquestioned into writing about PNG. It was a while before I understood why that ground proved unstable.

1.

The barkcloth artists of Ömie are now recognised, in the words of Nicholas Thomas, as ‘the most brilliant living exponents’ of a ‘great world art tradition’ that once stretched across the Pacific from New Guinea to Hawaii. But in 2004 the Ömie, a small group of less than 2000 people, were impoverished and demoralised; only the oldest women were still painting. I was there with David Baker, who had seen their art and had been invited by a small group of young men who wanted to start a business that would bring status and pride as well as cash to this depressed and marginalised group. David was there not as a small gallery owner, but as a sponsor – or potential sponsor – for he recognised that this was art that should be in major gallery collections. I was there, apart from my own interest which was considerable, so that I could write of what turned out to be a critical visit – which I did in a catalogue essay for The Wisdom of the Mountain, the major exhibition of Ömie art at the National Gallery of Victoria that opened in November 2009, four months after Dapene and Pauline’s visit to Sydney. By then Ömie Artists was a community business registered in PNG, money was returning to Ömie from sales, including to most of the major state galleries in Australia.

In the catalogue I described the long, steep walk up to Ömie; the ridges, the forests, the gateways to the villages. I described the day I sat with my notebook while David Baker met, in formal meeting, with the duvahe. I wrote of the tension between the responsibility felt by the duvahe to safeguard their traditions and the community’s need for money for school fees, for lamps, tarpaulins and nails, maybe even a tin roof and a tank one day. I wrote of sitting with the women duvahe, Dapene among them, as they spoke of the young women who no longer saw the value of learning the exacting art of the cloth, of young men who needed purpose if they weren’t to drift into town and find trouble. Even through the processes of translation, I could understand that well enough. And I knew very well the onerous responsibility faced by David. Did he do nothing, in which case the young men would try selling the cloth to tourists on the Kokoda Track, and if that failed, would the art of this exceptional but marginalised group fade away as the art of so many neighbouring groups had done? Or did he step in as sponsor, another white ‘saviour’ – there’s a long history to that particular trope. Could he/we avoid the sorry path too often trod by good intentions? Could we safeguard the art, and the interests of the Ömie, or was that, too, part of the whiteman fantasy?

A lot was at issue for the Ömie, for us outsiders, and – as it turned out – not only for the Ömie of the high villages who had maintained their art, but also for those lower down the mountain, who’d given up their cultural practices, including their art. Was this how they were to be rewarded for their move to the missions? We hadn’t even left the last village when trouble showed itself. Naïvety and good intentions walked us slap into a ‘shake down’, a demand for money in the form of an arrest that stretched over two days.

Good material, you might say. An excellent predicament for someone wanting to give a lived shape to a post-colonial experience. But had I tried to write of these events by using my usual approach, was my imagination sufficiently informed to write of what any of this meant to the Ömie, to the duvahe, to the young men, indeed to those who felt slighted and aggrieved? The answer, obviously, is no. To write of it only from our perspective, would I not be falling into the worst trap of outsider writing about PNG – placing myself, or ‘us’ the white outsiders, in the centre of the frame? I’d read enough colonial memoir and fiction to know the dangers of that narrative – the white adventurers deep in the interior of Papua, suddenly endangered, rescued by their own resourcefulness and the good office of ‘natives’ who take their side to defeat, or outwit, angry tribesmen. It wouldn’t take much of a twist to have a story straight out of the NSW Bookstall melodramas and romances of the 1920s and 1930s that were among the first to commercialise the uninformed imaginations of Australian writers and their readers. Colonial memoir and fiction casts a long shadow.

In a catalogue essay I could distance myself – the narrating ‘I’ – to a role of observer, reporting what had happened in a visible sense: the meetings, the tensions, the varying points of view as they were stated in relation to the matter of the cloth leaving the mountain, translated, and transcribed into my notebook. An inadequate research method, an anthropologist would say, but adequately observed (if not informed), I hoped, to the task of reporting the process that brought the cloth to the National Gallery of Victoria five years later. To attempt more than that, how could ‘our’ story – on the basis of a short visit – be told without the view of the Ömie, let alone the view from the Ömie, becoming ever more occluded? What was their view, what did these changes mean for them?

The problem, I was beginning to see, was the inequality between the white narrator and the post-colonial subject.

2.

The first intimation that I was moving towards fiction came with the character of Milton, the young Papuan writer who appeared on the page with a raised fist and a gift for language. He took me by surprise. He arrived unheralded and sat uncomfortably with the imagining ‘I’ that was trying to wrest some control over the mess on my desk. I mightn’t have expected him, or known what to do with him, but I knew exactly where he came from: those early years at the University of Papua New Guinea before Independence, when, in the words of the great Samoan writer Albert Wendt, indigenous writing across the Pacific began, and ‘gained its first euphoric power and mana alongside the movements for political independence’.1

I had the good fortune to arrive there with my young anthropologist husband in 1968 as this surge of creative energy was beginning. While my husband tutored, I enrolled in classes with young men (mostly men) who knew that theirs would be the generation that would take this complex country of many languages into nationhood. For someone not long out of an English girls boarding school, that was extraordinary enough. More signifi-cantly for me, I found myself in classes with students who were writing. They were writing plays in which plantation labourers rose up, and Papuan girls ran from the altar of white betterment; poems in which copra workers threw down their sacks and kanakas spoke back; short stories that lampooned missionaries and traders; essays in the student newspaper that called administrators and colonists to account.

It may be in the nature of memory that experiences that come to us when we are very young, and not yet equipped to interrogate them, remain the most vivid. It is, I think, for this reason that Milton arrived on the page so readily. He is a student when we first meet him. A play he’s written is about to be performed at the university. Rika – the young white character onto which I could split some aspect of my learning and unlearning (though not my autobiography) – takes her camera to rehearsals. ‘Publicity shots’, they called them, a grand term for a play to be put on in the canteen, but why not? When the South Pacific Post censors the photos, she and Milton stand firm together. The old-timer whites might call the university a Mau Mau factory, and condemn girls like Rika as traitors to their race. But right then, at that moment, Rika and Milton are united in the belief that the radical changes that were coming – literature for him, love for her – would eliminate prejudice and – who knows – even render them the same, people under the skin. There would be painful reckonings to come, of course, for them as characters, and for me, writing, trying to write them.

Over my desk I had these words from Albert Wendt: ‘The post in post-colonial does not just mean after; it also means around, through, out of, alongside and against.’2

Looking back, those years in PNG in 1968–71 changed almost everything about my life – and, because of that, I suppose, lived on in me as a core to the book I was to begin more than thirty years later. The impulse was frankly autobiographical, a vanity I admit, though it was also more, for there was something about that country and that time that had entered my blood and I wanted – vanity again – to bring PNG back into ‘our’ imaginative consciousness. For over the decades between the cultural surge of those years leading into political independence and the century’s end, it seemed to have seeped from fictional view. Once Australian journalists had flown up to investigate black writing; Australian publishers had published writers from there, and wanted writing from here about there. Randolph Stow’s Visitants and Trevor Shearston’s Something in the Blood were both published in 1979, an outsider response, it could be said, to that powerful moment when alongside could join with against. Even these, our own writers, our own novels, have fallen from our collective memory. While more and more sophisticated work came from the pens of anthropologists and historians, fiction seemed to revert to old ways of seeing.

Well into this new century the pygmy and the naked tribesman still make their appearance in Australian fiction, and Highland girls, though no longer dressed in grass skirts, are as prey to the desires and fantasies of young white men as the fictional girls of the exotic south seas were nearly a hundred years ago. This despite the great post-colonial novels of world literature – of which Visitants is one. It was a weird disjuncture I observed between the acute awareness of academia and the remarkable obliviousness (it seemed to me) among our few novelists who ventured into PNG territory, sometimes without even going there, or, if they’d been there before, without returning. When a reason was given, it was that it was ‘too dangerous’; that, or the wish to leave the imagination unencumbered as if there was something about Papua New Guinea that despite everything that had happened, could still offer a blank canvas to the outsider writer.

Even the colonial novelist Beatrice Grimshaw, who did at least live in Papua for many years, complained of journalists who came up to Port Moresby, found a ‘cannibal queen’ within a mile of Government House, exchanged her story for a twist of tobacco, and caught the next boat home.

The persistence of the uninformed Australian imagination might have surprised me, but it didn’t surprise Regis Stella, the writer and critic teaching in the literature department of the University of Papua New Guinea (UPNG). When I went through Moresby, on subsequent visits after my return in 2004, I’d see him and his colleagues, now my friends, Russell Soaba and Steven Winduo. At first, on my returns, our conversations were not always easy. Regis, a stern critic, was suspicious, and why would he not be, this white woman reappearing after all these years, and with all the resources of an Australian research grant and a publisher, wanting to write about a time that had formed her, while they struggled with meagre resources to produce a literary magazine and publish small anthologies with no grants, no editors, no publishing industry, few bookshops. It would be a while before I felt he could consider me a colleague. He was writing Imagining the Other then – it was published in 2007, just five years before he died, much too young, at the beginning of 2012. In it, he argued that the first task of the post-colonial indigenous writer was to understand and refuse the projections that have accumulated over the history not only of colonial, but also – too often – of post-colonial fiction and memoir. It was a distorting lens through which Papua New Guineans had come to see themselves, a distorting lens that perpetuated the misconceptions of others. He was not about to let me forget that ‘we’ outsider writers, especially of fiction, too often place ourselves as the point of reference to the known, unquestioning modern, leaving the equally unquestioned residues of the unknown and unknowable non-modern to the Papua New Guinean, especially those living in villages, or other situations ‘we’ do not recognise as modern. The uninformed imagination was a habit of mind, Regis pointed out, that was not confined to Australia’s writers.

He and Steven Winduo were part of the tiny group of second-generation writers; if anyone knows it’s tough, they do. PNG ‘has forgotten its early writers’, Winduo has written in a recent essay.3 Those one-time student writers had moved on to bigger and better things, and once in government, literature was not among their priorities. Perhaps they remembered how those student plays could be used against. Writing and publishing was not an easy path in the years after Independence, and certainly not profitable. Which was why, to Regis, Steven and Russell, it was all the more important that the flame be kept alive. A flame against the corruptions and inequities we hear a great deal about; a flame around, through, and out from the hard work and successes we don’t hear about: the conservation workers and environmental lawyers; the children’s libraries; adult literacy and water collection projects; the work that is containing the spread of HIV.

There was a role, I could see, for alongside, and it’s not as if there wasn’t rich material. But I was stuck somewhere between the failings of a method that had once served me well and the daunting land of fiction I was creeping towards. It’s a rigorous form, the novel, far from easy, and there are those who question the relevance for the Pacific of a European form in which Western ideas of subjectivity are deeply imbricated. Regis preferred the short story and the polemic as better suited to Melanesian forms of oral storytelling and rhetoric. But for Steve the novel is a flexible form, with its own language; look what they’ve done with it in Africa, in South America, in Samoa. Why shouldn’t the novel make the transition into Melanesia, isn’t it part of the inheritance of world literature? Hadn’t I heard of hybridity? And besides, he’d say, look at Russell Soaba, who’d be sitting there, inscrutable and benign, the one writer from those early days who has written his way through the intervening years, and is writing still. I salute him. His novels Wanpis and Maiba, two great post-Independence novels, should be on every post-colonial literature course in this country, but they are not even published here. Steve and Regis, fine writers both, have published out of Hawaii or University of South Pacific. Or they publish themselves. Australian publishers have long since lost interest in fiction from PNG. It doesn’t sell, my publisher told me when I told her I wanted to write the book that would become The Mountain.

‘Russell Soaba often reminds me,’ Winduo says, ‘that the life of a Papua New Guinean writer is a difficult one because the society itself is a difficult one.’

By the time Dapene and Pauline visited Sydney in 2009 all I had was a shaky draft of a book without a title that was still teetering somewhere between an insistence that was autobiographical and a hope that was not yet fiction. What I was doing with this book didn’t strike me then as so different from anything else I’d written. Hadn’t I always worked in that contested zone between the fictive, the autobiographical and the historical? Was I not still exploring that rubbing point between the small experience of lived lives and the washing tide of events that catch us up in its momentum? All that was different, I thought, was that this time I was coming at it with characters that were fictional, whereas before I’d come from the other side, so to speak, with figures who had existed in history, or in family, and had left a paper trail, however fractured or incomplete.

‘It’s not working,’ my publisher said. I could tell by her face. My friend Hilary McPhee, who’d published Poppy, agreed. ‘You can’t shift it all onto a narrator twenty years older. She sounds like you trying not to be you.’

Around, through, out of, alongside and against. I was nowhere near, trapped in the outer reaches of my own vanities.

3.

Philip Roth, a writer I greatly admire, has said that it takes a crisis for a novel to find its shape. For me with The Mountain that crisis began with Pauline’s question, where is your ground? Then, four months later, in November 2009, within days of the Ömie exhibition opening at the National Gallery of Victoria, their sponsor David Baker died suddenly – by which I mean overnight, without warning. As a result, his sponsorship of the Ömie ended, and students whose fees he was paying, not only there but across PNG, could no longer continue at school. This, to say the least, added to the destabilisation of my own sense of ground and changed a great deal about the way I continued my own relationships in PNG. Never again would I be the observer who could watch, make notes with her clean, writerly hands, then go home and fret about a novel. What was going to happen to Ömie Artists? That alone was a big enough question. What would become of the children whose school fees he was paying in the fjords of Cape Nelson? What would happen in those resilient, vulnerable villages if they could no longer get their students past year 8 – when the fees are too high for village families – with the loggers already within sight in Collingwood Bay? I could speak for an hour about what was involved in all these questions, and what I learned of the politics of Aid and Development – and of the logging, much of it illegal, which now affects more than 5 million hectares of customary land.4 This is not incidental, nor a crude political plug. I had spent time with an elder at Uiaku, just along from the fjord villages, where the landowners had won a long court case against the loggers, only to have them return in another guise. I’ve been back since, and I know the cost, in every sense of the word, to that man, to that community.

It was not only in the villages that my relationships changed. In Port Moresby the talk with my writer colleagues at UPNG also changed as I struggled with these non-writerly questions. Russell and Steven and Regis were wise interlocutors, and I thank them for it, and for the comradeship that grew between us. Write that novel, was the message I took from them. Every voice is needed. Hybridity, Steve said again, aren’t we all, in our different ways, existential hapkas, and he gave me that enabling word from Tok Pisin, which has shrugged off its negative connotations of half-caste to embrace complex cultural identities. And all the while, there was Russell Soaba still writing, producing a blog, teaching students that their stories, and the stories of their place, and of events they see around them, matter, that poetry matters, and so does the novel. Witness was the word Regis Stella used, and I came to see it applied (in some small measure) to me as well as to the writers there whom he was addressing.

When Janet Malcolm, another writer I admire, faced a crisis of a very different kind in her writing life, she said that it took her ‘out of a sheltered place and threw [her] into bracingly icy water. What more could a writer want?’5 Icy is hardly the word for anything to do with PNG, and no writer would want the death of a friend. But she has a point.

I returned to my desk in the Australian winter of 2010 with very different mental settings. The memories to which my vanities had been in thrall slid back; the present had claimed me, and it mattered. The effect was indeed bracing. I sat down and rewrote in the third person the manuscript that was not yet called The Mountain. Martha, no longer narrator, lost a lot of her story, most of her point of view, dropped in age by twenty years and became a character in the ensemble of characters that at last found room to stretch and breathe – and, yes, to look at each other, and look back. Ensemble, that was the word that came to me: they, all of them, not me, not ‘I’. Milton sighed a sigh of relief.

As to the result, well, it’s out there in the world, and though I probably know its faults and failures better than anyone, it’s not my job to lay them out. What I will say is that out of that period of radical doubt, the ground of my writing changed. The Mountain is a novel – at last I can say that – a character-based novel that gives voice to the predicaments underlying all I’d experienced, or seen, or known in that magnificent, heartbreaking country. It is as personal as anything I have written since Poppy, but it is not autobiographical. The ghost of people I have known may hover above it, but it is not biographical. With The Mountain I crossed the borderline from a form that might be called literary non-fiction, or life writing, into the terrain of the novel. While this move into ‘imagination’ did not disavow the ‘informed’ – on the contrary, to write of the post-colonial without having trod the post-colonial ground strikes me as ever less defensible – it did shift and change my understanding of the relationship of the words that once went together so sonorously: ‘the informed imagination’.

4.

Fiction writers often talk of empathy as the task, even the technique of fiction. Hilary Mantel talks of getting behind her characters’ eyes, and every writer who deals in lives and characters will know what she means. But Mantel also warns that we cannot proceed on the assumption that historical characters (in her case) are like ‘us’; we can’t hop behind ‘their’ eyes and look out with ‘our’ eyes. When she uses the term ‘informed imagination’ of her Thomas Cromwell novels, it is a way of saying that the research she must do as a novelist is no less onerous than the research a historian might do. While the formal demands of writing history or fiction can be, and are, very different, when it comes to writing lives, the writer of fiction and of non-fiction is faced with a similar paradox. If she is to bring life – lifeness – to the page, then she must, in a sense, get behind eyes that are radically different from hers, and that’s the paradox. She must do, or appear to do, what is not possible.

When it comes to the argument over history and fiction, the limits and nature of historical imagination that unfolded here while I was struggling with The Mountain, I don’t want to reprise a debate that has been divisive and painful, other than to say that through it I came to understand that the ‘informed imagination’ does not only mean qualifying ‘informed’ with ‘imagination’ as I had done; it also requires us to bring an informed intelligence to the nature – and limitation – of imagination itself. It would have been a grave error on my part to think that ‘I’ could sit in a village in PNG and ‘imagine’ myself into a village person. What would it be like for someone like me to be a village woman? Well if I were a village woman, I would not be the ‘I’ that writes this from the asphalted world of escalators. Even the briefest acquaintance with psychoanalysis alerts us to the deep structures of subjectivity laid down from infancy, so that while we might all bleed, our sense of ourselves and our understanding of self in relation to others and society can differ radically. This is a matter much debated by anthropologists.

My task, I came to see, was as a novelist, not as some kind of inadequate faux anthropologist. So it’s perhaps fitting that, for all my reading, the point made itself, and a certain emotional sense, when I first encountered in Ömie the image of the tree as a metaphor for the clan. Whereas in the Anglophone West we draw a family tree from the top of the page with each individual marked along horizontal generational lines, the Ömie draw their tree upwards. The roots represent the Ancestors, the trunk the members of the clan, all in together, and the branches are symbolic of the duvahe who stretch the clan into the future. This does not mean that everyone in the trunk is the same – you only have to be an hour in a village to know that – or that they think of themselves as the same. But it does mean that their taken-for-granted sense of who they are in relation to each other and their society is markedly different from the way we in the West, each with our place on our horizontal lines, take for granted the nature of self.

That is what my character Rika, who wants only to be the same, has to learn. She has to learn it in her professional life with her camera, and that is hard enough. In her personal life, in her deep love for Aaron, it is harder still coming to understand how she is seen and, in a sense, can only be seen, especially by the older members of the fjord village where Aaron was born and grew up. She might be called sister friend by his young women kin, she might refuse all difference in the name of race equality. She might wish to be the same, ache to be the same, but she is not. Her marriage to Aaron looks very different to the village than it does to the cosmopolitan young in Port Moresby celebrating the mixing of race and colour. To them their marriage can symbolise the changing tide of history, the new day coming, but to the older women in the village, the aya, whose task it is to hold the ground steady, it is a turbulence in the order of things. To the young women in the village, her sister friends who have a greater sense of the changes that are coming, Rika’s IUD – a piece of metal inside her to stop the making of babies – is as incomprehensible as it would be to a woman in contemporary Australia that there are certain springs where a woman should go if she wishes for a baby. The point here is that to dismantle the ‘other’ does not mean to replace ‘other’ with ‘same’. Like so much in life, movement between the two depends – to use the camera metaphor – on what lens you use, what focus and exposure, on who is behind the camera and which way it is turned.

It was only when I relinquished the epistemological grip of a first-person narrator that had, in my thinking until then, held the two parts of the ‘informed imagination’ together, that I (in my particularities and limitations as a writer) could bring a more polyphonic perspective to the moral predicaments in which this book had entangled me. I’m not saying it could only be done in fiction, but it was, for me, a kind of liberation to come to understand that fiction stands on different ground from history. There is scope for play along the borderlines, but there is also a ravine, to use Inga Clendinnen’s word for it, or at least a rocky valley, which we should respect. From the point of view of writing, there is, I think, an epistemological necessity for even the most literary of non-fiction writers to act as the lens through which we can trust, or evaluate, or revisit for ourselves the selection, presentation and interpretation of the lives and events put before us. The non-fiction writer might use the techniques of fiction to bring lifeness to her lives and to conjure the paradox of difference. But her pact with the reader, and her subject, returns always to the record, however patchy, however interrupted, from which she works. Fiction makes a different pact. It might contain argument, but it is not an argument; it involves interpretation, but to make it depends not on reference to the sources (important though they might be) but on perspective and patterning, voice and language, metaphor and image.

But there’s a rub. By crossing into the land of fiction, and by creating characters that do not equate in any simple way, or even at all, to myself or to the many lives I’ve bumped up against in my rich experience of PNG, I had confronted myself with a possibly greater challenge if I wanted The Mountain to be more than ‘set’ in that time, that place, that history.

For while the best of non-fiction writing also depends on the skill of the writer to conjure life on the page, and to use literary conventions without them appearing conventional, for the novelist who engages with history as more than a set, the stakes are higher. For a novel that gestures to history but cannot breathe life into that paradox of difference has nothing in the annals to fall back on. If its characters do not move us, if we do not believe in the world it creates, if difference is not rendered tangible, the writer cannot then fall back on biographical or historical veracity and say that there really was such a tide of events, and such people swept up by it. A poor history might still tell us something worthwhile, and hand the baton on. A bad novel tells us nothing, and if it does not allow us to glimpse ‘that blue river of truth, curling somewhere’, as the critic James Wood calls it, there is little left behind.
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Remote Control: Ten Years of Struggle and Success in Indigenous Australia

Noel Pearson

I

I’ve been to many remote places in Australia, but this is entirely new to me. I don’t know the desert. From the air, the vastness of the rolling dunes, green after the summer rain, is beguiling, as is the mild weather when we land. But I’ve been to enough places in the north of the country to know that come October this land is harder than any place I know. I’m travelling to the Pilbara with a former Western Australian state parliamentarian, Tom Stephens, whom I invited onto the board of an organisation that supports schools with tackling literacy. Stephens was a member for electorates in the Pilbara and the Kimberley and has been travelling to remote communities for the past thirty years.

The Martu leader at Jigalong, Brian Samson, picks us up from the charter and takes us to the school. Outside the gates, we are met as if royalty. Student leaders, the principal, Shane Wilson, and members of staff are there, replete with a welcome banner. We are as excited as they are. For the next three hours, we are taken on a tour of the school, visiting every classroom. After seven weeks of the Direct Instruction approach to teaching, the Jigalong School is moving. It reminds me of three schools in Cape York that started using Direct Instruction five years ago. It is doing as well as, if not better than, we were in our first term. What strikes me about the school is the quality of its leadership and the commitment of its teachers. Armed with an instructional program that works, the teachers and students are turning a virtuous circle. Students experiencing learning success means that teachers experience teaching success.

Samson is like me. Although I am from the coast and he is from the desert, he and I could well be brothers. We share a fierce hope for these children. He brought a crew of Martu leaders and educators to Cape York last year to visit our schools, and told me the first priority of Martu’s native title organisation, the Western Desert Lands Aboriginal Corporation, is to ensure Martu children get a good education. There are more than half a dozen state and independent schools in the Pilbara region and on Martu land, which Martu children attend, more or less. Attendance levels are an obvious challenge.

Samson’s aim was to bring this eclectic bunch of schools into an alliance. Each school would adopt the Direct Instruction program. Kids who travelled between communities and shifted schools could pick up in their new school where they had left off in their old.

I look at Samson, see his weariness and the obvious ravages of a whitefella diet of flour and sugar on his giant body. He could well think the same of me. The Martu have been embroiled in various controversies concerning mining and environmental protection. I know what Samson has been going through. Leadership in our world is full of strife and controversy.

II

The big question in Indigenous affairs after these past ten years is this: ‘Are things better since the demise of ATSIC?’ I think in aggregate the show has gone backwards. The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission collapsed in 2005 in a conflagration of vicious internal rivalries. By that time, a maelstrom of media allegations about corruption and wastage had emerged, driven by John Howard from his very first press conference as prime minister in March 1996. Today the name ‘ATSIC’ conjures up all that is bad and hopeless about Indigenous affairs and Indigenous people. But is this the truth?

If ATSIC failed, there were three parties to the failure. First, there was the Indigenous leadership. Second, there was the bureaucracy that supported the commission: the Australian Public Service. Third, there was the growing private industry, largely comprised of consultants, some Indigenous but mostly not, who generated most of the strategies, plans and design of programs that failed. There were three culprits, but only one was singled out for contumelious outrage.

Indigenous organisations and their leaders bore the brunt of allegations of corruption and wastage. They were the Aboriginal Industry. The public service and the private consultants escaped scot-free. Thus began a concerted scorched-earth policy on the part of the federal government to erase Indigenous organisations from the landscape. The chief means for forcing the demise of the network of community and regional organisations across the country was to cease their operational funding. Instead, organisations were increasingly required to fund operations out of service-delivery grants. These programs in turn were subject to market forces. Indigenous organisations were unable to compete with larger organisations from the mainstream that soon entered the Indigenous sphere. These large organisations had the benefit of scale, and the smaller Indigenous ones died out.

It was as if the government had developed a great allergy towards putting money into the hands of Indigenous peoples and their organisations. Of course, there were exceptions, but this was the rule. It was the rule of the past ten years.

The post-ATSIC story is one of ever-increasing passivity. Indigenous people are not even presiding over their own deathbed. Instead there is an army of white people with palliative responsibilities.

The truth is that ATSIC was not a complete failure. There were many positive features. Many Indigenous leaders from communities around the country share my assessment that at the regional level, with the regional councils, many good things had taken place in the fifteen years it operated. That was certainly the case in Cape York with the Peninsula Regional Council. In our region, the agenda constructed during the ATSIC days underpinned the decisions taken over the past twenty years, including on social and economic reform.

I was involved in the struggle to protect the 1992 Mabo High Court decision on native title from extinguishment at the hands of state governments and a hostile Hewson-led Coalition. We would never have succeeded if the Lowitja O’Donoghue–led ATSIC had not co- ordinated its defence. Under O’Donoghue, ATSIC achieved a great deal. But even she was dismayed by the internecine conflicts and power struggles of the national organisation by the time it came to its bitter end.

III

The Productivity Commission reported that Australia expended $30.3 billion on behalf of Indigenous Australians in 2012–13. This is unbelievable. The figure represents not the funding that goes directly to Indigenous Australians but the total quantum that Indigenous Australians justify as part of allocations to Commonwealth agencies and state and territory governments. So-called ‘Indigenous specific’ funding is $5.6 billion per annum. These numbers tell us several things. First, they tell us that even the funding that does go directly to Indigenous affairs is not producing the outcomes that would be expected of it. The sheer lack of social and economic productivity from this investment is plain to see. Second, the extent to which governments and their agencies receive funding that is nominally allocated because of Indigenous numbers is now transparent. The federation has been nominally allocating up to $30.3 billion per year in the name of Indigenous Australians and has been profoundly short-changing them. Third, the growth in Indigenous expenditures has accelerated – occasioned by the growth of the real Aboriginal Industry. This Aboriginal Industry is largely not comprised of blackfellas, but a vast parasitic industry of government and private-sector players. Indigenous budgetary allocations now support not only Indigenous organisations of varying quality and effectiveness but also an even larger non-government sector. Consultants and service providers, ranging from Work for the Dole programs and employment programs to child welfare protection organisations, have now colonised the entire Indigenous landscape. Even community development activities like mowing lawns and painting rocks have been outsourced to these organisations, both not-for-profit and for-profit.

The burgeoning of this industry has largely taken place under the radar, and without critique. Because the majority of this industry is not Indigenous, there is no controversy. There are no allegations of misuse and waste of money. There are no lurid media stories about misappropriation of funds. Bureaucracies which supervise the tendering of these programs are in cahoots with this industry. Many of the players are former public servants who have strong links with the political parties in office. When child protection organisations offer safe houses and foster-care homes for children, they can charge up to $5000 per week per child. This is a lucrative industry. Basic questions like this one are rarely asked: should a commercial operator be given a five-year contract through a national tender process to supervise a Work for the Dole program in a remote Aboriginal community, if it results in an outcome no better than when the local community organisation operated the program?

The organisations embedded in this industry have their own lobbyists in Canberra. Since the demise of ATSIC, I know of no Indigenous organisation that haunts the corridors of the parliament in as organised a way as this industry. Proponents are closely allied with MPs and therefore have leverage. They have former colleagues who are still in the bureaucracy who treat them favourably, notwithstanding the fig leaves of probity and competitive procurement. The bureaucracy itself equates success with the successful functioning of the industry, whereby the industry players make good profits and things are not as messy and controversial as in the old days.

This industry is the beneficiary of racial prejudice. Where blackfellas and money are concerned, the controversy is of great media interest. Indeed, the default assumption is that of corruption or mismanagement or misappropriation. The default position when it comes to whitefellas is the opposite: they are just running a business, and the fact that the outcomes may be no better than before is beside the point.

It is hard to see how this industry will be unwound. Indigenous people are employees of these organisations, the educated ones as consultants. They will therefore naturally defend this state of affairs. That there may be flashes of success and promise in various quarters also makes this overall critique difficult to accept. You can always point to good things happening, like you could in the old days. It is just that the overall impact of the new regime is no better than it was in ATSIC’s day. I therefore well understand why some black Australians might occasionally look back with some nostalgia.

IV

During the Howard years, Indigenous affairs was largely in a state of torpor. The main initiatives of the government had been negative, the first phase dominated by the debate about the High Court’s 1996 Wik decision and John Howard’s ‘Ten Point Plan’ amendments to the Native Title Act – a protracted and bitter controversy. Howard’s approach to reconciliation in this early phase culminated in what he himself considered the low point in his prime ministership, when he berated the crowd at the 1997 Reconciliation Convention after sections of it turned their backs on him.

Right up until the demise of ATSIC, Indigenous affairs was largely an arena for conflict and controversy. The ministerial contributions of John Herron, Philip Ruddock and then Amanda Vanstone were largely exercises in political management. It was not until Mal Brough was appointed minister for Indigenous affairs in 2006 that the real action started. Brough threw himself into the portfolio with the mindset of a former military man, making it clear he was going to shake things up.

By the following year, the final year of the Howard government, Brough was constructing a radical reform agenda for his portfolio. In the meantime, Clare Martin’s Northern Territory government had commissioned Rex Wild QC and Indigenous health administrator Pat Anderson to review the state of child safety in remote communities of the Territory. The resulting report, Little Children Are Sacred, described ‘rivers of grog’ and suggested that neglect and abuse of children were rife in many communities. Upon receiving the report, the Martin government sat on it and did nothing. To be fair to them, its recommendations did not lay out an easily graspable plan for action. The issues were so complex and the scale of the challenge so large it was difficult to translate the general prescription of ‘empowerment’ into a concrete agenda. The Martin government’s failure to respond to the Little Children Are Sacred report gave Brough the opening to prosecute his agenda.

In Cape York, we had been developing a reform agenda called the Cape York Welfare Reform Trial. Our proposal, duly laid out in the Hand Out to Hand Up report (tabled in June 2007), was the product of two years of consultation with four communities in Cape York whose leaders decided to participate in the trial. The resources allocated to the consultation process and the time spent on it were unprecedented. We had thought long and hard about the need for communities and their leaders to opt in to the proposed reforms, rather than being forced into them. A centrepiece of the proposed reforms included making welfare payments conditional upon school attendance, child protection, meeting housing tenancy obligations and abiding by local laws. It was proposed that a Family Responsibilities Commission be established under Queensland law, which would give authority to local Aboriginal elders to decide what should happen in the event that community members breached these welfare conditions. The aim was to support individuals to uphold their responsibilities to children and families by counselling them to attend support services; as a final resort, the local commissioners could place restrictions upon the income support they received. These restrictions could apply to part of their welfare, or for certain periods of time, and restrictions could be removed if the relevant individuals remedied their breach.

The Cape York Welfare Reform proposal did not apply to all community members. Rather it targeted only those community members who were failing to fulfil their responsibilities to their family. The principle was to intervene only when there was a consistent abrogation of responsibility.

With the 2007 federal election on the horizon, Brough launched the Northern Territory intervention. It borrowed some features of the proposed Cape York Welfare Reform, particularly the concept of income management. However, unlike the Cape York proposals, Brough’s Northern Territory proposals were put forward on the basis that they would apply to all welfare recipients, regardless of whether they were irresponsible or not. Its details were not clear to me until they were announced. Clearly it was Brough’s and Howard’s intention to produce some shock and awe with their announcement, akin to the asylum-seeker intervention when the Tampa came over the horizon in 2001.

On 5 July 2007, I wrote to Brough about his proposed approach with the NT intervention:


My primary concern with the Welfare Reform Policy proposed is that it makes no distinction between those individuals who are behaving responsibly and those individuals who are behaving irresponsibly. The policy states that all adults who have been on welfare for more than two years will automatically have 50% of their payments managed for them. This will impact nearly every adult in the communities targeted.



I explained that there were two practical problems. First, it would punish everyone, irrespective of their behaviour. ‘Consequently,’ I added, ‘the measure will have limited, if any, impact on rebuilding social norms as it does not provide any signals as to what behaviour is unacceptable for motivation to curb that behaviour.’ Second, it would build resentment among even the responsible adults towards the government’s intervention.

I also quoted to him a recent editorial from the Australian:


It is crucial to distinguish between good and bad parenting, rewarding the former with responsibility for handling their welfare entitlements, and withholding funds from the latter until they demonstrate they are able to look after their children. Not only is it insulting to suggest to good Aboriginal parents that they are unable to manage their funds, it denies them the opportunity to be positive role models for others. The whole point of the intervention is not to increase the role of the nanny state, but to encourage people to take responsibility for their children.



Brough responded to my letter, saying that he would persist with ‘blanket coverage’ of welfare quarantining:


The approach that we are proposing to take in relation to welfare quarantining in the emergency area is quite different to the motivation behind the reform of welfare generally in Cape York. Providing blanket coverage tied to duration on welfare is not prompted by a desire to penalise or reward individuals, rather it is to reduce dramatically the amount of cash available in these communities for gambling and alcohol for a limited period until the situation is stabilised.



Brough’s insistence against the advice that I attempted to provide would become fatal for the entire initiative. It gave fuel to the anti-intervention campaign that started immediately and has raged to this day. It was a wrong principle that came to colour the entire enterprise, and by his insistence Brough ended up discrediting the concept of income management. Even though the Cape York Welfare Reform pilot proceeded the way we had designed it, people both within and outside these communities equated the Cape York trial with the intervention – to our program’s great detriment. It made our reform challenge in Cape York all the more difficult and undermined the cause of reform. The anti-interventionists were mostly wrong in their arguments, but they were able to discredit genuine reform principles because Brough had given them ammunition to do so. The intervention fizzled out, and with it any momentum for change.

V


‘The social situation of many Aborigines will change with rapidity over the next decade. Many will die wealthy, in possession of money or other assets for which their traditional law provides no disposal-procedure. There will be conflicts of interest between Aborigines which may be insoluble unless their own doctrine of what I have termed rights, duties, liabilities and immunities can be developed. The “Aboriginal problem” thus goes beyond the “retention of their traditional lifestyle”: there is a problem of development as well as one of preservation.’

Professor W.E.H. Stanner, ‘Aboriginal Law and Its Possible Recognition’, 1977



Indigenous Australians now live in a world dominated by liberal capitalism. There is nowhere to escape it. No society today, however traditional, is unaffected by it. There is no longer any splendid isolation of traditional societies from liberal capitalism’s gravitational pull and inexorable pressures. Even in the remotest places where its only presence is provisioning by the welfare state, redistributive welfare is obviously part of the same paradigm.

How peoples prosper or fail in the face of the seductive charms and liabilities of this new condition is now a question that Indigenous Australians share with all societies and peoples around the planet. It may be trite to say, but it must be said, that Indigenous peoples in contemporary times have material needs.

Indigenous peoples are, after all, human, and subject to similar rules for advancement and pauperisation as other humans, and are driven by the same basic motivations. Of course, our culture and traditions are not without influence here, and the ingrained and long-held influence of our inherited culture cannot be ignored or wished away. But the imperatives of liberal capitalism are so unavoidable and powerful because they are culture blind at their essence. Whether you are European, Chinese, Indian, African, Pacific Islander or Australian Aboriginal, they are equally ruthless. The allocation of winning and losing positions in this pyramid of advantage and disadvantage, happiness and suffering, justice and injustice, is now subject to forces and phenomena beyond the ken of traditional societies. There are now currents at play and forces to contend with that have no precedent in our traditional past.

If we don’t understand these rules, we won’t even hold our present position; indeed there is evidence that our societies can crumble. I am primarily motivated by a conviction that, in Cape York, the Hope Vale of today is socially and culturally weaker than the Hope Vale of my father’s day. While materially there has been a revolution largely driven by the redistribution effects of the Australian welfare state, there has been a corresponding breakdown, and many important things have been fractured and weakened in these past decades.

We are no longer talking about splendidly isolated tribes. Opportunities for sustenance in our traditional economy are limited and can only ever be a partial and increasingly marginal part of it. We are dealing with the aftermath of a devastating and complicated history, and there is no framework for understanding our current condition and future policy.

VI

Think about it. Just before Australia entered into one of the greatest mining booms in history, which lasted the best part of two decades, the High Court’s 1992 Mabo decision recognised the land rights of Aboriginal people. The legislative protection of native title under Prime Minister Paul Keating’s Native Title Act in 1993 and its subsequent expansion three years later in the Wik decision should have meant that traditional owners across the continent were now in a prime position to partake in the economic development of Australia. Never before in the history of Australia were its Indigenous peoples better placed.

It didn’t happen. Australians all over benefited from the mining boom. There seemed to be no end to the dividends and growth. The confluence of the rise of China and India and the advanced state of Australia’s resource industry gave rise to an extraordinary period. It put the nation in a commanding position when the global financial crisis hit in 2008. But did the traditional owners whose rights were recognised in the Mabo decision truly share in this boom? The answer is no.

How could this have happened? Under Mabo and Wik, native title potentially existed over large swathes of the continent, particularly in the regions where resource-extractive industries were located. Native title laws gave traditional owners rights to negotiate access to land and resources. But the Ten Point Plan amendments to the Native Title Act, introduced by the Howard government in 1998 with the urging of the mining industry, had severely weakened the rights of native title holders. Once Senator Brian Harradine sold out the Wik people in the final hours of that bitter debate, the leverage of native title holders was severely compromised. The mining industry had dealt themselves out of the 1993 negotiations around the Native Title Act by taking an extreme oppositional stance, refusing to acknowledge that the High Court’s decision had fundamentally altered the assumptions upon which resource industries had operated unfettered for the previous century. Even the pastoralists, led by the former head of the National Farmers’ Federation, Rick Farley, had been more sensible and constructive in their approach to these negotiations.

With the election of the Howard government and the advent of the Ten Point Plan, the mining industry was more seriously organised to target native title leverage. The weakening of key provisions of the Native Title Act compromised the ability of traditional owners to extract fair outcomes from their negotiations with miners and diminished their capacity to participate in the burgeoning boom. That is why on the ledger of what was generated out of the boom and what Indigenous people gained out of the boom there is simply no comparison. Miners 1000 points, native title holders 10.

Individual groups with strong leverage did manage to extract successful deals. Indeed, in the latter half of the boom, canny Indigenous entrepreneurs and organised communities began carving out more of a share in mining and mining-related opportunities. Particularly in Western Australia. So when Professor Marcia Langton points out the emergence of a middle class from mining-related employment and business, it is the result of these individuals and groups getting organised despite the diminution of native title rights occasioned by the 1998 amendments.

Today there’s much to be optimistic about in relation to the entrepreneurs and businesses that have emerged these past ten years. Many companies have been constructive in supporting this emergence. But the aggregate story is one of an enormous swindle perpetrated against Aboriginal Australians. Our people simply did not take a fair share of this boom, and our position as a whole did not measurably improve notwithstanding the fact that this extraordinary economic development happened on our doorsteps. Too many communities were unable to participate in the advantages and the opportunities. The fact that various groups extracted royalty revenues in their negotiations with companies did not of itself improve the social and economic strength of these groups. The best results have come where Indigenous communities and entrepreneurs have established businesses that have employed their own people. The dilemmas of the so-called resource curse also emerged in this period. Some communities grappling with the social impact of royalty revenues and the disputations around these royalties must often pause to wonder about life before resource conflict.

*

Now a new incarnation of terra nullius has emerged: the assumption that while the indigenes have symbolic title, and these homelands may in name belong to their traditional owners, they are foremost the conservation heritage of the nation, and of the planet. Decisions about the future of these lands are no longer the prerogative of their putative owners.

While more than 20 per cent of the continent is held under various forms of Aboriginal title, a vast and ever-increasing proportion of these lands is being locked away under conservation agreements, covenants and regimes. Lands yet to be restored to traditional owners through unresolved claims are already subject to conservation caveats and limitations. Indeed, like development interests, conservation interests are asserted prior to the settlement of land claims in order to make them a condition of such settlements. If tribes do not agree to these conservation arrangements, they don’t get settlement of their claims.

Therefore not only do traditional owners have to concede the lands already lost to their possession under the 200-year reign of the old terra nullius, but they also have to make concessions in respect of any remnant lands. They get the leftover land, but subject to the limitations that mean giving away Aboriginal land is a cost-free, electorally convenient exercise. Aboriginal land is a cheap giveaway for electioneering political parties.

Conservation as it is conceived today means locking Aboriginal people out of development. This is how Aboriginal groups now end up surrendering their lands and closing off future opportunities for their people. The chief difficulty for Aboriginal people is we have not understood how the concept of ‘land (and natural resource) management’ has come to take over ‘land rights’.

And what about the much-vaunted future carbon-trading economy? When Aboriginal lands are locked up pre-emptively through prohibitions on vegetation clearing and other means, Aboriginal landowners have been stripped of the one asset they might have to trade in that market.

More than 98 per cent of Cape York retains its native vegetation. It is probably the region’s largest economic resource. Its greatest value could possibly lie in its long-term preservation, but this value is being destroyed.

Contrast the traditional owner in Cape York with the white pastoralist in Central Queensland. The lands in Cape York have hardly been cleared. Meanwhile, the pastoral properties in the mulga country were cleared by ball and chain sometime over the previous century. The pastoralist enjoyed the returns from the old, dirty economy of the past. Those who had no foothold in the past have no foothold in the future.

VII

Following Brough’s announcement of the NT intervention, I urged a meeting with Galarrwuy Yunupingu, which I attended in his homeland. I witnessed Yunupingu at his best. In situations like this, I have encountered few people with more compelling power and presence then Yunupingu. I allude to this meeting only to recount Yunupingu’s rehearsal to Brough of his history of dealings with prime ministers and ministers of Indigenous affairs during the course of his public life as an Aboriginal leader. He started with John Gorton and followed through with Gough Whitlam, Malcolm Fraser, Bob Hawke. He gave an account of his dealings with each, and with all of Brough’s predecessors. It was a long, sometimes hopeful but ultimately depressing, history of personal interaction and experience.

It made me think about my own accumulating collection of prime ministers, premiers and ministers. Since 1993, when as a 28-year-old I was part of a delegation led by Mick Dodson and Lowitja O’Donoghue in negotiations with Paul Keating, my time in public life has seen another four prime ministers and a score of ministers of Indigenous affairs. The present prime minister is the third with whom I have had close dealings. How did this aid me and my cause? What is the chance that I will come to look back on this history with Yunupingu’s chagrin?

In theory, Tony Abbott represents the best opportunity to bring together the great dialectic of the Indigenous rights secured by Paul Keating and the responsibility agenda that John Howard understood. This dialectic could synthesise in a full agenda of empowerment and recognition. Will this theory turn out in practice? This will be answered over the coming weeks, months and possibly years, but I am all too conscious that if the destiny of Aboriginal leadership is for people like Yunupingu, Pat Dodson, Charlie Perkins, Marcia Langton and Lowitja O’Donoghue to look back on a collection of prime ministers, then this one must be the last in my collection.

VIII

In 2005, the Cape York Institute, of which I was the director, gathered together a group of economists to consider the viability of remote communities. Economists from the Commonwealth and Queensland treasury departments and consultants from leading corporate partners joined our policy staff to devise a method by which the social and economic viability of remote communities might be assessed. We were joined by the development economist Professor Helen Hughes, then a fellow at the Centre for Independent Studies in Sydney. The project examined four communities in Cape York Peninsula: Aurukun, Coen, Hope Vale and Mossman Gorge. These communities were diverse in terms of size, their proximity to urban centres, and the relative challenges they faced in accessing government services and developing local economies. The project produced a framework for thinking about whether or not a community or town is viable. Viability was not just confined to economic indicators; importantly, it encompassed indicators of social wellbeing.

The assessment framework was then applied to these four communities and some conclusions reached about their relative viability. According to our framework, none of these four communities was socially and economically viable, and the team then assessed what would need to happen if these communities were to become viable.

Scenarios of viability required greater success in education. Education clearly was the most important factor.

A second conclusion was that a significant number of the members of these communities needed to become mobile in search of work. While the take-up of local jobs was imperative, under no scenario were any of these communities viable without a significant proportion hitting the road in search of jobs within the district, or the region, or beyond the Cape York region. So mobility became, in our policy thinking, critical. Encouraging an expatriate community to engage in what we call orbits into the wider world in search of careers and employment was not just good for those individuals. It was also the means by which the viability of that community could be guaranteed.

The third conclusion was that utmost effort was needed to see if there was an anchor industry that could be established within these communities or nearby. In the case of Aurukun, the development of a new bauxite mine on their land could provide an industry buttress to the community, if the local people participated fully in the opportunity. In the case of Mossman Gorge, they did develop a significant tourism facility, taking advantage of the opportunity they had to corral visitors to the nearby Daintree National Park. The Mossman Gorge Centre has generated the kinds of employment opportunities that this small community needs. Hope Vale pursued horticultural industries and established a banana farm that has begun to generate employment for local people.

The outcomes of the 2005 viability study then became the basis of the Cape York Welfare Reform pilots. These four communities that were part of the viability study became members of the Welfare Reform pilot. We pursued Welfare Reform because we wanted to guarantee the viability of these communities. I pursued Welfare Reform because I wanted my own hometown to be viable. I wanted my people to live in a community that was socially and economically viable. That is why we have been so zealous in our reform agenda in Cape York.

Ten years later, following the largest mining boom in the history of the world, Western Australia, the province that was the largest driver and beneficiary of that boom, has announced the potential closure of up to 150 remote Indigenous communities. Many of these communities live in the shadows of the very mines that were part of that boom. Was there any province anywhere on the planet that generated as much revenue as this one? How could it be that at the conclusion of this boom, the government of this province could say that it could not afford to continue to support these unviable remote communities?

IX

I look at Brian Samson and his anxieties for his Martu people, and I see my own anxieties for the Guugu Yimithirr people of my hometown. We share an existential fear for the future of our mob. Samson has gathered together a large group of educators, Martu elders and young people at a conference room at Newcrest’s Telfer mine on a Saturday morning. My message to Samson and his Martu leaders is that education is its own economic development strategy. Empowered by education, our children can pursue their own opportunities in the world. By being educated, they will themselves find answers to economic development. Even if we cannot conceive of all potentialities in these communities today, the children will find their own answers as individuals and as communities. Samson is right in making education his number one goal. This is the kind of serious leadership that is needed for those seeking a future for remote communities.

At the end of ten years of struggle and success, progress and failure, it is plain that the empowerment and development agenda for Indigenous Australia must be our future course. I fear that the binaries of Indigenous affairs, if left unresolved, will leave us caught between the laissez-faire of the left and the increasingly hardening hearts of the right. People like Samson and I are not content to be caught ‘formulated, sprawling … pinned and wriggling’ on the horns of that dilemma.

The Monthly





Seven Poor Men of Sydney

Delia Falconer

Christina Stead’s first novel, published in 1934, is a dark love letter to Sydney, a portrait of madness and the study of a lost generation. It is brimful of overlapping visions: realist, modernist, collective and Nietzschean. Its characters, their lives cramped by the depression, are all too aware of being thwarted. The novel takes its form from the way their paths cross in the lending libraries, public lecture halls and workers’ newspapers of a city in the grip of change – a 1920s Sydney in which the Harbour Bridge is half built and covered in cranes, and small businesses are pushing out the colonial houses in the city centre. Full of talk, and ideas, the novel makes Sydney appear as busy and full of secret niches as Conrad or Woolf’s London. It should be called Seven Poor Men of Bloomsbury, quipped fellow novelist Miles Franklin meanly, among the many from the moment the book was published to accuse the author of overreaching. But the novel’s reach is the point. Seven Poor Men of Sydney is a major work; its best description remains that of Stead’s life partner, William Blake, when he read it in manuscript. It ‘contains mountain peaks’.

Stead’s novel is mighty; it does inspire awe. Its sense of being large, peculiarly energised, almost a force of nature, is all there in the strangely commanding, dynamic first sentences, invoking the novel’s key landscape, that of Watsons Bay (which Stead reimagines as Fisherman’s Bay).


The hideous low scarred yellow horny and barren headland lies curled like a scorpion in a blinding sea and sky. At night, house-lamps and ships’ lanterns burn with a rousing shine, and the headlights of cars swing over Fisherman’s Bay.



Those first two lines, adamantly unpunctuated and adamantine, seem to embody the rocky steadfastness of the Sydney Heads themselves. I can’t tell you how much Stead’s sentences in this book excite me. They’re utterly unafraid and defiantly particular; but also, so often, perfectly fitted in form to what they describe. We’re in the presence of genius here, albeit an overwhelming one; as Angela Carter would write of Stead much later in her career, ‘To open a book, any book, by Christina Stead and read a few pages is to be at once aware that one is in the presence of greatness.’ I don’t think it’s a coincidence that William Blake chose the geological metaphor of a mountain range in describing Stead’s novel. In fact his description reminds me of another literary comparison – Eudora Welty’s response when asked about writing in a South dominated by the work of William Faulkner. It was ‘like living near a big mountain, something majestic – it made me happy to know it was there, all that work of his life.’

Yet I have to make a confession. I did not have, as a young writer, the uncontentious, calm relationship with Stead’s writing that Welty’s response suggests, or the wisdom to grow up with a comfortable sense of it shaping my own city. For me – as, I suspect, for many readers – the magnificence of Stead’s prose fuelled a reluctance, perhaps even an antagonism, toward her first novel. If Stead’s book is a mountain, it’s not a picturesque or tranquil one. My love affair with this novel is very recent; I had not read it until I was asked to write the introduction to the new Melbourne University Press reissue. I did not – another confession – even consult it (although I re-read For Love Alone) to write my own non-fiction book about Sydney.

Yes, I had owned a copy of Seven Poor Men of Sydney for more than two decades, and opened it over the years with good intentions, only to feel myself beaten back by those packed first pages. With its great summoning of life, the book seemed to make some too-personal demand upon me; I had the sense that the effort required to read it would be almost physical (in a way, I was right). As a young literature undergraduate, I had somehow also absorbed the message – mostly from my friends studying The Man Who Loved Children – that Stead’s writing was ‘difficult’; unkind, odd, overambitious and perhaps not entirely controlled. That these criticisms have a gendered aspect I am now painfully aware. The title, Seven Poor Men of Sydney, certainly does Stead few favours, yet had I persisted, I would have realised that its main character is, in fact, a woman.

It’s only in coming to Stead’s work as a more mature reader that I discovered that it’s precisely the book’s mountainous force that I like; and more, that what appear to be its excesses are in fact part of a brilliant and extraordinary vision that sets out to make us see the Sydney lives of its time as faceted and complex – in ways that I think we’re yet to fully understand. So this essay proceeds as a kind of atonement. I want to rescue the novel from my own youthful ignorance, but I also want to defend it against the many misreadings it has suffered subsequently, in which it is seen as the awkward precursor to Stead’s major work, and even as a failed realist novel (an unfortunately abiding criticism). I appreciate it now as deliberately dynamic and iconoclastic. Its ambition is to be mighty; but its greater ambition and achievement is to be mutable, to change in different lights.

*

Seven Poor Men of Sydney is a novel crowded with characters, but its main focus is on the half-siblings Michael and Catherine Baguenault, two intense souls who have grown up in Fisherman’s Bay. (Stead herself spent most of her childhood in its real counterpart, Watsons Bay.) Catherine and Michael struggle against a smallness of spirit enforced by a lack of money and a society geared to stifle human potential. Both have a singular, even visionary, take upon the world, especially Michael, who has been assailed by states of ‘ecstasy’ since his childhood, at first in Fisherman’s Bay and then later in the ‘mild wilderness’ (a terrific term) of Sydney suburbia where the family later moves.

Michael and Catherine share an unrequited incestuous attraction. At first, in the childhood sections, it looks as if the novel will be one of developing sensibility, a portrait of Michael’s creative oddness, like James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916). Certainly there’s a sense from the earliest pages that Michael’s will be a tragic trajectory, that he won’t survive this journey, which begins with a suicide at the Gap (in a fabulously unsentimental scene very early in the novel, children, nuns and other locals who have been entertained by a dead shark on the beach race up to see the body that is just being hauled in); the novel will be, in one sense, a twenty-year prelude to self-destruction. Yet while Joyce depicted a single consciousness in that book, Seven Poor Men is closer to Ulysses, in that Stead sets out to depict the inner lives, ‘unexpressed, incoherent, unplanned’, of a whole cohort. ‘Who can tell what minor passions running in the undergrowth of poor lives will burst out,’ the novel asks in its first pages, ‘when a storm breaks on the unknown watershed?’

Catherine and Michael’s lives intertwine with various sets of other characters, all of whom are part of 1920s Sydney’s socialist intellectual milieu. After moving through Michael’s childhood and restless young adulthood, when he can’t settle to anything, the novel skips forward past the First World War, in which Michael has served to impress a young wife he was courting, to Catherine and Michael’s thirties. Their younger, far less ambitious cousin Joseph is a kind of counterweight to Michael and Catherine in the novel; he’s just as poor but more ‘ordinary’; he’s also self-critical, and bent on self-improvement, but less driven and more content (or at least able to deal with his lot). Joseph works in a small printery near Circular Quay – and he’s the main link to the most of the novel’s poor men. In the printery we meet Withers, a bitter schemer; the philosophical Baruch Mendelssohn; a pathetic, broken old man, Williams; and Montagu, who covets the business.

Michael is also bosom buddies with the thwarted cripple Kol Blount, who lives with his mother in the working-class inner west. At the other end of the social scale, we have the printery’s dissolute, self-righteous owner Chamberlain. And then there are the Folliots, wealthy benefactors of socialist causes who live on the North Shore, whom Michael met in England during his service in the First World War. (Michael had an affair with Marion Folliot, while Catherine holds a torch for her husband.) Most of the characters in this book are aged in their early thirties, though they seem younger; in fact, it is hard to think of a book that gives such a sense of burning youth and its hypersensitivity to ideas and conversation. This cast may sound difficult to follow, but it’s quite easy once you accept that the connections in this novel are social, that its movement is the movement of conversation and meetings.

Critic H.M. Green suggested that this is the first novel in which Sydney appears as a modern world city; and certainly Stead’s portrait bears more resemblance to the busy, abstract visions of 1930s artists like Grace Cossington-Smith than to any of its literary predecessors. Throughout its pages, ferries whistle, ocean liners bellow, cars rattle, typewriters tap and hydraulic lifts hum in cart-docks. The novel also embodies the intense intellectual energy of 1920s Sydney, much of it more exalted (in spite of Miles Franklin’s sneering) than anything in Stead’s book. In this decade, the Lindsay brothers published the wildly Lawrentian journal Vision; Reverend Frank Cash was penning his mix of swooning futurism and Biblical exegesis, Parables of the Sydney Harbour Bridge, to argue that the structure embodied a holy geometry; anti-moralist freethinking thrived at the University; and numerous workers’ organisations, as we see in the novel, housed those on strike and out of work.

On a first reading, the novel seems to follow the ‘natural’ shape of the life of these groups of people, linked by their active political interests; and yet it dawned on me, re-reading it, that it is structured around five splendid set pieces that run like great tracking shots through the city’s different districts. And Joseph Baguenault is often the ‘camera’; it’s through his eyes, as he walks, that we see the city unspooling.

In one of my favourite scenes in the novel, Joseph goes window-shopping in the city with Baruch; their back pay has been finally, grudgingly granted and it’s jingling in their pockets. The two men go for a long wander, which takes them past bedding and chemist shops, past the flyblown cafes in the less salubrious area behind the markets, and Central Station. During the first part of the walk, as they pass the more bourgeois boutiques, Stead’s long, vigorous sentences spill forth as if imitating the city’s greedy momentum. ‘Splendid were the silver shops,’ Stead writes,


with their iron grilles half-up already. Grotesque but beautiful baskets in silver, receptacles of all sorts whose use he could not imagine, all decorated with scrolls, flourishes, chrysanthemums, cherubs, all punched out and pressed in, chased, embossed and pierced; fruit-stands, with lace d’oyleys and wax fruits, etched drinking glasses and champagne glasses, goblets, carafes, great silver dishes, heaps of fruit-knives with mother-of-pearl handles; signet-rings, mourning-rings, wedding-rings, diamond rings, studs, necklaces, magnificent opals like fire and milk lying on white satin pads, Arabian bangles for the girls …



Again, this sentence is as much a pleasure to the eye as to the ear. Observe the way its punctuation mirrors the reflections and embellishments of these objects on display: that delicious use of hyphenated words; that lovely run of rings, signet-, mourning-, wedding-, in which your eye is drawn along the line that threads them together. Stead is immensely generous in filling out her clauses, enumerating the scrolls, flourishes, chrysanthemums, cherubs, ‘all punched out and pressed in’ (note the almost Ruskinian balance of those two compound verbs across the ‘and’); and then, where most writers might stop, she adds the perfect little trinity ‘chased, embossed and pierced’. Even here her sentence doesn’t stop; after the briefest pause provided by a semi-colon, it continues to pour its treasures out.

In another of these magnificent set pieces of walking observation, Joseph travels from the back of St Mary’s Cathedral down to Woolloomooloo Bay, where Baruch has his flat. Here the summer evening causes doors to open onto parlours with their Chinese screens and smells of dust and bugs.

The most striking thing about Stead’s city is its poverty. Its dull weight is everywhere. It’s hard to think of anyone who writes as well about the soul-sapping work that is involved in simply existing without money, or the relentless physical intrusions of old, stale, cumbersome and dirty things: the scrap-iron typewriter Catherine struggles with in the offices of a socialist newspaper; the cockroaches that pour after sunset through the cracks in the Fisherman’s Bay buildings; fruit buns and cups of tea barely placating stomachs weak with hunger. The owner of the press hasn’t paid his workers for two months. The huge distances the characters cover on foot to save a tram or ferry fare are almost unimaginable to us now. Yet none of this can be described as the ‘background’ to Stead’s novel. Instead, it’s this continual struggle that defines its characters, an educated working class, struggling to help the great international ideals of human betterment take root in the local soil. ‘If bread grew on trees,’ Catherine says, ‘no one would recognise his brother or lover; we’d be a race of angels.’

If Seven Poor Men of Sydney were only a set of case studies of its characters as embodiments of their material circumstances, it would not have such power. But one of the many pleasures of the novel is its characterisation; and, even more so, the sharp way these smart people have of analysing and describing one another. Catherine is ‘the firebell clanging’, says an acquaintance, while Michael is its ‘echo in an empty house’. (What an excellent description of co-dependence!) Michael is a ‘soft forest ivy’, in the words of another character, a ‘clinging vine that someone has always supported’ (another wonderful description), while he himself recognises that he will ‘never be captain’ of his own soul.

Michael and Catherine are recognisable types, even today. Certainly, in my time at Sydney University, I knew many ‘Michaels’: bright, damaged and self-destructive young men, who had somehow already disqualified themselves from life, greeting the world with pre-emptive anger. Michael has a snarling bond with Blount; they take a spiteful joy in seeing themselves as the hamstrung and dying young men in Évariste Luminais’ painting ‘The Sons of Clovis’. This also has a ring of truth in a city in which masculine friendship often takes an exclusive form (and Stead is always a sharp observer of misogyny; Seven Poor Men of Sydney is a forensic study of women’s place within a homosocial order, which Stead is always putting before us, in its many different forms). Although Michael has been damaged by the war, and a spiritually indifferent society, Stead suggests there is something amiss in his makeup from an early age. The psychology of his last days is convincing; drifting from Bohemian party to pub, Michael feels he is at his most alive, while it’s clear to those around him that he will die.

Catherine, too, is a familiar type. ‘Dark, furious, thin, poor by choice’, she is ‘a woman of revolution without a barricade … a woman who worked in holiday camps and workers’ education theatres, always passionately involved in something, always half-sick’. Though the obstacles they face are by no means as extreme as in Stead’s day, I have also known my share of ‘Catherines’ – women in whom ambition has transformed into self-denial, all too aware of the price extracted for independence, who have learned to make themselves useful where they fear they can’t be brilliant. For all her work, Catherine is not fully accepted by the men she works with: Stead is superb at showing how they constantly exclude her, even while they find her fascinating; and Stead’s study of misogyny is the sharper, I think, for simply showing its repetitive patterns without ever giving us a lecture. But Catherine is tough; she will survive, even if she has to drive a knife into her flesh to prove it to herself. And this, the novel implies, is precisely because she resists Michael’s solitary impulse. Other characters are just as sharply defined: pudgy, angelic, philosophical Baruch, with his ‘golden sanity’; the excitable, stunted Kol Blount, wrapped in his own twilight, throwing off sparks of feeling as he speaks ‘as a cat seems to throw out sparks on a stormy evening’.

The sparks are important. Baruch, too, will describe conversation as ‘the fire of social life’. For all my descriptions of its prose, the strange, overwhelming brilliance of this novel is found in speech, which has a kind of force that we can almost see glowing upon the page. Seven Poor Men of Sydney is a novel full of talk. It pours, flares and blazes forth in different moods and modes: in complaint, anecdote, exegesis, sociable nonsense and oration. Talk dominates, especially in the novel’s challenging late pages, in kind of Gothic eruption. Towards the end of the novel, Catherine delivers a set of nightmare stories told to her by Michael to Fulke Folliot in a section that bears its own heading, ‘Catherine’s Narrative’, and ends by revealing the half-siblings’ incestuous attraction. Subsequently, in the Forestville Asylum, where Catherine has come to teach the inmates and care for herself, she, Fulke, a passing madman and Kol Blount launch into a sequence of delirious stories of landings on imagined worlds, including an abstracted Australia, while Blount famously delivers his damning vision of the country as a pale imitation of Europe and unsuited to life (‘Nothing floats down here, this far in the south, but is worn out with wind, tempest and weather; all is flotsam and jetsam’); many readers have taken this as the expatriate Stead’s ‘message’. Stead grants each of her characters his or her own soliloquy, which takes us into their internal worlds, and this is where readers of Stead’s work often come unstuck, because of the clash between this high-flying, mannered talk and her painstaking, realist observation. The incandescence of all this talk is echoed by Stead’s descriptive prose: those direct, vigorous, extended sentences, with their more than full measure of adjectives and nouns. Yet much of the excitement, the intensity, the sense of youth and life in Stead’s novel comes from this heightened, almost febrile, language.

This interiority is balanced by the extraordinary beauty of the city’s natural setting; in Fisherman’s Bay, still a small village, a small clear wave runs up the beach at low tide, ‘playfully ringing its air-bells’. The novel is filled with a sense of wonder at this not-entirely-tamed city, where the workers at the communist newspaper hear the palms in the gardens of the old colonial houses thrashing in the wind. Another reason I love Stead’s book is that it gives a rare glimpse of one of Sydney’s many evanescent layers (here an odd mix of Victorian, early colonial and jarring modern) which have vanished so thoroughly that they might not ever have existed.

It’s astonishing that Stead was able to depend entirely on memory as she wrote Seven Poor Men of Sydney in London and Paris. In 1928, aged twenty-six, after a period of extreme scrimping detailed in her autobiographical novel For Love Alone, Stead escaped Sydney and her narcissistic, overpowering father by sailing for England. In London she found secretarial work with a firm of grain merchants and was soon in her first, longed-for, adult relationship with her married Russian-Jewish American boss, Wilhelm Blech (later to change his name to William Blake). Later, the couple moved to Paris so he could be near his wife, daughter and mother, who had relocated there. A trained economist, Blake shared Stead’s interest in socialism, but moved in cultured, intellectual Marxist circles. While dealing with his other family was fraught, this was the best time of Stead’s life. She had been planning her novel for a long time – in London she was calling it Death in the Antipodes, and as a precocious schoolgirl in Australia she had already spoken about writing a book called The Lives of Obscure Men – but as she reworked it in Paris, these years with Blake seemed to imbue the writing with a sense of possibility. While her later novel For Love Alone would not, Seven Poor Men of Sydney allows that Australia might offer some paths to fulfilment and happiness. Blake’s presence can also be felt in Baruch Mendelssohn, the novel’s short, pale and loquacious Marxist theoretician.

London publisher Peter Davies accepted the novel; worried about launching Stead with this book, however, he asked for another. The Salzburg Tales, stories based on The Decameron, appeared in January 1934, and Seven Poor Men of Sydney later the same year. While reviews were positive, they tended to compare Stead’s novel unfavourably to her more clearly fabulist debut. Yes, genius was evident, they conceded – but perhaps too much. The United Kingdom’s Listener described the novel as a work with ‘brilliant faults’. In Australia, the reviewer in The Bulletin was less kind: the ‘dazzling book by a Sydney girl’ was ‘diabolically clever’, but rambling. The story of Stead’s subsequent critical neglect, as she and Blake eked out a hand-to-mouth existence in America and England, is too well known to need repeating in detail here. After a thirteen-year period following her ninth novel, The People with the Dogs, when Stead could not find a publisher, the world would finally recognise Stead as a major writer after the reissue of The Man Who Loved Children, in 1965, with an introduction by esteemed critic Randall Jarrell – though the praise came too late, one suspects, for Stead herself.

But this still did little to help Seven Poor Men of Sydney. One of the many ironies of Stead’s career is that we now cherish her writing for the very reasons we once excluded her from the national literature, praising its geographical reach as a cosmopolitanism ahead of its time, and her interest in women’s desire. Yet it seems this has only cast her one novel set entirely in Australia into further shadow. Once it was established as her ‘masterpiece’, The Man Who Loved Children acclimatised readers to Stead’s more brusque late style, against which the lyrical flights of her early writing were judged as self-indulgent verbal skiting. Stead’s lifelong tendency to self-dramatise didn’t help: she wrote the novel, she said, when she had been very ill and wanted to leave some record behind her. Critics have run with this, concluding that the book was, in the words of critic Michael Ackland, ‘a pent-up outpouring’. In his introduction to the 1965 Angus & Robertson edition of Seven Poor Men of Sydney – its first publication in Australia – Stead’s friend and executor Ron Geering argued that its ‘reckless sincerity’ outweighed the youthful excesses and ‘self-conscious’ brilliance of an author too in love with colourful, unusual words. In her superb 1982 appraisal of Stead’s genius in The London Review of Books, a classic in its own right, even Angela Carter classed Seven Poor Men of Sydney as part of the ‘puppy fat’ the author would begin to burn off in her 1938 House of All Nations, in her journey from ‘craftsman’ to ‘honest worker’.

Here Stead also falls on the wrong side of a very long-lasting prejudice in modern literature against voiced or lyrical writing. Since Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, and his insistence on the artist as God in the universe, present everywhere but visible nowhere, naturalism has dominated the upper flights of the literary landscape; we value most writing as a transparent window through which we see the world. Writers who denaturalise language, who bring it to the forefront, like Jeanette Winterson, or John Banville, tend to be seen often as lesser writers. (The great exceptions being James Joyce, Gertrude Stein and Samuel Beckett). Stead has a flawless ability to observe with great accuracy, but she eschews the comforts of naturalism. Hers is writing in which we’re aware of the words, of the material, as it renders the world, rather like looking through alabaster or porphyry rather than through glass.

But what if Seven Poor Men of Sydney is, as I suspect, Stead’s best book: the freest of autobiographical debt and the judgemental hardness of her later eye? What if she knew exactly what she was doing when she mixed the material and numinous? In that case, what we have in our hands is something brilliant and heroic. Stead knew her Marxist materialism, which understood social relationships as products of the conditions of production; her title shows her debt. But Marxist theory has rarely been sympathetic to the artistic or the literary. Yet here is Stead insisting on a point of entry where poverty and the spirit bump together. Certainly, materialist analysis is everywhere: in Baruch’s speeches, but especially in Stead’s insistence on showing how poverty cramps her characters like root-bound plants in too-tight pots; and yet they are in a continual struggle to find meaning.

In Stead’s novel, thinking, speaking, trying to find a position is work in itself, a dynamic, continuous, shifting fight between order and chaos. To this Stead adds another level: language. She beats, blows and burnishes it so that it seems also to be forged into a kind of material thing itself, a form of conspicuous labour (it’s not always easy to read either). In this singular, brave novel she is, in a sense, doing the materialist hard yards, while offering an extra level of critique of women’s status within the socialist scene; added to which, she insists on her right as a novelist to situate art, thematically and formally, as beautiful effort.

If we return to that window-shopping scene, as Joseph and Baruch walk through the city, there’s another wonderful moment where Joseph is contemplating buying some toothpaste: ‘Weighing what he needed and did not need, he felt how round and complex was his personality. He almost felt the ebb and flow in the markets, the jostling in the streets, the polishing of counters by elbows.’ Stead shows us her debt to Marxist theory, that she knows its social milieu exactly and has the ability to draw such a breathtakingly rich portrait; but at the same time, here she is, making a bold, iconoclastic statement for the debt this world owes to art. You can’t have revolutionary thought without art, or – I think Stead is quietly insisting, through hardworking Catherine – without women.

In one of the pivotal moments in the book, mild cousin Joseph attends a free physics lecture at the university. All can be seen, he thinks, and feels elated; then darkly, painfully, ‘the bottom fell out of his jerry-built heart’. The lecture is on light, which again reinforces the connection Stead makes between the luminous and thought. Stead’s writing itself seems charged and luminous. It is never quite satisfied with the distance of realism. Because we are never allowed to escape an awareness that the characters and the novelist are actively making sense of the world, it can feel quite overwhelming. This sense of urgency, activity and plenitude is far from the cold inevitability of Flaubert. Life is a struggle, the book insists; the work of trying to live better, to see the world more clearly, is never done.

When I read Seven Poor Men of Sydney I feel as if I’m reading two books at the same time, a realist one and its own glistering reflection. This, I believe, is deliberate. Seven Poor Men of Sydney sets up a sparking dance of opposites – a genuine dialectic. While none of her characters (with the exception, perhaps, of Joseph) quite settles with the world, her prose itself holds out the possibility of art as a place of heroic striving, of constant revolutionary consciousness of body and mind; it acknowledges the numbing effect of hard work while refusing to be numbed. The best comparison I can think of to Stead’s method are the coruscated reliefs in Byzantine churches, designed to be looked at by moving candle flame: the lustrous, bumpy, surfaces of an angel’s body were created to make us feel ‘liveliness’ over the lifelike; not just to see but also to experience it as fire. In Stead’s secular universe, the angel is human potential. That Stead was able to bring such a vision out of the local soil was a small miracle in itself. Seven Poor Men of Sydney lacked predecessors but would open the door to writers like Kenneth Slessor (in his later poem ‘Five Bells’), Patrick White and Elizabeth Harrower, who would also capture a Sydney of beauty and hard fact.

Today, it seems, we are still playing catch-up with Stead. We’re yet to make a place in our hearts for this book in which we find not only a new-minted modernism, but one that has gone feral and struck root; a book that analyses an unevenly modernising city, while wilfully remaking it with the shining materiel of words. Stead’s novel is unnaturally vigorous, disturbing, restless; and it has been one of the great discoveries of my reading life.

Sydney Ideas





Go, Little Book

Kirsten Tranter

Margaret Atwood was recently announced as the first author to participate in the Future Library, an unusual publishing project initiated by Scottish artist Katie Paterson. The project will collect a book every year from a different author, but will not publish them until the year 2114. Apparently it doesn’t bother Atwood that she is writing a novel that no one in her lifetime will be able to read. In an interview with the Guardian, she singled out the fact that she won’t be exposed to reviews as part of what appealed to her about the project. ‘What a pleasure,’ she said. ‘You don’t have to be around for the part when if it’s a good review the publisher takes credit for it and if it’s a bad review it’s all your fault. And why would I believe them anyway?’

It’s some comfort to know that a writer as accomplished as Atwood finds the review process unpleasant.

Since Chaucer wrote ‘Go, little book’ at the end of Troilus and Criseyde, authors have imagined their published work as offspring being sent into the world, a vulnerable representative of its parent. Edmund Spenser’s dedication of his Shepheardes Calender to poet and critic Sir Philip Sidney deliberately echoes Chaucer and imagines the fortunes his work will meet. ‘Envy [will] bark at thee,’ he warns his little book, predicting also that the poor creature will have to apologise for its own brashness in being published at all. It is a classic Spenserian performance of extravagant poetic confidence twinned with modesty and disavowal of skill. ‘Come tell me what was said of me,’ Spenser writes, always obsessed with the reaction to his work, devastated and yet undeterred by criticism, ‘And I will send more after thee.’

I studied these authors and their vexed relationship to the reception of their work, and it feels uncanny to re-read those words from a different perspective, post-PhD, now that I have sent out my own little books into the world. I understand that protective instinct: the wonderful thing, the best thing about being published, is also the absolute worst thing – people will read what you write, and if you’re lucky they will have things to say about it.

I’d like to write an essay about the experience of being reviewed that showcases my own imagined virtues: humility, modesty, attentiveness to the thoughts and opinions of others. ‘The time I learnt a valuable lesson from a review’ would be the title. But while I don’t think it’s true that I’ve never learnt anything from a review, this has only occurred on a rare occasion (probably due, at least in part, to a mix of arrogance and cowardice). I’m fascinated, in fact, by this very question: does one learn anything about craft through being reviewed?

The presumption that a review is an evaluation of an author’s work that might be educative for the author herself is a foreign idea to me, both as an author and as a reviewer. But it is one that seems to appeal to others.

I’ve written two novels, and I also review fiction for the Australian press. I have a PhD in English and have published academic articles based on my dissertation research on seventeenth-century literature, which means that I’ve also been exposed to the merciless process of ‘peer review’. As I write this I’ve just been asked to act as a reviewer for an academic journal for the very first time, so soon I will have sat on both sides of both fences.

I wrote my first novel, The Legacy, with a grant from the Australia Council, immediately after finishing my dissertation at Rutgers University in New Jersey. The Legacy was a contemporary adaptation and revision of Henry James’ Portrait of a Lady, set in Sydney and New York around September 11. Writing it, after months spent chasing references and polishing footnotes on my PhD, was pure joy, even during the darkest and most emotionally wrenching parts of the process. It reached a point where I was happy enough to send it out, but the manuscript felt so personal and idiosyncratic that I wasn’t sure it would make sense to anyone else. I was incredibly lucky. The book seemed to strike a chord with people: publishers wanted to publish it, and it was widely reviewed in the Australian press, a thing that is becoming rarer as the book pages shrink. Many of the reviews were favourable. I know authors who have published literary novels with major presses who have failed to get a single review in the big papers, and others who believe that their work sold or sunk on the basis of one great or terrible review in the first week of its release.

As an author, I never imagine that a review is written with me in mind as a reader. As a reviewer, I never imagine that the author will read the review. It has happened – several times, in fact – that authors have read reviews I’ve written of their work and contacted me afterwards. That has led to some valuable conversations and friendships, even when I have had not entirely positive things to say. But to begin with the idea would be paralysing. This is partly why I usually avoid reviewing books by people I know, or by Australian authors in general, because it seems more likely that they will come across the review and it’s difficult to put the idea of that aside. I’ve been reluctant to review the work of my peers, and especially the work of more esteemed and experienced authors, before I feel I’ve established my own credentials as a writer.

Apart from that, it’s a small world, the world of writers and reviewers, and it is common to run into people who have reviewed your work at writers’ festivals and other events. I probably seek to avoid those moments of awkwardness more than most people.

But whether or not one expects an author to read it, a review is not written with the author in mind; it is written with some imaginary reader in mind. Reviewing is not an opportunity to tell the author something useful, but rather a chance to suggest to the reader what she might find interesting, significant or surprising about that book. The things I have managed to learn from reviews have had little to do with craft, though this is probably due to me: the process of reading reviews is too fraught with anxiety. Just about any criticism of craft raised by a reviewer has been raised already by my own inner critic and so is unlikely to be surprising or new, no matter how convincingly it might be presented.

I finished my book in late 2008 after writing and rewriting and revising it for months. I sent it to a couple of trusted readers and revised it again with their feedback in mind. The manuscript was accepted by an Australian and an American publisher in early 2009. My US agent made suggestions that I incorporated, and both my Australian and American editors made more extensive suggestions. I changed the ending, moved scenes around, rewrote bits and pieces, and translated Australianisms for the American market. The manuscript was copyedited, and by then I had a UK publisher that was also requesting translations and revisions. After that, the book was proofread. A point came where working on the manuscript any further felt frankly nauseating.

By the time the novel was published in early 2010 and reviews began to appear, the craft involved in writing the book felt very distant, and I had taken on just about all the advice I could handle. I suppose you could say that I was not receptive to being educated about my own writing (at least with respect to this novel) by the time the reviews appeared. They brought back some of the nausea I felt when faced with another round of rewrites.

While it has been hard to take on lessons about craft, I have learnt other things from reviewers’ insights about characters and plots. One reviewer, for instance, pointed out a reason for my protagonist’s kleptomania that hadn’t occurred to me. I knew it was important to her character that she steal insignificant things from people close to her, but I hadn’t delved too deeply into why. It was nice to read that reviewer’s concise explanation and think, ‘Yes, that’s right. The reader got it.’

I first started reviewing around the time The Legacy was published and itself being reviewed. The editor at the Sydney Morning Herald sent me Anthropology of an American Girl by Hilary Thayer Hamann. Like my book, it was a debut novel and a bildungsroman of sorts. I remember thinking and writing about it in a way that felt deeply informed by my own experience of having just written a novel. Before then, I don’t think I would have approached the task with as much respect for just how much work it takes to actually complete a novel. This was a book with a strong sense of purpose and a visceral desire to use language not only to produce beautiful writing but also to wrest from it a truthful sense of experience. I admired what the author had tried to do and the extent to which she had succeeded, in a way that made me less focused on the moments when she failed.

Before the release of my own book, I’m sure these weaker moments would have stood out to me more sharply, and I would have been more likely to dissect them in a review. After all, I was trained as a literary critic and attuned to moments of inconsistency or dissonance. Indeed, that was what fascinated me, to the point where, in my scholarship, I became preoccupied with literary works that were marred, broken or literally unfinished because of some internal contradiction or aesthetic struggle.

I was only able to send out my manuscript after accepting that it wasn’t perfect and that it didn’t match my idealised image of the book in my head, even though it was as complete and polished as I could make it. In a statement that has been turned into a relentless meme, Samuel Beckett says, ‘Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try Again. Fail again. Fail better.’ Any sane writer understands exactly what he means. Failing better is as good as it gets.

That was something I had already learnt in academia but had to learn all over again, since my creative work felt so much more personal. I had to learn it as a reviewer, too. Publishing any kind of writing involves this difficult acceptance. (There are rare, partial exceptions: the sentence or image that arrives somehow whole, or is hammered out through editing, and shines with a quality of rightness, a fulfilment of what needed to be expressed.)

This aspect of my experience as a writer had a surprising impact on my approach to reviewing. I found myself reluctant to criticise the work of others simply for the sake of it, or to prove my acumen by pointing out flaws. This is not to endorse the ‘say only nice things’ approach of the Buzzfeed book section or to suggest that I think it’s right to say ‘A+ for effort!’ every time, about every effort. But every book has flaws, and it is not the hardest or cleverest thing to point them out. To me it often feels like a waste of the space I’ve been given, unless the problems are unquestionably grievous, either in a literary or political sense.

It is what I saw first-year graduate students do in my PhD program: display their smartness by zeroing in, as an initial response, on the weakness in another’s argument. As a reviewer, there are more difficult and worthy things to do: to argue for a book’s significance; to appreciate the book’s own project and try to evaluate it by how it achieves its own goals; to see how it relates to or attempts to respond to aspects of contemporary culture; to contextualise its apparent failings; and to be conscious of one’s own biases in various directions, both positive and negative, as a reviewer.

As it turns out, Hilary Thayer Hamann read my review and wrote to me (we share a literary agent, something I didn’t know when I agreed to review the book). ‘You really got it right!’ she wrote. ‘I’m always amazed by just how wrong it can go.’

Before The Legacy was even published it attracted attention because of my literary family background (my mother is a literary agent and my father is a poet). ‘If you were to put money on anyone getting published, it would be Kirsten Tranter,’ said one memorable notice, with the unspoken ‘no matter what she wrote’ impossible to ignore. I made a decision early on to avoid reading the articles that appeared once the book came out, so many of which focused on my family. I repeated the mantra about being lucky to have the attention, and tried to ignore the sensation of excoriation that came with it.

Being a writer involves intense and maddening dichotomies. The work of writing requires isolation and withdrawal from the world, a retreat into obsession, both in the act of writing and in the months and years of deep imaginative work while the book takes mental shape. It is a job for an introvert. The process of publishing requires a schizoid opposite, as the work that has been nurtured in the safe, protected space of the computer (or the notebook or the typewritten page) is turned into a commodity. It is the ultimate alienation of one’s labour: seeing the words you dreamt up in your head, wrote down and spent months perfecting go from imaginary to solid form, from singular to mass produced. The sensation of handling stacks of printed galleys of my book was at once deeply satisfying and strangely terrifying. To see the book become more than one – to see it become multiple, reproduced – that was very weird. It was at once the desired thing, the aspiration realised, and something else unexpected: what was intimately mine had become an object for sale; what was malleable had become fixed.

And then, with the reviews, comes a different experience: what was produced in seclusion had become subject to public scrutiny. Like any writer, I hoped for good reviews, although like any reasonable writer I was sharply aware of the imperfections of my book. I expected to be thrilled by any positive critical assessments if they came, and hoped that I wouldn’t disgust myself by becomingly too egotistically bound up with them. I expected to be disappointed by bad reviews if they came, though I believed I would be good at handling criticism. I thought the glow of acceptance from publishers around the world would insulate me from negative reviews.

What surprised me most was how excruciating it was to be reviewed at all. It was an extension of the weirdness and ambivalence that came with seeing my book in print, for sale. In those first few weeks I felt the urge to go into shops and take all the copies off the shelf and bring them home. This whole writing thing was a job for an extrovert. I had started my second novel and began to find it hard to integrate these two sides of the writing life. The anonymous solitude of writing, the necessary shutting out of noise and life and self, paired strangely with the life of publicity, performing the author function at readings and festivals (again, I was fortunate and grateful), conscious of the reviews being out there even if I had read only some of them.

The other surprising thing was how difficult it was to read the bad reviews, or the negative parts of the mixed reviews. I had seriously overestimated my ability to deal with criticism; ten years of rigorous study and critique in graduate school had not prepared me for what public criticism would be like. I disappointed myself, and still do, with my painful sensitivity. Like many writers, I am shockingly insecure, a symptom that goes oddly hand in hand with the monstrous vanity that declares one’s own work good enough to be read and bought and sold and discussed by others.

It felt sometimes as though, despite my best intentions, every negative word engraved itself in my brain in solid Roman capitals, while the words of praise were of a thinner substance. I felt an obligation to read reviews in a way that I hadn’t felt for the profile pieces preoccupied with what it was like to grow up with feuding poets in the house (answer: I had my head in a book and didn’t notice or care). I was so fortunate to be reviewed, I reminded myself, and to be reviewed by critics I admired. Reading them seemed respectful. But very quickly I decided to avoid the negative ones, a decision with which I have stuck, even though I’m fairly ashamed of it.

If bad reviews just made me feel terrible that would be one thing, but the problem is that they derail the writing – and the muse is fickle enough as it is. I know several writers who read everything written about them, and I admire their courage and ability to just not give a fuck, their capacity to distance themselves. But my policy is to rely on others – my publicist, my husband, my parents, my friends – to vet the reviews.

What I soon noticed – and it keeps me relatively sane even now – is that for every reaction there was an equal and opposite reaction. My characters were superficial; my characters had great vivacity and vigour. I was a tough plain stylist; my writing was as rich as expensive brocade. It was a haphazard story; it was a satisfying mystery. You will struggle to get through the first paragraph; you will wish that you were ill so that you could stay home in bed with this book.

It was difficult to recognise some reviews as being about the same book. I began to understand that the image of reproducibility I’d seen in those stacks of printed books, all identical, the mass of them, was a mirage. The book meant something different, lived a different life, for every reader. That seems so obvious now, but wasn’t at all obvious then, despite the fact that I’d spent years arguing about the meaning of books.

I hadn’t written the book to please reviewers. I hadn’t written it to please readers, although I hoped that it would be pleasurable to read. I hadn’t even written it to please myself, exactly, but more to please a very demanding and rigorous muse who felt at times quite separate from myself. And yet once the book had a physical form, I discovered an uncomfortable desire to please everyone, knowing this was impossible. I hated to disappoint anyone who had given their time to the book. I suspect that this is something that women experience differently to men. To be modest, to be inoffensive, to be self-effacing: these are traditional feminine virtues, and publishing in some way violates all of them.

As I was preparing to write this essay, I came across an interview with Janis Joplin, the last one she did before she died. I listened to a recording of it. It’s hard to imagine anyone who embodies the spirit of not giving a fuck more than Janis. But what she said was, ‘It was important whether people were going to accept me or not. In my insides it really hurts if someone doesn’t like me.’

And then she lit into herself for having this reaction in a way that felt very familiar: ‘I should be able to get past that. I should be able to do that. Girls need to be reassured. It’s silly.’

It is silly, meaning it’s a reaction I wish I could put aside. But it is a surprisingly stubborn and unresponsive reaction, one that refuses all invitations to leave, all attempts to shame it out of existence or to tell it to ‘get past that’. I’ve decided that all I need to do is put the response aside enough to be able to write.

Overland





An Uneasy Masterpiece

Stephen Romei

I witnessed something a little out of the ordinary at the recent Kibble Awards for Australian female writers. As has become the charming custom at the awards lunch, extracts from the shortlisted books were read by students from North Sydney Girls High. It’s a moment to relax, sip some wine, whisper a comment to your neighbour about this book or that. And so it was – until we came to Helen Garner’s This House of Grief, her account of the two trials of Victorian man Robert Farquharson, who drowned his three young sons by driving his car into a dam on Father’s Day in 2005. Farquharson, who claimed he blacked out due to a coughing fit, escaped the sinking vehicle. Jai, ten, Tyler, seven, and Bailey, two, did not. Found guilty of three counts of murder at his first trial, Farquharson was sentenced to life without parole. He won an appeal. At his second trial he was again found guilty on the same three charges and sentenced to life imprisonment with a minimum term of thirty-three years.

When the bright young student started reading from Garner’s book, the crowd at the State Library of New South Wales fell silent. The chosen passage was grim: the testimony of the female police diver who was the first to reach the submerged vehicle and feel, in the darkness, ‘slightly protruding from the car, a small person’s head’. I looked around at my fellow lunch guests. People had their heads down, their faces set. The room was still and tense. We were waiting, quietly, politely, for something deeply unpleasant to be over. It strikes me this may be the prevailing attitude towards Garner’s book, which has been in the running for several awards but so far won none (the Kibble went to Joan London for her fine novel The Golden Age). I wonder whether judges see the power of this book but in the end hesitate to celebrate it. We respect the author – she’s one of our best – and admire her previous works, but why this story? Why ask us to think about the unthinkable?

It’s a question she tackles in a recent piece for the Monthly. In the book, she quotes perceptively from the 2007 60 Minutes interview with Farquharson’s wife, the boys’ mother, Cindy Gambino: ‘Most parents who’ve never lost a child can’t fathom the thought of it. They get to a certain point in their thoughts and they just go, “Nuh. Not going there.”’

I admit to having done exactly that. When Garner’s book came out I skimmed its pages, but I didn’t want to read it. I relied on trusted critics – Peter Craven said it was some sort of masterpiece – to tell me it was a work deserving serious attention. Garner understands this reluctance: late in the book, when she has decided Farquharson is guilty, she says she still ‘would have given anything to be convinced he was innocent’ because ‘in spite of everything I knew about the ways of the world, it was completely unendurable to me that a man would murder his own children’.

It may be clear now that I have read the book. I decided to do so after the Kibble lunch, and read it last weekend. It is as harrowing as I knew it would be: we will never know how long it took the boys to die, and so in this work of non-fiction our imagination has space to torture us.

And it is indeed some sort of masterpiece. Surely I am not the only reader who will think of Dostoyevsky’s great novel Crime and Punishment. It is a deeply human work, touching on the lives of the dozens of people affected by a terrible crime. It stares into the dark side of love. It is also a tribute to our judicial system, flawed but magnificent. Garner’s eye for people is so sharp – in a few lines we know them, or someone like them – and she records the toll on the participants, including herself. ‘What was the point,’ she writes towards the end. ‘What was the truth? Whatever it was, it seemed to reside in some far-off, shadow realm of anguish, beyond the reach of words and resistant to the striving of intellect.’

It’s an important book and I’m glad I read it.

Two weeks after this essay was published, This House of Grief received the Ned Kelly Award for best true crime book. Garner said: ‘The Neds are the only people with the guts to give this book a prize.’

The Weekend Australian Review





The Insults of Age

Helen Garner

The insults of age had been piling up for so long that I was almost numb to them. The husband (when I still had one): ‘You’re not going out in that sleeveless top?’ The grandchild: ‘Nanna, why are your teeth grey?’ The pretty young publisher tottering along in her stilettos: ‘Are you right on these stairs, Helen?’ The flight attendant at the boarding gate: ‘And when you do reach your seat, madam, remember to stow that little backpack riiiight under the seat in front of you!’ The grinning red-faced bloke who mutters to the young man taking the seat beside me: ‘Bad luck, mate.’ The armed child behind the police station counter unable to conceal her boredom as I describe the man in a balaclava, brandishing a baton, who leapt roaring out of the dark near the station underpass and chased me and my friend all the way home: ‘And what were you scared of? Did you think he might hit you with his umbrella?’

Really, it is astonishing how much shit a woman will cop in the interests of civic and domestic order.

But last spring I got a fright. I was speaking about my new book to a university lecture theatre full of journalism students. I had their attention. Everything was rolling along nicely. Somebody asked me a question and I looked down to collect my thoughts. Cut to the young lecturer’s face surprisingly close to mine. ‘Helen,’ he murmured, ‘we’re going to take you to the medical clinic.’ What? Me? Apparently, in those few absent moments, of which I still have no memory, I had become confused and distressed; I didn’t know where I was or why I was there. He thought I might be having a stroke.

The rest of that afternoon I lay at my ease in an Emergency cubicle at the Royal Melbourne, feeling strangely light-hearted. I kept thinking in wonder, I’ve dropped my bundle. All scans and tests came up clear. Somebody asked me if I’d ever heard of transient global amnesia. I was home in time for dinner.

Next morning I took the hospital report to my GP. ‘I’ve been worried about you,’ she said. ‘It’s stress. You are severely depleted. Cancel the rest of your publicity tour, and don’t go on any planes. You need a serious rest.’ I must have looked sceptical. She leant across the desk, narrowed her eyes, and laid it on the line: ‘Helen. You. Are. Seventy-one.’

I went home and sulked on the couch for a week, surveying my lengthening past and shortening future.

I had known for years, of course, that beyond a certain age women become invisible in public spaces. The famous erotic gaze is withdrawn. You are no longer, in the eyes of the world, a sexual being. In my experience, though, this forlornness is a passing phase. The sadness of the loss fades and fades. You pass through loneliness and out into a balmy freedom from the heavy labour of self-presentation. Oh, the relief! You have nothing to prove. You can saunter about the world in overalls. Because a lifetime as a woman has taught you to listen, you know how to strike up long, meaty conversations with strangers on trams and trains.

But there is a downside, which, from my convalescent sofa, I dwelt upon with growing irritation. Hard-chargers in a hurry begin to patronise you. Your face is lined and your hair is grey, so they think you are weak, deaf, helpless, ignorant and stupid. When they address you they tilt their heads and bare their teeth and adopt a tuneful intonation. It is assumed that you have no opinions and no standards of behaviour, that nothing that happens in your vicinity is any of your business. By the time I had got bored with resting and returned to ordinary life, I found that the shield of feminine passivity I had been holding up against this routine peppering of affronts had splintered into shards.

One warm December evening, a friend and I were strolling along Swanston Street on our way out to dinner. The pavement was packed and our progress was slow. Ahead of us in the crowd we observed with nostalgic pleasure a trio of teenagers striding along, lanky white Australian schoolgirls in gingham dresses and blazers, their ponytails tied high with white ribbons.

One of the girls kept dropping behind her companions to dash about in the moving crowd, causing mysterious jolts and flurries. Parallel with my friend and me, an Asian woman of our age was walking by herself, composed and thoughtful. The revved-up schoolgirl came romping back against the flow of pedestrians and with a manic grimace thrust her face right into the older woman’s. The woman reared back in shock. The girl skipped nimbly across the stream of people and bounded towards her next mark, a woman sitting on a bench – also Asian, also alone and minding her own business. The schoolgirl stopped in front of her and did a little dance of derision, flapping both hands in mocking parody of greeting. I saw the Asian woman look up in fear, and something in me went berserk.

In two strides I was behind the schoolgirl. I reached up, seized her ponytail at the roots and gave it a sharp downward yank. Her head snapped back. In a voice I didn’t recognise I snarled, ‘Give it a rest, darling.’ She twisted to look behind her. Her eyes were bulging, her mouth agape. I let go and she bolted away to her friends. The three of them set off at a run. Their white ribbons went bobbing through the crowd all the way along the City Square and up the steps of the Melbourne Town Hall, where a famous private school was holding its speech night. The whole thing happened so fast that when I fell into step beside my friend she hadn’t even noticed I was gone.

Everyone to whom I described the incident became convulsed with laughter, even lawyers, once they’d pointed out that technically I had assaulted the girl. Only my fourteen-year-old granddaughter was shocked. ‘Don’t you think you should have spoken to her? Explained why what she was doing was wrong?’ As if. My only regret is that I couldn’t see the Asian woman’s face at the moment the schoolgirl’s head jerked back and her insolent grin turned into a rictus. Now that I would really, really like to have seen.

By now my blood was up. At Qantas I approached a check-in kiosk and examined the screen. A busybody in uniform barged up to me, one bossy forefinger extended. ‘Are you sure you’re flying Qantas and not Jetstar?’ Once I would have bitten my lip and said politely, ‘Thanks. I’m okay, I think.’ Now I turned and raked him with a glare. ‘Do I look like somebody who doesn’t know which airline they’re flying?’

A young publicist from a literary award phoned me to deliver tidings that her tragic tone indicated I would find devastating: alas, my book had not been short-listed. ‘Thanks for letting me know,’ I said in the stoical voice writers have ready for these occasions. But to my astonishment she poured out a stream of the soft, tongue-clicking, cooing noises one makes to a howling toddler whose balloon has popped. I was obliged to cut across her: ‘And you can stop making those sounds.’

After these trivial but bracing exchanges, my pulse rate was normal, my cheeks were not red, I was not trembling. I hadn’t thought direct action would be so much fun. Habits of a lifetime peeled away. The world bristled with opportunities for a woman in her seventies to take a stand. I shouted on planes. I fought for my place in queues. I talked to myself out loud in public. I walked along the street singing a little song under my breath: ‘Back off. How dare you? Make my day.’ I wouldn’t say I was on a hair-trigger. I was just primed for action.

I invited an old friend to meet me after work at a certain city bar, a place no longer super-fashionable but always reliable. We came down the stairs at 4.30 on a Friday afternoon. Her silver hair shone in the dim room, advertising our low status. The large space was empty except for a small bunch of quiet drinkers near the door. Many couches and armchairs stood in appealing configurations. We walked confidently towards one of them. But a smiling young waiter stepped out from behind the bar and put out one arm. ‘Over here.’ He urged us away from the comfortable centre of the room, with its gentle lamps and cushions, towards the darkest part at the back, where several tiny cafe tables and hard, upright chairs were jammed side-on against a dusty curtain.

I asked, ‘Why are you putting us way back here?’

‘It’s our policy,’ he said, ‘when pairs come in. We put them at tables for two.’

Pairs? Bullshit. ‘But we don’t want to sit at the back,’ I said. ‘There’s hardly anybody here. We’d like to sit on one of those nice couches.’

‘I’m sorry, madam,’ said the waiter. ‘It’s policy.’

‘Come on,’ said my pacific friend. ‘Let’s just sit here.’

I subsided. We chose a slightly less punitive table and laid our satchels on the floor beside us. With tilted head and toothy smile the waiter said, ‘How’s your day been, ladies?’

‘Not bad, thanks,’ I said. ‘We’re looking forward to a drink.’

He leant his head and shoulders right into our personal space. ‘And how was your shopping?’

That was when I lost it.

‘Listen,’ I said with a slow, savage calm. ‘We don’t want you to ask us these questions. We want you to be cool, and silent, like a real cocktail waiter.’

The insult rolled off my tongue as smooth as poison. The waiter’s smile withered. Then he made a surprising move. He put out his hand to me and said pleasantly, ‘My name’s Hugh.’

I shook his hand. ‘I’m Helen. This is Anne. Now, in the shortest possible time, will you please get two very dry martinis onto this table?’

He shot away to the bar. My friend with the shining silver hair pursed her lips and raised her eyebrows at me. We waited in silence. Soon young Master Hugh skidded back with the drinks and placed them before us deftly, without further attempts at small talk. We thanked him. The gin worked its magic. For an hour my friend and I talked merrily in our ugly, isolated corner. We declined Hugh’s subdued offer of another round, and he brought me the bill. He met my eye. Neither of us smiled, let alone apologised, but between us flickered something benign. His apparent lack of resentment moved me to leave him a rather large tip.

On the tram home I thought of the young waiter with a chastened respect. It came to me that to turn the other cheek, as he had done, was not simply to apply an ancient Christian precept but also to engage in a highly sophisticated psychological manoeuvre. When I got home, I picked up Marilynne Robinson’s novel Gilead where I’d left off and came upon a remark made by Reverend Ames, the stoical Midwestern Calvinist preacher whose character sweetens and strengthens as he approaches death: ‘It is worth living long enough,’ he writes, in a letter to the son born to him in his old age, ‘to outlast whatever sense of grievance you may acquire.’

I take his point. But my warning stands. Let blood technicians look me in the eye and wish me good morning before they sink a needle into my arm. Let no schoolchild in a gallery stroll between me and the painting I’m gazing at as if I were only air. And let no one, ever again, under any circumstances, put to me or any other woman the moronic question, ‘And how was your shopping?’

The Monthly





My Granny’s Last Wish

Anna Krien

It was my grandmother’s last wish that I get rid of that car. I thought it was a bit manipulative to use a dying wish on my poor defenceless V8 mag-wheel bench-seat 1978 HZ Holden panel van. I tried to negotiate.

‘Granny, I won’t get another tattoo, or any new holes in my face, and I’ll keep my hair the one colour from now on, but I’m not getting rid of the panel van. Deal?’

My granny sighed and turned away. She closed her eyes, pretending to be asleep. When her dinner came she wouldn’t let me help her eat it, and the nurse cut the meat into little pieces instead.

My parents bought me the panel van when I was eighteen. I’d decided that was the car I wanted – not that my parents were in the habit of buying their children cars, but since I wanted such a cheap one, it didn’t seem too decadent to help me out. I had no real knowledge of the Sandman and its cult status; none of that was what drew me to it. Six months prior to deciding on a panel van, I’d had a car accident. I crashed my best friend’s dad’s green Ford Falcon. We’d left the city packed for a road trip. We were going for months, maybe even a year – we had no idea – but in total we were gone for about eight hours.

On the Bass Highway I lost control of the car, fishtailing for a hundred metres or so before swinging off the road, up over a ditch and airborne, then skidding into a paddock and stopping snug between two trees. All our shit in the back seat flew forward: socks, shoes, undies, cassettes, a Coles plastic bag full of marijuana that spilled all over us. Suddenly people were all around the car trying to get us out, but the doors wouldn’t budge. We had to climb into the back seat and crawl out.

It was after that I wanted a panel van.

Every other car on the road looked unsafe to me, fast and loose and flimsy. The Holden panel van struck me as reliable and heavy, like a big steel whale – steady even in a stormy sea. Plus, I went to raves at the docks or out in the bush, and there was always a moment when the drugs and the night started closing in on you, when people’s faces, their jaws grinding, started morphing into snarling hyenas and you weren’t sure if you’d said something or if you’d thought it, and all that connecting that was happening a couple hours prior was suddenly one big disconnection. In other words, there were no drugs left, and I wanted a safe place, somewhere that was mine, a cocoon. I needed the back of a panel van.

She was white with surf stickers, meticulously looked after by her previous owner, a mechanic. I painted her with house paint, a ritual I repeated every few years, a splattered outline left on whatever street I was living on at the time like the chalk outline of a dead body in a homicide investigation. In the back was a mattress, a doona, pillows and cushions, books, lighters, stashes of snacks and rolly papers.

In one of my first share houses, where the kitchen floor had sunk from people dancing and the speakers had memorably burst into flames at our housewarming, I’d gradually moved from a bedroom, then into the laundry nestled next to the hot-water system, and finally into my panel van, chipping in $20 a week to come into the house in the morning.

In the dark hour just before dawn, I’d watch through the window as Vietnamese fishermen trudged past with buckets and rods on their way to the Yarra River, sucking in the glow of their cigarettes. Sometimes a housemate would come out with a cup of tea for me, other times I’d crawl out in my PJs to the disapproving scowls of our neighbours. But winter broke me, and I started sleeping inside the house with one of my housemates, telling him to kick me out if he got lucky. He never kicked me out – well, not until four years later.

Boyfriends had to learn that the panel van was mine – as I did, in a way. I remember once a boyfriend tried to drive off and leave me on the side of the road, but the panel van wouldn’t start. Not a sound. Calmly I hopped in, put on my seatbelt and said, ‘Okay, I’m ready,’ and she started, her beautiful purr just for me. A couple of times, however, I’d yield to a man’s confidence, his ‘Don’t be silly’ when I’d voice doubts, and trust he knew what he was doing, that he understood the breadth of my car when driving her – only to get stuck in a laneway, scraping her sides along people’s back fences.

But people, not just my granny, didn’t like my car. In St Kilda a man kept letting the tyres down, while in North Fitzroy, a neighbour tried to get the council to ban me from parking in front of her house. Unfortunately for her, my housemate was a town planner with the same municipality and wrote her a letter outlining that while she may have bought her house, she didn’t own the street. When I went to deliver the letter to the woman, she read it before looking me up and down and saying, ‘You’re rental scum, aren’t you? My husband and I worked hard to buy this house.’ From that evening on, I made a habit of parking in front of her house, as well as popping open the bonnet from time to time with a friend, a couple of bottles of beer open, tinkering an afternoon away. At another share house, someone left a note on my windscreen requesting I move my panel van, again for no good reason, but the handwriting was the exact same illegible cursive scrawl that my granny used to have, and I obeyed immediately.

I often wonder if these haters would still be of the same opinion if they’d had a chance to experience what I’d experienced in my panel van. Six friends crammed in it at the Coburg Drive-in; parked on a beach in Kangaroo Island; sleeping with a mosquito net thrown over the back; a moody stereo that only played certain AM radio stations; playing Scrabble on a sandy mattress; snuggled on the bench seat next to your lover never feeling the need to get anywhere fast, meaning the panel van had never directly killed an animal (although I’m sure its carbon footprint has). I lost count, but for a while there I took note of the animals I’d stopped for: three wombats, a goanna, five echidnas, a dog, an emu and her three knock-kneed kids, and six kangaroos.

One summer night in the car park at Half Moon Bay, a boyfriend and I were making out in the back, the swing-out window at the rear propped open with the mosquito net hanging over it. I heard the tiniest crunch of gravel and looked out to see a fox sniffing the flapping white gauze. We’d just had takeaway Hokkein noodles and, with chopsticks, I dangled out some leftover noodles. The fox daintily inspected them, tapping them onto the ground with its paw before eating them. Then it settled back on its paws, its flame of a tail wrapped neat around its front. We propped ourselves up on our elbows and gazed back at the fox before it padded into the night.

Over time, she rusted. Underneath the pedals I could see the road, water sloshing up and the doors filling with rain, the van swishing like a boat as we turned a corner. My mechanic kept welding metal plates to cover the hole, but eventually no amount of metal plates could cover up the gaping holes that started to appear like a cancer, bits of sky and road flickering through like a super-8 film as we drove. It was my fault. The house paint. Her engine was as strong as it had always been, but the cocoon – it was coming off in flakes. I’d had her for eleven years. I sold her to a parts dealer for 200 bucks. At the car yard, the owner’s black-and-white dog greeted me in the driveway. ‘She just lies in the grease puddles,’ he said when I knelt down to give her a pat, her coat sticky with oil stains. ‘Nothing I can do about it, I’ve given up. Now I just let her mop up.’ I caught the train home with a plastic bag of spare parts I wanted to keep, and the number plates that were so baked and indecipherable that I never had to pay for tolls.

When I was growing up, my parents had two Leyland P76s – one green and one orange – and I’m pretty sure our childhoods took about three times longer than usual with those long Malibuesque vehicles, especially when they overheated. My parents’ stress levels no doubt lowered when they eventually graduated to a Holden VP Commodore, a generic modern car that drove like a spaceship, but the memories stopped. An A to B car: the road in between was just a means to an end. We no longer had to smell the vegemite factory or the Werribee sewerage farm on our way down the coast; we could just seal ourselves inside, and soon those little markers of our childhood began to recede.

At home, I tried not to think about my panel van being skinned for parts and crushed into a red rusty cube. I pushed away the image of her being lowered into a tip next to the jagged mouths of empty tins, bedsprings and squalling seagulls. Instead I hit car sales and found a 1982 WB Holden panel van. Light brown, roof racks, ran on gas, and meticulously looked after by an 82-year-old man called Rex in Geelong. You can tell a man by his shed, and Rex’s shed was organised: jam jars filled with screws and labelled; nothing new; his tools thirty-odd years old and in prime condition.

He didn’t really want to sell the panel van. His children were on his back. They’d convinced him to buy a new ‘safe’ car, so he’d relented and bought one on the cheap after a hailstorm had dappled its body with welts.

His son, who had dropped in to oversee the transaction, rolled his eyes and muttered to me on the quiet, ‘Such a cheapskate.’

But Rex was a man after my own heart. He had a caravan in his yard, its curtains drawn to reveal a neat little day bed and laminated card table. ‘They want me to sell this as well,’ Rex said, tossing his head in his son’s direction. ‘But I like to sit in there, just to think.’ His wife had died a year ago. It seemed cruel to be urging him to get rid of the things that were obviously imbued with stories of the life they’d shared. But Rex was now determined to sell his panel van. I bought it without getting a mechanic to check it over – as I said, you can tell a man by his shed. I named the panel van ‘Reginald’ after my grandpa, who was very much like Rex.

My partner and I also bought a ‘family car’. A baby on the way, we thought it best we grow up, just a little. But a funny thing happened: our baby boy cried in the ‘family car’, his face red and twisted, his screams scratching our insides. One day we took the baby seat out and put it in the panel van, on the bench seat between us, and the crying stopped. When we started Reg, his engine purring and rolling out onto the road, our little boy was happy. He was sitting up front, the two people he loved on either side of him, and the open road was ours again.

It Happened in a Holden





L’état, C’est Charlie

Guy Rundle

The news started to come through late morning in London, grainy photos of a police car in a street on Twitter. London was an hour behind Paris, but pretty soon the whole of Europe felt like a single town. Then the news came all at once, and the sheer size of the event became clear. The staff of the Paris satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo had been eviscerated in a terrorist raid on their offices in the boho eleventh arrondissement, a couple of police had been killed, and the killers were on the run.

Garbled reports said the three black-dressed raiders had been speaking Russian. Others said they yelled ‘we have avenged Allah’ in native French as they ran out. News programs did not pass judgement, but no one who knew Hebdo – not many, outside Paris – believed it was anything other than an Islamist attack.

The satirical magazine was often compared to Private Eye, but that was misleading. Hebdo was more like ‘The Chaser’ at its most outrageous, combining politics with juvenility, in a strategy of outrage. In the ’70s, a lot of that had been directed at the Catholic Church and its last-ditch attempts to maintain a hold on French social and cultural mores.

By the 2000s, after a decade-long hiatus, the magazine had started to run cartoons taking the piss out of some of the more bumptious mullahs who had set themselves up among the French Muslim population, and the various accommodations being made within French culture, such as halal meat being available at schools. But it was only in 2006, with the Danish Mohammed cartoons affair, that they really swung their guns around.

When the Jyllands-Posten ran Mohammed cartoons – solely to make a point that they could depict Mohammed if they liked – it turned Charlie Hebdo on to depicting Mohammed as a stand-by. Some of the jokes were satirical – Mohammed shaking his head after a terrorist outrage, asking ‘Why do I have such idiots as followers?’ – and others were simply funny but tasteless, such as an issue guest-edited by Mohammed (‘100 lashes if you don’t laugh’). All the anti-clerical fury that had been a staple of the French Left since the days of Ernest Renan and Anatole France had been turned on a faith held by 6 per cent of the population, and a marginal group at that. The jokes had got the Hebdo office firebombed in 2011, and security had been increased. But there was also a curious fatalism in some of their comments, their editor, Charb, saying of the regular threats, ‘Better to die on your feet than live on your knees.’

Better to get real security than either. A dozen of the cartoonists and writers were killed when the attackers, who it would later be revealed were the Kouachi brothers, Islamist from the rap/gangsta/jihadi subculture of the banlieues, heavied a woman into buzzing them through the door, got the wrong office, and then found the editorial team in the midst of their weekly planning meeting. They escaped – this was no suicide mission – in their own car, carjacked a woman north of Paris, let her go, and eventually holed up in a print shop, where they were killed shooting it out the next day. By then, France was in political hysteria, and much of the rest of Europe came down with the same affliction in sympathy.

The city had seen plenty of terror in recent decades – the right-wing OAS in the ’60s, Mossad and Palestinians, Kurds and Turks, and a bombing campaign by ‘Carlos the Jackal’ Ramírez in the ’80s – and the Republic itself was founded on the idealisation of political terror. Perhaps that was what made the raid so chilling. Crackpot suicide bombers who believe they are blowing themselves straight into paradise may disconcert us, but perhaps they do not chill us; we do not believe they have our measure. These guys had a style and a demeanour more like the Red Brigades or the IRA: in and out quickly, deliberately refraining from killing those uninvolved (another raid on a kosher supermarket, by someone once in their jihadi circle, was chaotic and randomly brutal, killing four Jewish customers), completing a mission with clear objectives. This limited and targeted raid was taken as more disconcerting than the far more lethal London 7/7 attack or the deadly Madrid bombings.

A strange event, but by comparison with what happened next, it was just another day in Paris. For this single raid prompted a reaction that began, in a mode familiar since 9/11, in a mode of contestation between assertions of Western triumph, by liberals and the Right, and Western hypocrisy, by what remains of the Left, but ended in a sort of final, chaotic implosion that seemed to merely expose the absurdity of these ragged debates. What happened to the Left is the main thrust of this article, but there was a symmetry at work, so it is worth examining what happened there.

For the Right, across the Anglosphere, the Hebdo massacre ostensibly presented a political opportunity – but rapidly revealed the seriousness of its deepening crisis. For thirty-five years, since the dawn of the Thatcher–Reagan era, the Right has offered a combination of ‘traditional’ conservative values – often maintained by state regulation – and free-market liberalism. As the latter has transformed and ungrounded what remained of the traditional culture, the search for culture ‘wreckers’ – sheeted home to the ‘new class’ and the heritage of the ’60s – has become steadily more shrill and the contradictions within the formation more severe.

The crisis of the Abbott government is a measure of this. Lying below their incidental incompetence is an inability to reconcile these two dimensions of their politics in a way that earlier governments have been able to manage. This was particularly evident in their attempts to abolish the ‘18C’ ban on offensive and insulting racial vilification. Conservatism recognises that a society has limits to speech that preserve a set of shared values and frame a harmonious public sphere: the movement to abolish 18C was a liberal/libertarian demand for a public sphere of open slather. The call for submissions on its abolition attracted 4000 overwhelmingly critical reactions, from all non-Anglo, Indigenous and Jewish community peak bodies, which based themselves on that inherently conservative notion. The Abbott government, having spruiked the liberal case, faced electoral disaster, and used the rise of Daesh (ISIS) to withdraw, saying that community cohesion was essential at a time like this. In the United Kingdom, the Cameron government had made similar gestures towards cohesion over the years. A light feint towards criticism of multiculturalism in Opposition had been soon abandoned.

The Hebdo massacre, and the call for solidarity, thus put the Right in a difficult position. The magazine’s mode de vivre was to be a creature of the margins, tolerated but scurrilous. Satire and outrageous comedy is inherently supplementary and parasitic on the main business of a culture. To work, it must be part of a living and serious culture. But after the massacre this small publication, with sales of 50,000, 90 per cent of them within a kilometre of the Sorbonne, was put at the centre not merely of French but of Western culture. This was absurd, since Hebdo had never let up on the anti-clericalism either: a cover for an issue on same-sex marriage had Jesus fucking God the Father up the arse, while the Holy Spirit, in turn, erm, entered Jesus. And there was much more in that vein. President Hollande, at the time of his dalliances, was in the position of celebrating as at the core of the culture a magazine that had featured him with his dick out, the member in question saying ‘Moi, président’. His jilted partner, Valérie Trierweiler, on breaking up with him, was shown as a bare-breasted ‘Liberty leading the people’. And so on.

To put such an anarchistic entity at the heart of your own culture is to create a regression effect. What does such a culture value? On what basis does it stand? The only answer that could be proffered was ‘free speech’. The idea of ‘free speech’ as a right may derive from a certain idea of the human, but it is a simple and content-free one. Free speech and other liberal rights are a metapolitical framework within which to manage debate around matters with greater political content: tradition, religion, equality, law and punishment, ways of life, the role of nature and the like. When all you can put on your banner is ‘free speech’ as indicative of your culture – a false assertion about Western tradition in any case – then you not only face immediate difficulties on your own side but reveal an obvious asymmetry.

The Hebdo killers and the world they came from had a simple but powerful idea of Godhead, which flowed into everything they did, and grounded their world. It was a reminder of the world of grounded Christian culture, lost in the progress of the secular enlightenment. To go up against the cosmic and transcendental idea of Islam and Allah with a funny magazine as at your core was to expose the very wobbly basis of your culture.

By the time this was beginning to be apparent a march for ‘unity’ in Paris had already been announced, to be led by the president. But Hollande quickly faced a problem: a call to unity would have to involve the presence of Marine Le Pen, head of the Front National. So the march was quickly internationalised, with world leaders invited. This led to the ultimate absurdity, in which a million people marched for freedom of speech behind the Saudi ambassador to France, Putin’s foreign minister, and Benjamin Netanyahu, whose government had jailed numerous Palestinian journalists. Simultaneously, an issue of Hebdo was planned with a print run of first one million, then three, then five. It was part-funded by Google, only recently revealed as having co-operated with the NSA to spy on its own users.

The day after the march, fifty-five people were arrested in France for various speech crimes, including ‘voicing support for terrorism’ and anti-Semitism. French-Arab comedian Dieudonné, whose shows were banned last year for becoming rallies of anti-Semitic bilge, replete with a downward-facing fascist salute called a ‘quennelle’, was arrested for making a Facebook post saying ‘jesuischarliecoulibaly’, adding the name of the kosher-supermarket killer to the hashtag phrase. The next day David Cameron, fresh from the march, announced his intention to ban all private cryptography, such as can be used to send untappable messages on the internet. The unity march had become farcical, a post-political staged event to legitimate the extension of the state.

But if the event had made clear the disarray of the Right, and allowed for the extension of the state by a unified political-technocratic elite, it made still clearer the absolute bankruptcy of the Left, and its inability to say anything of content. Caught between an unenviable role as a warning voice about Islamophobia, and the utter absence of any grassroots radical humanist politics, Left commentators abandoned all that they should have known about how societies work in order to try to jerry-build a new historical subject from ‘angry and alienated’ Muslims in the West, especially those in republican-secular France, of which the Hebdo attack was a distorted and mistaken expression. That there was an utter inadequacy of response from both of the traditional political camps made the Hebdo killings a clear moment in the decomposition of existing politics. At the time, it was important to point out how much in disarray the Right were. In cool repose, it seems as urgent, if not more so, to understand the nature of the Left’s collapse.

In both Australia and the United Kingdom, the Hebdo killings immediately became the occasion for a set of demands by a self-appointed set of commentators who portrayed themselves as ragged defenders of liberal rights. The insistence – from writers such as Nick Cohen and David Aaronovitch in the United Kingdom, Bernard-Henri Lévy in France, David Brooks in the United States – was to equate any sort of reflection on the full context of the event with sympathy for the killers. This was discourse in a ‘recruiting sergeant’ mode, public intellectuals identifying themselves and ‘free speech’ with a defence of the West.

There was a curious asymmetry to this too. Following the killings, there might have been calls for people to practise restraint in expression of race or religion, or even a call for an 18C-like law. There wasn’t, from any quarter, and so those insisting that one voice one’s commitment to free speech appeared to be demanding that one make clear one’s opposition to the violent assassination of people who said things one found offensive. It also suggested that such demonstrations would also communicate to violent Islamists that people in the West were uncowed, and that the men of violence had not won. From this followed an enormous amount of political kitsch, with hokey cartoons about pencils defeating terrorists becoming a thing. Though there was no record of what the Kouachi brothers thought they were doing, and every indication that they were rational agents with limited aims, it became important to caricature them as medievalists who had some magical belief that they would cower the entire West into not taking the Prophet’s name in vain. Partly, this was a response to the very modern, indeed very ’70s sort of terror operation that the Hebdo killings were, but it was partly also an expression of fear, a warding-off of the possibility that Islamist terror was evolving, developing an idea of those parts of Western culture that could be hit hard, for multiplied effect. The ‘free speech’ movement was an assertion asking for dialogue, with no opposition who recognised dialogue – they had simply killed people who had insulted their Prophet, and any attempt to bring the act within the sphere of dialogue was bound to look foolish.

The first response of some was to focus on the allegedly racist nature of Charlie Hebdo and its systemic summoning of anti-Muslim hatred. This was a tall order. Hebdo’s writers were old ’68s, and a lot of their focus was on corruption, and the rich and powerful. The sheer fact of representing Mohammed was a provocation, and there were a lot of them. All the Muslims in the cartoons were clearly Arabs, and drawn in a clichéd style, heavy set and with largeish noses. But there were no cartoons analogous to the anti-black ones of the old US south, or anti-Aboriginal cartoons, portraying a whole race or culture of people as stupid or childlike. Hebdo’s attention to a small group in French society had clearly become obsessive, a version of one-dimensional secularism of the Richard Dawkins type. Yet accusations of racism were overblown. Indeed in a rush to find racism in Charlie Hebdo there were some cartoons mocking right-wing attitudes that were then transmitted as literal right-wing attacks.

The alleged racism of Hebdo was part of a reasonable argument against one demand of the ‘recruiting sergeant’ squad: that, to defend free speech, one had to reproduce the most hardcore Hebdo covers, and not merely as newsy examples but in large format and as a political act. That was valid, but the perception of Hebdo as racist was also necessary to casting Muslims in Western societies as an oppressed race-class, and to warn of the possibility of a mass outbreak of Islamophobia. In the influential blog Lenin’s Tomb the author Richard Seymour, perhaps the most coherent representative of the far Left following the near collapse of the UK Socialist Workers Party, wrote:


The argument will be that for the sake of ‘good taste’ we need ‘a decent interval’ before we start criticising Charlie Hebdo. But given the scale of the ongoing anti-Muslim backlash in France, the big and frightening anti-Muslim movements in Germany, and the constant anti-Muslim scares in the UK, and given the ideological purposes to which this atrocity will be put, it is essential to get this right. No, Charlie Hebdo’s offices should not be raided by gun-wielding fucknuggets, whatever the reason for the murder. No, journalists are not legitimate targets for killing. But no, we shouldn’t line up with the inevitable statist backlash against Muslims, or the ideological charge to defend a fetishised, racialised ‘secularism’, or concede to the blackmail which forces us into solidarity with a racist institution.



Elsewhere, on sites such as Counterpunch or Z Magazine, and in newspapers still hosting left-wing writers such as the UK Independent, two other arguments were being made: one, that the attack was political, but not in its most apparent manner, as a religious attack, but as a continued part of the fight against Western involvement in Arab lands, especially in the area of Syria and Iraq occupied by Daesh/ISIS. Second was the opposite argument: that the attack was a symptom, a displacement of the longstanding alienation of French Muslims living in the vast banlieues outside major cities. This was also taken as evidence that the Hebdo attacks would prompt a series of large-scale attacks against Muslims. The anti-immigration Pegida rallies were taking place at the same time in Dresden, gaining relatively large crowds of marchers, and it appeared that France might be in for a supercharged version of the same.

These assessments may have been based on a genuine desire to stand up for a group whose social being was being marginalised in the rush to a self-congratulatory free-speech movement. But they were also an attempt to find a social subjectivity and a political process that resembled some of the mass processes of the past. Yet this was the application of an idea of mass politics from the modern era to a period in which mass political processes had collapsed, and the ‘mass’ always being called upon – to be outraged, to be oppressed, to rise up – was now sets of peoples living in a multiply abstracted space of communities, subcultures and media.

By now, the French banlieues are more than a half-century old, home to two or three generations of immigrants and French-born Muslims. The exclusion of Muslims – of all non-white non-Europeans – in France’s allegedly inclusive secular republic continues, but there has been no uprising from there, no civil-rights movement, no political parties to represent them. When the banlieues erupted in riots and car-burnings a decade ago, Jean Baudrillard noted that there was a car-burning a day in these areas, ‘a small eternal flame to the lost possibilities of politics’. And indeed, those uprisings failed to roll towards any more comprehensive political movement.

By the time the Hebdo murders came along, such communities were even more fractured. Many French Muslims are secularists who left Algeria when it drifted towards violent fundamentalism after independence. But others had become part of Islamist subcultures or were absorbed in the hundreds of Arab-world cable channels now available. The small, violent Islamist circle from which the Kouachi brothers came was part of no huge movement; nor do there appear to have been many more such circles. Days after the Hebdo attacks a similar circle was arrested in Belgium, planning an imminent attack. But the numbers of young men and women going to and returning from Syria/Iraq as jihadis was in the hundreds rather than the thousands. The marches that had accompanied the Rushdie affair in the late ’80s was not matched. Nor was there anything like the mixed violent/non-violent movement such as the IRA based itself on during the ’70s and ’80s. There was no movement – simply a voluntarist small cell taking on extreme action.

Nor was there a huge Islamophobic backlash, though there were violent acts. By the end of the week following the Hebdo killings, there were sixty reports of attacks on mosques or Muslim cultural centres. Reading further into these, it became clear that the bulk were unpleasant but non-violent: graffiti damage, pigs’ heads thrown in and the like. Firebombings and violent attacks amounted to fewer than a handful.

That was bad, but it did not compare to the modernity-era crowd events – pogroms, anti-Semitic attacks, Jim Crow attacks on black communities in the United States – which were the violent expression of a mass politics. To displace the Kouachi brothers’ attack into a generic rage against alienation and anomie was reasoning of this ilk. Quite aside from displacing the obvious meaning of their own acts to the perpetrators themselves, it didn’t explain why such acts have been so singular and rare in the past decade and now.

Neither ‘side’ of the debate over the meaning of this event appeared willing to acknowledge the radical incommensurability upon which the event was based. The real possibility was that the Kouachi brothers – possibly with active involvement of Al-Qaeda commanders they had come into contact with – had chosen Charlie Hebdo as a targeted decapitation of the most outrageously blasphemous publication in the West. This was reinforced by their scrupulousness in not harming ‘civilians’ they came into contact with, as a way of delineating the purposefulness of the act.

The meaning of the act was a radical refusal of anything that ‘free speech’ would subsequently call on as a common standard by which to judge acts: a division between speech and violence, a sense of proportion, and the idea that all representations and signifiers are not the thing themselves – thus suggesting that the sacred can be profaned without damage to the former. The Kouachis’ act came from a philosophical base that drew on an opposite idea: that the Prophet is fully present in representations of him (which for most Muslims is now solely via the Koran, the transcendent symbols in Mecca, the representation of the infinite in circular mosques). It saw the sacred – as everyone until modernity saw the sacred – as something that was not immune to being profaned by virtue of its sacred power but which must be protected from all profanations of it, as a measure of its sacred command.

Just about the most asinine thing said about the event was that it showed the weakness of a people who felt they had to protect their God from a few cartoons. This was the simple inability of those who could not understand the assumptions that underpin a liberal worldview as to a different idea of the sacred. Since any representation of the Prophet was held to be a fatal ‘corporealising’, satirical and sexualised representation was an utter traduction. A statue of a saint that becomes even slightly flecked with mud must be burnt, to honour the saint’s purity. The burning is a lesser act than the smudge of dirt. Postmodern cultures, which lack even the pseudo-religious grounds of transcendent politics and humanism that characterised modernity, have no widespread capacity at all to understand the meaning of the sacred, such as would make multiple murders the lesser act than a bad-taste cartoon. Such a conception of these killings holds even if, as is possible, they were partly designed by higher commanders with an eye to maximum strategic impact. There was also a resistance by many on the Left of an acknowledgement that such religious incommensurability continues to exist as something other than a symptom, since it raises problematic questions about implicit ideas of internationalism and unidirectional modernisation and secularisation.

Thus the mantra repeated by political leaders in the immediate aftermath – that the killings had nothing to do with Islam – was obviously untrue. The killers clearly believed that they were not merely licensed but obligated by Islam to execute its profaners. But the Right’s sketch of them as yokels with guns who didn’t understand that their act would prompt a reaction was equally ridiculous. As was the Left’s hunt for a resistant political subjectivity concealed somewhere within the event or a victimised race-class from which political subjectivity could be made. The Hebdo killings had the external character of an IRA, Red Brigade or Palestinian operation – but these events, however rejected they may have been by a general Left, sat within a wider political movement and was one manifestation of its project.

Such movements have vanished from the contemporary postmodern social-political landscape, and it is not clear under what conditions they would, or could, reappear. Even mass manifestations such as Pegida tend to rise and fall once they have exhausted a certain need to express their dissatisfaction. The social-political frame in which people live presents itself as a set of highly abstracted economic processes beyond the possibility of intervention in the manner of the old political economic movements. Now culture, too, is receding from the grasp of the political. Such worlds become one of small conspiracies, subcultural networks, incommensurable belief systems within a world of social media, global TV and neighbourhoods cut off from any wider social whole. The Hebdo killings marked a moment when the old forces of social politics attempted to impose a meaning on the events that would serve to keep their politics going a little longer. But the real meaning of the event was that, under the banner of Unity, and with the bloodied pages of a rude magazine hovering over them like the angel Gabriel, the leaders of the West and its satellites carried through an extension of state power, of surveillance, coercion and the exercise of ‘speech crimes’, with the enthusiastic support of a movement for freedom.
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The Pencil and the Damage Done

Ceridwen Dovey

‘I was ruthless,’ Karl Ove Knausgaard, the now infamous Norwegian author of the volumes of autobiographical fiction, My Struggle, said at last year’s Sydney Writers’ Festival. ‘All writers are ruthless.’

This dictum – that ruthlessness is a necessary attribute of writers – is not new, but it has long troubled me, and made me wary of writing autobiographically in my own fiction. A fellow writer friend tells a story from a class given by the Irish writer Colm Tóibín, who asked the aspiring authors to raise a hand if they would publish a piece of their best fiction knowing it would destroy the marriage of their closest friend. All but two of the students, both women, put up a hand. Tóibín focused his heavy gaze on these two a long while, then told them to leave his class and not come back, because their moral qualms would inhibit their ability to be good writers. ‘You have to be a terrible monster to write,’ he told another class. (A rumour later circulated among the students that Tóibín had himself ruined his best friend’s marriage because of a revelation he made in his fiction; in his 2010 collection The Empty Family, there is a story, ‘Silence’, that has its origins in a passage from Henry James’ journals about a marriage destroyed by a letter from a wife’s ex-lover.)

This vision of the author as heroic truth-teller or ‘savage artist’ – no matter the consequences to others – goes back a long way, at least to the nineteenth-century novelist Gustave Flaubert, the founder of the modern realist style of narration. The critic James Wood says of Flaubert’s mode of fiction that ‘it seeks out the truth, even at the cost of repelling us’. The protagonist in O. Henry’s 1903 story ‘Confessions of a Humorist’ calls himself a ‘vampire’, preying on his wife and children for material, offering it to the ‘public gaze’ upon the ‘cold, conspicuous, common, printed page’. The late American writer John Updike was often accused of cannibalising the people in his life for the sake of his art: ‘No friend or lover was safe from being turned into fiction,’ as Hermione Lee put it. The novelist Julian Barnes believes that ‘it’s all fair game’, whether ‘you’ve been told a story by a friend or something happens in your family’. Peter Carey’s 2006 novel, Theft: A Love Story, was slammed by his ex-wife as a cruel ‘smear campaign’ by an ‘enraged narcissist’.

The sister of the British writer Hanif Kureishi complained of his 2003 film, The Mother, that ‘it was like he’d swallowed some of my life, then spat it back out’, and his ex-partner publicly voiced her feelings of betrayal after he based his 1998 novel Intimacy on their relationship. Kureishi responded to both women unapologetically: ‘If you started to censor yourself as a writer you wouldn’t get anywhere at all, you’d have a terrible book. You’d be full of things to say but you’d be too afraid to say them.’ In Joan Didion’s view, ‘writers are always selling somebody out’.

Ruthlessness towards family and friends can equally be a feature of non-fiction genres such as memoir, and it’s a truism that all fiction is to some degree autobiographical, in the sense that it constructs a self for the writer, and that all non-fiction is to some degree fictional, in being constructed. It’s almost impossible to define exactly what constitutes ‘autobiographical fiction’. The literary scholar Philippe Lejeune wrote in 1973, ‘Anyone who goes on about “autobiography” (or about any literary genre whatever) is obliged to confront the problem of the definition, if only in practice, by choosing what to talk about.’

Here I’m choosing to talk about the type of thinly veiled autobiography, billed as fiction, written by an author like Knausgaard in the tradition of Proust. (He has been described as ‘Norway’s Proust’ and regards Proust as a major influence on his work.) Knausgaard’s writing burns with a peculiar intensity because of its layered betrayals and the author-narrator’s skilful dodging of questions of identity. My Struggle’s narrator, Karl Ove, reveals hurtful thoughts (that he feels boredom and resentment about being a parent, for example, or that his desire to write is often more compelling than his desire for his wife), and Knausgaard as author then uses the cover of fiction to avoid being held accountable. He has said that ‘it was actions, not words written about [people] later, that had the most power to do damage’, but it is the act of writing these words down – and making them public – that does the most damage. In his case, the damage done has taken on legendary proportions: his book triggered his wife’s manic depression, his mother begged him to stop writing it, whole swathes of his extended family no longer speak to him, and he’s had to move to a remote town in Sweden to escape constant scrutiny in Norway.

Some might justify Knausgaard’s choices by saying it’s only fiction – after all, he calls My Struggle a novel, not a memoir. But, as the Canadian writer Robert McGill points out in his 2013 book The Treacherous Imagination, in this age of modern confessionalism ‘some texts are more traitorous than others’. Fictional texts can be the most traitorous of all, for ‘the violation is often double-edged: people are wounded by the invasion of privacy entailed in the details that are true, while they are equally hurt by what seems false’. The ground falls away from beneath the feet of the victims of this kind of writing. Their public complaints about the revelation of private truths endorse them as true, while complaints about untruths are simply considered inappropriate in the context of fiction.

The genre of any text depends on an unspoken contract between writer and reader, which determines the reader’s orientation to the text. In conventional autobiography, for example, the ‘autobiographical pact’ described by Philippe Lejeune is that the reader can safely assume that the author, narrator and protagonist are one and the same. On this assumption rests the reader’s faith that the author’s attempts to make sense of his or her life are sincere. Yet this pact is broken in autobiographical fiction, even when there is identity of name between the author (Karl Ove Knausgaard; Marcel Proust) and narrator (Karl Ove; Marcel).

And what of the pact between author and subject? The way in which autobiographical fiction is framed simultaneously as ‘art’ and ‘truth’ seems to cause further injury to authors’ subjects and intimates. Kureishi’s ex-partner claimed that Intimacy is ‘not merely a novel. You may as well call it a fish. Nobody believes that it’s just pure fiction.’ Peter Carey’s ex-wife also questioned the moral free pass that authors of autobiographical fiction are given. ‘People say writers have been doing this forever,’ she said in an interview after the publication of Theft: A Love Story. ‘Then they need to be exposed and held accountable. No one … believes novelists lie, even when they boast of it. They’re regarded as modern-day priests and priestesses.’ In this sense, authors of autobiographical fiction are operating outside any pact or contract with their intimates, unlike the authors of autobiography, who are still expected – by subjects, readers, critics – to adhere to basic standards of truthfulness.

Knausgaard apparently first thought to publish his magnum opus as a memoir, but went along with the Norwegian publisher’s proposal to call it a novel. This may have been a commercial decision, since he was already known in Norway for his novels. In My Struggle, he literally writes himself into celebrity, attracting a larger following with each volume. The use of celebrity to sell books is one of the most striking developments in the contemporary book business. Knausgaard’s account of the minute details of his life creates the conditions under which these very details become interesting to readers hungry for the ‘truth’ behind celebrity façades. Obsession or addiction is a common response among Knausgaard devotees. Zadie Smith tweeted that she needed his next volume ‘like crack’. Another critic confessed to sharing the communal ‘sick obsession’, unable to stop consuming Knausgaard’s volumes with both ‘horror and delight’. The reader becomes a crazed stalker of sorts – though we have access to endless details about Knausgaard’s daily life, we are insatiable, wanting more, depending on him for our pleasure.

Reading as voyeurism, then, or what Helen Garner refers to as ‘perving’. And she would know. Since the publication in 1977 of her first highly autobiographical novel, Monkey Grip, Garner has alternately been praised as honest and criticised as ruthless by readers and critics, most recently for basing her 2008 novel, The Spare Room, on the life and death of her close friend Jenya Osborne. Not only that, but critics like Robert Dessaix have found it galling that Garner calls her books novels. ‘But they are not novels,’ Dessaix wrote in his review of The Spare Room. ‘They are all of them fine works of art and innovative explorations of literary approaches to non-fiction, every one of them an outstanding example of stylish reportage, but none of them is a novel. So why does Helen Garner at the very least collude in having them called novels?’

Dessaix also notes the persistent criticism of Garner’s fiction that has dogged her from the very beginning of her career: ‘random jottings, they seemed to be saying, about emotional entanglements in dreary suburbs with the odd thought about the meaning of life thrown in don’t make you a writer’. So why, I wonder, when Knausgaard publishes random jottings about emotional entanglements in dreary suburbs with the odd thought about the meaning of life, is he not howled down for colluding in calling it a novel?

Knausgaard has been called the founder of ‘New Man existentialism’ and ‘one of the great writers about male frustration’, and praised for portraying ‘with savage honesty the challenges of being a man of genius who is also expected to be thoughtful, sensitive, unmonkish’. No wonder, then, that many female writers have admitted to me that they share my annoyance at the lack of acknowledgement by reviewers – and by Knausgaard himself – that he has essentially appropriated a mode of expression long used by female writers, who have a history of forensically depicting the subterranean war between the banalities of domestic life and the transcendence of artistic life. Why does Knausgaard trace his artistic heritage to Proust but not to Virginia Woolf, who experimented with blending memoir and fiction to explore exactly the same subject matter – the dangerous tug of recalling the past, and the limits that an author’s domestic situation places on her artistic life? One author referred to the Knausgaard phenomenon as ‘First World fathers having the chance to experience their own Betty Friedan moment’, expressing the simultaneous joy and ennui of parenthood, and how it can be both source of and poison to creativity. ‘Nobody wants to deny the New Men their moment,’ she said, ‘but give the ladies who’ve cleared the way a little credit!’

Another foil for Knausgaard is the contemporary British-Canadian author Rachel Cusk, who has also published the intimate details of her domestic and artistic life: becoming a mother, surviving a divorce, being a writer. Her books are filled with the same Knausgaardian mixture of the stultifying daily routine, ruthless revelations about intimates, and digressions on art and death. The difference? She calls hers memoirs, not novels. And she has been viciously attacked, not lauded, by reviewers (both male and female), one of whom won the Hatchet Job of the Year award for harshest review, describing Cusk as ‘a brittle little dominatrix and peerless narcissist who exploits her husband and her marriage with relish’ and who ‘describes her grief in expert, whinnying detail’. (To be fair, the Hatchet Job runner-up was Zoë Heller for her scathing review of Salman Rushdie’s 2012 novelised memoir, Joseph Anton; she calls him out for dismissing anyone who is troubled or hurt by a work of fiction as having an ‘unsophisticated’ or ‘crude’ understanding of how literature works.)

Even Helen Garner, who is by no means a shrinking violet, seems to have internalised the suggestion that a woman who uses her own life as the basis for her fiction is somehow illegitimate, unworthy of being called a novelist, nothing more than, to quote one critic, a lowly ‘user’ or ‘scab picker’. It doesn’t seem entirely coincidental that her ex-husband, the novelist Murray Bail, is withering about ‘the age of narcissism’, calling it a contemporary problem ‘worse than global warming’. (Garner has joked that every time she writes a book she loses a husband.) Garner is more timid than many of her male peers about the legitimacy of this mode of writing, and describes being haunted by questions about whether ‘a real writer’ shouldn’t be ‘writing about something other than herself and her immediate circle’, and worrying about the inevitability of the damage done to people close to her, and the ongoing ‘ethical problem’ this sort of writing poses.

Garner tentatively justifies her decision to write what she calls ‘auto fiction’ by hoping that she writes it well enough that her ‘readers will be carried through the superficial levels of perviness and urged into the depths of themselves’. Knausgaard voices the same justification more assertively, saying: ‘The books are an experiment about the relationship between reality and writing,’ and ‘to reach readers is everything I wanted’. My Struggle does seem to elicit an intense kind of recognition from the reader: as one reviewer put it, ‘[Knausgaard] reveals plenty about himself and his loved ones, but the people we learn most about from My Struggle are ourselves.’ This strong identification seems to arise from what readers experience as the truth, veracity, frankness, honesty, authenticity or sincerity of Knausgaard’s writing. These terms have a complex history that I don’t have space to delve into here, except for noting J.M. Coetzee’s point in relation to Rousseau’s Confessions, that sincerity in writing is an effect of rhetoric – of literary style – and ‘an invention of devilish ingenuity, in that it claims to stand outside all systems of rhetoric’ and to produce ‘an art that is above art’. Any dream of an unmediated relationship between writer and reader is bound to fail because realism is no more than a convention that produces the effect of verisimilitude. And the readers who identify so strongly with the protagonists of autobiographical fiction are, no less than readers of fantasy, engaged in a kind of willing suspension of disbelief – deliberately not seeing the writing for what it is.

Perhaps the status of autobiographical fiction today can be understood in relation to the dominance of photorealism in painting in the 1970s, which was a response by visual artists to the encroaching attractions of photographic media, an attempt to undermine and outdo the photographic image by producing a ‘realer than real’ effect in painting. Could this be what autobiographical fiction represents in an age of oversharing? Robert McGill thinks so: it is now considered normal, he says, that ‘people are publicly disseminating personal narratives all the time’. He sees the currency and power of contemporary autobiographical fiction as resulting less from its revelations and more from its ‘strategic ambivalence: the simultaneous disguises and confessions it offers reproduce a broader social ambivalence about public disclosure and private life’.

This ambivalence might also be a result of literary theorists and critics being out of touch with the realities of the commercial world of book publishing and the expectations of lay readers. The critic Kate Douglas points out that several generations of literary theorists have been raised on the notion that the biography of the author is irrelevant to the text, yet in the contemporary publishing world authors are expected to cultivate a personal brand by putting out endless performative and promotional ‘paratexts’ (the French theorist Gérard Genette’s term) in the form of interviews, profiles and public appearances, which readers often avidly consume alongside the book. In a networked world of mass and social media, it is difficult to read a work of fiction without knowing something of the private life of the author. Literary fiction in particular is now more often than not read autobiographically, whether or not the author intended to write autobiographical fiction.

So is autobiographical fiction a critique of our confessional culture – and the kind of extreme narcissism it expresses – or merely a symptom of it?

For McGill, the ethics of autobiographical fiction are unquestionably related to its erotics. He sees this kind of fiction as mediating an intimate relationship of mutual desire between author and audience. Authors who are prepared to ‘cheat’ on their real-life intimates by betraying them in their fiction invite the reader into a love triangle of sorts. There is a thrill, but also suspicion on the part of the reader that if the author is prepared to cheat with you, he may also be prepared to cheat on you. His affections are unpredictable. Above you, above everything, he values his freedom of expression, his right to say whatever he likes – and to question that hierarchy of values would make you as reader seem petty and moralistic.

Authors tend to make grand claims about the subversive power of fiction, and insist on their status as iconoclasts, refusing in and through their fiction to be bound by conventional ethical codes. Yet sometimes that means they are blind to the powerful and privileged position they occupy in having the means to publicly disseminate their words. As McGill warns:


[for] authors of autobiographical fiction their framing of interpersonal infidelities as acts of social protest could be considered equivalent to adulterers calling their affairs ethical acts of rebellion against the oppressiveness of marriage … the pleasures as well as the politics of betrayal must be kept in mind when considering authors’ claims to rebel status.



Knausgaard has variously been described as revolutionary, subversive and heroic. The narrator Karl Ove says, ‘Ibsen [was] right … relationships were there to eradicate individuality’, and Knausgaard as author heroically asserts his freedoms as an individual by ripping out the foundations of those relationships – relationships that constitute his most valuable sources as a writer. He laments his status as a domesticated twenty-first-century male, but takes advantage of it too. The apparent rebellion in his writing feeds on precisely that against which it rebels.

Coetzee has noted that as readers we like to think ‘we admire a writer because he opens our eyes, when in fact we admire him only because he confirms our preconceptions’. Our literary culture admires male writers who rebel against domesticity, who cheat on or publicly punish those close to them, who tell us how they really feel, while women who do the same are judged by a different standard. To me, what is truly radical about Helen Garner’s decision in the ’70s to start to write about her own life in her fiction is not that she was prepared to betray her intimates. It was that she was daring, as a woman, to ask readers to pay attention to fiction based on how she really felt, and how she experienced her life – to claim and hold their interest without apology. In The Spare Room, there is a powerful moment where the dying friend, Nicola, bursts into tears, unable to keep up her brave front, and admits to the author-protagonist, Helen, ‘But you see, all my life I’ve never wanted to bore people with the way I feel.’ I have to admit this is another component of my reluctance to write autobiographical fiction: a lurking fear that my life and thoughts as a woman could not possibly command anybody’s interest, a terror of being found boring. I’m not sure that even the most forward-thinking of the New Men existentialists like Knausgaard understand this inherited burden many women writers carry, whether we want to or not.

While I was reading Knausgaard, I tried to keep in mind Garner’s explanation that she started writing about her own life ‘helplessly’ – explaining what she meant by citing an aphorism attributed to the painter Georges Braque: ‘One’s style is one’s inability to do otherwise.’ In other words, the art wants what the art wants. But I kept being distracted by my own horror at what Knausgaard was doing, slashing away at his world, and by the overwhelming feeling that it would cost him too much as a human being. I googled his wife, his uncle, his mother, even his children, fixating on the walking wounded surrounding the living author. And I kept returning to the unfashionable but affecting words of Adam Phillips, a psychoanalyst and essayist, in a recent interview in the Paris Review:


Often one hears or reads accounts in which people will say, Well, he may have treated his children, wives, friends terribly, but look at the novels, the poems, the paintings. I think it’s a terrible equation. Obviously one can’t choose to be, as it were, a good parent or a good artist, but if the art legitimates cruelty, I think the art is not worth having.
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The Meeting that Never Was

Matthew Lamb

1.

One day in February 1945, in Paris, George Orwell waited at the cafe Deux Magots, where he was to meet Albert Camus for the first time. But Camus, suffering from tuberculosis and exhaustion – because of which he was currently on leave from his editorship of the resistance newspaper Combat – didn’t show up. They would never again have the chance to meet each other. Five years later, Orwell died, in England – from an illness related to his own tuberculosis.

This may very well be one of the great missed opportunities in twentieth-century European letters. But although Orwell and Camus were two of the most intriguing political and literary figures of their time, they are rarely considered in relation to each other, and when they are, it is usually not to any great depth. There are superficial similarities between them that tend to distract from looking for deeper affinities, albeit buried beneath significant antimonies. Although, politically and intellectually, they drew many of the same conclusions, these were, more often than not, arrived at from very different starting points, or via different routes. And that is, ultimately, why Orwell and Camus are so interesting to consider together. In a sense, the life and work of each man acts as an independent variable to confirm the truths and the doubts revealed by the life and work of the other.

Even their similarities, if prodded gently, reveal telling differences. Take, for example, the most iconic, albeit the most superficial, similarity between Orwell and Camus: their obsessive cigarette smoking. Orwell rolled his own cigarettes, from the cheapest shag tobacco he could find – the type used by the British working class. Camus smoked Gauloises, a pre-packaged, unfiltered cigarette, very popular among the French intelligentsia and artistic community. For each man, their preferred cigarette was a symbol for the world they tried to inhabit, but which was never really their home. For Camus, it was the French intellectual scene, a far cry from his poor Algerian origins. For Orwell, it was the British working class, very different from his middle-class upbringing, his public schooling, and his service in the Imperial Police. Each cigarette they smoked was both an act of solidarity and a calmative against not entirely fitting into their chosen worlds.

They entered each of these worlds as writers, however. But they had very different approaches and attitudes toward writing. They both considered writing as a vocation. Yet Orwell also saw it as an occupation. For him, to be a writer meant earning a living from your published work. This is why Orwell early on set himself a goal of writing and publishing one book every year. It is also why he wrote so many articles, and did so many book reviews (and later film reviews, even though he hated doing so). His freelance writing was to support his book writing. And his book writing was to support his living.

Camus also made a decision early on regarding his own career. But he felt that writing was not an occupation. It was not something to earn a living from, and so he sought out other employment. In his youth, he was struck by the romantic argument that money tainted art. But as he got older, and his romanticism faded, he worked more out of necessity. His university education was geared toward him becoming a schoolteacher, but his tuberculosis made him ineligible for the role. He had tried various odd jobs, both during and after his university study. He was a meteorologist assistant, for example. An uncle even wanted him to take over the family butcher shop, and to teach him the trade. But Camus eventually fell into journalism. Even here the writing aspect was always only a part of other more menial tasks, like typesetting, or more laborious roles, like editing and proofing or seeing someone else’s work through to print.

Orwell and Camus also approached their own writing differently. Orwell was only able to work on one project at a time. So when he had reviews to write, or a series of commissioned articles to complete, he would put aside his book manuscript, sometimes for months at a time. Even on those rare occasions when he did have a job – such as in the mid ’30s, when he briefly worked in a London bookshop, or when in the late ’30s he and his wife, Eileen, opened a village grocery shop in Hertfordshire – he made the job fit around his writing, and always saw it as something secondary. Running a grocery shop didn’t, for example, stop Orwell from travelling to Northern England to research his book on working-class life, or to Spain to fight against the fascists. But when a job became all-consuming – such as when he worked for the BBC during the war, and then as literary editor of Tribune – his own writing all but stopped. Starting in 1933, Orwell published one book every year up until 1939. His next book, Animal Farm, was not published until 1945. He would look back on these years in between as wasted.

During and after the war, Camus worked as a newspaper editor at Combat but also as a book editor at Gallimard, where he curated his own series (publishing, for the first time, writers such as Simone Weil and Violette Leduc). Still, Camus didn’t let his day job get in the way of his own writing. His illness had taught him that time was short, and so he didn’t waste any of it. Unlike Orwell, however, Camus would work on several projects at once. Despite his journalism, and essay writing, Camus tended to develop what he called ‘cycles’ of work, based around a common theme. His aim was to write a novel, a play and a book-length essay to make up each cycle of work. Although the reality never entirely matched the plan, he kept to this method throughout his life. At the same time that he was working on his novel The Stranger, for example, he was also writing his essay The Myth of Sisyphus, and working on the play Caligula. Meanwhile, the seeds of his next cycle were already being sown in his notebooks, and rehearsed in his journalism and essay writing.

Part of the reason for these different attitudes and approaches to writing may be due to their different social backgrounds. For Orwell, that background was middle-class, old Etonian – even when he rebelled against it he was still inculcated by the attitudes that came with it. He had seen several of his classmates – such as Cyril Connolly – go on to become writers and editors of literary journals and newspapers, and so he was never in any doubt that a literary career was not something he could pursue. His five years in the Burmese Police were, he later said, partly an attempt to actively avoid becoming a writer – as if it was always inevitable.

Camus, on the other hand, came from very poor, largely illiterate, working-class French Algeria. There was hardly anything inevitable in Camus’ becoming a writer. Growing up, there were no books in the house, and no privacy. During the school holidays, he worked with his uncles and older brother in a wine-barrel factory. His older brother didn’t go to high school, but went instead to work full-time with their uncles. Camus was supposed to follow suit, but an intervention from a schoolteacher, Louis Germain – and later the encouragement of a high school teacher and then university lecturer, Jean Grenier – made Camus see new possibilities. But even here, these possibilities extended mainly to the goal of becoming a high school teacher, and the need for a steady, honest job. Writing was certainly a possibility, but it was always something besides, something you did after work hours. For a working-class family in 1930s Algeria, writing was not considered legitimate work.

Tuberculosis affected Orwell and Camus in very different ways. Orwell was often sickly, and his illnesses were always lung-related. From early childhood he had bouts of chronic bronchitis, pneumonia, and influenza, often resulting in hospitalisation. In September 1938, when he was thirty-five, he went to French Morocco to recover from his first official bout of tuberculosis, although an older tubercular lesion was also found on his lungs. He became acclimatised to illness early on, to the extent that he didn’t let it get in the way of his more adventurous activities. He fought in Spain in 1936, for example, where he was shot in the throat. It was not until the Second World War that tuberculosis stopped him from enlisting. Even then, he threw himself into the home guard, and later – at the time he was supposed to meet Camus – worked as a war correspondent.

Camus contracted tuberculosis when he was seventeen, much younger than when Orwell became aware of his illness, but older than Orwell in his having to cope with illness in general. It therefore came as more of a shock to Camus when he was first diagnosed. Despite the poverty of his childhood, Camus was a robust and active child, playing soccer and swimming in the ocean. But tuberculosis, during the 1930s in French Algeria, was effectively a death sentence. Camus only received basic treatment because his father had died fighting in the First World War, which made the Camus children eligible for free medical care. The severity of the illness restricted his activities. He was unable to enlist to fight in Spain during the civil war in the mid-1930s, and later, at the start of the Second World War, he was again unable to enlist, despite repeated attempts.

Tuberculosis shaped Camus’ life more so than it did Orwell’s. The latter often treated his illness as an annoying aside, something he acted in spite of. It helped that his brother-in-law, Laurence O’Shaughnessy, was a leading thoracic surgeon and attending doctor at the sanatorium where Orwell would often stay in the late 1930s. Although it could be argued that Orwell’s pervasive pessimism – especially in his final novel, Nineteen Eighty-Four, written when he knew he was dying of tuberculosis – could, in part, be due to his own sense of mortality, illness never really became a prominent subject for his writing (his essay ‘How the Poor Die’ being a notable exception).

Camus, on the other hand, constantly referred to tuberculosis in his writing, both explicitly and implicitly. In the original version of The Stranger, for example, the protagonist dies from tuberculosis. Although by the time he reworked the material into The Stranger, he had removed overt references to the illness, the mood pervades. The description of Meursault on the beach, for example, moments before shooting the Arab, was the same as his description of tubercular fever found in an earlier draft of the novel – but also the same as in his own notebooks, when describing his own experience. One of the earliest existing prose pieces by the young Camus, from 1933, soon after his first stint in hospital, is a piece called ‘The Hospital in a Poor Neighbourhood’. Like Orwell, even in his own suffering Camus becomes aware of the suffering of others, and the cumulative effects of poverty and illness on the mind:


Early in his illness, the man had found himself prevented from working, weakened, with no resources, and in despair over the poverty that had settled on his wife and children. He had not been thinking of death, but one day he threw himself beneath the wheels of a passing automobile. ‘Like that.’



When Camus wrote of the question of suicide in The Myth of Sisyphus, it was not therefore a theoretical or rhetorical problem he was raising, but a practical and personal one. Later, in The Plague – Camus’ fictional equivalent of Nineteen Eighty-Four – the pervasive metaphor of illness is used to describe the same totalitarian atmosphere that Orwell described in his own novel. The aetiology of the plague in Camus’ novel is conspicuously ambiguous, however, although the symptoms are remarkably similar to those of his own tuberculosis.

2.

February 1945 was a significant moment in the life and work of both Orwell and Camus, regardless of them not actually meeting. Even had they done so, it is unlikely they would have been aware that their individual actions over the previous months would have great consequences for each of them. The previous February, Orwell had finished Animal Farm, but was unable to get it published, because of its literary style, its political implications – even because of a wartime paper shortage. It is the novel that, when finally published, would make him immediately famous across the world. But by the time he was supposed to meet Camus, the novel remained in manuscript form, its potential unknown, even to Orwell himself.

Camus was already famous for The Stranger (1942). But since late August 1944, his renown had steadily grown, as he was also famous for being the editor of Combat. Since the liberation of Paris in late August the previous year, when Combat began publishing openly, the fame Camus had previously known as a novelist had been compounded by his journalism: he was now a public intellectual. Yet his general exhaustion, the liberation and subsequent purge of collaborationists, had taken its toll on Camus’ already weakened health. It was in January 1945 – the month before he was supposed to meet Orwell – that the most significant event occurred, although it was not considered so at the time. Even Camus needed a longer period to reflect on its significance.

Camus was initially in favour of the purge trials, but he quickly became disillusioned by the arbitrariness of their application. The turning point came when he was asked to sign a petition to commute the sentence of Robert Brasillach, a notorious collaborationist journalist. After a sleepless night on 25 January 1945, Camus signed the petition. It was not successful, however, and Brasillach was executed. It would not be until November the following year – in a series of eight articles published in Combat under the title ‘Neither Victims nor Executioners’ – that Camus would publicly write about the ideas that were born from this moment, particularly to do with his rejection, on principle, of the death penalty. This series would rehearse the basic arguments that Camus would later expand in his book The Rebel, completed in 1950 – several months after Orwell’s death – and published in 1951.

For Orwell, the most significant event occurred in March 1945, the month after his failed meeting with Camus. It is perhaps the reason why they never managed to reschedule. Orwell was also ill at this point, and in March he entered a hospital in Cologne. The seriousness of his condition is accounted for by his writing, for the first time (on 31 March), instructions for his literary executor. What he didn’t know at the time, but found out almost immediately afterward, was that two days earlier in England, on 29 March, his wife, Eileen, had died undergoing routine surgery. When he found out, although still deathly ill, he hurried back to England. The death of his wife numbed Orwell, and he threw himself into his work. By April, he had returned to Europe to continue his war correspondence, but by this stage the Allies were already into Germany and Austria, with Orwell trailing behind.

Meanwhile, Camus had also left Paris. He was already back in Algeria, picking up his pre-war investigations and criticisms of the effects of colonialism. He had already published a series of articles in Algeria in 1939 on this topic, and now he returned for a series of articles that would be published in Combat in 1945. Later, while Camus had completed and published The Plague, and was hard at work on what would become The Rebel, Orwell was already in Jura, Scotland, working on his last novel, Nineteen Eighty-Four – and dying.

In August 1945, Animal Farm was finally published to instant acclaim. Orwell would later send Camus a copy of the French translation of the novel – interestingly, in the French version, the name of the pig, Napoleon, was changed to Caesar, so as not to hurt French sensibilities. Camus, writing The Rebel at that time, would have been amused, had he known.

3.

Although Camus was already famous in France for his work from the early 1940s, it was his post-war work – beginning with the publication of The Plague – that brought him international renown. Orwell became internationally famous at about the same time. It is from the 1950s onward that the reputations of both figures were truly established. But such reputations – often disproportionate to the work in question – are almost always based on misunderstandings and oversimplifications. For Orwell, this process largely occurred after his death (21 January 1950). Camus struggled against his own growing reputation, often in vain, throughout the 1950s, until his own death on 4 January 1960.

Even here, in these misunderstandings and oversimplifications, a comparison between Orwell and Camus is worth pursuing. Their reputations have been secured, largely through the imposition of a false binary over each of their work, with one half being brought narrowly into relief against the attempted suppression of the other half. The dividing line is between their fiction and their non-fiction, their art and their politics: Camus is seen as a great literary figure, but a poor political thinker, while Orwell as a great political writer, but a poor literary figure.

What is ultimately compelling about these men, however, is that they are both consummate literary and political writers. The two aspects of their work – the literary and the political – cannot be pitted against each other. It is the balance between the two that is responsible for the creative force behind each man’s work. By reconsidering Orwell and Camus in relation to each other, the prominent aspect of each can be used to rehabilitate the suppressed aspect of the other.

Both rehearsed their literary and political thinking throughout the 1930s. Orwell’s thinking evolved more publicly in various book reviews, as well as articles and books. Camus rehearsed his ideas more privately, in his notebooks and unpublished essays, but also in the occasional published book review (in Algeria). It was not until The Myth of Sisyphus was published (1942) that his mature ideas on aesthetics would become known, albeit largely ignored. What is essential to note is that, for both men, these ideas, both literary and political, were developed in unison, and were forged in the act of writing, and in response to the same climate of political and social unease.

Although Orwell became famous for his final two novels, Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four, their reputation is built on the political message they carry. And to get at that message, the literary and artistic aspects of these works have been pushed to the side. The retrospective appraisal of his pre-war books holds up his non-fiction works (The Road to Wigan Pier and Homage to Catalonia) and downplays his novels (A Clergyman’s Daughter, Keep the Aspidistra Flying, Coming Up for Air), except when (as with Down and Out in Paris and London and Burmese Days) they can be mined for autobiographical and social or political import. His political journalism and essays are seen as the core of his thinking, and Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four as popular illustrations of these ideas.

But Orwell himself, very early in his career, argued against this style of reading literature. In one of his first book reviews, in 1930, for example – on Lewis Mumford’s book Herman Melville – he argues that such interpretation (an ‘unpleasant but necessary word’) is a ‘dangerous method of approaching a work of art. Done with absolute thoroughness, it would cause art itself to vanish.’ Reducing a work of art to an allegorical message, he said, ‘is like eating an apple for the pips’. In The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus also argued against reducing novels to what he called a ‘thesis-novel, the work that proves, the most hateful of all … the one that most often is inspired by a smug thought’. For both men, a novel is not supposed to tell the reader what to think, but rather to create the conditions through which the reader can experience thinking for themselves. This idea became the creative spark that fired also their political imaginations, especially their opposition to totalitarianism.

Throughout the 1930s, both Camus and Orwell saw the problem of the contemporary novel in terms of the tendencies toward either formalism or realism. On the one hand, empty formalism focused on technique, on art for art’s sake; on the other, social realism or naturalism revealed the world, but without any structure, or by attaching a simplistic morality to the work. Both men recognised the merits of each, but also the absurdity of allowing each aspect to dominate a work of art.

For Orwell, the two most influential books throughout the 1930s were James Joyce’s Ulysses and Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer. He argued, both publicly (in reviews) and privately (in letters), that Ulysses perfectly used various formal techniques to examine, for the first time, both the outside and the inside of the ordinary man, and to bridge the gap between the ‘intellectual’ and the ‘man-in-the-street’. Tropic of Cancer focused the reader’s attention on the brutal and often ugly facts of everyday life. But Orwell also felt that both books went too far in each direction – the formalism of the former, and the brutal naturalism of the latter. He strove to develop his own style that joined the best of both, while jettisoning the worst. Incorporating the political into his writing – thinking about the political in literary terms – is what allowed him to strike a balance.

This is one of the often missed points of his otherwise well-known essay ‘Politics and the English Language’. Although he explicitly states that he is not examining the ‘literary use of language’, he is still looking at the use of literary language in political writing. The whole focus of the essay is to examine the use of imagery and metaphor, and the misuse of cliché and abstract language – the way that politics uses language to corrupt or prevent thought, and the way we can rejuvenate our language in order to allow and clarify our thinking.

Moreover, the reason Orwell wasn’t looking at the ‘literary use of language’ in that essay is that he had already done so in a previous one, ‘The Prevention of Literature’ – which, in many respects, provides the context and the conditions for understanding more clearly the argument in ‘Politics and the English Language’. (The two essays were written almost in conjunction with one another in late 1945, soon after Orwell and Camus were supposed to meet.)

In this earlier essay, Orwell makes the explicit link between literature and totalitarianism, and shows how a politics that tends toward totalitarianism not only reduces the capacity of literature to be created and read, but also that totalitarianism achieves its own goals, in part, through the very process of preventing literature from being created and read. The reason for this, Orwell argues, is that literature is concerned with increasing consciousness, free thought, the imagination, all of which are anathema to totalitarianism. For him, literary thinking is inextricably linked to intellectual honesty. ‘At some time in the future, if the human mind becomes something totally different from what it is, we may learn to separate literary creation from intellectual honesty. At present we know only that the imagination, like certain wild animals, will not breed in captivity.’ For Orwell, reading a novel for its allegorical message, while ignoring its literary context, is a form of intellectual dishonesty. For Camus, such a reading is inspired by a ‘smug thought’: ‘You demonstrate the truth you feel sure of possessing.’

This unity of the literary and the political in Orwell’s work is central also to his other well-known essay ‘Why I Write’, where he explicitly states: ‘What I have most wanted to do throughout the past ten years is to make political writing into an art.’ The essay includes an often cited passage, used to supposedly highlight his political writing at the expense of his literary writing: ‘looking back through my work, I see that it is invariably where I lacked a political purpose that I wrote lifeless books and was betrayed into purple passages, sentences without meaning, decorative adjectives and humbug generally.’ But this ignores a previous, qualifying statement from the same essay: ‘But I could not do the work of writing a book, or even a long magazine article, if it were not also an aesthetic experience. Anyone who cares to examine my work will see that even when it is downright propaganda it contains much that a full-time politician would consider irrelevant.’

The context for these passages is created by the main argument of his essay. Here Orwell examines four motivations for why writers, in general – and himself in particular – write: sheer egoism, aesthetic enthusiasm, historical impulse, and political purpose. ‘I am a person in whom the first three motives would outweigh the fourth [the political],’ he adds. It is worth noting that one aspect for which Orwell is renowned – his focus on ‘things as they are, to find out true facts and store them up for the use of posterity’ – is, for him, the definition of the historical impulse, and not, as may be assumed, his political purpose.

It was, indeed, the historical context that Orwell found himself in that forced him, albeit against his nature, to become political. But it was his literary thinking – from which his intellectual honesty evolved – that forced him to consider his historical context so clearly, so as to become political. It is for this reason that Orwell, on occasion, referred to himself as a ‘literary intellectual’.

This self-description, and the argument behind it, aptly applies also to Camus. In a 1951 interview, for example, he said:


What, in fact, is the aim of every creative artist? To depict the passions of his day. In the seventeenth century, the passions of love were at the forefront of people’s minds. But today, the passions of our century are collective passions, because society is in disorder. Artistic creation, instead of removing us from the drama of our time, is one of the means we are given of bringing it closer. Totalitarian regimes are well aware of this, since they consider us their first enemies. Isn’t it obvious that everything which destroys art aims to strengthen ideologies that make men unhappy?



And yet, where Orwell is praised for his political judgement, albeit based upon a denigration of his literary imagination, Camus is praised for his literary works (he won the Nobel Prize for Literature, after all), but, in the process, he is denigrated for his political thinking – often dismissed as a noble but vague humanism; admirable, but not worth taking seriously.

However, by the time most of the French intelligentsia embraced Communism in the late 1940s and ’50s, Camus had already joined and been expelled from the Communist Party (the Algerian branch). At a time when many others – such as Merleau-Ponty and Sartre – were being seduced by Communism, Camus was already aware of its theoretical contradictions and practical impossibilities. His experiences during the purges of the mid-1940s showed him that today’s victims can easily become tomorrow’s executioners. His own political thinking – which, like Orwell’s, was grounded in intellectual honesty and concrete experience – developed early, through his growing up in poverty in working-class Algeria. What Orwell learned only slowly, and from the outside, about poverty and working-class culture, Camus knew firsthand, from the root source.

Camus sharpened his political sensibilities through his journalism, which forced upon him the practice of keeping an open mind, of collecting the facts for himself, and then thinking through their significance and implications. Take, for example, his 1939 series of articles on the drought and famine of the Kabylia region of Algeria. The lyricism of Camus’ prose is often cited, but what is ignored are the dozens of pages full of painstaking detail, facts and figures, and reported conversations with those affected, the attempt to examine the environmental, the social, the cultural, the colonial, the economic, and the political aspects of the situation. Nearly two decades later, these pieces were collected together with Camus’ other writings about Algeria. Covering more than eighty printed pages, his preface notes, however, that ‘pieces were too long and detailed to reproduce here in their entirety, and I have cut overly general observations and sections on housing, welfare, crafts, and usury’. These articles are the equivalent of Orwell’s investigation into working-class life, published as The Road to Wigan Pier (1937). When they were first published in June 1939, the political and media uproar led to Camus’ blacklisting in Algeria and his self-exile to Paris. Needless to say, he was not blacklisted for his lyricism.

In a series of articles published in May 1945 in Combat, Camus examined the changing political situation in Algeria, based on his previous series of articles in 1939, and showed how it had shifted for the worse. More than a decade before the French intelligentsia would see colonialism and the Algerian situation as an ‘issue’ worth thinking about, Camus was already warning that the political reality on the ground was leading the country into self-destruction. His practical solutions – suggested in 1939, updated in 1945 – and his early criticisms against French colonialism all went unheeded.

In his journalism, Camus was also focused on domestic French, European, and international politics. A constant refrain in his Combat editorials and articles – written in the course of facing day-to-day political and social struggles – is the criticism that what is lacking in contemporary politics is a sense of ‘imagination’. Like Orwell, Camus saw the imagination as essential to forcing an individual to see the concrete reality beyond the words and ideologies of his day. Here is but one example, from an editorial on 30 August 1944: ‘Thirty-four Frenchmen tortured and then murdered at Vincennes: without help from our imagination these words say nothing. And what does the imagination reveal? Two men, face-to-face, one of whom is preparing to tear out the fingernails of the other, who looks him in the eye.’ There are numerous other examples in Camus’ journalism. They are the equivalent of Orwell’s famous line: ‘As I write, highly civilized human beings are flying overhead, trying to kill me’ – of which he, too, has numerous other, lesser-known examples in his own writing.

But each of these tiny moments of detail is the outcome of a more fully developed imagination. Such imagination is the lynchpin between the political and the literary aspects of the work of both Orwell and Camus. For Orwell, this political imagination is associated with ‘decency’. Camus also spoke of ‘decency’ in his journalism, but, for him, it was associated mainly with an attitude of ‘modesty’.

Much of the development of Camus’ political thinking, culminating in The Rebel, is based around his opposition to all forms of modern nihilism, whether they came from the right or the left. But even here Camus has a unique perspective on what nihilism is: ‘A nihilist is not one who believes in nothing, but one who does not believe in what exists.’ It is precisely the same criticism that Orwell levelled against totalitarianism: ‘Totalitarianism demands, in fact, the continuous alteration of the past, and in the long run probably demands a disbelief in the very existence of objective truth.’ Most commentators focus on the first part of this statement, and ignore the implications of the second part. This is from the same essay in which Orwell rehearses an image used so powerfully in Nineteen Eighty-Four: ‘So long as physical reality cannot be altogether ignored, so long as two and two have to make four …’ And the essay in which this appears? ‘The Prevention of Literature’.

Camus’ equivalent to this essay appeared as a later chapter in his political work The Rebel. There he described how the roots of rebellion – and its inextricable belief in limits, predicated upon what exists, and its preservation – were the same as the roots of art. For Camus, as for Orwell, the separation of the two aspects of human experience, the political and the literary, is the first sign of the decadence of each. Camus writes:


The trial of art has been opened definitively and is continuing today with the embarrassed complicity of artists and intellectuals dedicated to calumniating both their art and their intelligence. We notice, in fact, that in the contest between Shakespeare and the shoemaker, it is not the shoemaker who maligns Shakespeare or beauty but, on the contrary, the man who continues to read Shakespeare and who does not choose to make shoes – which he could never make, if it comes to that.



4.

So what would have happened had these two men actually met in 1945? Les Deux Magots was a popular cafe and meeting place for Parisian writers and intellectuals. In 1928, when Orwell was down and out in Paris, fresh out of the Burmese Police, he thought he saw James Joyce there. Now here he was seated at that same cafe, wearing a British Army officer uniform, standard for a war correspondent. He was in France to write articles about the liberation for The Observer and the Manchester Evening News. Camus would have been in his usual suit and trench coat. They would probably have spoken in French, Orwell being better at French than Camus at English. They would have smoked, albeit different cigarettes.

Orwell was ten years older than Camus, but Camus was often at ease with older male figures, perhaps because he never knew his father. One of his most significant male relationships throughout the late ’30s and early ’40s was Pascal Pia. He was the same age as Orwell. Pia introduced Camus to the newspaper world, and found him work in Paris. He was part of the resistance, and worked with Camus, as a sort of political mentor, at Combat. André Malraux was another figure Camus admired and became friends with. He was two years older than Orwell and Pia. Malraux was perhaps closer to Orwell in sensibility, a literary man who liked action. He also took part in the Spanish Civil War, and he liked to wear military dress, like Orwell during this period as a war correspondent.

Orwell had arranged the meeting with Camus, ostensibly on the basis of the latter having been the editor of Combat during the final months of the war. In an article Orwell was researching at the time – published in the Manchester Evening News on 28 February 1945 – about the French newspaper scene, Orwell cited Combat as one of the leading ‘Left-wing Socialist’ newspapers that was still able to retain some of its critical power amidst the rising status quo and censorship of post-war Paris. Orwell was probably thinking of the likes of Camus when he wrote: ‘But the experience of the occupation has produced in large numbers a new type of journalist – very young, idealistic and yet hardened by illegality, and completely non-commercial in outlook – and these men are bound to make their influence felt in the post-war Press.’ So they would have probably spoken about the occupation and the liberation, and about the press, about censorship and paper shortages.

Had the conversation gone off topic, had they spoken about other than immediate things, it is likely that they would have spoken about Spain. Orwell’s 1938 book Homage to Catalonia, about his experience of the Spanish Civil War, was soon to be published in a French translation. Camus had an abiding affiliation with Spain. His mother was Spanish. He was also currently having a love affair with María Casares – a Spanish actress, the daughter of Santiago Casares y Quiroga, the prime minister of Spain during the military uprising in 1936, which started the civil war. Camus would have been interested to hear about Orwell’s time in Spain, and especially about his being shot through the throat. Orwell would have been interested to hear, via Camus’ close contacts, current news of Spain.

But they would perhaps not have spoken for long, or about many of the topics discussed here. Orwell and his English reserve, Camus and his Algerian pudeur, would have seen to this, at least at their first meeting. Coffee over, cigarettes snubbed out, they would have shaken hands and then gone their separate ways, but ever in the same direction.
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Mirror Rim: Lost and Found on the Abrolhos

Ashley Hay

I thought Batavia was the story I was carrying on my trip to the Abrolhos in the first weeks of spring. You know the one – the Dutch East India Company ship that ran aground there in 1629, delivering 316 people to a cluster of tiny islands in the northern part of the archipelago where some endured a murderously mutinous attack at the hands of their fellow travellers. Only 116 arrived safely in the Spice Islands, half a year later.

I thought it was that ship, that story, those people who underscored how I approached this place, the way I saw it and what I experienced. It took me some time to fathom the truth.

Perhaps it’s a writer’s worst habit, carrying narratives around to fit to new places, or having unexpected ones rear up in places that should be fresh and free of all associations. Their eyes always open for a scene, a sentence, a moment to steal for a story they don’t yet know they’ll tell. I’m with Hilary Mantel when she says: ‘Insights don’t usually arrive at my desk, but go into notebooks when I’m on the move. Or half-asleep.’

Which probably makes me awful to travel with – or sleep with.

*

It disappeared so quickly, the enormous heft of Australia. It was spring and, in the striped blue thickness of the Indian Ocean below our tiny plane, whales surfaced and frolicked – a spray of water, a raised flipper, the giant splash of a breach. The occasional vessel appeared: trawler, cruiser, carrier. There was so much space around each that the chance of any one intersecting with another seemed impossible. The chance of intersecting with anything seemed remote.

Yet more than ninety boats’ lookouts are known to have failed at their post in this place, leading their vessels to run afoul. Below the plane, we saw the boiler of a recent wreck (the Windsor, 1908), the remnants of the Zeewijk (1727), below which was, perhaps, the Agtekerke, lost two years earlier in 1725 but only – possibly – revealed in 2012. For almost 400 years, for all anyone knew, the Agtekerke could have fallen off the face of the earth.

It’s an A to Z of submarine detritus, drawn to – and destroyed by – the Abrolhos Islands, this exquisite scatter of reefs, shoals, shallows and 170-odd ‘islands, islets and above-water rocks’ that covers 800 square kilometres of space about 70 kilometres off Australia’s western shore. This spotty archipelago, a smattering of limestone and coralline punctuation spread across a wide, wet canvas.

You do not just happen across the Abrolhos. There’s a small seasonal crayfishing industry and some aquaculture operations, mainly pearl farms: the oysters here can produce a pearl the colour of an indigo dusk. But there are no public jetties and no marinas – only private access ways and a handful of public moorings. There are three airstrips and one local helicopter company has the right to land anywhere it can set a chopper down.

If you do get there, you’re not supposed to stay: there’s nowhere to book a room; nowhere to camp. The chance of sleeping over comes by working with the fishermen or pearlers and bunking in one of their huts – or by being invited to stay, as we were, in the Department of Fisheries’ dormitories on Rat Island, in the middle cluster of these outcrops, the Easter Group.

And so we came, a handful of visiting writers – offered the chance to be somewhere, see somewhere, as writers sometimes are – and we stared across the shape of this small piece of land, its vast blue sky busy with the sounds and swoops of birds.

More than 2 million birds breed throughout these islands: terns and noddies (including the only Australian breeding population of Australian lesser noddies, Anous tenuirostris melanops) and gulls. There are populations of Larus pacificus here, the heavier, more cartoonish gull that lived around Sydney until it was out-competed by that smaller, harsher-voiced kelp gull with its red beak and beady eyes. There was the possibility of sea lions too – the Abrolhos is the northern limit of the breeding population of Neophoca cinerea, and one was known to come and play.

Beneath the sounds of the birds lay the strange wuthering the wind makes where there’s not much for it to play against – sounds a usually busy mind could easily spin into something like a noisy road on a wet day. A thing so far from real: the island was deserted but for us and our stomping, two out-of-season cray-fishers working on their hut, and what remained of Giuseppe Benvenuto, who drowned in 1929 when his boat went down nearby. The view beyond the headstone of his neat and obvious grave gave way to limitless west.

There was something compelling about the water beyond that grave. Close by, where it turned against the sandy shore, it sometimes rested – completely still, like a millpond – for the better part of a minute, even more. There was not the slightest ripple or wave, and then, like a breath, some pulse would return; a small fold, another and another. There was no discernible pattern to this, no logic, and far out against the western horizon the high white walls of breakers rose up and shattered against the raised ocean floor. Too far to hear their noise; too far to gauge their size or weight or power. They were a suggestion, or a threat, perhaps, like a misplaced loop of film disrupting an otherwise serene line.

Those waves evoked the phrase long-ago sailors used when they left charted waters: they spoke of ‘sailing out of the world’. Out there was the far shore that closes The Voyage of the Dawn Treader – the far shore that opens Twelfth Night. Out there were lost stories and undiscovered lands.

The clouds took on rose-gold and apricot as the sun began to set and the light went down. Out at the edge of the world.

*

I’m an utterly east coast creature: I grew up with my feet in the Pacific Ocean and a clear stretch between me and Chile – had I been able to see that far. All my life, the sun has risen out of the ocean, illuminating a coast spotted with the colonial busyness of familiar British names: Cook and Banks, Bass and Flinders.

On the west coast, where the sun falls into the sea, the names are more exotic and the narrative of colonial exploration is more than a hundred and fifty years older. Dirk Hartog nailed his silver plate to a tree in 1616. Willem de Vlamingh, more than seventy years later, coasted from Rottnest Island up to Hartog’s landing site near Shark Bay, replacing the original plaque. In between came Frederick de Houtman, charting the constellations of the southern sky along the Dutch East India Company’s route between Europe in the north and the Spice Islands – as Indonesia was known – in the south.

In the days before the reliability of longitude, the smart navigational money was on tracking east from South Africa until the coast of New Holland – or Australia – appeared. Turn left at the place now called Kalbarri, the thinking went, and you could track north-west to Batavia (Jakarta).

But Frederick de Houtman found a suite of reefs between his vessel and the sea cliffs of Kalbarri in July 1619. He named them for a common seafaring phrase – abri voll olos: ‘keep your eyes open’. Hoping no one else would stumble on them as he had.

But here came Batavia, in the early hours of 4 June 1629.

I thought I saw the sea breaking on some shallows, said the ship’s lookout.

I thought you saw the moonlight on the water, said her skipper.

And the ship ran aground, her hull gouged.

Of the 316 people aboard, forty drowned. The rest made it to shore – even the panicky second-in-command, Jeronimus Cornelisz, who spent the last twenty-four hours of the ship’s life clinging to the bowsprit because he couldn’t swim. You know what happened next. There are novels and non-fiction books; there are operas; there are films.

The ship’s skipper, Ariaen Jacobsz, and its commandant or ‘upper merchant’, Francisco Pelsaert, slunk off under the cover of darkness with a subset of crew and passengers and the two small extant boats, first to search for water and then, failing that, to attempt the 3000-kilometre open-water sail to Indonesia to effect a rescue. In their absence – deemed treacherous by the abandoned survivors – command devolved onto that unstable apothecary, the ‘under merchant’ Cornelisz, a man who’d been planning mutiny well before the reefs of the Abrolhos appeared. He began separating the remaining passengers and crew; he began ordering them killed – more than a hundred of them were, and the skeletons of some were found, centuries later, in shallow graves. When Pelsaert returned – having been unable to locate the islands for a month, thanks to the dubious calculations of latitude and longitude taken by his now imprisoned skipper – Cornelisz was tried. He had one of his hands amputated – some reports say two – before he was hung alongside several other mutineers.

It’s a grisly tale, told and retold. Its first incarnation as a book was published in 1647 and became an immediate bestseller. But the recitative of its horror notwithstanding, perhaps some fates are worse. The abecedary of known shipwrecks encapsulates many hundreds of lives cut short – but what of the utterly lost, those ships whose fates aren’t known? As Simon Leys calculated in his own elegant essay on Batavia, of the ships that sailed to the East Indies, one in fifty never arrived. On the return voyage, the odds dipped to one in twenty. ‘Most of the lost ships,’ he wrote, ‘disappeared without a trace.’

‘We tell ourselves stories in order to live,’ as the famous Joan Didion quote goes, and perhaps it’s our stories that keep us alive when we’re gone – a stab at immortality. If a story cannot be told – if its last teller disappears beneath the last wave with the crumbling bowsprit – then the shape of its narrative is necessarily upended, incomplete. Who knows what has happened or where? Someone has to survive; the longboat or the yawl has to make it back. Otherwise the story sinks, forgotten, into the ocean.

*

On the Abrolhos the moon rose out of the sea as bright and as orange as the sun. It was two fingers above the horizon by the time I reached the foreshore, swung up so fast and already apparently diminishing. Someone knew the trick of holding your thumb against its disc to undo the illusion that it rises large and begins to shrink, and we sat there, measuring the moon and measuring our misperceptions.

This demonstrable difference between how we see things and how they are was irresistible. We joked about it. We joked about the creepiness of this empty island with its empty huts. We joked about the ghosts we didn’t want to see – the worst of them just over there, 27 kilometres to the north, where Batavia went down. We talked, we told each other stories. We turned ourselves towards sleep.

We know that we sleep differently to our ancestors (they often slept in two blocks a night, waking in between to eat, pray, love – even to burgle, brew beer, or pop out to see a neighbour). We know, too, that different cultures still sleep differently to each other today (from the famous southern European siesta to various African tribes where no one is ever told to sleep and where the boundaries between waking and sleeping are described as ‘very fluid’). So can different landscapes generate different experiences of sleeping? Can different landscapes generate different dreams?

Twice I skidded out of somnolence, jolting awake with a shock, like a step taken with no ground suddenly beneath it. The second time, I know I cried out too. The night was ringingly quiet and the sleep that finally arrived was tessellated so that I seemed to dream that I was awake when I knew I must have been dreaming and woke as exhausted as if I’d never closed my eyes.

I did dream of Francisco Pelsaert’s mother, dispossessed and punished via the decision that her son was partly culpable for the mess of Batavia because he had left his ship and sailed for rescue. I dreamt of walking into a depth of water that suddenly levelled out, shallow and only chest-deep – and I dreamt of walking across to Australia’s mainland through this flat and silvery rime. Batavia was reckoned to have a top speed of about 4.5 kilometres per hour; I could walk faster than that and reach Geraldton in ten hours, top speed.

And then I slept, deep, dreamless, as if I’d disappeared from my own imagination.

I woke, though, with the unsettling thought of Cornelisz’s amputated hands. Lying on my front, my left hand was gripping at the fingers of my right while the full weight of my body pressed onto both; they’d been numbed and dulled of all sensation. I managed not to cry out again – my roommate was still asleep.

Through the window the morning was the blank silver of the time before sunrise when the world hasn’t yet found its colour, and the gulls rose silently to hover on thermal streams, as if to regain their wings after a quiet night on the ground.

I shook the feeling back into my hands and sent the power-mad apothecary away. The sun shone a straight line across the water to the end of one of the jetties, just as the moon had the night before, and the real world seemed far off.

‘I had such a wonderful sleep,’ said my roommate, smiling and stretching towards the beginning of her day.

Hours later, as our plane rose up from the airstrip and cleared the land’s friable edge, my phone clicked back into range and immediately started to ring. I sent an automatic message – ‘can’t talk now’ – wishing I could shout instead, over the engine’s roar. ‘You’ll never guess where I am; you’ll never guess at the beauty I’m seeing.’

Keep your eyes open; tell something from this place.

*

Of course it’s a compulsion, the need to convert time and space into stories. A bunch of writers on a speckle of island, a limestone platform undercut by the movement of water so that it hovered like a tree on its trunk: we couched it in terms of longing to be marooned in a place like this; the fear of being marooned in a place like this; whether or not we saw a snake, a lizard, or a seal; whether we could ever have enough of the exhilaration of a land’s edge.

Days later, my plane home east still seemed determined to collude with the primacy of that famous and brutal accident as the story that defined this part of the world. The map of its flight path indicated each state capital, plus Darwin – and ‘Batavia, 1629’, with a small dot for the site of the wreck, out there on the reefs.

But it hadn’t been Batavia and its souls who staked a claim on my imagination during my time offshore. What came to rest there were the truncated arcs of the 239 stories that seem to have disappeared entirely – further out, further down in the unplumbable depths of the Indian Ocean, beyond my millpond and its distant wall of waves. Not centuries ago, but on 8 March 2014, when MH370 disappeared off the face of the earth. Without the wreckage we expect from such impacts. Without the last-minute phone calls we expect from such moments. Without the careful lat/long pinpointing we expect from this century. Without an explanation to lament; without a fate.

This was the story that had found me, on the edge of those eyes-open islands at the edge of the world.

Further out, further west. Under the infinite vastness of all this blue.

Griffith Review





The Thirty-ninth Summer of DK Lillee

Christian Ryan

Lillee in crotch-high shorts, black-bearded and leonine, stands by the bonnet of a second-hand Toyota Land Cruiser, which is parked on a side street just off a highway somewhere mid-Australia in the middle of 1985. The hair is thick on his cheeks and chin, tufty on top of his head. Sunglasses balanced at seventy degrees do not hide the encroaching baldness. It is not long since he exited the first-class scene, and within weeks – it may have been days – of that newsflash he was dictating to his ghostwriter fragments of a paragraph that ended up reading, in part, ‘What I’ll be doing five years down the track is anyone’s guess … The only thing certain is that I won’t be playing cricket.’ Three years and seven months the promise held good. Then he was back, on a comeback, but before that, not wanting that, perhaps in some shadowy way sensing or foreseeing that, and trying to stave that off, he was here, nowhere, off the highway, beside the Toyota – not leaning on it, standing – with one arm in a slung-out embrace of his two young sons, the other curled round the tummy of his wife, Helen, whose own arm, the cushiony inner part of it, was locked snug into the cuddle, holding Lillee close.

A friend had hand-selected the Toyota. Lillee tied a tent and mattresses to its roof. First night of his cricketing afterlife was in a motel bed. At Monkey Mia they camped on the sand with the sandflies, next to a lone tree. They put the tent up again in a caravan park at Halls Creek. To the south and east, inland, were salt lakes and sand dunes, accessible via tracks so faint they could have been constructed in Braille. North went the Lillees. Strangers would approach, say, ‘How you going, DK?’ so he shaved his head and facial hair, remaking himself hairless, nearly unrecognisable. Darwin was a place of pubs with easy-wash tiled floors where people with heady, twisted histories could come and find forgiveness, feelings of belonging, start fresh. The Lillees paused, drove on: 28,000 kilometres by his estimation, clapping eyes on half the circumference of Australia, down to Katherine, taking the Kakadu turn-off, up through Jabiru and along the Gulf of Carpentaria, near where the young naturalist David Attenborough fell into conversation with old Jack Mulholland of Borroloola decades earlier. Mulholland used to go out prospecting, be away three weeks, not much luck.

‘Isn’t that a bit disappointing?’ enquired the young naturalist.

‘Not at all … Money’s no good to you.’

‘It can make life comfortable and easy.’

‘Buy yerself a few luxury yachts? Drink it? Spend it on beautiful women? If I’ve learnt one thing in my life, it is that the measure of a man’s riches are the fewness of his wants.’

By night Lillee lit campfires. ‘Fire,’ he’d once said, painting his own childhood, ‘was a fascination for me.’ Following the tip of Queensland, they crossed Cape York: Weipa, Aurukun, Coen. On a bank of the Archer River he ran into Queensland’s fat police minister, Russ Hinze. This was a couple of years before the bribes accepted by the notorious ‘minister for everything’ were found to tally $4 million and he quit. Lillee sat himself down on Hinze’s side of the river, around Hinze’s fire, fixing himself a rum with coke and blowing on a didgeridoo while Hinze accompanied him on guitar. Lillee’s beard and moustache had grown back, bushy and black. Some regrowth was happening up top, too. But between where the beard ended and his receding hairline resumed was an inch-high gap. He was an alarming, hideous sight. ‘I have always felt myself to be alone, isolated’ – so went a diary entry of explorer Ludwig Leichhardt, on penetrating this part of the world – ‘and the surroundings … reflect nothing whatever but my own voice, like an echo.’ Leichhardt, in Cape York, had childhood flashbacks at night. Lillee heard commitments calling out to him from the south: a wedding he had to go to, some possible business openings, the prospect of a trial column with a newspaper. Trip over. He vowed someday he’d return.

Lillee had mates whose cricketing afterlives stretched out safe and far as the eye could see in the Channel Nine commentary box. But Lillee, on TV, came across as sort of gauche. So he waveskied, in a wetsuit, and other times wearing dick stickers, tackling Perth’s beaches and the shark waters near Margaret River, the rumoured demon rider, seeking out the humongous waves, never hanging back, getting in close to the jagged rocks, which required bravery, admittedly a bravery he had a choice about, no one was pointing a paddle at his head, but it was a rung or two above the faux bravery of bowling fast in a cricket match. The stakes were lower, though. On the waves, it was just DK and the waves. Cricket had always felt like DK against the world.

There was a New Yorker writer, Joseph Mitchell, a candidate in his day for world’s greatest living reporter. For the last thirty-one years and six months of his career he went to the magazine’s office, stepped out of the lift, a typewriter’s clacks frequently discernible from the other side of the wall near the desk where he sat. He did not hand in a single piece.

What if there was an Australian Test team office where Lillee could go daily, shut the door behind him, draw an income, do the thing that was inside him and he was compelled to do, and no one ever had to see it?

There was not. And, short of bedding down with the muck of the rest of them in a nine-to-five job that actually existed, the destiny awaiting Lillee was the unshirkable destiny of the slow-ageing ex-champ – tea and toast downstairs with, in Joe DiMaggio’s case, his widowed sister; blue bathrobe over thin pyjamas; a dawning day ahead of wheeling, cadging, trying to drum stuff up, too much daytime drinking, meetings with sycophants and second-rate opportunists skating on your reputation, golf, too many unasked-for wanderings down memory’s lane, enough that the lane constricts, narrows, becomes a tunnel. Destiny yeah, or nah. Maybe he could delay it.

The comeback began at a beachside Perth club team, Scarborough. Then when his own state wouldn’t pick him he temporarily upped sticks to Tasmania. He was slower, still sage-like, still hissy-fitting like the old DK, moderately successful and none of it prepared anyone for the shock twist of a sponsor’s rep in a kangaroo costume peering over DK’s bowling shoulder beside an artificial practice pitch at the County Ground nets.

Lillee was there on a Wednesday in May to pronounce himself present and fit to play four-fifths of a season with long-slumbering Northamptonshire. And he wasn’t content simply saying he was ripe for it, he wanted to show them. So they all, reporters and cameramen, trekked out after him to the nets, a place he first visited the day before when he whistled the wind through opening batsman Wayne Larkins for a solid hour to work off jet lag. The great DK Lillee was battling a chest cold, from the flight. He had on tracksuit pants. Also, he had on two sweaters. And beneath the sweaters he had on an indeterminate number of shirts, the top-layer shirt swaddled so high up his neck, past the throat, that it was unclear how many shirts he had on underneath it. There was a hint of some comb-over action. A few of the more questing reporters turned up – guys like Selvey, and Alan Lee – and inside, while the rain hit the panes, they bombarded him with why, why, why and DK could only list the why nots. All two of them. Not because he still had ambitions. Not for money.

Next day, same location, Northants were hosting Gloucestershire. Six hundred-odd spectators were in though all England wanted to see him. They watched the weather keep the players off until two, at which point Northants batted, so Lillee sat, an anticlimax. Early afternoon the following day he bowled his first three balls. His fourth, landing mid-pitch, smacked someone named Andy Stovold’s glove. His eighth was a shade slower and wider, tempting Stovold into driving at it. Coiling through the gap between Stovold’s flapping arms and the stumps went the ball, offcutter, bowled him, like clockwork, a very old clock and Lillee was tweezering back the clock’s hands to stop their ticking. That night while he slept was the day of the passing back home of Austin Robertson. Austin was a white-haired gentleman Lillee held deep down in his heart and the father of Lillee’s ghostwriter, also Austin, or ‘Ock’. Lillee credited Austin Sr with teaching him how to run. When Lillee ran to the crease next evening, second innings, every beat of the motion was familiar: pause, look up, abrupt tilt-forward of the chest, look down, then a rhythmic, speeding-up lope.

Six for 68 he took. He had on a thermal vest. A yorker got Bill Athey and Terry Alderman failed to hack away an offcutter, two of four men out bowled; bumpers, legcutters, outswingers were sighted. In Darlington for a one-dayer he bowled nine tight overs against Minor Counties. Eleven overs against Worcestershire were less tight but entrapped Ian Botham, out caught in the deep. Hitting the County Ground for Lillee’s second Championship match were Leicestershire. He’d played them before, on tour with Australia in 1972, when he secretly pouched a tennis ball tossed onto the field and instead of bowling the cricket ball Lillee went whang with the tennis ball, which was white. A perplexed and stunned Bob Massie fielding at fine leg thought Lillee, so slippery, had turned the ball white hot. Not today. Today balls were veering leg side, something to maybe mull over while catching breaths down by the long-leg boundary. An autograph-seeking vicar pressed his body against the fence. Lillee, oblivious to the vicar’s clamouring, kept his gaze fixed on the pitch. The vicar could not break it. A moment later the ball rolled Lillee’s way and he was chasing it in new boots with long spikes when he turned, slipped and heard a crack, which was the cracking of a bone in his right ankle, and every ligament was torn as well.

‘You’re finished,’ the surgeon said.

Joseph Mitchell’s office and the $20,000 salary he retained through the goings and comings of four New Yorker editors was a mark of respect and even awe towards the champ he once was. Also: maybe – who’d swear against it? – the thing he was sweating over and not handing in for thirty-one-plus years would be his greatest piece yet. No obvious clues suggested it mightn’t be. He left his apartment with a pencil and piece of paper folded three times into a rectangle in his jacket pocket. About nine he reached the office, so immersed in the thought he was thinking he’d merely nod, no words, at any passer-by in the hall. Some mornings he spontaneously marched straight past the office like it hadn’t entered his line of vision and instead walked for hours to and around some place familiar or unfamiliar, the scene of an old story perhaps. On leaving the office about six, outside the lift, he occasionally let out a sigh. Maybe the piece was getting closer? Everyone hoped so. Mitchell’s writing had an unwriterliness about it that made him exhilarating to read. ‘The words,’ marvelled his New Yorker colleague Calvin Trillin, ‘seemed to have materialised on the page through no human effort.’

Mitchell’s last piece that ran was ‘Joe Gould’s Secret’, which ran in 1964 and was a sequel, twenty-two years in the waiting, to ‘Professor Sea Gull’. Both pieces were about real-life, shabby-suited Joe Gould of Greenwich Village. Gould was basically homeless, invariably hungry, often hung-over yet claimed to have translated famous American poems into the language of the seagull. Gould had been working twenty-six years on a book called ‘An Oral History of Our Time’. It was 9 million words long, still unfinished, eleven times longer than the Bible and seven feet high if you stacked together the school-type composition books he scribbled in, and he scribbled in them in parks, libraries, doorways, cafes, and bar & grill booths, and on subway trains and platforms. Soon after meeting a new person, Gould would say, ‘Did you ever have a painful operation or disease?’ and the conversations that followed, as well as other conversations Gould eavesdropped on, would form the meat of the Oral History. Wrote Mitchell:


Gould was a perfect example of a type of eccentric … the solitary nocturnal wanderer, and that was the aspect of him that interested me most, that and the Oral History … He seems to be a perfectionist; he seems to be determined to keep on writing new versions of each of his subjects until he gets one that is absolutely right.



Lillee – he loved to run alone, in the still-dark morning – could have been anxious to perfect a particular ball, or methodology, or some matter of technique, or some element of his bowling personality. Who could guarantee the next ball he bowled wouldn’t be more devastating than each of the 43,336 first-class balls he bowled before coming to Northamptonshire? Maybe there was something he had never got absolutely right. And when he stopped playing the thought of it bugged him, improbable as all that sounds. This was DK, he who’d bowled faster than anyone who could bowl better and better than anyone who ever bowled faster. But consider this, something so fundamental: Lillee’s mate and wicketkeeping ally Rod Marsh (of DK’s comeback, Marsh said – ‘you couldn’t help but admire him … but then you couldn’t also help thinking, what an idiot!’) felt Lillee had a weakness bowling to left-handers (an intriguing theory and, not that this is conclusive, if you count down Lillee’s 355 Test wickets, upper-order or essentially capable left-handers equal 12.9 per cent).

He wasn’t finished. The surgeon mis-forecast. But whether Lillee’s unresolved business was left-handers, something else, or nothing, it had to wait. After the crack, the next noise he heard was laughter from the spectators, one of whom, Simon Hendy, had a camera and snapped the moment of tender human frailty as Lillee was chaired off the County Ground, like a partial reenactment of the gold-bordered Centenary Test victory photos from 1977 when Gary Cosier and Greg Chappell hoisted Lillee high on their shoulders. Except in Hendy’s photo Richie Norman, who was Northants’ physio, and Rob Bailey are holding Lillee much closer to ground. An arm under each weathered Lillee knee, they are grimacing.


Gould … is extraordinarily responsive to alcohol. ‘On a hot night,’ he says, ‘I can walk up and down in front of a gin mill for ten minutes, breathing real deep, and get a jag on.’



Lillee’s drink was rum with dry ginger, or rum with Coke, also port, chardonnay, red wine or beer. Coincidentally admitted to South Bank Hospital in Worcester on the same day as Lillee was in a hospital bed in Northampton was ‘Both’ [Botham], which must have been a blow to ‘Wot’ [‘World’s Oldest Teenager’ – Lillee], who spent the first Saturday night after his injury at ‘Lamby’s’ [Allan Lamb’s] house. Botham was getting two spinal vertebrae fused, ruling him out of much fun, a pity, as Lillee and him had a history of fun including a recent get-together, two weeks before his signing with Northamptonshire, when Lillee bailed Botham out of a Perth jail after Botham played Rubik’s cube with a fellow plane passenger’s head. Even that was fun: Lillee arrived with the bail loot and a six-pack of beer.

Lillee and Lamb had in common a zest for fishing and the great outdoors. Nights at Lamby’s were about as outdoors as things got during the next seven weeks. DK was in a rented house in a suburb of Northampton. Twice-daily he saw a physio, an hour’s drive each way, Lillee working the brake and accelerator with his non-injured left foot. He appeared on Wogan, the same Friday that Eartha Kitt was on. He was spotted at Wardown Park in Luton walking laps. Sixteen days later at the County Ground, with Lancashire in town, he had graduated to a trot. In the sweep of cricket literature, few sadder sentences are known than these: ‘I have to admit it was pretty lonely in the house. Helen and the kids came over in school holidays but I rattled around it when I was there by myself.’

This was DK, the stars’ star, who in his heyday crashed two Clive James poems, including 1984’s ‘A Gesture Towards James Joyce’ –


… In the same way that a bouncer from Dennis Lillee

Has its overture of giant strides galumphing towards you

With the face both above and below the ridiculous moustache

Announcing by means of unmistakable grimaces

That what comes next is no mere spasm

But a premeditated attempt to knock your block off



– plus the flute-propelled album closer, ‘No Restrictions’, on Men At Work’s Cargo.


Hear the cricket calling, switch on the TV

Sit and stare for hours, and cheer Dennis Lillee

Whoa-oh-oh

Whoa-oh-oh-oh



Duran Duran’s Andy Taylor was stoked to find himself in the company of Lillee – ‘a proper drinker and I got drunk with him on Jack Daniel’s’ – at a party at Oz pop guru Molly Meldrum’s house. The delight was mutual. Somebody, whined the couple next door, had been proclaiming ‘I love Duran Duran’ on the footpath at 5.30 a.m. ‘Oh,’ came the reply, ‘that was Dennis.’ He inspired a one-off character Dennis of the Lillees in a UK special of The Paul Hogan Show. Who’d Hoges persuade to act in the role, which involved a mask, a bare hairy chest, crotch-clinging black trousers? Oh, that would be DK.

There was another script which Lillee and Helen had been fine-tuning. This was the cricketing afterlife script. The denouement was never ever intended to be MORE CRICKET. He was seventeen when they met, she fourteen. They lived in houses situated back to back and tore down the pickets of the fence separating the two houses to be together. After three years they were married. A year after that he made the Test team, and he had been in it only a small number of years when they began wistfully mapping a golden life phase when he would no longer be in it. He wanted to cook more. He longed to do sketches in charcoal. She had visions of family outings. They craved simply being together, with the kids, in their red-brick Karrinyup home with its flashes of the ocean through the windows and of Victor Trumper straight driving in a poster above the bar, and the racks of all the cassettes and LPs he was addicted to yet barely able to feed his addiction, and the ceramic knickknacks he had picked out but painfully lacked the time to enjoy. There’d be a lot more, they agreed, of that. Of being.

She said on a 1979 episode of This is Your Life: ‘I’m happy for him to be a cricketer but I won’t be sad when it’s all over and he is home for a while.’

He told Australian Women’s Weekly, 1977: ‘The limelight is plastic, and I’ll be glad to be out of it.’

His mum Shirley said in 1981 that about ‘now’ was the time to stop. ‘But it’s his life.’ Shirley out of everyone might have guessed the worst for Dennis and his right ankle in Northamptonshire. They were so fragile, his ankles, she used to pack him off to school in shoes with ankle straps. Even then he fell over.

That was at Belmay Primary in ‘the remotest capital … I have never found a place I like more than Perth’. On getting back from the office, Joseph Mitchell unwrapped the wrappers round a local paper of the North Carolina county he was born in, which he subscribed to, dispatching page one with a glance then poring over ‘Deaths and Funerals’ on page two, and he started subscribing soon after leaving home when any reminder of home made him so homesick his breathing went amok.


‘Oh, I’m doing all right,’ Gould said, smiling complacently. ‘I’m doing fine … You know how bohemians are. They profess to disdain money, but they lose all control of themselves and go absolutely berserk at the slightest indication of the remotest hint of the faintest trace of a smell of it.’



Lillee was on about 30k once you added some office-equipment company sponsorship to the county’s money. Part of the job involved teaching and encouraging others, which at this juncture of Lillee’s life was no job at all, more a compulsion. Joe Gould was Harvard-educated and quit his day job the moment the idea of the Oral History fell into his brain, and Lillee like Gould was on his own Oral Mission, which wasn’t about money or a roof over the head but about a search and meaning and the parts inside whose needs cannot be met by a roof. Lillee was on his mission from the earliest days of his club comeback in Perth.

Michael Broadbridge hit 95, clean-bowled by Lillee, for Melville against Scarborough at Tompkins Park. ‘I was eighteen or nineteen,’ says Broadbridge, ‘and he was well and truly past his prime but the ball kept shaping away from me at the last minute. Didn’t swing out of his hand. That’s what’s vivid to me: his shape. Anyway, I had this ability to play sort of across the line, not that that’s a great trait, but I hit him over square leg and midwicket and I think that frustrated him and I think words were spoken and he gave me a hairy eyeball from time to time, definitely. Then after the game he came into the rooms and said in front of everybody how well I batted. And later in the bar he walked up to me. He shook my hand and in his hand was a hundred-dollar note and as he shook he said, “I want you to have that. You should have got a hundred today.”’

On Lillee’s second day in Tasmania, with South Australia two for about 200 in reply to Tasmania’s 111 all out, Lillee pulled part-time slow-medium bowler Errol Harris aside for a one-on-one. ‘All the younger guys, we followed Dennis whatever he did, whatever he touched,’ says Harris. ‘Things like, whatever Dennis drank, energy drinks, the next minute there’d be heaps more ordered and we’d all be having chocolate Sustagen. That’s what Dennis drank, with milk. I remember his first game – Devonport where we were playing was windy at times and maybe I was a bit wayward and probably I was nervous because Hookesy and Wayne Phillips were batting. Dennis asked me to hold the ball across the seam. And all of a sudden I had four-for.’

Lillee in track pants, stiff-jointed and unwavering, was bowling again in the nets at Derby two days before his thirty-ninth birthday. He was in the field three days after his birthday for his third Championship match. Mid-afternoon the light dimmed. Kent’s batsmen Roy Pienaar and Graham Cowdrey were invited to go off. No, they said, and batted on against Lillee in the semi-dark, not the first pinprick of indignity. The first happened on his first afternoon for Scarborough when the field was damp and Lillee was using grass clippings to keep his footing. Giles Bush, who was batting, reached into the clippings to pluck something out. ‘Here, Dennis,’ said Giles, ‘this snail moves about as fast as you’ve been bowling.’

Tim Curtis’ scalp beneath the church spire at New Road was a blessing: Lillee’s figures, in his fourth Championship match, read one for 106. Lillee ‘just had a thing about 0/100 … it really crapped me off’. Graeme Hick rated his 132 that day the flukiest of his thirteen hundreds for the summer. Hick would hit Lillee for four. Hick would peek at Lillee’s face. Lillee’s face told Hick that ball would no effing way have been four runs years ago. Whatever this was, fair was not it. Unfairness, soreness, frustration, bewilderment, irrelevancy – who even cared? even at home? hadn’t news of his joining Northants gone lost in that week’s furore around Tim Zoehrer’s axing for a tour of Pakistan? – impotency. Loneliness, nah. Pretty lonely, yeah. In the house in Northampton he saw that rather than perfecting ill-perfected balls, balls he’d once mastered were slipping away. The past was a bitch, a heavy weight. He was like the serious painter who sees his new work is missing some core kernel that his old work had, so he bins it. Painter or writer. Lillee was serious about bowling. He was serious about everything. Lillee cried during Love Story. His misfirings were visible, public, if ‘public’ is the word for the County Championship. He could startle a batsman with a change-up in pace. But the explosive ball, at will, and when needed, was beyond him. In his second-last game Derbyshire’s ninth-wicket pair, Frank Griffith and Ole Mortensen, survived the final eighty-two balls for a draw. Going out to pubs with Lamby, sometimes people did not recognise him. I’m a crocodile hunter, DK would say.


He has got in the habit lately of asking people he has just met to guess his age. Their guesses range between 65 and 75; he is 53. He is never hurt by this; he looks upon it as proof of his superiority. ‘I do more living in one year,’ he says, ‘than ordinary humans do in ten.’



Lillee has never driven inland again on that second trip into and around Australia he promised himself – too busy.

Joe Gould’s Wisden of the world – ‘An Oral History of Our Time’ – was never published. It never existed. Gould dreamt it. But he couldn’t dream it into being. It was a lie, a figment, a few fragments of scraps of overworked ramblings about tomatoes, Indians, his dead parents.

Joseph Mitchell’s cracking open of Joe Gould’s secret was the last piece he handed in. It was not – quite – the last thing he wrote and kept. There was the beginnings of a memoir, three chapters, the second of the chapters cut off, and the line – ‘Tree-climbing was exhilarating to me, and I discovered that I had a natural aptitude for it … it is one of the few things I have ever been genuinely good at.’ If only there was a place Mitchell could go daily, close the door, climb trees.

There was not. In Chelmsford on a Saturday, 17 September 1988, Lillee ran in for the last time. The cream of English sporting journalism was in South Korea for the Seoul Olympics. Tomorrow being a Sunday, and both Essex and Northants being out of the Championship race, most of the weekday reporters had left. Flapping on Lillee’s face as he ran was a novelty-shop old man’s white beard – a last laugh, at himself, and it didn’t matter if the crowd was 65,000 chanting ‘Kill, Kill, Kill’ or sixty-five. That was a curious thing about fast bowling, Lillee had noticed. Once he was into his run-up, his office, he could not hear them.

The Cricket Monthly





Skin in the Game

David Walsh

Nick Feik, the editor of the Monthly, asked me to write an essay for his esteemed rag. Now, I’m a bit pissed off at the Monthly, so initially I didn’t really want to do it. I’m a bit pissed off because Richard Flanagan did a piece on Mona (my museum, and the only reason anyone asks me to write anything) and me for the New Yorker. It ended up in the Monthly as well, and I didn’t want it to, for at least two reasons: I felt that I had already committed to another writer for a Monthly piece, and I didn’t like Richard’s piece at all. They contacted me before running it, and I told them I didn’t want it printed, but it went to press anyway. Our respective interests were not aligned. I thought, ‘I’ll never write for those bastards.’ At the time they had no interest in me writing for them, and a huge commitment to Richard Flanagan. Now Nick asks me to write, and I’m too flattered to say no.

Anyway, the two potential subjects he offered were ‘luck in the Lucky Country’ and ‘gambling and compulsion’. By touching on these subjects only peripherally, and forcing the process into the essay (‘David, can I take that paragraph about the Monthly and me out of your essay?’ ‘Fuck off, Nick.’ You’re welcome! – Ed.), I can exact a small vengeance, while simultaneously showing what can happen when one acts without fear of consequences. Nick has skin in the game, but I can flense him. Of course, he might not print the essay, but survivorship bias, that elegant construct that ensures that we only factor in events that happen, protects me from the ravages of not being printed. Either no one knows Nick got his way or everyone knows I got mine.

Preamble over.

Obama is a war criminal.

That’s not what this essay is about. In fact, it’s only peripherally relevant. But maybe now you’re thinking, Right on, maintain your rage, or maybe you’re refreshing your disgust with those bloody bleeding-heart liberals.

I have spent some time wondering why beliefs come in clusters. Why do many believe that a society should not have the right to take a life but simultaneously hold that a pregnant woman should? (A view that I’m mostly aligned with, but typically avoid scrutinising.) And, in my home state of Tasmania, why does an individual’s asserted right to be protected from meddling intervention by government go hand in hand with subsidies for the forestry industry?

Here’s why.

Your opinion is co-opted by having skin in the game. It’s difficult not to align your beliefs with your self-interest. Too much carrot. And it’s even more difficult when there isn’t enough stick. If there are no consequences for immoral behaviour, then it will soon start to look a lot like the right thing to do.

So if you’re a leader whose country is under some perceived threat from within (Islam? Parliamentary democracy?), meddling with law might seem a good way to suppress the threat. But there are, potentially, consequences. Your self-interest and that of your constituents aren’t necessarily aligned. There might be protests, and there might be polls, and there might be elections …

But what if the threat is from without? Well, you can declare war, of course. That might mitigate the threat, even if it’s massively overblown. But a massively overblown threat can ‘rally the troops’. Everyone starts pulling as a team, all your countrymen have common purpose. So here you, dear leader, can line up everyone behind you; your self-interest (being re-elected, establishing a family dynasty, creating a legacy) is held in common with that of the people.

Until soldiers start coming home in body bags.

When that happens, you have skin in the game. The mothers and sisters, and the viewers of the news, might not agree with you any more. How can you kill the enemy without taking a hit in the polls? Well, if you are the US president, and your name is Barack Obama and you have the industrial might of the greatest country on earth behind you, the answer is simple. Use drones. No one dies (except those people whose names look a bit like yours but who are nothing like you). Perfect. You managed to act without skin in the game. But the human race is wising up. (Just here the iPad auto-corrected me to ‘winding up’. I hope that was an accident, rather than artificial intelligence peeping through.) Now we have the International Court of Justice. The thing is, Barack isn’t such a bad guy. It’s just way too hard to notice that you’ve slipped off the straight and narrow when it’s so easy to get things done. And you can always internalise an argument that goes something like, ‘Everybody would do this if they had the power.’ But it’s no less a war crime if ‘everybody would do it’. So here’s my message to Barack Obama.

See you in The Hague, mate.

Intermission.

The other day, the other Melbourne Cup day, two horses died. That made me think about the morality of horseracing and the morality of gambling and, perhaps unsurprisingly, the morality of gambling on horseracing. It’s hard not to think about it. At the moment, that’s the only thing people want to ask me. Tonight I’m having a public conversation with Phillip Adams. The first question will be, ‘How do you justify making your living in such an unethical way?’ Or it should be, if Phillip has any balls. So I have to think about it. And so I might as well write down my thoughts and charge the Monthly for them. After all, Nick wanted luck in the Lucky Country. And he wanted gambling. Tick and tick.

I’ve already established, at least to my satisfaction, that having no skin in the game leads you to break the rules. Conversely, an opinion you hold based on skin in the game isn’t likely to have any merit. Prisoners on death row don’t constitute a major demographic in support of capital punishment. And blokes who make their living gambling on horseracing aren’t likely to support a ban on gambling. Or horseracing. So my opinion isn’t worth the electrons it is written on. With that proviso, read on.

My opinion? Horseracing is okay. (Just.) Gambling is okay. (Just.)

There is plenty of gambling on things other than horseracing. For example, gambling on poker machines is legal, but, in my opinion, it shouldn’t be. (No vested interest here. I don’t own any pokies.) Pokies are squalid, antisocial, grandma-raping machines, and they allow (force) the punter to control how often they gamble. When rats are able to control how often they stimulate a pleasure centre of their brain, they give up eating and they give up shagging. They just push the button. If they are given regular stimulation but have no control over when, they behave just like rats – happy rats. Humans aren’t rats, and pokies aren’t pleasure, but I think you can see the point I’m making.

And there is horseracing without gambling. Dubai has horseracing but no punting. So the morality of gambling has to be considered separately from the morality of horseracing.

Gambling first, and briefly.

In A Bone of Fact, my autobiography, I contend that it is okay for me to win if it is okay for me to gamble. I won’t rehash that argument here, because poor Nick is going to have to pay me by the word. But, at a superficial level, it would seem to be absurd to contend that it’s not morally okay for winners to bet but it is okay for losers to bet. Casinos might disagree. And in the unlikely event that my mad plan to put a small casino at Mona gets up, I might be confronted by this dilemma. Should I, like an annoyed card counter at the Hobart casino years ago, erect a sign that says, ‘Losers only welcome’?

Morality is a morass mixing the personal (sans self-interest) and the societal. Everybody has had a crack at defining it, but here I plumb with Jeremy Bentham, who summarised his moral principle as ‘It is the greatest happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right and wrong’. I align myself with him because, applying this principle and the ideas that emerge from it, he was able to conclude that slavery was wrong, child labour was wrong, and animal cruelty was wrong – and he supported separation of church and state, freedom of expression, the rights of women, and the rights of homosexuals. A principle that allows you to leapfrog 200 years of missteps must have something going for it.

So does gambling support the ‘greatest happiness of the greatest number’? Certainly not, at least not directly. Of those who gamble, only those who win in the long run and those who lose within their entertainment budget are directly benefiting. Those two groups are in a minority. That’s why I tend to like the Vegas/Macau model, where those who want to gamble choose to: Save up. Travel. Bet. Indulge. Repeat.

But the majority of gambling is local. So the onus is on the gamblers to stay within their entertainment budgets. Many, perhaps most, don’t. Thus society benefits only from tax revenues. That raises issues. Those who are contributing do not derive a benefit proportional to their contribution, and they may have no choice about their contribution, since their gambling may be expressing a pathology. And if the punter has a pathology, the revenue generated is a sickness tax. That could be called the ‘beggar pays’ principle. And it isn’t very principled.

The beneficiaries of the revenue, the governments, have no skin in the game. These days, when the scope of the damage that gambling causes is discussed, authorities can just say, ‘At least this way the gambling is policed. If we close it down it will move to the outlaw West of the internet.’ The lesser of two evils. A principle that assumes that the consequences of an action are known for certain.

So, depending on who is doing the gambling (and also the type of gamble), gambling can be morally repugnant or just okay. Libertarians might argue that no one needs to be protected from themselves. But safety nets protect populations as well as individuals, because they induce speculative behaviour by mitigating the consequences of risk. (Trapeze artists will attempt more when there is a net.) An individual taking a risk benefits society. Next time you enjoy a local beer (and you really should be enjoying local beers), think about all the breweries that didn’t quite make the grade, outcompeted by the lovely foaming brew you are quaffing. Those beers you can’t drink, because they now don’t exist, are crucial to the quality of those you can. More failures generate more successes. But the failures need protecting from the risk they took.

Gambling isn’t a single thing. It can be an expression of a skill set, one or more of a range of pathologies, a social entertainment, or a rational economic behaviour (even for losers). The latter happens in one of two circumstances: when one thinks a lot of money is worth proportionally more than a little bit (for example, that a million dollars is worth a lot more than a million times a dollar – a ubiquitous belief that might justify a Tatts ticket but doesn’t justify turning over money multiple times) and a situation where money has more than economic value. One will gamble if one’s life depends on it – a cancer operation must be paid for. The state might not do it. And actually, that last thing can be used as a diagnostic for an appropriately formulated society. If the safety net isn’t formulated in such a way as to protect one from needing to bet your life, then the system needs to be changed, and the self-interested rich, and the libertarians, can go fuck themselves. In fact, in a well-formulated society, fucking themselves might be their only option.

Got a bit off track there. Anyway, since the range of gambling is too wide to assign each case a moral category but there are clearly some immoral categories, then the best options are to make gambling illegal altogether or to categorise the style of gambling in terms of the social damage it does and outlaw the biggest offenders. The biggest offenders are pokies, because, as I said, the punter controls the frequency of the gamble. At the other end of the scale are casinos that don’t service locals and thus only tax the entertainment budget of visitors. In the middle (and ignoring the animal rights issue for a moment) is horseracing. Going to the races focuses the mind on a limited number of spaced events; offtrack betting means more events and a greater disconnect between gambling and racing itself as a source of pleasure.

The bottom line: since I can’t demonstrate that my punting is anything more than ethically equivocal, I’d better do something worthwhile with the cash (or stop gambling).

The morality of horseracing.

Wim Delvoye is one of my favourite artists. He is represented at Mona by a Gothic cement truck (by the time you read this, on the back of a Gothic semitrailer), a small Gothic chapel, and Cloaca, the alimentary canal analogue that, when given food, does nothing much except make shit. We also have a tattooed pig’s hide. Wim’s pigs were tattooed while they were alive. Exploitative? Cruel? Sensationalist? Well, some argue that art doesn’t have to abide by the same strictures as society. It plays the social value get-out-of-jail-free card. That was played by, and on behalf of, Bill Henson, when he photographed adolescents naked. I’m not saying he deserved censure (naked kids probably doesn’t equal sexualisation), but he has to play by the rules, like everyone else. After all, the guy who starved dogs because he opposed mistreating animals certainly had a point, and in my opinion he was making art, but his ends-justifies-means argument doesn’t cut it with me.

Wim tattooed pigs under a general anaesthetic. These pigs, bred to be slaughtered at ten months, were then allowed to live out their unhealthy, truncated natural lives. Farmed pigs are unhealthy because of selective breeding to gain weight, and for docility, and are cardiomyopathic and myopic. But of course, we need them for food. Or do we? Muslims and Jews don’t eat pork, and they seem to be doing okay. And vegetarians don’t eat pork. Nor do vegans. We aren’t killing pigs because we need to, we are killing pigs because we like to.

Wim exploited (tortured?) pigs for entertainment. In return they received an extra ten years’ care. Since entertainment is universal, just as eating is, and I would argue that the consequences for Wim’s pigs were far less severe (tattooed pig versus dead pig), it seems reasonable to assert that tattooing pigs is okay. This has a big dollop of moral relativism in it, so those who gather their beliefs from a central authority, like a church, or a good book, are going to remain unconvinced. Their certainty shifts over time. (Many Catholics were excommunicated or killed for believing that the son wasn’t as old as the father – a heresy called Arianism.) And it varies over large areas, but locally commitment to the same beliefs seems paramount.

Why do people get so committed to a belief system?

Most of the things we believe, whether secular or religious, societal or personal, make sense and are universal. Most of us oppose murder and theft. In general, most of us uphold the principle of reciprocity (the do-as-you-would-be-done-by ideal). Where it gets tricky is when we believe crazy things (virgin births, rising from the dead, access to seventy-two virgins per martyr, junk lending never leading to a run on banks). We believe crazy things because once upon a time it was essential to know whether a stranger was with us or against us. If they were against us but we thought they were for us, the dagger in the back was just around the corner. Code words and secret signs don’t work. Once they’re discovered they can be mimicked. An uncounterfeitable system is required. If you meet someone who agrees that your messiah’s mother died a virgin, you can be sure they are on your side. Those who don’t won’t feign belief, because it’s just too ridiculous. (This can backfire – plenty of Jews have died not fighting on the Sabbath.) You can reliably identify someone as being your enemy if they won’t testify to your beliefs. And the more ridiculous the beliefs, the better. So if we allow a bit of cultural relativism to sneak in, at least that will protect us against those with vested interests, because in-group/out-group identification is biologically based, and evolution isn’t a cultural phenomenon. Horseracing might be ridiculous, but the horseracing fraternity won’t know that, and won’t even be able to contemplate that, because their beliefs protect, but concurrently conceal, their interest.

It’s okay that Delvoye tattooed pigs. The pigs might have suffered a bit, but they are compensated by things like a longer life. Of course, we could have given them the longer life without any imposition on them, and that would have been better, but our universal moral imperatives (the ones that don’t lead us to do ridiculous things) enable us to justify appropriately proportioned negative consequences.

Fat men being railroaded.

I talked about this in my book, but I need to rehash it here. If a train is bearing down on, say, five people, but there is a side track with one person on it, the vast majority of people would redirect the train to the side track, thus killing one to save five. However, if they see the train bearing down on the hapless five and the only way to save those people is to push a very fat man off a bridge to derail the train, they will not. Or consider kamikaze warfare. During World War Two, on Okinawa, Japanese kamikaze attacks killed about 5000 Allies for the loss of about 1000. Considering that ‘normal’ military engagements have about a one to one kill ratio, the five to one ratio achieved could be considered a triumph (and the Japanese authorities, deluded by their own self-interest, did consider it to be a triumph). But the outcome was achieved with casualties as a consequence of the strategy, not as a side effect, and so kamikaze tactics are widely derided. Just for a moment, contemplate what you think of suicide bombing as a military tactic.

Direct action isn’t appropriate, indirect consequence is. That’s why bullfighting and cockfighting suffer almost universal opprobrium (except from those in the in-group, who believe the ridiculous to bind the group). It isn’t sufficient for an action with negative consequences merely to be entertaining; the negative aspects must be a side effect, not an inevitable consequence, of the entertainment.

Horseracing is about horses running, and racing. Some people, but nevertheless a small percentage of horseracing fans, watch races because they admire the beast. These beasts, like pigs, have been selectively bred and are significantly modified from their wild ancestors. Arguably, unlike the pigs, the consequences of selective breeding thoroughbreds are mixed. In any case, they haven’t suffered from the selective selection pressure as much as pigs have. Sometimes, in the pursuit of our entertainment, horses die (as do jockeys, but they, it is argued, understand the risks). This happens about once in 1400 runs. So the horse’s life expectancy is reduced from, say, about twenty-five years to about twenty-four years, nine months. A reasonable price to pay for our entertainment? I think so, but then I would. A couple of provisos. Some owners and breeders are quick to top their slow or injured charges. They are economic rationalist scum, and are in-group rationalising a moral outrage. Also, in South Australia and Victoria, there are still hurdle and steeplechasing races. A quick survey of fatality rates suggest that they are about twenty times more dangerous than flat racing. And the extra utility that is provided as a result? Not much. They might be a bit more exciting to bet on, but that is as a direct result (not an indirect consequence) of the chance of the horse falling. So I think hurdle and steeplechase racing should be banned. And this time, I am contradicting my own direct interest, so my opinion has some relevance.

Horseracing is okay, if a bit morally ambiguous. Damage is done, but at a low frequency, and it is a side effect, and not the goal, of the industry.

Slipping from morally ambiguous to morally dubious.

Imagine I had the power that public office allows one to exert. I would exert it. Obama’s drones make him an asymmetric warrior, a killer of individuals. And now seekers of public office have to contemplate the notion, in what used to be the best-case scenario, that if they end up the boss, they will be signing death warrants of individuals, and they will know that there will be collateral damage. Will the most moral among us, those who wouldn’t gamble even if they could win, seek elected positions knowing their morality could be gravely compromised? Such an appalling choice might not influence me, but I’m not of the best among us.

I’d end up in The Hague, in the cell next to Obama.

So now, is it best to hope that the moral crusaders among us don’t seek to run things? That’s a more foolish bet than any I’ve ever taken. But maybe those are the bets you take when you formulate your morality without skin in the game.

And here I am, writing on an average betting day, and by now, near the end of the betting for that day, we will have turned over more than $5 million across five continents. And I note again how difficult it would be for me to manifest rage against an industry that supports all that betting, and the winning that is its likely consequence. So I ask you, Nick, esteemed editor of an esteemed journal, why ask me for an opinion?

The Monthly





The Library of Shadows

Mark Mordue

I have been thinking a lot lately about books that hurt me, about those times in my life when I’ve been shaken by what I read. How painful and valuable those experiences have been, and also beautiful, which may well be a darker level of appreciation to descend into. How books that mess me up are still probably the most important reading experiences I can have.

This heart of darkness to our literary lives is not much spoken of these days. After all, something ‘negative’ isn’t just emotionally repelling, or aesthetically and morally questionable – it’s bad for marketing.

Of course we also like to think of literature doing us good, improving our minds, even redeeming our souls. But bad books – as in troubling, shadowy, strange and confronting books – can have their place in your life too. Make no mistake about it.

When I think these thoughts an image always comes to me. It is late afternoon and there I am, at the corner of Bourke and Cleveland streets in Sydney’s Surry Hills. I am in my mid-thirties and I have just finished Michael Ondaatje’s Coming Through Slaughter.

The switching on of streetlights and car headlights, the gauzy monoxide air and peak-hour rush is overwhelming. Ondaatje’s ‘jazz novel’ has left me feeling as if a large plate-glass window has been smashed right in front of me. There is no inside and outside any more. The world is coming in, violent, discordant. This must be what a nervous breakdown is like. And this is how Coming Through Slaughter makes me feel: broken to pieces.

The metaphor is a hangover from the novel and a climactic fight scene in which cornet player and sometime barber Buddy Bolden, a prehistoric New Orleans precursor to Louis Arm-strong, begins to go mad.

Bolden precipitates a fight with a customer that sees him pulled through his own barbershop window, out brawling into a stormy street, ‘grey with thick ropes of rain bouncing on the broken glass’. He ends up sitting on a chair that has come through the window with him, a physical and psychic mess, ‘the rain coming into my head’.

But it’s not just that this fight scene’s furies haven’t left me. It’s the entire book: its jump-cut prose-poetry and streams of consciousness, its language of riffing and disintegration.

Within a half-hour my senses will right themselves. It will take somewhat longer to end a fragmenting relationship.

Once again a disturbing book has forced me to change direction: I see that to be free I must destroy what I know; but if I destroy it there are no guarantees I will find freedom, let alone happiness.

Yet Coming Through Slaughter is inside me now, guiding me as surely as a siren singing. And I am grateful for the trouble it brings.

*

I look at the books on my shelves. For all the artistry and beauty, all the philosophy and poetry, another force takes shape like some plague cloud condensing from their spines.

Coming Through Slaughter, Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment, Joseph Heller’s Catch-22, Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood, Nelson Algren’s Never Come Morning, Charles Bukowski’s Women, W.G. Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn, Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, Roberto Bolaño’s 2666 … on and on, each engaged with its own particular hell, each pulling me in as deep as they can.

One would like to say such books deal in catharsis, but the truth is they plunge us into a shadow land and leave us there to find our own way out again. Years after I read these books, in some cases even decades later, they come alive as if I could still be turning the pages, my fingertips detecting their terrible vitality.

Even the supposedly sweet books, the children’s books I grew up with, the ones I really love, suggest something of this dark energy. From then until now my journey has been entirely subjective, of course. But a few glimpses into a biographical reading list may be familiar to many readers, and highlight what I am saying here. In the end, we each have a different library of shadows stored somewhere inside of us.

I could easily have begun with a celebration of the melancholic shafts that so deepened fantasy works such as C.S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, E.B. White’s Charlotte’s Web and Tove Jansson’s Moominland Midwinter. Standard primary school texts that serve as initiations into sorrow and death, beautifully framed as they may be. Their correct weight – if that is the measurement we should use for children’s stories – favouring magic over loss.

When I was a boy during the 1960s, none brought me further along on that magical journey – yet so strongly back to earth – as Australian author Ivan Southall. In what would come to be defined as young adult novels, Southall dealt with subjects such as a bushfire (Ash Road), a plane crash (To the Wild Sky) and a fogbound road accident (Finn’s Folly), adventures where the agency of children, beyond the reach of adults, was his classic theme.

Now recognised as a pioneer of local settings and sensibilities, Southall was excoriated for his unduly heavy subject matter, a predicament that seems a constant for children’s writers of any era. For all the grand elemental drama in his work, there was always an intimate core, a sense of children as frightened, mixed-up, isolated survivors in a landscape that was very Australian. It was this physical closeness that made his books so affecting.

‘Real adventure belongs to us,’ Southall wrote in his essay collection A Journey of Discovery: On Writing for Children. ‘Being ordinary and inept are acceptable qualities, they give meaning to achievement. There must be contrasts within oneself. One must know weakness to know strength. One must be foolish to be wise. One must be scared to be brave. Adventure is simply experience; the mistakes often enough meaning more than the success.’

He knew what he was talking about. Southall was a decorated pilot during World War II. He had also written a non-fiction book for adults called Softly Tread the Brave (reissued, re-edited and retitled as Seventeen Seconds for teenage readers today), detailing the bravery of bomb defusal experts in England during the Blitz.

Originally subtitled A Triumph Over Terror, Devilry, and Death by Mine Disposal Officers John Stuart Mould, GC, GM, and Hugh Randal Syme, GC, GM and Bar, the story focuses on two Australian officers working in London – Mould and Syme – who survived near-suicidal duties. Sure, there was plenty of derring-do, and yes, the heroes of the book made it through alive, but this was rather like Biggles thrust inside The Hurt Locker. Officer after officer would be blown apart and killed trying to defuse the bombs before time ran out. I was hooked from an opening description of them as ‘thin men’ (thin like me, I felt) who ‘had graves, but no bodies’. I’d continue to learn, chapter after chapter, about death as something sudden, random and answerless.

On the very first page Mould takes an emotion-choked phone call about an explosion that has killed an officer. It ends with angry, grieving words, ‘There ain’t no God, I tell ya.’ My guess is Softly Tread the Brave had been stocked on the basis of Southall’s glowing, if gritty, reputation as a local children’s author. I doubt my Catholic primary school librarian would have approved of a ten-year-old in thrall to such mortally intense material. But I was ripe for it.

My grandfather had died the year before from cancer, and though both my grandparents had been deeply involved in my upbringing I have only one memory left: him standing smiling in a doorway after a day’s work, wearing his railway guard’s pants and braces and a singlet.

Actually, there is a second, less pleasant memory. Pa on his deathbed, his skin grey as paper, asking me to kiss him goodbye: I run from the room in tears, and that’s it, within seconds he is gone. Now I wonder about my lack of memories, about death as a kind of bomb that blew him out of my life and out of my mind. In reaching back to Softly Tread the Brave, my intuition is that despite all the deaths Southall depicted, I took courage in his two military heroes’ ability to carry on, and move forward because there was no other move to make. Yes, I loved Southall’s children’s writing, but I can’t guarantee now that Softly Tread the Brave is any better than an old war movie. It just affected me, caught me at the right moment. I often feel I owe Southall. That he gave me some kind of urgency.

*

My inclination since then has been to resist overly tidy and positive endings, or any crowd-pleasing concessions to something emotionally ‘up’. If only for a gut feeling it is unbelievable or, worse still, a lie.

In all my reading the only great novel I can recall with a persuasively happy ending is Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird. No doubt there are other examples, but the whole point of what I am trying to say here is remembering, and therefore being truly marked.

A happy ending, of course, can be the saddest thing of all. Not because it is crudely dishonest or manipulative but because it is permeated by a wish more than a belief. This longing wounds the reader, and perhaps the author too, precisely because it reminds us of the gap between how things tend to be and how persistent our hopes remain.

Some part of Mockingbird’s appeal resides in that paradoxical aftertaste, though Lee’s vision is so true, it reassures us every time we return to Atticus Finch, his daughter Scout, her brother Jem and their friend Dill in ‘Maycomb County’, Alabama.

As Lee famously wrote, transforming the southern lawyer Finch into a paragon of fatherhood and racial tolerance, and the child narrator Scout into an equally heroic storyteller along the way – ‘You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view … Until you climb inside his skin and walk around in it.’

Great books do this every time. Which is why it’s not really the nature of endings that concerns me here, though endings do matter, but this larger sense of entering into someone else’s consciousness and being changed by that experience.

To Kill a Mockingbird plays the reader a harmonious tune as love and nobility get the better of prejudice and fear in what we sense is the last great summer of an extraordinary child – and the beginning of an adult writer’s life we recognise as that of Lee herself.

The novel is so complete in this way, it is almost a relief Lee never published another book. Until the recent discovery of a manuscript entitled Go Set a Watchman. Though written before To Kill a Mockingbird, it tells the story of Scout as a mature woman returning to visit her ageing father, Atticus. The looming release of Go Set a Watchman is therefore a frightening prospect, primarily for concerns over the quality of the writing and why an ailing Lee never published it before; and, second, for the possibility we may have to witness Scout’s adult disenchantment in the wake of her childhood’s radiant truths.

Perhaps the most famous conflict between bleak endings and visionary radiance in our recent literature would be McCarthy’s concluding passages from The Road. Father and son have trudged through a post-apocalyptic landscape of forbidding misery. The book’s prayer-like minimalism and intoned pace take us only one way: down.

But when the inevitable comes, McCarthy (unusually, given his bloodthirsty and pessimistic track record as an author) offers us consolation and cryptic, neo-Christian imagery: atavistic memories of trout in a mountain stream and things that ‘hummed with mystery’.

This ending, much argued over for its believability as well as its meaning, seems to suggest we are hard-wired into a primal dreaming that blesses us and unites us with nature. And if nature is all but destroyed, well then our very existence, our blood memory, can be a last stand against that greater destruction. In helping his son survive an apocalypse, the father sustains this sacred accord and thereby hope and beauty may continue. Whether we believe this is a matter of individual faith. I know I wanted to. Deep down I did not.

Such desperately mixed feelings only made me want to love my children better than I ever have, and hold them close indeed. Which may well have been McCarthy’s ‘message’ to himself, and thereby my painful good fortune during the period in which I read his book. That I should do this while I can; that my children will be the ones who eventually hold me, not with their arms, but with their remembering.

*

J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye remains the philosopher’s stone for most lost boys’ lives. Though some argue it did not transmute lead into gold, as good coming-of-age literature should, but instead polluted the minds of every teenage generation, as it defined – and arguably invented – that state of mind when it was first published in 1951. For the phenomenon of The Catcher in the Rye is not simply a matter of continuing sales or critical regard; it’s an issue of narrator Holden Caulfield’s defining presence as the teenage messiah.

His war on ‘goddamn phoneys’, his struggles to resist growing up and all its falsehoods, his puritanical encasement in himself to the point of a nervous breakdown, are well examined. As is the fact the novel has been cited as an inspirational manual by, among others, John Lennon’s killer Mark Chapman and Ronald Reagan’s would-be assassin John Hinckley Jr. Deeply unfortunate associations that only confirm the book’s intensity.

I do believe books have an almost occult power in our lives. Never more so than when we are young and open to their influence, even if their meaning is more sophisticated than we can grasp. And I see now that The Catcher in the Rye made me want to be a writer. I see now that all the books I have so far mentioned drove me to express myself. All of them spoke to me. All of them had a sound.

Salinger was particularly focused on this quality. He observed that, ‘The Catcher in the Rye is a very novelistic novel. There are readymade “scenes” – only a fool would deny that – but for me the weight of the book is in the narrator’s voice, the nonstop peculiarities of it, his personal, extremely discriminating attitude to his reader-listener. He can’t legitimately be separated from his first-person technique.’

Holden’s resurrection, if you like, lies in the fact that he is telling you his story. He has found a way through. And now he seeks apostles.

His gospel of apartness penetrated me deeply, isolated as I was from my family in an informal boarding arrangement with my grandmother while I went through high school during my teens. Reading The Catcher in the Rye made me feel both less alone and somehow anointed in my boyish suffering.

One sees this sliver of light in Karl Ove Knausgaard’s six-book project, My Struggle. Indeed, I think of Knausgaard as something of an overgrown Holden Caulfield, reincarnated into his adulthood in Norway, his obsessional speaking voice still intact, still seeking us out.

Knausgaard blurs the lines entirely between what can be defined as a novel or a memoir. On a number of occasions he has called writing ‘a way of being’. It’s a telling description. In a recent interview he used that phrase again, adding: ‘It’s unthinkable not to write. It’s the only place where I can find complete calm and harmony. Where, at the same time, I am not my present self, I am somewhere else.’

This ‘way of being’ is how it is for readers too, taken outside of our worlds, yet deep into our selves. Whether or not that leads us towards the transcendent, however, is another question entirely as we ‘come of age’ again and again.

There are few apparently darker sentences than the one at the end of A Death in the Family, the first novel in Knausgaard’s series, where he has been forced to confront memories that have arisen while cleaning the debased home of his estranged and deceased alcoholic father: ‘And death, which I have always regarded as the greatest dimension in life, dark, compelling, was no more than a pipe that springs a leak, a branch that cracks in the wind, a jacket that slips off a coat hanger and falls to the floor.’

In my opinion Knausgaard is hinting at forgiveness and freedom, and perhaps even love, in those final words. I could be wrong, of course. Things may be just as they appear. But I’ve only to look back at my copy of Coming Through Slaughter to be reminded of the paradoxical relationship between pessimism and possibility, damage and awakening: ‘The right ending is an open door you can’t see too far out of. It can mean exactly the opposite of what you are thinking.’

The Weekend Australian





Sound Bridges: A Profile of Gurrumul

Felicity Plunkett

In April 2011 the Australian edition of Rolling Stone featured a cover photo of Yolngu multi-instrumentalist and singer Geoffrey Gurrumul Yunupingu. The headline ‘Australia’s most important voice’ crawls along the sleeve of Gurrumul’s pinstriped suit, while the band names The National and Primal Scream hover above his shoulder. In the midst of so much noise, the portrait by Sydney photographer Adrian Cook embodies a still silence. Across Gurrumul’s torso lies the body of his guitar, held by lithe-fingered hands. Both gesture and posture suggest reserve and quiet: a stark juxtaposition with the idea of a ‘national primal scream’ that adjacent cover lines scramble to invent.

The shoot was quiet and intimate. Cook uses an old Hasselblad camera on a tripod, which means that he is face-to-face with his subjects. His own face is not, as it generally would be in contemporary photography, obscured. Cook stood a foot or so away from Gurrumul throughout the shoot and touched his face gently to pose each shot, tilting his face or lowering his chin. The sense of unrushed harmony is evident in these intimate photos.

At the time of this cover, after decades in the music industry but just three years into his solo career, Gurrumul had accumulated an array of awards and sold more than half a million copies of his first album, Gurrumul (Skinnyfish, 2008). With the release of his second album Rrakala (Skinnyfish, 2011), his reputation and acclaim were burgeoning. He was touring extensively, collecting rapturous reviews from Switzerland to the United States, Malaysia to Ireland.

There is something soaring and exquisite about his music that invites the words angelic and celestial. The importance of his voice – to borrow Rolling Stone’s epithet – is multifaceted. Gurrumul’s voice and reception are freighted with ideas of cultural bridging and questions about the nature and rules of celebrity – and the place of an anarchist within that culture. The fragility of his high tenor voice reminds me of e.e. cummings’ tender poem ‘somewhere I have never traveled, gladly beyond’, which evokes the power of such gentle intensity:


nothing which we are to perceive in this world equals
the power of your intense fragility whose texture
compels me with the color of its countries,
rendering death and forever with each breathing



Gurrumul’s voice reaches towards poetry in a world more comfortable with prose.

The paradoxes of Gurrumul’s success are striking. Blind from birth and deeply introverted as a performer, Gurrumul has become one of the most iconic and successful artists in Australia. While his work extends an exceptional hospitality to non-Indigenous audiences, offering access to Yolngu culture and language, he no longer writes English lyrics. In bringing his focus to the textures and languages of Yolngu experience, his work has become increasingly audible, in every sense of the word. His collaborator and close friend Michael Hohnen, creative director of Skinnyfish, speaks of audiences, from the start of Gurrumul’s solo career, responding with tears to the beauty of the music.

Gurrumul’s audience continues to grow and his accolades to multiply. As well as rising Australian and international album sales, he has accumulated music awards including the 2008 ARIA Best Independent Release, and in 2011 two Deadly Awards for Rrakala: Album of the Year and Male Artist of the Year, the latter for the third time. In 2013, ‘Gurrumul: His Life and Music’, conducted and with arrangements by Erkki Veltheim, premiered. Featuring Gurrumul, members of the Sydney Symphony Orchestra and with a backdrop of documentary footage of Gurrumul’s life, it was presented at the Sydney Opera House as part of the Vivid Festival. The work coincided with the publication of Robert Hillman’s book of the same name. A live recording was subsequently released, and in 2014 a version of this show was presented at the Darwin Festival and reprised at the Sydney Opera House, this time with the addition of a choir. In May this year, Gurrumul began touring the United States.

In 2009 Guy Maestri’s portrait of Gurrumul won the Archibald Prize. Maestri writes about the forty-minute interview he had with his subject, during which he made sketches and studied his face. Like Cook, the word Maestri uses is ‘quiet’. He aimed to evoke a ‘sense of [Gurrumul’s] presence’:


and this determined the nature of the portrait: quiet and strong. I usually work in a very liberal, gestural way but this time I built up the image quietly and slowly with many glazes in an attempt to capture the beautiful quality of his skin. I worked on it for over a month, mostly while listening to his music. I made sure to read the lyrics and understand the meaning of each song. The whole process became quite an emotional experience.



Gurrumul’s brief moment with Maestri is typical of truncated meetings which interlocutors experience as quietly intense. Among the paradoxes of his success is a refusal of conventional Western modes of celebrity: he gives no interviews and eschews the media. The papers might want to know, as David Bowie once put it, ‘whose shirts you wear’, but Gurrumul – the admirable sartorial elegance of his Rolling Stone image notwithstanding – isn’t saying. Instead, he directs his creative energy into his work.

Faced with a trio of powerful people in 2011 – he met Barack Obama and European royals – Gurrumul, according to Sarah Whyte of the Sydney Morning Herald, ‘didn’t say a word’. Whyte added this wry footnote: ‘Yet on the eve of his ARIA performance tonight … Gurrumul was a lot more talkative. “Hello”, he said to The Sun Herald before being whisked off by minders.’ Obama and Gurrumul shared what Hohnen called a ‘very intimate and physical moment’: Obama grabbed Gurrumul’s hand and put his arm around his neck.

In place of the words so often expected of him, Gurrumul offers something Hohnen describes as a ‘deafening silence’. Instead of construing his avoidance of talk as a lack, this stripping away of celebrity puffery may be thought of as a radical gesture, at once strange and transformative amid the white noise of a ‘connected’ culture. With Western artists’ lives often disturbed by and encrusted with self-conscious observation of the minutiae of their existence, and with Andy Warhol’s fifteen minutes of fame radically expanded to allow anyone to tweet and Instagram to their heart’s content, Gurrumul’s refusal to comment on his work is subversive and refreshing. His deafening silence in a culture averse to such allows a purity of access to the music and a washing away of distraction.

Author Don DeLillo predicted the eclipse of reality by the screen in his novel White Noise (1985), where television determines the importance of an event. When characters fleeing a toxic cloud find that it has rated ‘no film footage, no live report’, they worry that they have gone through the experience for nothing. DeLillo’s depiction of experience rendered invisible and inaudible by the white noise around it – if it isn’t onscreen it vanishes – has been magnified by the multiplicity of screens most of us interact with daily. Jean Baudrillard published a series of provocative articles in 1991, later collected as The Gulf War Did Not Take Place. He argued, using ideas of simulacra and the hyper-real, that the First Gulf War may as well have been a carefully scripted media construction. Beyond the filters, inconvenient histories slip away.

Gurrumul provides a rare counterpoint to this, dismantling filters and clutter. What is left is magnificent clarity. And partly because of this refusal of celebrity mores, Gurrumul preserves in his work something larger than the baubles and trinkets of the paparazzi universe, something akin to the clarity of meditation. Instead of conforming to the dictates of Western media, Gurrumul retains an independent voice. He doesn’t tweet, but he does sing.

Yet it is from within rather than beyond Gurrumul’s music that a sense of who he is emerges. In one of his few songs to include English lyrics, ‘Gurrumul History (I Was Born Blind)’, he sings of his origins and destination in pared phrases beginning with the stark statement: ‘I was born blind.’

Gurrumul was born in 1970 in Galiwin’ku on Elcho Island, 300 kilometres east of Darwin off the coast of Arnhem Land, where he grew up as part of the Gumatj clan. Settled by Methodist missionaries in 1942, Galiwin’ku is a traditional community, entry to which requires permission from the Galiwin’ku Council or the Northern Land Council. Its entwined history of long Yolngu traditions and strong Methodist teachings finds its way into the music of the area. Gurrumul was drawn to music from an early age. Among his relatives is musician and teacher Dr M. Yunupingu – the first Indigenous Australian school principal, lead singer in Yothu Yindi, and 1992 Australian of the Year. Although they don’t have the same parents, Gurrumul describes him as his older brother.

Elcho Island is associated with a rich musical tradition. The band Soft Sands formed in the year Gurrumul was born and later mentored younger bands, including Yothu Yindi and Saltwater Band, both of which have had Gurrumul as a member. ‘My Island Home’, a song celebrating Elcho Island written by Neil Murray of the Warumpi Band, was made famous when Christine Anu performed it at the Closing Ceremony of the Sydney Olympic Games in 2000. Academic Aaron Corn describes the influence of Soft Sands on other musicians in Arnhem Land. Corn’s work explains that ‘durable canons of hereditary names, songs, dances and designs’ form a crucial part of song composition in the area.

In 2010, ABC Television aired an episode of Australian Story ‘You’re the Voice’, the bones of a documentary-in-progress about Gurrumul by Naina Sen. ‘You’re the Voice’ shows Gurrumul’s work emerging from a strong tradition of Yolngu music within and beyond his family. Gurrumul’s aunt Dhangal Gurruwiwi, one of a number of multilingual relatives shown in the film, remembers his musical beginnings: ‘We used to just sit them in the church and he used to listen to harmonies and guitar people playing and keyboards. And they used to sing joke song with tins drumming and making a stick as a lead guitar and the bass.’

Gurrumul was given his first guitar at the age of six. The left-handed child intuitively played it upside down, a solution shared, with variations, by Jimi Hendrix, Paul McCartney and Kurt Cobain. There was an early recognition in the community, says Hohnen, that Gurrumul was ‘a little musical genius’.

Gurrumul learned numerous instruments. His reputation as a drummer led Yothu Yindi’s manager, Alan James, to invite him to join the band in 1988 when they toured the United States and Canada supporting Midnight Oil. In a scene from ‘You’re the Voice’, his uncle Djunga Djunga Yunupingu recalls: ‘We were worried, because he was blind. But also we thought and said it is the only opportunity for him to carry on his career.’

Gurrumul later resigned from Yothu Yindi. Asked why, he said that he didn’t like playing the drums. Once this was clarified, he stayed on to sing and play guitar and keyboards with the band. He enjoyed being in bands, so much so that when Hohnen heard his voice and suggested he do some solo work, he responded with an emphatic ‘no’. Part of this may have involved his shyness and the possibilities of concealment in collaborative performance. But from Hohnen’s continued encouragement over a number of years came the exploration of solo performance, pared back to spare, gentle acoustic music. From here came Gurrumul in 2008.

‘Gurrumul History (I Was Born Blind)’ is the fourth song on Gurrumul and the first to contain English. Its autobiographical lines describe the way music became central to learning – or, as the song says, discovering that his ‘spirit knew’ he had to learn – ‘to read the world of destruction’. The song’s refrain ‘united we stand / divided we fall / together we’ll stand in solidarity’ bridges lyrics in his original Gumatj language, which, along with lyrics in the Galpu and Djambarrpuynu languages, gives his songs most of their words.

The song’s next verse describes growing up amid mourning for culture. Gurrumul sings of his parents: ‘crying their hearts in confusion’. ‘How can I walk straight and tall?’ becomes the boy’s – and the song’s – central question and within this lies the philosophical centre of the work. From this begins a quest: ‘to bridge and to build Yolngu culture’. The phrase is entered more hesitantly than that, with the humility of ‘trying’: ‘trying to bridge’. But the hesitancy drops away as he sings in his Yolngu languages, describing his lineage:


arranydja dhuwala Batumaŋ

ŋarranydja dhuwala Djarrami

ŋarranydja dhuwala Djeŋarra’

ŋarranydja dhuwala Gurrumulŋa



The song, like all his songs, ripples and soars. There is such range and grace in the voice that his work evokes from reviewers and listeners the most poetic responses.

Peter Garrett, former lead singer of Midnight Oil and federal minister, puts it this way: Gurrumul ‘sings so deeply and sweetly about his connection to family and country, the effect is transcendental’. Music critic Bruce Elder used similar terms in a Sydney Morning Herald review of Gurrumul: ‘It is as though Yunupingu has reached into a wellspring so deep it transcends cultural barriers. He has found an emotional bridge which is genuinely universal.’

Robert Forster, formerly of the Go-Betweens and one of Australia’s most perceptive writers on music, brings an additional term into his discussion of the ‘trans’ or crossing aspect of the work – translation. Yet he uses the term in an effaced way, suggesting that the work transcends translation. In an essay in the Monthly about Rrakala, Forster writes:


Yes, his songs are a mantra of home, family, ancestors, sunsets, mourning and crying – that’s what it says in the English translations of his lyrics. But through his art and the care he takes, he’s able to skip the ‘translation’ stage and go where only great musicians can go – straight to the heart.



Forster draws an illuminating comparison with the music of New York-based Antony Hegarty, singer and member of Antony and the Johnsons. He describes the way each singer – much the same age yet from vastly different backgrounds – seeks redemption in nature. For Gurrumul, Forster suggests, this means the place of his birth, while for Antony it is an idea of the feminine. The key word in his comparison is ‘otherworldly’. This is ‘beyond’ again: the destination of translation, transcendence, and the kinds of metaphysical bridge recurrent in discussion of Gurrumul. Each artist creates ‘an otherworldly record that seems instantly to exist on no other terms but its own’. Both Antony and Gurrumul, Forster suggests, ‘offer up songs sung in angelic voices that chronicle, in surprisingly similar ways, an intuitive, highly sensitive response to their surroundings’.

One well-known depiction of Antony sees her seemingly shy and hunched at the microphone, eyes closed throughout an intense and inward rendering of Leonard Cohen’s ‘If It Be Your Will’. The performance conveys a powerful introversion common to both singers’ work. The intense and prayer-like mood of Cohen’s song is also apposite to the work of each singer as is the idea of the visitation upon a person of the gift of song: ‘If it be your will / to let me sing … from this broken hill / all your praises they shall ring.’

The video of Antony is from the documentary Leonard Cohen: I’m Your Man (directed by Lian Lunson in 2005). She appears self-effacing, her hair falling across her face, her hands obscuring her mouth as she sings. In a voice-over and intercut interview, Cohen describes the song as a response to ‘what struck me as beauty … that curious emanation … I prayed to have some response to the things that were so clearly beautiful.’ Ideas of what beauty might be sear through the performance as they do through Gurrumul’s work, transcending the terms and dynamics of beauty Cohen himself has made central to his song-writing, poetry and fiction. Forster’s comparison illuminates the quiet, intense work created by artists whose exceptional openness coexists with, and perhaps emanates from, shyness.

British musician Sting, who performed a duet with Gurrumul in 2009, implies an idea of transcendence similar to Forster’s, calling Gurrumul’s voice ‘spiritual … the sound of a higher being’. In terms of bridging and translation, Gurrumul’s televised duet with Sting in Paris for French television show Taratata exemplifies the technical aspects of the intuitive dynamics of Gurrumul’s work.

Gurrumul, whose childhood musical education was enthusiastic and eclectic but not subject to the conventional dictates of a mainstream media diet of hits and stars, didn’t know of Sting or the song, ‘Every Breath You Take’. To prepare the song for performance, he asked his uncles on Elcho Island to translate the song into the Gumatj language, but with minutes to go before the performance Gurrumul had not had time to learn the words. He began by singing in the bridge behind Sting in a traditional way, but then created his counterpoint in an intuitive way, singing the second verse in Gumatj, creating his own ‘soothing words’. He proceeded to hum and trade melodies with Sting as the two voices united for the final phrases of the song. Hohnen comments on the transformation of the song: ‘changing what sounds like a sour love-obsessed song to a love poem’. After the show aired with its duet (and another song by Gurrumul) The Australian reported that Gurrumul entered the French iTunes charts at number nine and Sting’s record reached number ten, an interesting twist on the theme of transcendence.

The duet with Sting took place between Gurrumul’s two solo albums. The first, Gurrumul, contains ‘Gurrumul History (I Was Born Blind)’ and one other song, ‘Baywara’, which intersperses English lyrics with those of his original languages. His second album, Rrakala, contains no English lyrics. So the rare statement of purpose in ‘I Was Born Blind’ – ‘to bridge and to build Yolngu culture’ – positioned as a preface to the two recordings, speaks in English to an Anglophone audience to describe the poetics of a work that would go on immediately to resonate internationally.

As well as travelling well beyond his Galiwin’ku home, the music transcends categories in all sorts of ways. Not everyone perceives this multifariousness positively. In an interview in Paris Match, Hohnen says that Gurrumul was rejected by the World Music Expo WOMEX because his work was ‘not Aboriginal enough’. This is the more benign face of a debate about ideas of Indigenous identity. It also connects with discussions about the category of world music having become ‘outdated and offensive’ and used to put non-Western musicians into a ghetto, as Guardian writer Ian Birrell puts it. The idea of what it might mean to be ‘Aboriginal enough’ is explored by other Indigenous artists, such as Anita Heiss in her memoir Am I Black Enough For You? (2012). Heiss’s book is in part a response to journalist Andrew Bolt. In 2010 she and eight other Indigenous people took Bolt and his publisher, News Ltd, to court in order to defend charges under the Racial Discrimination Act. Bolt had suggested that lighter-skinned Indigenous people chose to identify as black purely for personal gain. Bolt and his publisher were found guilty in 2011.

In a musical context, the question implies the existence of certain stereotypes or prescriptions of what Indigenous music is allowed to be. Hohnen, perhaps a bit flippantly, describes the ‘music side’ of Gurrumul’s work as ‘mainstream pop’ – ‘more folk pop than world music’. Traditional storytelling is melded with it, producing something new, although, as Corn illustrates, Soft Sands and other bands before Gurrumul were engaged in comparable meldings.

Fusion and reimagining are ideas circulating throughout Roland Barthes’ The Pleasure of the Text (1973), which distinguishes between the text of pleasure and the text of bliss. Texts of bliss are radical, multifarious, sometimes unsettling, and, yes, transcendent:


Text of pleasure: the text that contents, fills, grants euphoria; the text that comes from culture and does not break with it, is linked to a comfortable practice of reading. Text of bliss: the text that imposes a state of loss, the text that discomforts (perhaps to the point of a certain boredom), unsettles the reader’s historical, cultural, psychological assumptions, the consistency of his tastes, values, memories, brings to a crisis his relation with language.



Pleasure, in this context, involves the meeting of expectation. In textual terms, it can only offer texts bordered by what David Buchbinder, talking about similar ideas in the context of gender, calls ‘prescriptions and proscriptions’. Barthes’ texts of bliss involve a poetics of bridging; of translation and transcendence, as well as some of the refusals and silences such as those Gurrumul’s work and public persona enact. Such bridging has the capacity to heal ruptures, but it also points to their existence.

Gurrumul’s emergence as a solo performer took place in an Australia without reconciliation. On Australia Day 2008, a ‘private individual’ commissioned a sky-writer to inscribe the single word ‘Sorry’ in the sky above the festivities celebrating the arrival in Australia of European settlers. A month later, Prime Minister Kevin Rudd delivered his Apology which states that ‘the time for denial, the time for delay, has at last come to an end’. In apologising to Indigenous Australians, Rudd’s speech centres on the image of the bridge. The Apology, as he put it, was:


aimed at building a bridge between indigenous and non-indigenous Australians – a bridge based on a real respect rather than a thinly veiled contempt … Our challenge for the future is to cross that bridge and, in so doing, to embrace a new partnership between indigenous and non-indigenous Australians – to embrace, as part of that partnership, expanded Link-up and other critical services to help the stolen generations to trace their families if at all possible and to provide dignity to their lives.



Rudd’s speech concludes with a call to action. He urges Australians to: ‘seize the day. Let it not become a moment of mere sentimental reflection.’ Nonetheless, the translation of words into action has been slow. The bridging promised by the Apology remains, at best, hypothetical. As Rudd made clear at the time, the value of the speech would lie in its connection with restorative action.

Gurrumul’s sung or sonic bridging brings to mind the concept of the sound bridge. The sound bridge comes from the language of film to describe sound that carries over from one scene to another. In practice, a sound bridge allows us to hear the sound from the next sequence before we see it. Beyond the technical meaning of the term, the sound bridge does something figurative, too. Literally, a sound bridge creates continuity, but figuratively it also foreshadows connection: an aural telegram from the future. It prophesies or promises the possibility of a scene as yet unseen.

While songs have bridges which connect their components, other artists in other media explore the idea that actual bridges have songs. Jodi Rose is an artist who works with singing bridges. For more than a decade she has travelled the world listening to bridges and recording their ‘music’. Amid discussion of figurative bridgings in the contexts of film, music, and politics, Rose works under real bridges, capturing their songs. She has produced albums featuring her own recordings of bridges and remixes by other artists. In bridges, she writes, lies the spiritual: ‘The city has become our temple, electronic networks our religion, and the inaudible vibrations of the bridge cables are the voice of the divine. The word of the universe soaks through my cochlea into the nerve centres. I am wired to god.’

Her work reaches into the idea of found poetics and the unconstrained songs that exist around us to be captured. But her work also contains the idea of attuning ourselves to what is and isn’t audible. In this very orientation is something radical and fresh, pertinent to Gurrumul’s music, of what we might listen to, or for. Critic Douglas Khan comments of Rose’s work: ‘The bridge can no longer pass itself off as anything but a church.’

Another artist of the bridge is Brisbane poet Samuel Wagan Watson, the first Indigenous poet to win the NSW Premier’s Kenneth Slessor Prize, for his poetry collection Smoke-Encrypted Whispers (2005), which slowly revolves around images of water, while its individual poems are swift and compact. In one of the most striking poems, ‘Jetty Nights’, a jetty is imagined as ‘an arm that stretched over the mud and sharks’ and later becomes, for the children in the poem ‘the clatter of dead wood / our lifeline home’.

A jetty’s arm is the first part of a bridge. To bridge is to extend such an arm, and this is what Gurrumul’s music does and what was promised in Rudd’s 2008 speech. The arm across dark water is a potent symbol of reconciliation as a possibility, not to be taken for granted; it holds the idea of a ‘future based on mutual respect, mutual resolve and mutual responsibility’. While Rudd acknowledged that no words can erase past injuries and atrocities, the speech ‘is symbolic, and yet also has to be more than this: symbolism is important but, unless the great symbolism of reconciliation is accompanied by an even greater substance, it is little more than a clanging gong’.

Gurrumul follows a line of Indigenous singer-songwriters before him who have sung more overtly about reconciliation in English. Kev Carmody, Archie Roach and Ruby Hunter, all members of the Stolen Generation, are prominent examples. Carmody’s whimsical line in ‘Travellin’ North’ that ‘human constructs are just a passin’ phase’ captures the drift of his passionate work, but each has written unflinchingly about issues such as Aboriginal deaths in custody, land rights, and the Stolen Generations.

Each of these artists has collaborated with Indigenous and non-Indigenous musicians. Carmody’s ‘From Little Things Big Things Grow’, about land rights and reconciliation, was cowritten with Paul Kelly and has been covered by numerous artists, including Roach. In 2008 the song was performed by a group of artists with samples from Kevin Rudd’s Apology in a collaboration organised by online activist group GetUp! to raise funds for Indigenous projects.

Perhaps the most famous example is the song ‘Treaty’ by Yothu Yindi, fronted by Dr Yunupingu and of which Gurrumul was then a member. When Prime Minister Bob Hawke visited the Barunga Festival in the Northern Territory in 1988, Northern and Central Land Councils chairmen Galarrwuy Yunupingu and Wenten Rubuntja presented him with the Barunga Statement, framed with traditional painting. The Statement urged the government to acknowledge Indigenous land rights and to create a treaty. Hawke responded emotionally and promised that such a treaty would be created by 1990. When 1990 passed, ‘Treaty’ was written. As Dr Yunupingu put it: ‘The intention of this song was to raise public awareness about this so that the government would be encouraged to hold to his promise.’

The song had two film clips. The second is a remix by British band Filthy Lucre, made without the involvement of Yothu Yindi, which became an international hit. The first clip shows images of Bob Hawke at the Barunga Festival variously throwing spears, laughing, playing the didgeridoo, and speaking with what looks like earnest conviction. These images are shown on television screens, to reflect the song’s opening line: ‘Well I heard it on the radio and I saw it on the television.’ The images look confected. The clip suggests that Hawke’s promise, like Baudrillard’s Gulf War, may never have happened. And yet, at the same time, it is evidence of the making of promises, however flimsy, ‘words are easy, words are cheap’. These televisual images are interspersed with scenes of kids playing, tribal dance and the band performing, all of which are vital and colour-saturated. And in a fleeting moment in the clip, a twenty-year-old Gurrumul can be seen playing keyboards and singing.

Dr Yunupingu said: ‘Though it borrows from rock ’n’ roll, the whole structure of “Treaty” is driven by the beat of the djatpangarri that I’ve incorporated in it. It was an old recording of this historic djatpangarri that triggered the song’s composition.’ Djatpangarri is a style of music and dancing dating back to the 1930s and performed by Yolngu men. It is light-hearted and informal, unlike more ceremonial musical modes.

The words – a mixture of English and Gumatj languages – mourn the hollowness of words without action, like Rudd’s ‘clanging gong’. But as the centrality of djatpangarri suggests, the song also celebrates traditional Yolngu culture. ‘Treaty’ was written in collaboration with members of Yothu Yindi, including Gurrumul, as well as Paul Kelly and members of Midnight Oil.

The song is a passionate cry for reconciliation and Indigenous land rights. Although Midnight Oil’s lyricists include lawyers Peter Garrett and Rob Hirst, it is a bit unclear what action the song proposes. Its stark syllables variously mandate that non-Indigenous Australians ‘pay the rent’ or ‘give it back’, quite different possibilities in legal terms. The band’s most famous performance of this song was at the closing ceremony of the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games. The musicians wore black suits emblazoned with the word ‘Sorry’. The suits were revealed only moments before the performance in a profoundly subversive image, given the context of the ‘history wars’ and the Howard government’s refusal to apologise.

If Rudd’s Apology seven years later was an arm over dark waters, its reach, as Rudd himself foreshadowed, is dependent on continued flexibility. Embedded in the Apology is the idea of empathy, and it includes a direct appeal to non-Indigenous Australians resistant to apology:


I ask those non-indigenous Australians listening today who may not fully understand why what we are doing is so important to imagine for a moment that this had happened to you. I say to honourable members here present: imagine if this had happened to us. Imagine the crippling effect. Imagine how hard it would be to forgive.



This kind of imagining – this empathy – is central to any reconciliation. Imagining another’s life is something that documentary portraiture and life writing have in common. Naina Sen’s documentary explores and exemplifies some complex problems of empathy, and specifically about bridges and bridging in relation to Gurrumul. Portraiture – Cook’s, Maestri’s or Sen’s – at its best enacts a kind of bridging.

But central to ‘You’re the Voice’ is the idea of Gurrumul’s resistance to, and discomfort with, conventional forms of celebrity. As Neil Finn, musician and former member of Split Enz and Crowded House, points out in his introduction to the episode, Gurrumul has never spoken to the media. While Sen’s film may have initially hoped to change that, it instead goes on to explore Gurrumul’s silence. Sen’s work seeks to revise the terms of life writing so as to consider what it is that Gurrumul’s relationship with the various forms of portraiture might reveal.

‘You’re the Voice’ highlights Gurrumul’s intense opposition to that process and opens up life writing’s complex ethical questions about capturing someone who may not want to be caught. It recalls the tenth rule in Hermione Lee’s tongue-in-cheek account of the rules of life writing: ‘There are no rules.’

Yet some insist on rules. In a deeply disturbing scene in ‘You’re the Voice’, Gurrumul is brought to a television studio where Sharon O’Neil interviews him in a blaze of lights and cameras. When he does not respond to her questions, she lectures him: ‘You’re going to have to get used to this … you’re going to have to learn to enjoy it.’ The invasive nature of the comment and its terse delivery reveal a kind of covert – or perhaps not so covert – violence enacted by the media in relation to those considered its subjects. It is an ugly moment underlining questions of respect. Would this journalist have used the same tone to speak to Barack Obama, Sting or Michael Hohnen?

The moment recalls an exchange in Sylvia Plath’s final radio interview in 1962, where her status as an American woman frames a condescending kind of dialogue. First, the terms of the conversation are settled. She is to be the American poet ‘straddling the Atlantic’ (‘That’s a rather awkward position, but I’ll accept it’), while her interviewer, Peter Orr, is polite-with-a-hint-of-frost-British. During the interview, Plath talks about the ‘old role’ of the poet ‘to speak to a group of people; to come across’. Orr corrects her, saying: ‘To sing …’ ‘To sing to a group of people. Quite,’ Plath echoes politely, evidently aware of the power struggle. The idea of an obligation to ‘come across’ resonates in the case of Gurrumul, while the notion of learning to enjoy something implies a transgression of instinct and intuition. Things we might learn to enjoy, at the benevolent end of the spectrum, include olives and bitter chocolate. But the phrase has overtones of darker kinds of coercion.

In ‘You’re the Voice’, Hohnen describes Gurrumul as having something ‘intangible, mysterious, enigmatic … I’ve never met anyone who holds so much information in his head but doesn’t let a skerrick of it out unless they mean to.’ He says that Gurrumul, having experienced a taste of fame during his time with Yothu Yindi, ‘values his privacy and family over fame’ and ‘doesn’t want people to see him’.

Western culture, arguably, overvalues being seen and appearances to an increasingly skewed extent. New media enable more kinds of seeing, so that hearing without seeing is becoming rare. While sound might be a way of correcting and transcending this, our culture hungers to look at people, including those who offer a way beyond the visual.

Yet, paradoxically, deeper modes of portraiture may offer just such a way beyond the visual. A good portrait can provide a response to this question: ‘What is it like to be you?’ suggests Robert Dessaix in ‘Caught You! Reflections on Being Painted’, an essay about having his portrait painted by Robert Hannaford. Dessaix argues that if there is a way of capturing ‘what it’s like to be you’, such capture will be provisional and mobile: ‘a kind of endless “becoming” or changing connection with the world, experienced uniquely’.

Mobility and provisionality are ideas circulating through work by Virginia Woolf, one of the most perceptive commentators on the difficulties of life writing. Her essay ‘A Sketch of the Past’ begins by conjuring an idyllic childhood memory, but soon confronts an absence. ‘Memoirs’, she writes, ‘leave out the person to whom things happened.’ She writes about the futility of life writing; the self as ‘a fish in the stream; deflected; held in place; but cannot describe the stream’.

Dessaix notes a related illusion when observing visitors to a portrait gallery. He finds hocus-pocus in the collective cries: ‘“There’s Nick Cave!” or “That’s Kylie!” Well, no, it’s not. It’s actually dabs of pigment on a piece of stretched canvas.’ Musing through selves, essences, souls, written and painted portraits, and homing in on ideas of significant moments – like Woolf’s ‘moments of being’ – and the transcendent, he arrives at the idea of wonder. Wonder springs ‘from a half-dark place beyond your understanding, it pierces you unexpectedly and incomprehensibly, like sorcery or a religious vision, leaving you half-bereaved, nostalgic for the instant you were first transfixed, while at the same time hankering for a reasonable explanation of what you’ve seen’. What great portraits do, Dessaix suggests, has to do with ‘the rhythmic articulation of space that breathes life into these paintings, rather than any easy aide-mémoire likeness to living people’.

Dessaix’s idea of an easier version of aide-mémoire portraiture gets at what underpins criticisms of Gurrumul’s reserve. Sharon O’Neil is not alone in identifying reserve as a deficiency. Two contrasting reviews of Gurrumul’s London performance at the Barbican in 2011 illustrate this.

The first, by Chris Mugan for The Independent, cites a vox pop of Indigenous audience members, one of whom describes Gurrumul as ‘making a bridge, telling our stories; it’s very important for us’. For Mugan, an ‘easygoing humour’ pervades the performance through Hohnen’s repartee and creates an intimate atmosphere. He gives the example of Hohnen’s telling the audience that, like Bob Dylan, Gurrumul doesn’t talk to his band. ‘Sure enough, during the next song, a gruff voice shouts: “Yo! Take it away boys.” With smart comic timing, Gurrumul breaks his silence.’

Robin Denselow reminds Guardian readers that he predicted Gurrumul’s success when he saw him perform two years earlier. But, he suggests, ‘he hasn’t quite fulfilled his extraordinary potential’. The central compliment of his review is a large one, but it defines Gurrumul’s success in terms of harnessing Western musical modes: ‘He’s still a spine-tingling performer, with a remarkable, soulful voice and the ability to write powerful melodies that are accessible to western audiences because they sound so much like western folk, soul or gospel, with the occasional dash of reggae.’ Then he qualifies this. Denselow feels that Rrakala ‘lacks sufficient variety’ and ‘doesn’t have the emotional power of that remarkable debut’. The cause, for Denselow, is ‘a matter of presentation’. He uses the idea of a refusal. ‘Gurrumul refuses to talk to his audience.’ He argues that ‘Hohnen’s comments about the singer’s silence emphasised his lack of contact, both with his band and his audience’. For Denselow, this is exacerbated by an absence of the translations that were provided above the stage for the touring of Gurrumul. He is more enthusiastic about the finale, a performance of ‘Gurrumul History (I Was Born Blind)’ ‘with the singer at last communicating fully with his audience, in English’. The assumption of a white, Anglophone audience is striking.

Mugan is happy about the absence of stage surtitle translations, writing: ‘This is not Italian operetta.’ He paraphrases Hohnen’s comment to the audience that ‘Whether … Gurrumul is singing about crocodiles or fish, the real subject matter is his visceral need to connect to nature and the place he is from.’

In Australia, Bruce Elder, like Denselow, followed up a rapturous welcome to the debut album with more conditional praise for his second tour. Awarding one of Gurrumul’s two shows at the Sydney Opera House in August 2011 three stars out of five, he remarks: ‘If there has been one criticism of Gurrumul, it has been that his melancholy songs lack a certain light and shade. While no two songs are the same, collectively they create a certain slow-burning, emotionally intense ambience as though the singer is carrying the pain and sadness of his people.’

Why should Gurrumul’s expression of the sadness and pain of his people be read negatively? What kind of language might Indigenous Australians be allowed, under such restrictions? Elder’s praise is for happier reworkings of the songs – a joyful up-tempo reading of ‘Gathu Mawula’ and countrified and rock interpretations of other songs. Yet he notes that ‘part of Gurrumul’s importance lies in the way he has opened the Indigenous music scene to a quieter, more sophisticated sound’. His real praise comes at the end of the piece, when he writes about Gurrumul’s supporting act, Indigenous singer-songwriter Dewayne Everettsmith: ‘a uniquely gifted singer with hints of the soul of Marvin Gaye and the sunny beauty of Johnny Nash. His short opening set, full of memorable songs and glorious harmonies, was spellbinding.’

I was at that performance. An unsettling ambivalence was apparent. Excitement was high and such was the shouted ‘love’ for Gurrumul that Michael Hohnen eventually replied with the affectionate riposte: ‘He’s not the messiah, you know!’ This and other related quips – the kind of ‘easygoing humour’ Mugan experienced at the Barbican performance a few weeks later – probed the complexities of Gurrumul’s reception. Hohnen’s wry commentary shows an awareness of the limitations of the pop-star reception Gurrumul receives.

When Everettsmith opened the night, his energy and talent were evident. Everettsmith radiates the very openness and engagement with audiences that Gurrumul is chided for lacking. Yet a rustle of derision and a hostile shout greeted him: ‘Where’s Gurrumul?’ There was a long, uneasy pause. Everettsmith must have considered walking offstage. Then he said words to the effect ‘I love you too’. The musicians were given encouragement in the form of loud applause from other audience members, but this did not obscure an ugly moment, with its sense as to how provisional and conditional the kind of respect offered to Gurrumul might be.

I thought of Bob Dylan’s unforgettable riposte ‘I don’t believe you … you’re a liar!’ in response to shouts of ‘Judas!’ at a concert at Manchester Free Trade Hall in 1966 after he ‘went electric’ in 1965. On that occasion Dylan did address his band, adding: ‘Play it LOUD!’ But the terms of the argument weren’t quite the same.

What kind of person calls out from the dark belly of the Sydney Opera House Concert Hall? It sounded like a middle-aged woman. The shout followed Everettsmith’s description of his mother’s inability to care for him and his subsequent adoption (one of the ‘startlingly blunt stories he tells between songs’, as his manager, Martine Delaney, puts it; Everettsmith does not conceal the fact that his background has been traumatic). The heckle was violent enough, but its timing was heartless.

When I asked Delaney about the incident, she talked about his difficult background, and the resilience this has built in him:


So, he approaches audiences with the understanding he’s not going to please everyone. He doesn’t want to please everyone. We were advised a couple of years ago, by a very successful producer, that Dewayne needed to change his repertoire and sound if he wished to be commercially successful – that his chosen style really wasn’t going to make it big with the audiences who bought tickets, CDs and downloads. But he performs because he loves his music and has no desire to be a ‘manufactured’ success.



Delaney notes that other members of the group were a bit thrown. ‘Sadly for the heckler,’ she adds, ‘the guys recovered from that incident quite rapidly because of the much louder and consistent positive feedback they received from everyone else.’ But the moment carried the reminder that bridges are subject to destruction. Their careful engineering may be destroyed by bombing or natural disasters. They may prove structurally weak in some way, susceptible to breakage. There is a two-way balance required for bridging, and the outstretched arm of a jetty like Wagan Watson’s invites and needs a reciprocal gesture.

In considering the engineering of bridges in Gurrumul’s work, two other aspects deserve attention. One is the collaboration between Hohnen and Gurrumul. The gentle and intuitive relationship between the self-effacing Hohnen and Gurrumul is evident.

Hohnen, as the number of mentions of his name here suggests, is a crucial figure in the story of Gurrumul’s success. Almost twenty years ago, at the height of his own musical career, touring with orchestras, jazz bands, and independent band the Killjoys, Hohnen, who is a couple of years older than Gurrumul, left Melbourne and set off with his double bass in the back of his car. This was in response to the hollowness and egocentricity in the Western music industry. Hohnen worked as a lecturer at the then Northern Territory University (now Charles Darwin University), teaching Indigenous musicians and later establishing Skinnyfish Music.

Hohnen’s encouragement of Gurrumul’s talent and his careful directing of his career underpins Gurrumul’s success. As Hohnen mentions in ‘You’re the Voice’, he is mindful of the ethical complexity of a white man speaking for a black man. My own observation of Hohnen in concert with Gurrumul is that he is an enabler, doing what needs to be done so as to foreground his talent.

The second is the broader sweep of music courses and initiatives in improving the lives of Indigenous Australians. In the Northern Territory, Hohnen, again, has been a key player in this transformation. Martin Jarvis, musician and academic at Charles Darwin University, whose work has attracted an Order of Australia award, writes about the work done through the University, The Northern Territory Indigenous Music Education program, and the Darwin Symphony Orchestra. Jarvis has lived in the Northern Territory for more than two decades and has seen the conditions in which many Indigenous people in the area are living as a result of European settlement. He writes: ‘I’m now tempted to believe that there is an unspoken and deliberate plan to carry out a form of genocide through simple non-action on the part of government.’ He argues that ‘seeking better social justice outcomes for Australia’s Indigenous people demands that we examine different ways in which we can implement educational outcomes’ and prefaces a paper on the subject with the deceptively simple comment by Yolngu musician G. Rrurrumbu, founder of the Warumpi Band, that ‘we learn through song and dance’. The point, though, is essential. Indigenous communities do not learn through writing down their history, so Western education needs to find ways of being more hospitable to Indigenous students if it is to have anything to offer them.

In a paper whose title invokes the idea of active bridging – ‘Music, Dance & Culture – Building Bridges & Opening Doors’ – Jarvis outlines the delivery of contemporary music programs in Indigenous communities of the Northern Territory, starting with the Northern Territory University and growing to extend into high schools through the Northern Territory’s Education Department. While the programs’ broader initial aim was the linking of ‘contemporary music with traditional ceremony to give a unique voice to indigenous music’, he quotes Hohnen as saying that developing income for the communities is crucial.

Alongside these achievements other results have emerged. Jarvis includes a letter from Judith Hummerstoll, remote area nurse at the Willowra Health Centre. She comments that communities receive ‘many well-intentioned visitors and programs which fail to meet their stated objectives’. The music programs, though, have lifted social and emotional well-being as a result of increased self-esteem, productivity, and purpose.

Students performed with the Darwin Symphony Orchestra, which has a long history of interaction with Indigenous musicians. One involved song-man Don Weluk and brass teacher at Maningrida Secondary College Scott Trenwith writing and performing material for the brass ensemble and the Orchestra, with Don as vocalist. Another was the collaboration of the Maningrida’s brass ensemble with the Queensland Philharmonic Orchestra under the direction of Simone de Haan. The resulting fusion of traditional and Western music went on to be performed at the Fusions World Music Conference in Canberra.

Fusions and reciprocal bridgings in terms of translation through music and performance are central to the work of Sri-Lankan-born Canadian writer Michael Ondaatje. Ondaatje has made ideas of a poetics of bridging central to his work. His novel In the Skin of a Lion (1987) begins with literal bridge-making with some of his characters building the Bloor St Viaduct. Ondaatje shuffles the key figurative elements of the novel so that translation, masquerade, fusion and metaphor itself move to stand in for one another like the complicated dances he describes throughout his work.

One of the key bridge-builders, Nicholas Temelcoff, is new to Canada and to the English language. His dreams are filled with translation. Temelcoff himself is ‘a spinner … he links everyone’. His dreams are a tumult of change and bridging: ‘In the dreams trees changed not just their names but their looks and character. Men started answering in falsettos. Dogs spoke out fast to him on the street.’

Ideas of translation in Ondaatje’s work, and in Gurrumul’s, as Robert Forster suggests, move quickly beyond the most literal meaning of the term. While translation is most obviously the rendering of something into another language, its secondary meanings open up other layers: change or conversion to another form or appearance; transformation, the idea of a translation of thought into action. Implicit in this is the act or process of translating, and the state of being translated. At its heart are ideas of fluidity and about the dynamic nature of identity. The word comes from the Latin word: translatus: past participle: conveyed, transferred. And since language is itself a translation of object into word and migration involves a translation of self, ideas of a space beyond translation, forged anew by bridgings, are implicit in it.

This is something suggested by comparisons of Gurrumul’s work with that of Icelandic band Sigur Rós, many of whose lyrics are in an invented language, Hopelandic. But Gurrumul’s languages are not invented, though the music has a capacity to go beyond semantic meanings into something higher. In this, Gurrumul is perhaps closer to Romanian poet Paul Celan, whose post-war poetry moved away from frameworks of narrative clarity towards a poetics of the ineffable. Paradoxically, in doing so his work perhaps comes close to responding to Adorno’s dictate ‘after Auschwitz, no poetry’.

While translation comes from the Latin word for conveying, its Greek counterpart is metaphor. Like translation, metaphor has an obvious aspect – saying one thing is another – while its imaginative implications revolve around the understanding that, actually, one thing is not another. Metaphor invites complicity – let’s imagine this together – and requires an imagining not unlike a form of empathy. It asks not ‘what is it like to be you?’ but ‘what if this were that’, or even: ‘What if I were you?’

It is for reasons such as these that, as one of the protagonists in Ondaatje’s novel says: ‘You reach people through metaphor.’ If metaphor is a kind of translation, Gurrumul’s music invites a metaphorical bridge back into Yolngu culture, rather than moving further away – taking Yolngu experience into the twittering Western world of celebrity. It is important, then, to look for a Yolngu metaphor to express this.

There is a specific metaphor from Yolngu culture that gives an Indigenous perspective on the idea of bridging. Rather than going over water, though, it is about the merging of waters. I discovered the idea of ganma in the work of Karl W.M. Neuenfeldt, who uses it to describe ‘the specific message Yothu Yindi is striving to broadcast to non-Aboriginal Australia. That message is that there are Aboriginal methods for melding the disparate worlds of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians and one such method is ganma understanding, mediated through music in this case.’ He provides a succinct definition of ganma via the educational program ‘Ganma’, or ‘Both Ways’, at Yirrkala in the Northern Territory, which describes its namesake in these terms:


Ganma is a metaphor describing the situation where a river of water from the sea (Western knowledge) and a river of water from the land (Yolngu knowledge) mutually engulf each other on flowing into a common lagoon and becoming one. In coming together the streams of water mix across the interface of the two currents and foam is created at the surface so that the process of ganma is marked by lines of foam along the interface of the two currents.



Ganma is made in whirling water. Fiona Magowan writes about the introduction of ganma ideas to balanda (non-Yolngu) people:


If flowing water carries ‘feelingful’ emotion, it is because the aqua-aesthetics of Yolngu ancestral waters embody identities and personalities. Where these waters come together, an interaction of different personalities is implied in their ebb and flow. And a conjunction of personalities is also a conjunction of groups and kinship relations. Each water has its own flavor, design, and temperament held in its names, which are ritually intoned.



‘Treaty’ contains a dream of ganma:


Now two rivers run their course
Separated for so long

I’m dreaming of a brighter day
When the waters will be one



In Gurrumul’s music, metaphor and translation are part of a bridging that offers transcendence. His own musical reimaginings create texts of bliss, the effects of which are heightened by the scaffolding of silence. In the context of a reconciliation-inprogress, Gurrumul’s music is a sound bridge that shows a way forward into the possibilities of ‘both ways’ and fusion.
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Leaving Ourselves at Home

DBC Pierre

I frequented a beach bar in Spain where there was no internet. A large drowned bird washed up one day. The bar owner was a barnacle of a man called Vincent. I saw him standing over the carcass on the shore, cigar stub twitching from a corner of his mouth. Low sun lit up talons and feathers, askew like his brush of thinning hair. When Vincent chewed his cigar it bobbed and meant he was thinking. Spreading the bird out to look at, he finally nodded: ‘A condor.’

Now: the bay where we stood was a hem of Spain’s Sierra Nevada mountain range, facing Morocco across the Mediterranean.

‘It’s certainly big,’ I said.

‘Definitely a condor.’

I moved around the bird to study it. Its neck was long and shiny. ‘But condors come from the Americas.’

Vincent crushed the cigar with his teeth and turned a flat gaze to me. ‘So what?’

‘It won’t have flown the Atlantic.’

He thought for a moment. ‘Where do you come from?’

‘I was born in Australia.’

‘And you’re here, aren’t you?’

Thus a Griffon vulture, native to mountains overlooking Vincent’s birthplace, where he’d spent his fifty years, became a condor. And if no real condor was there to prove otherwise, was it then a condor? The condor marked the emergence in my mind of a pie chart describing ingredients of travel, aside from simple distance: one slice represented the physical difference of a place compared with our own; another represented the different outlook and culture of a place compared with our own – and the biggest showed how much of our own place we carry with us to filter the differences through. And since then I’ve always watched the chart. Or specifically watched the slice grow bigger that contains ideas from home. It’s the slice where we don’t buy the condor.

On the same beach, not twenty feet from Vincent’s, the slice with the differential mindset of a place gained an example from the local knife-sharpener. He rode a bicycle whose chain also drove a grindstone. Playing scales up and down a panpipe was his way of calling business onto the street, where he would park his bike and set the grindstone to work on knives and scissors. One day hearing the pipes I decided that most of my knives were blunt.

‘They’re a hundred a piece to sharpen,’ he said.

‘And if I give you ten pieces?’

‘Ten at once? Two thousand.’

I paused to let the maths sink in and betray his mistake to him. But he just grew impatient: ‘Do you want something sharpened or not?’

‘I think the figures are wrong. You quoted double apiece for ten compared to one.’

‘Yeah,’ he scanned the sea for less difficult clientele. ‘Because it takes me longer, see? Do you think I want to sweat here all day over your knives? Ten is more work than one, it’s ten times the work. Do you take me for an idiot?’

Well. I did take him for an idiot. My knives stayed blunt but his idea stuck with me, and I’m stuck to this day with the regret that I didn’t ask if he’d thought of it himself. It was in a different category to the ideas of the taxi driver in the bar 300 feet up the hill, who launched a stand-up argument against my doubts that there were kangaroos at Malaga airport. The word kangaroo follows the word Australia in all foreign lands, but this driver also put down his beer to say that there were plenty of them at Malaga airport, he’d seen them himself. He was serious. It confounded me until I recalled that the Spanish word for crab is quite similar to the word for kangaroo. Today I presume that there are crabs at Malaga airport.

But then who knows. If there are condors there can be kangaroos. Slowly these things made me aware of an unaccounted feature of travel, given that much of its experience lies in subject meeting object and melting away: that not only can a place be different than we imagine, it can be different from how it imagines itself. And both diffractions together can make a mirage. The seasoned traveller might look forward to subjective preconceptions being dashed on sands of fact, but rarely allows for them meeting other subjective preconceptions.

Then it gets interesting. The ideas we travel with form a bubble. This is why tourists are fun to watch, or better still – expatriates. The first of these might only negotiate obstacles to cheap beer, but the expat, especially the one who stayed on for a longer dose of sun and beer, has a workload. He came to live not in Spain but in his Spain, built largely from the ideas that propelled his first yearnings to come. Now he’s forced to furnish reality with biases and illusions that most maintain the yearning’s freshness – ‘Buenos dias, Miguel!’ – and the inverted U-curve that all illusions follow soon compromises his dignity with the amount of altruism it takes to avoid admitting that humans are designed across millennia to match their settings, and that the reason we are violent is that our ideas about settings differ.

Without this effort the wonder of travel can be short-lived. The decline of preconceptions meeting reality, along with acclimatisation, will build a home there – just what we travelled away from. A week on an atoll can do it.

So the first key to travel must be to return from it. Otherwise it can cause a gradual doubling of the disillusioning effects of loss of innocence.

It’s been said that the English feel at home overseas as long as all the locals are waiters. Once they’re dealing with authorities and peers of greater clout than they, their workload begins. Among expats I’ve observed a proportionality between the strength and length of their dreams to go to a place, and the amount of evidence they ignore in order to live the dream as dreamt. Which means they’re not living external reality but feeding an idea with it, to a larger extent than we usually do. In case you propose to be that expat, one tip I can pass on from observation is to be slow to learn the language. This keeps things down to a manageable ‘Hola, Dolores,’ and keeps the biggest of your windows shut to challenging ideas. Beyond this the only eventual harbour for an expat up against entropy is the role of the grateful houseguest.

Where he soon finds himself lying through his teeth.

Of course these musings shamefully minimise the potential outcomes in travel, as its mental allure must be a sum involving all the world’s people and places. But the effects I describe have exploded since travel as an industry learnt to sell us ideas. Empty white beaches, not vomiting backpackers, sell travel; sun-kissed terraces laid with fruits and champagne, not snakes in the bath. Precisely that market of travellers now has to compensate and insulate to match packaged ideas. It has to edit. So as a student of ideals versus realities, or perhaps just for contrariness, I’ve come to embrace a new form of travel, which is existential tourism. It involves starting the trip at the finish, de-imagining the early discoveries and going to where we’d end up after years. It means sitting with your back to the Eiffel Tower watching Sponge-Bob on a bar TV, or going to the football instead of the pyramids. It’s about setting off to the place behind the ideas, which is also a cure for that paradox of modern tourism – hating to see authenticity spoiled by foreigners, when you’re a foreigner.

All this might beg the question: why go at all if it’s just to break ideas that work at home? But perhaps it’s for this: we try to leave ourselves at home. That’s us on the beach in our minds, that’s us at the top of the Eiffel Tower – but not simply us, look closely – our best us. A new us, shining, worldly and spontaneous, without the chains and triggers of home. It’s us delighting in change, us with the awe of children. And probably explains why we have to enjoy it fast; our old selves are on a flight just behind us, with kitchen sink in tow.

As for Vincent, after chewing his cigar for a while he eventually hauled the big bird up the beach and phoned the local policeman, who was a keen taxidermist. Weeks later the bird returned in its glory, sharp-eyed and proud, wings outstretched to eight or nine feet. Vincent mounted it on a shelf behind the bar, where it probably still glowers today, watching over his sons as they argue whether the English or Germans are the worst foreigners, and glaring at the English and Germans muttering that the bread tastes old, and debating whether to finally scold someone.

A vulture turns condor, away from home.

Just like us.

New Philosopher
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‘Wonky, idiosyncratic, fragmentary, paradoxical, drunk on
words, the essay has ... a uniquely human thumbprint.’

GEORDIE WILLIAMSON

In The Best Australian Essays 2015, Geordic Williamson compiles
the year's outstanding short nonfiction. Read Helen Garner

on condescension, DBC Pierre on travel, Ceridwen Dovey on
autobiography, Tim Winton on injury, Anna Kricn on first love,
and Nicolas Rothwell on the northern coast. With bracing essays
on politics, music, literature, history, art, sport and more, this
impressive anthology will entrance, stimulate and entertain.
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