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In 1981 Patrick White published an autobiographical book called 

Flaws in the Glass; the Melbourne Age commissioned two reviews, 

one of them from Hal Porter, who said, among many things 

unflattering to ‘Mr White’:

Writers of my sort can be said not so much to read as to 

examine another writer’s work rather as one car freak 

examines the vehicle and driving of another car freak.  

One says, “Splendid vehicle!  Superb driving!”  Or, “Nice 

vehicle!  Ghastly driving!”  Or, “Can’t stand that kind of 

cumbersomely pretentious vehicle!  And what bewildering 

and erratic driving!”

Hal confesses that the third attitude is his to the novels and plays of 

‘Mr White’.  I will say no more at this point about Mr White or Mr 

Porter, but I quote this comparison of writer and car freak because 

in the essays that follow I am the freak who comments on others of 

his kind.  I know I can’t see my essays as others will see them but 

I imagine some readers accusing me of many things, and others, 

well trained, perhaps, in one or another school of literary or social 

criticism, who will think my observations no more than shallow 

or ignorant.  To such people I can only say that these essays offer 

whatever it is that a fellow-writer can offer, and don’t pretend to 

offer anything else.

 A well-informed literary critic, bringing years of training to 

the consideration of books, may offer an historical understanding 

which a writer cannot provide.  The critic is likely to have chosen 

his or her reading shrewdly over many years in order to have a vast 

and well-judged background against which to form opinion.  The 

fellow-writer’s reading, if I am any example, is more likely to be 

sporadic, with gaps all over the place, unlikely ever to be filled in.  

Almost any professional operates within a framework, a discipline, 

to which the individual is responsible, whereas a writer may, by 

comparison, be quite cavalier with his or her procedures of thought, 

believing, most of the time, that it doesn’t matter if ‘rules’ are broken 

so long as the newly offered insight has penetration.  Is memorable.  

Bites.  Shows something new, or something old in a new way.  I 

think that I am arguing, in this comparison, that a professional 

critic’s responses to a book are likely to be more reliable, because 

resting on a wider base.

 What the fellow-writer has to offer, on the other hand, is not 

reliability, but the insight that comes from having been in the same 

place, at the heart of the risky business of creating and imagining.  

Writers can see what other writers are up to because they face 

the same problems and use the same tricks.  Like Hal Porter’s car 

freaks, they too have put their vehicles together and pulled them 

apart; they too have gone looking for weaknesses and failings, 

and they’ve fixed them, or they’ve disguised what they can’t make 

better.

 So the following essays are written in the spirit of the 

enthusiast who is wary, experienced, amateur, but knows he’s 

limited too.  Perhaps the only other thing I want to say about these 

Introduction
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essays is that I have written them on the assumption that anyone 

who reads them is already familiar with the works and writers 

under discussion.  The essays are not introductory.  I consider them 

rather as a sharing of one writer’s reflections with the thoughts of 

readers who are looking for something new to affect their thinking.  

I hope that readers of this sort will find something of interest here 

and there.

 

  C.A.E.
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A discussion of Henry Handel Richardson’s Maurice Guest 

(Heinemann, London, 1908) and Helen Garner’s Monkey Grip 

(McPhee Gribble, Melbourne, 1977).

Both of these books are first novels, and both are concerned with 

loves which turn out to be impossible, but the worlds they show 

are even further apart than the lifetime separating their publication 

dates would suggest.  Monkey Grip is set in the inner north of 

Melbourne and the people in its pages are members of the counter-

culture, the drug-taking hippy culture, which flourished – if that’s 

the word – in the decade or so before the book’s publication, 

whereas Maurice Guest is set in Leipzig, Germany, at the start of the 

twentieth century, before the wars that destroyed Europe’s claim 

to cultural superiority (Johann Sebastian Bach was kapellmeister in 

Leipzig for many years, and something of his mighty spirit lingers 

in the musical activities of his city).

 Two books, then, and two sexual passions: Nora and Javo in 

Carlton, Fitzroy and Collingwood, suburbs of Melbourne, Australia, 

and in Leipzig, Germany, Maurice Guest, Louise Dufrayer and 

Eugen Schilsky.  Leipzig, in Henry Handel Richardson’s book, is 

as saturated in music as Helen Garner’s Carlton is by drugs and 

other aspects of the counter-cultural lifestyle, such as communal 

living, getting around on bikes, borrowing, stealing, bed-sharing, 

and women managing the children of men who may no longer 

be around.  Already a difference opens between the books: most 

of Garner’s characters are not identifiable by their origins which, 

by and large, they mostly keep out of their thinking.  They 

are whatever they are doing at the moment.  This is not so in 

Richardson’s Leipzig, where the city accommodates outsiders who 

come to absorb music, to become masters of an instrument, perhaps 

even, like Schilsky, composers.  They come to Leipzig for a brief 

period, yearning for success.  Maurice Guest arrives from England, 

but as we see at the end of the book, he fails to return.  Madeleine, 

the well-organised young woman whom we meet at the very 

beginning of the book, before the entry of the other major characters 

– a nice piece of disclosure by HHR, and perhaps a direction to the 

reader: we will return to this later – Madeleine also comes from 

England, though she develops ideas of taking her musical skills to 

America, and invites Maurice to join her in this venture, an offer he 

doesn’t take up.  Fate has other things in store.  There are numerous 

Americans to be found in the book, amusingly presented via their 

way of speaking, but the surprise is Louise Dufrayer, who reveals 

on page 101 her unexpected origins.

Louise smiled, and he saw her strong white teeth.  “It’s 

not quite as bad as that,” she said; and then, although 

herself not quite clear why she should have answered those 

searching eyes, she added, looking at Maurice: “I come from 

Australia.”

If she had said she was a visitant from another world, 

Maurice would not, at the moment, have felt much surprise; 

Unfortunate affairs
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but on hearing the name of this distant land, on which 

he would probably never set foot, a sense of desolation 

overcame him.  He realised anew, with a pang, what an utter 

stranger he was to her; of her past life, her home, her country, 

he knew and could know nothing.

“That is very far away,” he said, speaking out of this feeling, 

and then was vexed with himself for having done so.

Australia.  The word, the information, come as a shock, but 

Richardson is a disciplined writer and no more is heard on the 

matter for over two hundred pages, when Louise tells Maurice:

“You judge harshly and unfairly because you don’t know 

the facts.  I am almost quite alone in the world.  I have no 

relatives that I care for, except one brother.  I lived with him, 

on his station in Queensland, until I came here.  But now, he’s 

married, and there would be no room for me in the house 

– figuratively speaking.  If I go back now, I must share his 

home with his wife, whom I knew and disliked.”

Louise goes on to say that she is looking for a new life in a new 

world, and this divides her from Madeleine, who is in Leipzig to 

prepare for a teaching career.  Most of the foreign students are away 

from family and other support systems, they are tolerated by the city 

of Leipzig so long as they stay within the bounds it imposes, and 

they can be as outgoing or as withdrawn as it suits them to be – so 

long as they pay their board.  One of the last thing that happens to 

Maurice before his death is that his parents shut off his allowance.  

In his unhappiness – Louise despises him by now – he gets drunk, 

is taken home by a prostitute, and loses all his money.  He pawns 

his watch – nobody thought to take it – buys a revolver, goes into 

the woods where he has often been with Louise, and puts an end 

to his life.  The whole book seems to resonate as he falls, while the 

reader, who has long foreseen what must happen, can do no more 

than flinch, and there is a feeling that his every action, his endlessly 

foolish preoccupation, intrusive beyond control and riddled by 

jealousy, has brought him to this condemnation.  Maurice knows 

that he has reached the end of his path.  The gun in his hand is his 

judgement.

 The moral world of Monkey Grip is different.  In fact, public 

morality, or the statement of it, if it exists in the time and locale 

of the book, is hardly presented at all.  Yet morality, or a personal 

version of it, is very much present in the voice of the author.  Here 

are two examples:

‘Oh, I will fuck you till I die.’

That was the terrible trick of the dope: one more step into its 

kingdom and Javo would be lost to me.  But now we swayed 

dizzily on its borders, each in our own ecstasy.

and:

He gives me nothing, and yet at the same time everything.  

The way I usually talk has no purchase on the surface of his 

life, or on its surfacelessness.  At the point where I realise 

this, the point at which frustration or annoyance would 

normally push me past such a situation, my mind quietly 

slips a cog and I float away.

 Monkey Grip is composed of hundreds of short passages, 

anything from five or six lines to perhaps four pages.  Many, perhaps 
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most, contain, usually towards the end, some such observation 

from the author, and it is these centralising observations which are 

the most distinctive part of her voice, or presence in the book.  The 

morality which is social, and overwhelmingly strong, in Maurice 

Guest has shrunk to an inner whispering in Monkey Grip.  How 

strange!  Yet it is still there.  Something of the European tradition, 

so powerful in the civilisation which began to tear itself to pieces 

in 1914, lingers on in the later book, and reasserts itself, as we will 

see in another essay, in The Children’s Bach (1984).  What I am raising 

here is the way an older generation will declare their successors to 

be immoral, something which happens whenever morality makes 

the latest of its never-ending moves.  It seems that every generation, 

having grown used to the constraints of whatever morality they 

have accepted, becomes confused when a later generation moves 

the lines so that what was once forbidden or disgraceful is allowed.  

Drugs!  Multiple partners!  The rules, only just enforceable, of 

households whose inhabitants are changing all the time!

 One of the questions raised in my mind by Helen Garner’s 

Monkey Grip is the effect of the lifestyles it portrays on the children 

who are on every second page.  Meals are forever being cooked 

and children taken here and there.  Much of the parenting is shared 

among the women.  Some of the men lend a hand from time to time.  

Another, newer, normality is being established so that a successor 

to Monkey Grip, if written, thirty years later, by one of the children 

in its pages, would begin, perhaps, by taking that new normality 

as its base.  Time can never be turned back, and a tradition, once 

discarded, can scarcely be revived.  This may seem like an intrusion 

into my argument, but I have subtitled these essays ‘some thoughts 

about a nation’s literature’.  Australian literature?  Can Maurice 

Guest and Monkey Grip both be categorised under the same heading?  

I have said that they are alike in considering passions which cannot 

provide the basis for a continuing and successful life; that said, are 

they alike in any other way?  Is it fitting that they be considered 

together?  Is there any point in doing so?

 I cannot answer those questions at this point.  Perversely, 

perhaps, I will continue to compare the two books to see if, in 

building a better understanding of them, we can reach a point 

where these and other difficult questions can be answered.

 Comparisons.  Maurice Guest runs for 562 densely-written 

pages; Monkey Grip for 245 pages with a larger font and widely 

spaced lines.  It is composed, as stated before, of small sections, 

each of them a story, meditation, or observation in itself, and 

each well separated from the next.  There are no chapters, but the 

innumerable sections are given some suggestion of being managed 

by the placement of 34 headings, their words borrowed from nearby 

text, which give the narrative at least the appearance of having 

some authorial guidance.  This, I would say, is almost certainly an 

editorial decision of the publisher, and is extremely effective.  The 

reader does not get lost.  This observation may appear patronising 

but is not intended to be.  Every book has to find its own methods, 

the method of one is not prescriptive for others, and anyone who 

wishes to make it so is wrong.  (Imagine being invited to ‘edit’ the 

poems of e e cummings or Emily Dickinson!)

 Comparisons.  Maurice Guest is divided into three roughly 
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equal parts, each of them ending at a suitable marker-point of the 

story, and subdivided into chapters.  The passions of the main 

characters are presented within a framework which can be likened 

to some extent to the feeling of fate surrounding the narrative.  If the 

framework of the novel is to have meaning, if it is not to contradict 

the story it has been constructed to display, then it somehow has 

a power over the characters, who must submit to it, must lend 

the structure their own emotional force so that it is their lifeblood, 

their passions, which create the novel.  The novel is made out of 

the characters and in that sense the characters must give it their 

lives, while in Monkey Grip the narrative tracks after the people 

whose lives drift in and out of the various households.  Society 

has loosened up considerably in the seventy years separating the 

books.

 Fiction, like the symphony in music, is social.  Critics and 

other readers who focus on the writer as a solitary creator are 

diverting our eyes from the ways in which a society and a period 

create the stories they need.  For instance, we may notice how often 

Nora, the lover of Javo in Monkey Grip, relates her dreams.  They 

are not given specific meanings, but they are nonetheless seen as 

meaningful.  She consults the I Ching, and its bland pronouncements 

are taken seriously by Nora.  She is not without guidance, for all the 

shambles of the Carlton households’ lifestyles.  Styles?  The period, 

not the characters, gives permission to choose.  Indeed it almost 

compels a choice: anyone not choosing should be living in the vast, 

still-controlled suburbs further east and further out.  The people 

in Monkey Grip are an elite, a chosen few, who may be imitated by 

others elsewhere, but are leading a new sort of life, and are proud 

of it, sure that they are at the cutting edge of their period.  They are 

the defining agents of their generation, and they are a doctrinaire 

group, forever laying down rules for themselves and each other, 

forever criticising the shortcomings of those around them, forever 

exploring.  Drugs take them to the edges of their minds, or beyond.  

They are not searching for the wisdom that earlier generations may 

have achieved, but something new, more advanced … or so they 

say.

 This is the point at which the book demands, needs, but does 

not from itself provide, a frame of reference by which those lives 

and lifestyles may be considered.  I have already suggested that the 

immediately available framework would be the stories told, today 

or in the future, by the children who hop, scramble, swim and 

sleep through Monkey Grip’s pages.  In a way, they are its only true 

framework of judgement.

 The discussion thus far might suggest that Henry Handel 

Richardson’s book, in being heavier, longer, more carefully 

controlled, et cetera, is both stronger and more conservative than 

Monkey Grip.  This is partly true and partly not.  Towards the end of 

Part 1 of the book, there is a gathering at which Schilsky plays (on 

the piano) his recently composed work, and compels Krafft to sing 

the words of the last section, called, in the book, Das trunkene Lied.  

The drunken song.  The words of the new composition are from 

Nietzsche’s Also sprach Zarathustra, mocked by an American lady 

at the soiree as Also schrie Zenophobia!  The reader may be surprised 

to learn that the words chosen and set by Schilsky are some of the 
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words chosen by Fritz Cassirer and set by Frederick Delius in his 

Mass of Life (Ein Messe des Lebens) in 1904 and 1905, almost certainly 

the years when Richardson was writing her Liepzig novel.  How 

strange, once again!  In giving Schilsky the insight to seize on and 

set these ideas of Nietzsche, Richardson has made him, rather than 

Maurice or Louise, the means, the conduit, between the times, the 

movements of thought surrounding the characters, and the reader.  

Maurice despises Schilsky, and hopes to replace him in the heart of 

Louise.  Louise, in the hearing of Maurice though she doesn’t know 

it, tells Schilsky that he has never made her happy.  The way is open 

for the reader to scorn the egotistical young musician, but …

 Why do we remember Maurice Guest?  Is it for Richardson’s 

power of construction, her insights, her command of setting?  Her 

willingness to record the steps by which fate rewards, over-rules, an 

obsession?  For saying that love, so often revered, can be the most 

destructive of forces, if left to itself and not controlled?  I remind 

the reader of Richardson’s stroke in introducing Madeleine before 

Louise.  Madeleine’s time of study at Leipzig runs a well-managed 

course.  She’s prudent and hard-working.  She succeeds, qualifies 

and leaves.  Maurice might have done as much, but doesn’t.  He 

uses his last remaining money to buy himself the gun that ends 

his life.  He could have had Madeleine’s experience of Leipzig, but 

didn’t.  An understanding of the fate, the grimness, determination, 

unrelenting certainty that rules the novel – is that why we read 

Maurice Guest today?  Yes, yes, to all the above.  What redeems the 

book, and softens it a little, is that it opens itself, towards the end 

of Part 1, via the mind of Schilsky, whom the reader has no other 

opportunity to admire, to a major, massive change going on in the 

thinking of what has been Christian Europe.  God, although still to 

be respected, and listened to, is being transformed into a different 

type of abstraction called Life.  A new theory of evolution (though 

this is well outside the framework of the novel) has undercut earlier 

ideas of creation.  Henri Bergson has proposed a ‘life force’ which is, 

I suppose, something that resembles the old divinity but is neither 

all-knowing nor all-judging, merely a force that keeps things 

moving forward but neither approves of nor condemns the human 

race.  Indeed, humans are now the leading edge of this life force.  

This is, I think, the sense in which, in Nietzsche’s terms, mankind 

needs to lift its game and transform itself into the ‘ubermensch’ now 

required.  Frederick Delius, after a cycling trip through France with 

Fritz Cassirer, set poetic ideas from Zarathustra in his mass.  The 

great poles of human life are no longer heaven and hell, but midday 

and midnight.  Action and reflection.  ‘Oh Mensch!  Gieb acht!  Was 

spricht die tiefe Mitternacht!’  Delius set these words at the height of 

his most creative period, they were the central statement of his life, 

and they are the very, climactic, words that Schilsky asked Krafft to 

sing.

When, at last, he crashed to a close and wiped his face 

in exhaustion, there was a deafening uproar of applause.  

Loud cries were uttered and exclamations of enthusiasm; 

people rose from their seats and crowded round the piano to 

congratulate the player.

Well might Schilsky’s listeners applaud, and well might we join 

them.  The novel, using Schilsky, has made the transition which 
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many thinkers and artists were effecting in the years immediately 

before its publication.  In that sense Richardson’s book is as much 

about social change as Garner’s.  Once the changes implicit in their 

novels have been accepted by the reader, the world can never be the 

same.  Garner certainly understood the changes she was celebrating, 

although I think it can be said that she understood them from the 

inside; Richardson’s position in regard to social, or is it intellectual, 

change is less certain.  The music she was imagining at the end of 

Part 1 of her novel was in fact being written at much the same time 

as she was imagining it.  Truly, truly strange, and strange again!  In 

the post-Nietzschian world, writers are the voices of the universe, 

and we do well to listen.

 Those of us who are writers also do well to listen for those 

inner and outer voices – the passions of others, and the voices of our 

time – which wish to speak through us.  We may or may not identify 

ourselves by using Nietzsche’s word ‘ubermensch’, but we carry a 

responsibility to every living creature surrounding us.

 There is one more thing I want to say about Maurice Guest, 

and that is that it is dedicated ‘To Louise’.  I assume that this is the 

character Louise, Louise Dufrayer, who, if you recall, once lived 

on a station in Queensland.  If I am correct, then the dedication, a 

sign of approval, surely, balances the naming of the book after the 

young man who loved her not wisely but too well.  Maurice shoots 

himself.  Louise causes Schilsky to marry her, in the end, and out 

of sight of the reader.  Schilsky, for his part, expresses the change in 

the world’s condition already referred to.  A god made by religion 

is replaced by a secularly understood force which can’t be affected 

by prayer.  Redemption retreats to the edge of the European mind.  

I can only imagine that HHR, in giving the book this dedication, 

was trying to ensure that the reader’s mind was brought into 

some degree of balance: failure (Maurice), success after debilitating 

struggle (Louise), and for Schilsky, a supreme achievement (Das 

trunkene Lied, with its overtones of Gustav Mahler in the name, 

and Frederick Delius in its repercussions) balanced by the breaking 

down of the ideas of male superiority and scorn of women 

expressed in the drunken scene near the end of Part 1.  I think 

we must assume that if Schilsky has married Louise then he has 

outgrown, not only the novel which contained him, but the defects 

in his character and in the surrounding ethos which allowed him to 

speak so scornfully of women at that earlier stage.  Why are we not 

shown this development?  Because Richardson wants to maintain a 

balance.  Her book has been structured to contain certain forces and 

it can’t deal with others.  Or so I see it.

 Certain aspects of Monkey Grip not discussed so far, and 

the second and third books of Richardson and Garner, will be 

considered elsewhere in this series.
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A discussion of George Johnston’s My Brother Jack in the light of 

two interviews with Jack and Pat Johnston on 29/7/1980 and 

20/8/1980.  (The tapes of these interviews are held by the National 

Library of Australia, Canberra, and an abbreviated version of the 

interviews was published in Helix, numbers 11 & 12, combined 

issue, 1982.)

My Brother Jack is one of the most popular of Australian novels, 

regarded from its first publication as encapsulating important 

truths.  I was a teacher when it came out, and my students read 

it willingly.  It was about their world, and they liked to discuss 

its events and characters.  They were students from the northern 

suburbs of Melbourne, and when George Johnston describes Davy 

and Helen dining with the Turleys in Toorak, with Davy forced to 

see himself as inferior to his hosts because he lacked their certainties 

of taste and confidence, my students grasped intuitively why he 

felt as he did.  It pleased them that Jack, the working class Aussie, 

was the object of praise, but they followed the rises, falls and rises 

of Davy with an even closer interest because their own paths, they 

sensed, would have similarities to his.  Brother Davy was a man on 

the way up, and so, they hoped, were they.

 This was all very interesting for a teacher, but after a time I 

began to have doubts.  I’d known plenty of Jacks myself, I’d written 

about some of them in my first book, and it struck me that my Jacks 

were, in the way I’d presented them, nothing like George’s brother.  

I wondered what the ‘real’ Jack had been like; I assumed that he’d 

read the novel: what had he thought of himself?

 Years passed, and I became aware that Jack Johnston had 

given talks about the novel named for him to students in the 

Catholic system.  I got his address, I wrote to him, then I rang, and 

he agreed to meet me and let me ask some questions.  I combed 

the book, preparing, I borrowed a tape recorder, and I took myself 

to 4 Peace Court, Doveton, smiling, as I walked to his door, at the 

address of the sunburnt Icarus whose life, in his brother’s version, 

had been ennobled by his preparations for war.

 What would I find?

 Jack Johnston met me at the door, very warmly, looking every 

inch a Jack.  With him was his wife; I was going to call her Sheila but 

she corrected my thought.  Pat.  My investigation of the two realities 

had begun.  There was a book, the pages of which I knew well, there 

was, or had been, realities which had given rise to the book, and 

there was a denial, a resistance, from within the book to what had 

been written.  They sat me down, they offered me beer, and when I 

refused it, tea.  Pat made this, while Jack chatted to the visitor.  He 

brought to my mind the Christmas gatherings of my childhood, 

with talk proceeding amicably as if time had no constraint.  While 

we spoke I took in the room, comfortable but cheaply furnished, 

and dominated, for me, by a photo of Jack the soldier, with his 

jaw strong, a rising sun badge on the upturned brim of his hat, 

and a leather band running under his chin.  I thought of George’s 

Jack and George: who owns a life?
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descriptions of Jack at Puckapunyal military camp and felt a simple 

concordance between the book and the man.

He looked tough, hard, and very fit.  I could not decide 

whether he looked older or younger, but certainly he looked 

different.  In the open-neck shirt and the shorts and the 

white gaiters and the white webbing belt, there was a look 

of absolute rightness about him – I had forgotten his strong, 

graceful boxer’s legs, a deep brown now and dusted with 

a thick gold down of hair.  What had changed about him, I 

realised, was both subtle and profound: it was almost as if 

he had been fined down to the “essential Jack”, as if this was 

what my brother really should look like, as if all his growing 

and maturing had been working towards the presentation 

of this man in this exact appearance at this precise time.  

Even more than this, for I saw that this was not only that he 

looked as Jack should look, but he looked as a proper man 

would look … there was an impalpable feeling about him, 

almost an emanation, that here was a man totally sure of the 

rightness of what he was doing.  I felt good for him, and yet 

it disturbed me strangely …

 Davy’s view of Jack, George’s view of his brother, is recalled 

just before the end of the book, when the brothers watch a march of 

Australian soldiers through the streets of Melbourne:

They marched as they liked to march, in their slouch hats 

with the grey-bordered colour-patches on the bleached-out 

puggarees, in khaki shorts and their open-neck shirts with 

sleeves rolled up above bunched brown muscles, and the 

white wide belts and the white canvas gaiters over the brown 

boots, and on practically every chest were the multi-coloured 

campaign ribbons of the deserts and the jungles and the 

mountains and the islands and the beaches, and they came 

towards us behind the colour-party with the drawn swords 

and the hoisted flags and the brave emblazonings of the old-

familiar and the new-familiar names.  And I had to blink and 

gulp and fight with the emotion and sentiment and pain that 

racked me to the very guts.

What pain?  It’s too soon to tackle that question.  The soldiers must 

march a little longer.

They were going past now in the rhythmic thunder of the 

boots, with the clip of metal in the sound, beating through 

the roar of cheering, and they marched, not like Guardsmen, 

but in their big, loose, straight easy way, the hard brown faces 

under the tipped-up hats, lean faces with the chin-straps taut 

and shining on the harsh slanting planes, and the strong 

brown downy legs above the socks and the white gaiters, the 

men of the far adventure, the soldiers of far fortune.  And 

the anguish inside me had twisted and turned into an awful 

and irremediable sense of loss, and I thought of Dad and the 

putteed men coming off the Ceramic, and I thought of Jack 

when I had seen him at Puckapunyal five long years before, 

looking just like these men, hard and strong and confident 

and with his brown legs planted in the Seymour dust as if the 

whole world was his to conquer, a man fulfilled in his own 

rightness, and suddenly and terribly I knew that all the Jacks 

were marching past me, all the Jacks were still marching …

 Johnston – and I mean George – is good at this sort of thing.  

He likes a set-piece situation where the reader can be shifted to an 

emotion that is already there, socially validated and strong before 

the first word hits the page.  George knew how to please the men 
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who ran newspapers.  He had a genius for it, in fact, and they sent 

him all over the world to report, for the people back home, what 

was being done, on the public’s behalf, and for their protection, by 

their fighting men.  Note the possessive pronoun.  Politicians love to 

tell the public that fighting men are theirs: the men, and the policies 

they are used to enforce, are taken to be indivisible.  Parades such 

as the one we have been reading about enlist the public as well 

as the soldiers.  If I wanted to separate my own view of wars and 

armies from those of George Johnston, I would begin with those 

memorable, easily quoted words ‘the men of the far adventure, the 

soldiers of far fortune’ …

 … but I was telling you about the evenings I had with Jack 

and Pat, who were not impressed by the famous novel, and saw 

George’s life as a disaster.

PAT Would you believe that he didn’t finish reading My 

Brother Jack?  It bored him.

Didn’t you finish reading it?

JACK Oh, I got half way through.  I’d sooner read James 

Bond.

Have you ever finished reading it?

JACK I did, when we started doing these lectures, I went 

through it.  It’s too close to me I suppose.  It’s like 

reading your life, you know, and saying, well, this 

isn’t right, that’s not right, this happened, and you 

know, you say to yourself, well, what a lot of bull, 

you know.

When George was writing My Brother Jack on Hydra, did he communicate 

with you to check on any material?

JACK Oh no, no.  If he had of, I think if he’d left that 

book and sat down with me, I could have told him 

anecdotes, and things that happened – see, during the 

depression, George was always working, he only had 

a sort of bird’s eye view of the blokes in black coats 

and the out of work.  He never went through it – we 

did.  You see, we did, we knew exactly the things we 

did to live, you know … if he’d only seen me and we 

could’ve talked things over and I could’ve told him 

things – he could’ve made that book a hundred per 

cent better.  He could have really … But how he came 

to write it – he was very sick of course with the TB, 

and there might have been a bit of delirium, home-

sickness, nostalgia …

PAT … I think he thought he might die …

At the end of my second interview with Jack and Pat I asked them 

what they thought would have been the best and the worst times 

in George’s life.

PAT I think the best part would really be in those …

JACK Seventeen and twenty one.
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PAT … late teen years.  That would be the happiest time of 

his life.  Not knowing very much of it, but what I saw 

of it in Sydney, to my knowledge would be the worst 

of it.

JACK I’d answer it the same.  Because we don’t know what 

his life was in Greece, or London, but we know he 

wasn’t happy, he was a sick man and he was dying 

in Sydney, so it must have been his worst time.  And 

I think between seventeen and twenty one or twenty 

two would have been his happiest time, when he sort 

of got out, got to mix with girls, got playing football 

and mixing with men, got a good job and was going 

upwards in his job.  Now everything was rosy.  So I 

should say, that must have been the highlight at this 

time of his life.

 Jack’s answer implies that George must have been happiest 

when his life was closest to his own.  Jack and Pat have no 

uncertainties about the rightness of everything they’ve done.  The 

reading public think of Charmian and George as a glamorous 

couple who had the courage to seek out their far adventure, and live 

it to the full, but none of this impressed the Doveton couple.  Nor 

were they impressed by intellectuals analysing them on their visits 

to Sydney, after the publication of My Brother Jack had made George 

famous.  Here they are talking about a gathering at the home of 

Russell Drysdale, overlooking Brisbane Waters, north of Sydney.

PAT There were all these people there, and we were sitting 

at this big refectory table and they were picking 

different parts of your character, weren’t they?  And 

this is the typical ocker in him, you know?  Typical 

Australians, you know, their beer and their races 

and their football is all they think about … and their 

womenfolk not treated as women.  And I couldn’t see 

what they were getting at, because their women were 

treated worse than anything I’ve seen, inasmuch as 

if they weren’t good drinkers with them, they didn’t 

want to know them.  Am I right?

JACK Oh yeah.

PAT And they’d drink glass for glass.  No, I couldn’t do 

that.  It’s not that I have any objection to anyone 

drinking.  They can bath in it if they want to.  But I 

can’t do that.  So I’d sit back.  And I can’t … I’m not 

an art critic.  I know nothing about art.  I don’t like a 

picture because it’s painted by somebody.  If I like it, I 

like it.  I don’t care who paints it.  And I can’t pretend 

that I do.

JACK Didn’t I up and tell them all off that night?

PAT Oh yes you did.

What did you do that for, Jack?

JACK Oh they drove me mad.  Analysing people and …

PAT Thomas Kenneally was one of them.

JACK They’d just drive you up the wall.  Like I mean you’d 

think that they were … like the only brains, the only 

decent people, the only good people were themselves, 

you know.
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PAT And all you thought about was getting to the races 

… In my lifetime, with you, which is nearly fifty-one 

years, I think Jack’s been to the races about six times 

all told.

JACK Oh …

PAT But according to George you were there every week, 

like our racecourse touts, sort of thing.  All the 

scrounging.  And this is the way they’d talk and it 

wasn’t true.

JACK No.

Did you feel that you were up there with a reputation around you?

JACK Well that’s right.  You got a reputation of this and that 

and, you know, it was getting me down at the finish, 

you know.  I felt, you know, like, dirty amongst’em.  

I was glad to get away, to be quite candid.  Drunk 

intellectuals.

PAT But are they intellectuals?

JACK Strike me bloody.  They’d starve to death if they had 

to earn a crust the hard way.

 A clue to this anger, perhaps humiliation, felt by Jack and Pat 

can be found in the passage from My Brother Jack quoted earlier: ‘All 

the Jacks were marching past me, all the Jacks were still marching.’  

The narrator is David Meredith, and his brother Jack is beside him, 

watching the march instead of being included in it because an 

injury has robbed him of the soldiering he felt was rightly his.  All 

the Jacks, when the ‘real’ Jack, the embodiment of what it means 

to be a Jack, is there beside him in Bourke Street Melbourne in the 

1940s, and beside him still at the Drysdales’ in the late 1960s.  It’s 

not entirely clear to me, after much reading of Johnston’s work and 

interviewing his actual brother, how sharply George had separated 

the brother from the type.  I feel that when writing the book he must 

have switched freely from one to the other.  Jack, in the novel, is a 

device to show the reader what Davy is not, he’s the contrapuntal 

line, kept deliberately simple, that shows the complexities of Davy’s 

line, running above and below, around and responding to, Jack’s 

line.  As a writer’s device, it works splendidly, but newspaper man 

as George was, there’s a fair amount of journalistic cliché in the 

portrait, however memorable.  So the Jack and Pat that I met in July 

1980, when the book had been in circulation for sixteen years, were 

still uneasy with it, accusing it of being wrong, of not representing 

them as well as it should, taking issue with points of detail (as if the 

book was meant to be an accurate picture of them) while at the same 

time rejecting it because they felt their lives had been quite other 

from what George had shown.  To look into this a little further, let 

us take their differing accounts of the 1930s depression.

 George’s version begins with an exhausted Jack, his feet 

in tatters, collapsing into the hall of his parents’ home when his 

mother opens the door.  A doctor is called but holds out little hope – 

‘malnutrition, pneumonia, total physical debilitation, considerable 

loss of blood …’  Mum, who has nursed many a dying soul, puts 

him in the front room, and amazingly, Jack recovers.  His odyssey, 

when the family get it out of him, takes up a page.  Finding no work 

in Victoria or New South Wales, he has gone as a deck-hand on a 
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Chilean freighter, has worked on a pipeline in the Chilean Andes, 

and when that project fails, he is shipped out of Valparaiso as a 

‘distressed British subject’, to be landed back in Australia.  ‘Not 

knowing where to go to be given help – or perhaps too proud to 

plead for it – and without any money for the fare, he set out to walk 

home to Melbourne.’  As we will see, Jack’s account of this return 

differs so widely from George’s that I feel the need to call in two 

explanations of George’s account.  The first, and simple, one is that 

George wanted a story to summate, in an epic way, the horrors and 

indignities of every Jack (and Jill) who experienced the depression.  

The tale George tells incorporates all the Jacks and all their stories.  

The second explanation I would offer for the discrepancy I wish to 

show is that Jack’s return to ‘Avalon’, the parental home (page 175 

of the book), embodies, carries, some of the pain and distress that 

George himself had to undergo in writing his finest book; he was 

bringing himself home as he brought Jack down the eastern coast 

of Australia, tramping day and night through the dark forests of 

southern New South Wales and eastern Victoria.

There were of course occasional kindnesses.  A timber-

splitter near Cape Disaster fed him and sheltered him in 

his crude bark humpy for nearly a week: the lighthouse-

keeper at Gabo Island looked after him for a day or two: 

near Orbost a dairy-farmer’s wife gave him a bed and hot 

food during a storm that lasted forty-eight hours.  But after 

Bairnsdale, which was still a long way from Melbourne, he 

never remembered anything of his journey home.  Somehow 

the bloody pulp of his feet and the indomitability of his spirit 

carried him on.

 This account, for George, is another set piece, and he makes 

it one of his finest.  One feels that he’s humbled by, and proudly 

admiring of, the composite figure who is his brother Jack, marching 

through his pages with the courage and determination of a whole 

generation who knew they were beaten but knew also that you 

were only finally beaten if you admitted defeat.  Jack – and this time 

I mean all the Aussie males and their women who were betrayed by 

the ruling financial system, which discarded them and didn’t care – 

was clutching his triumph even as he fell to the floor.

 The man himself tells it differently.

JACK He took fellows he’d read about and heard about, 

and built me round them.  I think when we go to 

these lectures that kids expect to see a big tough, 

scarred yobbo or something.  You know what I mean.  

It must be a terrible let down for them!

What about heading off to South America, and walking home from Sydney 

to Melbourne, and collapsing in the front hall on a wild and stormy 

night?

JACK Now, this is where another thing comes in.  One time 

… a fella I met up in Horsham, was the Minister’s 

son, he was out of work and so I was a bit homesick, 

so I came home, and brought him with me, because I 

used to stay at his place of a weekend, when I got into 

town, so I brought him down home you see, and we 

went fruit picking, up to Shepparton, and the fruit ran 

out – one thing and another – during the depression 
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time, and there’s dozens of blokes there and of 

course, they couldn’t sell their fruit, so they had to 

put us out and we didn’t have much money, and 

what we had – we had a few beers and had our fare 

back to town you see.  So we walked from Melbourne 

to Elsternwick, home, a matter of about 6 or 8 miles, 

and of course, a hot day, and we land at the front door 

and you know how you put it on – aaaah – you know 

like, and George, being younger, remembers this, you 

know, well, we must have looked dirty, bedraggled, 

and tired and one thing and another, so he gets that 

little bit which stayed in his memory and builds a 

story around it.  Follow what I mean?

 The discrepancy between George’s epic account of the 

depression and Jack’s disclaimer is very important in my mind.  

George wanted, and wrote, a summative passage, and it makes his 

brother uncomfortable.  It simply isn’t true, to Jack.  Pat went on:

PAT When he said about how he gave us fifty pounds 

when I was so sick, do you know, it would have been, 

I suppose, all the years we were married, he’d been in 

our house twice – he’d go past in his beautiful little 

car and everything, and he wouldn’t even call in and 

ask his brother if he had anything to eat.

JACK He had a guilt complex at the finish, because he 

thinks he should have done something.

PAT He knows that he should have come …

JACK He was earning about ten pounds a week then, when 

the working man, you know, tradesman, was getting 

about four pounds, so he was on big money.

PAT You see Jack was out of work for three years and 

in that time, we had two children and at the time, 

I think, yes, there was a third one on the way, and 

we were managing all right.  I mean, Jack would do 

anything to get a few bob, you know.

 Jack’s story goes on to describe his twice-weekly trips from 

the Victoria Market, in Melbourne, to Port Albert, in Gippsland, 

starting at 3 am with a load of vegetables bought at the market 

which were sold as he and the owner of the truck, a man no longer 

able to drive, made their way down what is now the Princes 

Highway to Traralgon, then over the South Gippsland hills to the 

port where they picked up a load of fish to sell on the way back.  

‘We’d have a day’s rest and down we’d go again, and we’d make 

about thirty bob each out of it.  But it was enough to keep the family 

going.’

 Survival was the name of the game for Jack and Pat.  They 

had no money for firewood, but the man who read their gas meter 

was a friend, and he showed Jack how to unscrew the pipes from 

the meter and rejoin them with a piece of bicycle tube …

PAT … and it didn’t register, and you could have all the 

gas you wanted and all the heat, so we used to light 

the gas stove up …

JACK … open the door, the oven open and everything …
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PAT We’d have every gas jet lit, and the children were 

beautifully warm, the whole house was nice and 

warm, and I didn’t feel a bit guilty about that.  My 

children shouldn’t die with cold!

 As I listened to Jack and Pat, back in 1980, I found myself 

torn.  I was myself a writer and had to concede, at least to myself, 

that George, like any other writer, had the right to alter, and if 

necessary, fabricate in order to make his novel work as he wanted 

it to.  I’d suffered from people claiming that things I’d written in 

my first book weren’t true.  (Obviously I thought they were!)  I was 

aware, as perhaps Jack and Pat were not, that truth was usually 

relative, and that to get at one level of truth it is commonly necessary 

to alter the realities on another level.  One may have to invent, or 

even falsify, in order to create the imaginative truth that needs to be 

expressed.  And yet, defend George as I might in my mind, I could 

feel from Jack and Pat’s insistence on their understandings that they 

were doing more than quibbling over details.  They knew very well 

that writers change things, which is only a step away from knowing 

that writers often have to change things.  Their objections were 

larger, however.  They believed in the story as they knew it.  It had 

more truth in it than George’s version, which they distrusted.  They 

couldn’t see why he’d had to invent when the realities – their truths 

– were right before them and ever so obvious.  What was wrong 

with him?  For that matter, what was wrong with everybody who’d 

accepted George’s version and made him famous, a prizewinner, 

a man quoted and sought after for interviews, further writing 

commissions, and so on?  Remember Jack’s observation, quoted 

early in this piece: ‘If he’d only seen me and we could’ve talked 

things over and I could have told him things – he could have made 

that book a hundred per cent better.  He could have really …’  Jack 

meant those words.  He and Pat believed them.  Their lives, as they 

understood them, were better than any novel.

 So why do people write novels?  Is it to entertain other 

people, not as sure, strong and confident as Jack and Pat?

 Why did George write My Brother Jack?

 To put ourselves in a position to deal with this question, 

we have to say something about the marriage of George and 

Charmian.  Since this takes us beyond the scope of this essay, I refer 

readers to Max Brown’s Charmian and George: the Marriage of George 

Johnston and Charmian Clift, Rosenberg Publishing, Sydney, 2004, 

and also to another treatment of the couple’s life, George Johnston: a 

biography, by Garry Kinnane, Nelson Publishers, Melbourne, 1986.  

From these accounts we form an impression of two people, each of 

whom believed in his/her own glamour, and with the capacity to 

make others believe in it too, who seized on each other, fell on each 

other when they first met, and set off together as if their dangerous 

partnership would lead to heights beyond conjecture.  The paradox 

of this couple is that while it is quite true to think of them as a pair of 

opportunists prepared to seize on any possibility of displaying their 

glamour, it is also true to say that each had a measure of greatness 

which they were only inadequately trained to use.  Charmian’s 

Mermaids Singing is a lovely book, and George’s David Meredith 

trilogy – or whatever is the word for two and a half books! – prove 

that they did exist, for a time, on the levels they aspired to.  But how 
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hard was it to find, and sustain their lives at these peaks!

 Again I refer the reader to the biographies by Max Brown and 

Garry Kinnane.  Chapter 10 of Kinnane’s book gives a harrowing 

account of George’s decline on the Greek island of Hydra.  He’d 

written trash, he hadn’t written as well as Charmian, he was 

forever preoccupied with the peripheral activities of publishers 

– deals, reputations, royalties, profitable ideas – and Charmian’s 

sexuality, rich and richly expressed, somehow over-rode his own.  

He smoked, drank, talked, and smoked.  His lungs couldn’t stand 

it.  He became seriously ill.  They weren’t earning enough money.  

They weren’t attending to their children.  Too many people knew 

about their island retreat and they were too available.  They were all 

reputation and hollow at the centre.  George seems to have realised 

this before Charmian.  He despaired.  He’d gone wrong somewhere, 

he told himself.  There must, somewhere, be a path that didn’t take 

him, repeatedly, to the bottom of the pit.

 There was, he believed.  It was the path he’d left, scornfully, 

all those years before.  He’d go back to his beginnings, and find 

another way.  He did.  He’d tell the truth this time, he told himself, 

like the reformed alcoholic who knows there’s a bottle in the 

cupboard.  He’d go back to those beginnings, and tell it like it …

 What should the next word be?  Tell it like it was?  No.  Like it 

should have been?  Perhaps.  Tell it in the way that gave him a cure 

for the misery he felt when he was truthful enough, with himself, 

to see where he’d brought himself?

 Ah!

 He wrote My Brother Jack.  It begins with the writer reaching 

as far back as he can into the times and places he’d pushed behind 

him.  Like many a writer before and since, he’s recapturing time 

past.  When he recovers the times and influences long denied, there 

are things that displease, and things that fascinate.  There’s darkness 

and light.  It is his own health that’s at stake so he, George (in the 

persona of Davy), must be the centre of the book.  He’s in search of a 

healing truth, so there must be positives around him.  He’s a deeply 

troubled man, lurching on the edge of failure, after having his hopes 

ever so high, so there must be an untroubled figure or figures near 

him to give him contrast.  He’s rejected his family, his old way of life 

and his country, yet they have been going on without him, behind 

him, out of sight.  What were they like, all those years while he was 

away?  His own anxieties and self-doubts have been destroying 

him, so his portrait of all he left behind must have no uncertainties.  

Jack, as created by George, is doubt-less, a natural man, spontaneous 

first and last.  In George’s own words, ‘He looked as a proper man 

would look …’ and ‘… here was a man totally sure of the rightness 

of what he was doing.’  The real Jack was confident enough, even 

at the end of his life when I met him, but I doubt if anybody in the 

world is quite as sure of him/herself as Jack in the book.  Jack in 

the book is what George on Hydra needed, and so he came to be 

written.  And as I have been trying to show, Jack in Peace Court 

Doveton thought it was all a bit much.

 I have already referred to the way in which Jack and Pat 

felt they had not only a better grip on reality but a better reality to 

grip on.  This came out powerfully towards the end of my second 

interview, when they began to detail the lives of their children and 
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grandchildren.  Pat and Jack had great pride in them all, summed 

up by Pat: ‘We’ve got a very good family, and they’re a very united 

family.  If one’s in trouble, they’re all there to see what they can do.  

And that’s very gratifying when you look back.’  Pat is referring, 

of course, to the unwillingness of Jack’s parents to acknowledge 

her, or her children, in the early years of their marriage, to George’s 

unwillingness to inquire about the welfare of his brother in the 

terrible years of depression, and, as much as she knew of it, to the 

incapacity of George and Charmian to hold their own family life 

together.

 Jack and Pat had two last surprises for me.  The first was 

that Jack (who in the novel looks down on Catholics) had become a 

Roman Catholic late in life:

PAT He used to always take us to church and sit outside.  

And whenever I was sick, which was seldom, he’d 

take the kids and see they went and then wait for 

them … 

 … so it’d be three years ago and it was Christmas 

Eve.  And we were going to Mass, my daughter and 

us, up in Lilydale.  And I think you’d been down the 

pub with some of the boys and came home and you 

said ‘Can I come to Mass with you tonight?’  Well we 

nearly fell over …

 … so I spoke to the priest up here and he said … ‘Do 

you think he wants to or are you pushing him?’  I said, 

‘Oh fair go, you wouldn’t be able to push him.’  And 

he said ‘Well how do you feel that he understands it?’  

I said, ‘Better than I understand it.’  Because I used to 

hear him talking to the kids about Confession and all 

this sort of thing.  They’d ask me a question and he’d 

answer it …

 … he (the priest) asked him how he’d explain the 

Holy Trinity, that’s right.  He said, ‘Oh, there’s God 

the Father, and there’s God the Son, and God the 

Holy Spirit.  He said, ‘Well, how would you explain 

God the Holy Spirit to a child?’  And he (Jack) 

thought for a minute and he said, ‘Well, I think that it 

is God’s love coming down to all of us.  We all have 

love in our hearts.  And it’s the spirit of God coming 

into us.’  And he looked at me and he said ‘I couldn’t 

have explained that better than that myself.  How do 

you explain the Holy Trinity?  We can’t. And he said, 

‘Oh I think he’s alright,’ so he’s been a Mick ever 

since.

JACK I went into it thoroughly first.  Forty-eight years!  

Studied it very thoroughly at first hand.  But I 

thought ‘Well, if I can’t beat’em I’ll join them.’

 A little later in the same evening Jack surprised me, and his 

wife, with a moment of unexpected grace.  I have already referred 

to my questions to Jack and Pat about the best and worst times of 

George’s life.  I put the same questions to my hosts, and both Pat 

and I were surprised by what came out.

And your life, Jack?
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JACK The happiest time of my life was the last fifty and a 

half years.

PAT Isn’t that nice!

That’s very gracious of you Jack.

JACK Yes, oh it’s good to be in love after fifty years.

PAT Well that’s, you know, it’s terrific.

(pause)

PAT George once asked me …

(pause)

George asked you?

PAT How I would define a happy man.

Yes?

PAT And I … because they were intellectuals.  I’m not.  

And I thought, well I wonder what he means.  But in 

my opinion a happy man is a man whose family are 

waiting for him to come home.

 I turned off my tape recorder at that point.  There was nothing 

more to say.  My hosts had put on record the most important 

contents of their hearts, and had shown more completely and 

convincingly than I ever expected the differences between the two 

brothers, and in so doing had shown me, also, that the real Jack was 

more, much more, than the historical and personal simplification 

that George had needed to create in order to complement his own 

persona, Davy, in the novel which made him famous.  Neither 

Jack nor Pat ever had any urge to write, but they had submitted, 

modestly enough, to fate, history, God’s will or simply the events of 

their period – call these things what you wish – and in doing so they 

believed, or so I suspect, that life spins a better, truer, story than any 

novelist.  I count my two meetings with them a high point in my 

life.
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Habe Dank! (Give thanks!) is a song by Richard Strauss, and I want 

to refer to it at the end of this essay because Helen Garner’s use of it 

concludes the first stage of her writing career, but let us begin with 

Monkey Grip, her earliest published book.  This book was discussed 

in ‘Unfortunate affairs’, earlier in this series, so what else is there 

to say?

I think my first words must be fuck, fucking and fucked, because 

Monkey Grip, if it is anything, is a celebration of sexual freedom.  

An outsider might say that its characters are promiscuous, but 

the word has censorious overtones which Garner’s generation of 

admirers, and the people she portrayed, would dismiss.  Sexually 

active?  No, the words are too heavy because in trying to avoid 

being judgemental they retain some of the weight the old culture 

applies to bare bodies in bed.

It’s hard to find new words for what we’re talking about; a few 

years later the word ‘bonk’ filled some of the gap, but it’s lighter, 

less serious, than ‘fuck’.  It’s a word, perhaps, which takes for 

granted one of the changes in outlook celebrated in Monkey Grip.  

Garner’s book goes to bed with her characters and their experiences 

of each other are detailed with acute perception.  The people of the 

book are a new generation, and aware of it.  They form households, 

and they drop in on each other all the time.  The men, who are less 

central to these households than the women, are invited to stay the 

night; sometimes they ask if they can stay, sometimes they barge 

in.  But there are children to be cared for, so the women are more 

important.  This means that the young women – often very young 

women – are sometimes quite matriarchal, and sometimes as busy 

with ‘finding themselves’ as any teenager.  It’s all, as they say, very 

fluid and if there are casualties – as there are – then the first of them 

is the conventional idea of plot.

Monkey Grip has no plot, unless you think they’re on, they’re 

off, they’re on again, they’re finally off, is a plot.  I don’t.  A plot is a 

form of social understanding.  Even the most conventional of plots, 

the old Mills & Boon sort, are social, because when such books raise 

the question of will she/won’t she, they are raising the question of 

marriage, that socialisation of relations between the sexes.  ‘Will 

she go to bed with him?’ is almost the same question as ‘Will she 

marry him?’ or it was in the world being pushed into the past by 

Monkey Grip.

The other major difference between the old world and the new 

is the presence of that monkey on the back, a heroin habit.  There’s 

smack everywhere, and coke, and marijuana, and everybody’s 

into them.  For some of the characters, drugs are marginal; for 

others, addiction has taken hold, and the only way out is via the 

individual’s will power.  The generational change is in its early 

days, and treatment programs – a reaction by society to the fact 

that some of its members are losing themselves – are nowhere 

mentioned in the book.  They’re not part of the scene.  Everyone’s 

destiny is in his or her own hands, and they’re all young enough to 

Habe Dank! A writer's release
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ignore, or simply be unaware of, what their drugs will do to them 

if taken for very long.

Monkey Grip is an optimistic book, because the years of reckoning 

haven’t arrived.  People think that if they’ve got a problem they 

can go to Hobart, or Sydney, or camping, and all will be well.  A 

new scene, a new mood.  A different locale, a different view of life.  

Starting again doesn’t look hard. 

Let us spend a moment trying to put a frame around the 

generation Garner is portraying.  They are, I think, the first 

generation to say that the personal is the political.  They don’t form 

organizations, though one can sense between the book’s lines that 

there’s a new theatre movement just out of sight.  They inherit 

social security payments for which not too many questions are 

asked.  They’re surrounded by advertising, trying to control their 

lives, but their own consciousness of bullshit is their protection.  

Anyone taken in by crap deserves what they get.  They’re smart, 

or they think they are.  They’re well aware that there are wealthier 

people getting things more easily, but they use the communal life 

style to counter this.  They manage.  If they haven’t got a car, they 

ride a bike, or walk; the people who count are all within distance.  

They’ve settled, or squatted, in the old working class suburbs now 

caught up in the process of gentrification, but they don’t give a shit 

about that: they live there too.  They’re rid of all the shames of the 

body, or they think so, and they’re young enough not to bother too 

much.  They’re both tribal and acutely individual.  They believe 

in their own states of mind.  You wouldn’t catch them adhering to 

any canon of great art, but they’re not ignorant, either, and Nora, 

Garner’s central figure, makes regular references to singers, songs, 

and things she’s read.  Nora is guided from within herself, and 

that, I think, is a feature of the book that made it popular with 

early readers: that and the fact that they, the new generation, had 

made their mark – or had it made for them by Garner’s book.  They 

didn’t object to being a talking point in the society around them.  

Garner herself had been much discussed a little earlier when she 

was dismissed from a teaching job over sex education classes she’d 

given in the spirit of the book, where people, as stated before, don’t 

hesitate to express their sexual natures.

So Nora and the people she mixes with are a new generation, 

the like of which hasn’t been seen before.  Or so they believe.  They 

haven’t set out to change the world with a political program; they 

live differently.  With pleasure, no longer forbidden, and integrity.  

Or so they believe.

How far would this movement go?  Not very far.  The consumer 

society surrounded it, pumping messages into homes via television, 

and into brains via signage.  No commercial indices lapsed because 

of happenings in Carlton, Collingwood and Fitzroy.  The media 

continued to manage the minds of the populace.  But, and perhaps 

more importantly, the counter-culturists themselves began to 

encounter problems they hadn’t noticed earlier on.  Developments 

of this sort are the subject matter of Garner’s second book, which 

offers us two stories, Honour & Other People’s Children.

Honour – I don’t know why it has this name – is a story of fifty 

pages.  What is it about?  That only becomes clear at the very end, 

with an image that haunts the mind long after the book is back 



22

on the shelf.  Let us find our way to this moment.  Kathleen has a 

daughter, Flo.  Flo’s father is Frank, and Frank has taken up with a 

new woman, Jenny.  Jenny has no children but she wants to have 

a child with Frank.  Quite early in the book it is decided – in an 

unsatisfactory passage, to my mind – that Flo will live with Frank 

and Jenny.  Kathleen consents to this, but quickly has regrets.  Flo, 

the little girl, likes living with Frank and Jenny, partly because they 

don’t manage her as closely as Kathleen did, but she is aware that 

her mother is suffering.  She tells Kathleen that she wishes that the 

four of them could live together.  The wisdom of the child!

Frank and Kathleen, though separated for some time, still have 

affection for each other.  More importantly, they are bonded by their 

years together, and by the needs of their daughter.  And by Frank’s 

family; his parents are ageing, his mother is unwell, and he takes 

Kathleen on a visit to see them, because they don’t yet know that 

there is a new woman, Jenny, in his life.  So Frank makes no effort to 

deny the things he shares with Kathleen, and there are times in the 

story when the reader feels a little sorry for Jenny, who is loved, it’s 

true, but simply isn’t as bonded to Frank as Kathleen is.  I think it 

is clear from what I have been saying that Honour turns a searching 

gaze onto things which in Monkey Grip were taken for granted.  

When people change partners there are effects which ripple in 

many directions.

Flo, the child, is the central character of Honour.  Whether or 

not Helen Garner knew this would be so when she began the story, 

I am not sure.  I have already referred to the way in which the 

observations and new understandings of Nora, the central figure in 

Monkey Grip, are the thread which holds the book together.  Honour, 

I think, is shaped by the ways in which the needs and wishes of 

Flo are sometimes in accord, and sometimes out of accord, with the 

doings of the adults.  She knows her father loves her, and her father 

is connected to the two women responsible for her.  She knows, too, 

that there are difficulties for each of the two mother/wives, and 

these difficulties are beyond her understanding.  At the end of the 

story, with Flo, Kathleen and Jenny going for a walk one evening, 

the two women are persuaded – by Flo – to get on a see-saw:

They separated and walked away from each other, one to 

each end.  They swung their legs over and placed themselves 

gingerly, easing their weight this way and that on the 

meandering board.

‘Let go, Floss.’

The child stepped back.  Jenny, who was nearer the ground, 

gave a firm shove with one foot to send the plank into 

motion.  It responded.  It rose without haste, sweetly, to the 

level, steadied, and stopped.

They hung in the dark, airily balancing, motionless.

It’s a lovely ending.  The story has been searching for this 

moment.  Notice that the understanding in the reader which allows 

the story to end is not provided by one of those inner, whispered 

insights which hold Monkey Grip together, but is given to the 

reader by the narrative itself.  The narrator is yielding power to the 

medium, the artist to the art.  This, as writers learn, is what we have 

to do, and if we are wise we withdraw gracefully when required.  I 
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think we can see Helen Garner learning this lesson in Honour; let us 

now move on to Other People’s Children, for we still have some way 

to travel before we can take flight with her in that song by Strauss: 

Habe Dank!

Other People’s Children is not, in my opinion, the right name for 

this story, though I must admit that I’ve tried to think of a better 

one, and I can’t.  Why is this?  Answer, it’s not clear what the story 

is about.  Nor is it clear that ‘story’ is the right classification.  Still 

searching, I try the word ‘novella’, but it doesn’t fit.  A novella 

is smaller than a novel, and in being so it gains in organization.  

Tightness in organization is not present in Other People’s Children, 

though the writing is very tight indeed, one of Helen Garner’s 

greatest strengths.  If we look to the ending for a revelatory insight, 

such as Honour gave us, we find Scotty and Ruth quarrelling, and 

this reminds us that they have been at odds throughout.  Why?  

There was a time, the story tells us, when they were close, and that, 

paradoxically, was when they were members of a larger household.  

So they were closer when they were not pressed so tightly against 

each other.  This is an important clue.  The big household was when 

things had a good feeling, for Ruth.

‘… for Ruth it was special, you know.  She dragged herself 

out of that mess with Jim, and he took off with Wally.  She 

fixed up her room, and planted her vegetables, and started 

up a new women’s group.  It was a big household.  Rosters.  

Telling life stories.  Signs!  When was the last time you saw a 

man around here with a broom in his hand?  Revolution begins 

in the kitchen.  The kids were everybody’s kids – Laurel and 

Sarah’s daughter used to call each other “my sister”.  We 

thought everything we’d theorised about was coming true.  

Breaking down old structures, as we used to go around 

saying in those days.’

Scotty, unlike Ruth, has no yearning to go back:

For Scotty, this was over.  They had been through it once, 

once was enough; the sound of her own voice droning the 

ossified facts disgusted her.  But Ruth wanted it again …

There is a scene in the middle of the story where Ruth, Scotty 

and another woman go out in a car, with cans of spray paint, to write 

on advertising signs.  The reader isn’t told what their messages say, 

because the focus is on their happiness:

They sped away from each finished sign in a euphoria of 

silent laughter.  It was like falling in love again in the dark.  

All their antagonisms dissolved, their eyes shone.

This happiness doesn’t last, because they are caught, and told to 

follow a police car to Glenhuntly station.  Scotty manages to laugh 

about this the next day, but Ruth isn’t so accepting.

‘To put it bluntly,’ said Ruth from the doorway, ‘we made 

fuckin’ idiots of ourselves.  In the copshop we were 

pathetic.’

A moment later Ruth’s kids – they’re always referred to as 

kids, not children – are called inside to eat toast, their lack of table 

manners disgusts Scotty, and her quarrel with Ruth resumes.

‘Why don’t you two shut your mouths when you chew? said 

Scotty in a surly tone.  ‘It nearly makes me sick to listen to 

you.’
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They glanced up at her, puzzled, and went on gulping and 

gnawing.

‘Lay off’em, Scotty,’ said Ruth.  ‘Just lay off’em.’

‘I live here,’ said Scotty.  ‘It’s awful, the way they eat.  Why 

don’t we teach’em?’

‘Don’t be so fuckin’ bourgeois!  You never used to think table 

manners were important!’

‘Things change,’ said Scotty.  ‘They’re not babies any more.’

‘You’ve changed!’ said Ruth.  Out came the Drum, the tense 

rolling.  ‘You know what’s happened to you?  You’ve turned 

into a boss.  You’re an individualist.’

This is a revealing moment in the life of the household, perhaps 

the whole movement of which it’s a part.  Scotty and Ruth are 

going in different directions, Ruth clinging to what she thinks the 

movement was, Scotty sensing that she has to go somewhere new 

… or is it back to the modus vivendi of an earlier time?  I think Other 

People’s Children is a long preparation for a change of heart, a restless 

examination of the way of life we saw in Monkey Grip, and Honour, 

before a move is made, finally, perhaps.

 Such a move is made in The Children’s Bach, and convincingly 

because this time there is a plot.  It’s very simple, and every move is 

telling.  The opening, too, is more certain than the earlier openings: 

there is a photo on the wall of Dexter and Athena’s kitchen of 

a famous poet (Alfred Lord Tennyson) and his family.  Garner 

describes it in some detail and one feels that she is enunciating a 

certainty which is about to be tested, but which will survive, as the 

photo survives:

Dexter stuck this picture up on the kitchen wall, between 

the stove and the bathroom door.  It is torn and stained, 

and coated with a sheen of splattered cooking grease.  It has 

been there a long time.  It is always peeling off, swinging 

sideways, dangling by one corner.  But always, before it quite 

falls off the wall, someone saves it, someone sticks it back.

The way this clinging on prefigures the sustaining power of the 

marriage of Dexter and Athena in the trial it is about to undergo is 

an indication of the control Garner has found in The Children’s Bach.  

The title, an appropriate one this time, reminds us of Athena’s piano, 

also in the kitchen, and her attempts to play the composer’s pieces, 

or the Mikrokosmos of Bartok: not very well, in her own opinion, and 

in Dexter’s too.  Dexter loves attention, loves to whistle, loves to 

put his ideas on show but he is a humble man and he doesn’t think 

inflated thoughts about himself or his family.  Athena’s music, to 

him, is a harmless hobby, and she too is unpretentious, hardly able 

to understand why anyone would be interested enough to push 

into her life.  Yet two people do.  There is Vicky, who comes out 

from England at seventeen to join her sister Elizabeth, twenty years 

older; their mother is dead.  Elizabeth’s work is never stated and 

she lives in a warehouse which is both hollow and empty.  Vicki 

quickly leaves it for a little room at the back of Athena and Dexter’s 

house.  Elizabeth has a boyfriend – boys at thirty-seven? – called 

Philip, a musician with, says Elizabeth, ‘the attention span of a stick 

insect’.  Elizabeth is sharp, and Garner makes a convincing figure of 

her, living in that thin band of life known as ‘style’, unable to keep 

Philip faithful to her, yet belonging to him because he too lives in 

that thin band which is no longer, in this book, as all-encompassing 
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as it was in the earlier works, when it was the world of almost all the 

characters.  Thus the life of the earlier books is now an alternative 

to what goes on in the home of Dexter and Athena’s marriage, a 

single-fronted Victorian villa close to one of the creeks leading into 

Melbourne’s unimposing Yarra.  The couple, one feels, get by but 

have nothing to spare, and their view of themselves is modest.

Yet Athena, a grand name, is curious to know what life could 

offer if she stepped outside her closely-drawn boundaries.  She 

takes the step.  She responds to Philip’s interest, his talk, his visits.  

She goes to Sydney when he’s playing in that city.  Dexter finds out 

where she’s gone, and he goes to Sydney too.

‘Come home.’

‘No.  I haven’t finished yet.’

‘Come home.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Let’s go home.’

‘I’ll never forgive you if you make me.’

‘Make you?  How could I?  I love you.’

She shrugged.  ‘At home I was half dead.’

A day or so later, she returns.  The stick insect’s attention has 

turned elsewhere.  But I am doing Philip an injustice, because he 

has a daughter, Poppy, aged twelve, and she is his responsibility 

which, after a fashion, he accepts.  There is a marvellous passage 

where he tells Poppy a story to get her to sleep, then, as she lies, 

no longer hearing, he turns the tale into a warning to her, an 

expression of the ruthlessness of the world he inhabits, where music 

and sexuality swirl around each other.  There had always been this 

moral compass to Garner’s writing but it is stronger and surer in 

The Children’s Bach than it has been before, and this time it is the 

family that wins.  Athena gives up her attempt to enter, and learn 

to live in, Philip’s world.

Are there longer nights than those spent sitting up in a 

second-class seat between Sydney and Melbourne?

At dawn her own reflection receded from the glass, the train 

groaned and halted, and she looked out at the basalt plain, 

the striding power lines, the nodding thistles.  The landscape 

was sheep-coloured.  Sheep thronged by dams and under 

trees.  The sky was clear.  Someone at the front of the carriage 

turned on a radio, and in the stillness of the sleeping train, 

before hoarse voices could cry to it to shutup, she heard the 

music begin again, the whine, the false drama, the seductive 

little whispering of despair.

When Athena gets home, she cleans the house.  It’s a mess and 

it needs her.  In the longest paragraph in the book Athena cleans 

everything.  Then Helen Garner gives us a couple of last lines in the 

past tense …

She ironed a cloth and spread it on the kitchen table.

And then she sat down and waited for them to come home.

… before the book makes a triumphant leap into the future …

And they will come!

And Vicki will say, as they drive in through the gateway,

‘Hey!  The bins are out!  Athena must be back.’
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… and a whole host of things will happen: Garner tidies her 

story, her lovely, carefully balanced plot, with every character and 

every happening necessary, with a string of predictions that are 

really certainties …

and someone will put the kettle on.

and Dexter will sit on the edge of the bed to do up his 

sandals, and Athena will creep over to him and put her head 

on his knee, and he will take her head in his hands and stroke 

it with a firm touch

and the tea will go purling into the cup,

… and the last of the wonders of a household reassuming its proper 

character, that is, the home of an unpretentious family, will be that 

Athena will play Bach …

and Athena will play Bach on the piano, in the empty house, 

and her left hand will keep up the steady rocking beat, and 

her right hand will run the arpeggios, will send them flying, 

will toss handfuls of notes high into the sparkling air!

When we come to stitch together, to assess, all that has 

happened in the book’s less than a hundred pages, we cannot fail to 

notice that the book stretches from Tennyson to Bach.  Philip and his 

music, well played no doubt, drop out of reckoning.  High culture 

had another moment, while Athena was still in Sydney.

Vicki was trying to find music on the radio.  ‘I’ll turn it off, 

Dex, if you don’t feel up to it.’

‘No, leave it,’ he said.  He held out the boxes to Elizabeth and 

sat down.  ‘That’s Berlioz.  Leave that on.’

‘Opera,’ said Elizabeth under her breath.  She opened the 

cutlery drawer and scrabbled among the metal.

The announcer, a young and bashful man whose tentative 

voice could have reached the airwaves only on an amateur 

station, began to read out a synopsis.

‘In the next act,’ he murmured, ‘Margaret waits for Faust.  

She waits and waits, but in vain: he does not come.  He is in 

the depths of the forest, invoking Nature.’

Contested though the world of music may be in the late 

twentieth century, the classical now mixed with a thousand other 

noises, Garner is reasserting the quality, the veracity, if not the 

altitude, of what used to be called ‘high’ culture.  Athena is home, 

she’s going to play Bach, and life will resume in the humble home 

of the Fox family – that’s their name – a little more richly, with a 

little more understanding, now that Athena’s explored the hard, the 

selfish world outside her home and its ways.  The world of Monkey 

Grip and its sequels got inside the home of Athena and Dexter, but 

it’s outside again now, and Garner’s exuberance is spectacular.

We are ready at last for ‘A Happy Story’.

It’s a simple piece, a mere two pages long.  The narrator is called 

Helen, and she has bought two tickets to a concert – a rock concert 

– for her daughter and …

Will Helen go with her daughter?  No, she’s forty one, it’s not 

right for her any more, so she sells her ticket to her sister, who is a 

musician, and she drives daughter and sister to the Entertainment 

Centre.  There is a crowd, happy and excited.  ‘They are going to 

shout, to push past the bouncers and run down the front to dance.  
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They are dressed up wonderfully, they almost skip as they walk.’  

Helen lets daughter and sister out of the car, then she does a U turn 

to go home.

I shove in the first cassette my hand falls on.  It is Elizabeth 

Schwarzkopf: she is singing a joyful song by Strauss.  I do 

not understand the words but the chorus goes ‘Habe Dank!’  

The light is weird, there is a storminess, it is not yet dark 

enough for headlights.  I try to sing like a soprano.  My voice 

cracks, she sings too high for me, but as I fly up the little rise 

beside the Richmond football ground I say out loud, ‘This is 

it.  I am finally on the far side of the line.’  Habe Dank!
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The Generations of Men (Oxford University Press, 1959) and its 

themes reconsidered in The Cry for the Dead (Oxford University 

Press, 1981)

Judith Wright is one of our finest poets, and I hope to say 

something about her poetry elsewhere in this series, but this essay 

concerns two prose works by her, both of them about an earlier 

generation of her family and what it was they did in opening up the 

land in New South Wales and Queensland.

Opening the land?  It was already open, was it not?  Hadn’t the 

black people lived on it, in it, inside its many meanings, for sixty 

thousand years, or some such stretch of time?

Yes, they had, but this view of the occupation of Australia is 

not widely admitted by the later, invading, society, which preferred 

until recently to describe the country as terra nullius.  How shall we 

translate?  Nothing-land?  Nobody’s land?  It isn’t true, is it, but it 

was a convenient fiction.

Using the word ‘fiction’ opens up the question of the role of 

stories in human history.  Everyone knows the saying that history 

belongs to the victors.  Those who lose battles have their stories, 

their versions of what happened, wiped away.  Accepting this idea 

for the moment, and applying it to the first of the two books under 

consideration, it seems to be true enough to explain what Judith 

Wright has to say.  The Generations of Men is about her forebears, in 

particular her grandfather and grandmother, Albert and May.  It’s 

a story of heroic struggle, it’s about the opening up of the land, it’s 

about a man who worked too hard for too long, and died too soon 

to see fulfilment.  This arrives only after more years of work and 

calculation, and it is achieved by a woman whose endeavours are 

just that little bit less over-reaching, more carefully considered, than 

her husband’s were.  Towards the end of the book May Wright, who 

has made a success of Wongwibinda, takes her eldest surviving 

son – her first-born died a tragic death – into the office which is 

the heart of the station property, and suggests – it’s a command, 

of course, but given a tentative-sounding voice – that they should 

make an offer for the neighbouring station, Wallamumbi.  Her 

words conclude the chapter; it is clearly going to be done.

Judith Wright then allows herself an epilogue to consider the 

ending of May’s life, and the resonances of the life running through 

later time.

The world that she has built, the century that she encloses, 

combine to warm her with the sun of this last autumn.

For it is her last.  By the end of the year she will have gone 

to her grave on the hill-slope near Wongwibinda – the grave 

she chose, as though even in death she must overlook what 

is being done on her beloved property.  As for her world – 

perhaps by then it will have fallen and smashed with the 

prices on the world’s stock exchanges, perhaps it is already 

vanishing from round her on the quickening tide of change.  

But she at least is secure; whatever changes, she and her 

Judith Wright; the basis of our nation?
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century are unalterable now.

She is entitled to her triumph, then.  No one can rob her of 

her conquests, of the awe that she is held in, of the love that is 

rendered to her by right.  She may expect, perhaps she does 

expect, that not only her children but her grandchildren and 

their children too – for who knows how far ahead the ripples 

of her influence may travel? – will all carry a certain stamp, 

a mark that singles out even the most distant or rebellious of 

them for her own.

One wonders where, exactly, Judith Wright placed herself on 

the line between ‘distant’ and ‘rebellious’, but the fact that the book 

ends with this invocation of the grandmotherly spirit watching over 

her beloved property, with the heart-shaped lawn in front of the 

house as a reminder of her late husband’s adoration, and need, for 

her, shows clearly enough that the poet is proud to be descended 

from Charlotte May Wright (Mackenzie), and proud to tell the story 

she creates from the writings left behind.  Although Wright ends her 

introduction with the usual disclaimer – the grandparents may be 

said to have written this book themselves, while any errors belong 

to Wright alone – there are many bold pages in which Wright takes 

hold of their imaginations, their feelings, from within, and shows 

the world as they experienced it at the time, as the successes and 

disasters were still developing and the serene conclusion could only 

be hoped for, being by no means assured.

Wright uses her grandparents’ papers to show them as they 

thought about themselves, and she uses her inherited knowledge 

of them, together with her own memories, to show them as they 

were remembered.  We can sum up this process with two words less 

opprobrious than terra nullius – ancestors and pioneers.  The first 

word carries at least some approval worldwide, and the second is a 

mark of respect in settler societies such as Australia was and is.  In 

a settler society, everybody comes from somewhere else …

… except of course, the indigenes, the aborigines: how is their 

story to be told?

They lost, didn’t they, or is it better to pretend that they were 

never there?  Can we not only say, but maintain, that they were 

black people nullius?  Simply leave them out of the story?  Or 

shall we include them as one of the problems faced by the early 

settlers, those industrious and sometimes successful pioneers, a 

difficult problem, certainly, but eventually overcome?  This was 

the approach taken by white Australians for several generations, 

when it was confidently expected that either the blacks would 

die out (the simple solution) or by well-managed inter-breeding 

become invisible.  But our blacks did neither.  They resisted, in the 

early years, sometimes boldly, sometimes not very competently, 

weakening all the time until they were beaten.  Surprisingly, that 

was when they were most dangerous: here is a passage in which 

Judith Wright takes possession of her grandfather’s thoughts, or is 

it the other way around?  My question is not rhetorical, it’s one I put 

to you, dear reader, because the precise origin of these ideas is by no 

means clear, and yet they are inescapably there.

He thought of one man who had spent his life in laying 

strychnine baits of flour-cakes wherever he went, wiping 

out whole tribes, whole camps of blacks; insane, obsessed 

by a terror far beyond anything that the reality could have 

inspired, he had died warning the world against ‘those 
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treacherous devils’.

Albert began to understand that this was where the danger 

lay, the mortal wound that the blacks had known how to deal 

in return for their own dispossession.  ‘You must understand 

us or you must kill us,’ they had said; and understanding 

would have meant – something beyond the powers of the 

white men, some renunciation impossible to be made.  Not 

for many years, it seemed to him, could that wound be 

healed.  It lay at the bottom of the hatred and contempt that 

so many men held for the blacks, and which, as he thought 

of it now, he had himself used as a refuge when it was 

necessary to condone some wrong or other, some injustice 

convenient to himself.

To forgive oneself – that was the hardest task.  Until the 

white men could recognize and forgive that deep and 

festering consciousness of guilt in themselves, they would 

not forgive the blacks for setting it there.  The murder would 

go on – open or concealed – until the blacks were all gone, 

the whites forever crippled.

Wright goes on to develop her grandfather’s thoughts in an 

unexpected way, which I will take up somewhat later.  For the 

moment, I think one can say that her earlier account of her settler 

ancestors shows an awareness of the people her family displaced, 

but this occurs in the musings of grandfather Wright, and is not the 

core of the tale.  When The Generations of Men came out in 1959 it 

was seen as essentially filial, probing perhaps, but not challenging, 

because it told, with love and admiration, a story which like-

minded people knew quite well, possibly from their own families’ 

stories.  The Cry for the Dead, published in 1981, is harder to digest, 

and it’s meant to be.  Here is a sample.

… the remnant of the Kamilaroi crept down from their 

shelters to regard what had become of their old camp-sites 

and their loved river-banks.  They were dirtied, eaten out by 

sheep, trampled into dust, haunted by plagues of flies and 

scattered with dry carcases.  On Collyblu, that creek whose 

name meant Belah-water, the tall trees which had given it its 

name had been hacked down for huts and sheepyards, fuel 

to feed the big, hot cooking fires, which were always so much 

greedier than the small campfires the Aborigines made, and 

finally as fodder to keep the sheep alive.  Waterholes were 

dry, or muddy and slimy with dung …

Often they did not know where their own dead lay, burned 

or thrown into common pits, and this was a terror to them, 

for their spirits were searching for vengeance and had not 

been mourned or properly farewelled.  At dawn, the camps 

woke to a fainter and more wavering version of that ancient 

cry which had traditionally mourned the dead; there were 

few left to raise it.  Moreover, starvation was taking even 

more, for the yams which had once been plentiful were killed 

out, grass-seed, shellfish, fish themselves were hard to find.  

Nothing would ever again be as it had been.

The second of those two paragraphs has a peculiar resonance 

because Wright places at the beginning of her book a quote from 

a pamphlet published in 1865: The Aborigines of Australia in their 

original condition and in their relations with the white men, by Gideon 

Lang: here is what Lang has to say.
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They have peculiar chaunts which they sing in honour 

of the recently dead, generally just before daybreak, and 

some of these are very touching.  I was told an instance of 

this by a gentleman who formed one of a party who went 

in pursuit of a tribe among whom were the murderers of 

two shepherds.  They reached the black camp before dawn, 

and while waiting for daybreak one of the natives rose, lit 

a fire, and commenced to sing one of these chaunts for the 

dead.  Almost immediately afterwards, one fire was lit and 

one voice joined another, until a line of fires gleamed down 

along the edge of the scrub, and the whole tribe joined in the 

melancholy dirge.

The observers, unusually appreciative in this case, were 

presumably ready to launch an attack on the blacks’ camp, 

because it was an article of faith on the Queensland frontier that 

no attack on white people could go unpunished.  White settlers 

were outnumbered, they were usually many miles apart from each 

other, the stabilising and supporting features of a settled civilisation 

hadn’t been established, and the land itself was as unpredictable 

as the blacks.  Judith Wright’s book makes endless reference to 

aborigines being ‘dispersed’, meaning shot or shot at.  One wonders 

how long the camp described by Gideon Lang was allowed to sing, 

undisturbed, before shooting and yelling broke out, with a few 

more of the indigenous people turned into memories and chants.

It was a two-way battle, of course, and the white settlers had 

good reason to be horrified by events at Hornet Bank in 1857 and 

Cullin-la-Ringo in 1861, when eleven (Hornet Bank) and twenty 

(Cullin-la-Ringo) white people were killed in surprise attacks.  One 

wonders whether the aboriginal war parties had any idea of what 

they were going to unleash upon themselves.

… there was no precedent for what followed Hornet Bank.  

Those who rode out in the weeks of slaughter included 

most of the squatters of the Burnett and the Upper Dawson, 

their employees, and their ‘tame blackboys’ …  Men like 

Tom Murray-Prior, who as an immigrant in earlier days had 

been befriended by the Wyndhams, and other arrivals from 

English families which could find no suitable professions in 

England for their younger sons, rode out beside their own 

stockmen and shepherds in days and nights of bloodshed 

which spared no Aboriginal camp.  It was not, remembered 

Murray-Prior’s daughter, a very long war, but it was a 

thorough one, though it went largely unrecorded.

In scraps of reminiscence written down long years later, men 

recalled the great bottle-tree around whose trunk dozens 

of Aborigines were handcuffed, to be killed off at leisure; 

the swamps into which others were driven, the mountains 

where they stood at bay to be killed.  Pearce Serecold and 

his party roped together a dozen or more men, led them into 

open country, and let them loose to run as moving targets 

for the carbines.  Serecold, more imaginative than other men, 

swore that on that day he had seen black men rise and run, 

leaving their own bodies on the ground.  Few of the squatters 

were haunted by such ghosts and memories.

The events Wright refers to mostly took place in the country 

inland of the Dawson River, something over a hundred miles south-

west of Rockhampton, in south-central Queensland; this is where 

Albert Wright held the properties of ‘Nulalbin’, but Albert is not 
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the central figure in this second book as he was in The Generations 

of Men; Wright has already told his story and devotes her space to 

things she didn’t say, and for the most part wasn’t aware of, until 

she revisited the story.

Story?  Stories?  How many are there?  How many of these tales 

do we need to get a grip on if we are to understand the settlement 

of Australia by the white civilisation emanating from the British 

Isles?  Driving through such areas today, whether in Queensland 

or elsewhere, there is little enough to remind the traveller, the 

amateur historian, of what frontier life was like in the decade or two 

of battles, killings and revenge attacks.  The frontier seems tame 

enough now.  There are highways, cars filling up at service stations, 

hotels and motels, trains carrying loads of coal for export, there 

are maps, hospitable people, shops full of unpretentious goods 

…  The fighting and fury of those earlier times seems to have been 

forgotten, dismissed, as if it has nothing to do with the realities of 

today, yet …

Yet?

Yet what?

It’s time, I think, to go back to Albert Wright’s musings, which 

I quoted earlier, and then cut short.  Judith Wright is occupying the 

minds of her grandfather and grandmother as she causes them to 

reflect on the people they were displacing:

They ate with the dogs, they had no pride, May thought; yet 

there was pride in the way they spoke and acted.

Could they have souls?  Albert thought so; he treated them 

sometimes almost as equals, speaking many dialects of 

their language, which she had never tried to learn.  She 

remembered what he had once told her – how, riding 

over bare plain in a drought, without long grass or cover 

anywhere, he had seen to his surprise a warrior standing 

alone by the one dead tree on the plain.  He had called out 

and ridden across, for he did not know of any tribe near, but 

when he came close there was no one there, and never could 

have been.  If they had ghosts, they must have souls; yet it 

did not seem possible to her.

This is perhaps the time to return to Pearce Serecold, already 

referred to as one of the organisers of a punishment party after 

the killings on Hornet Bank station, in 1857.  Wright describes 

him as ‘more imaginative than other men’; here is what he wrote, 

presumably many years later.

When the news of the “hornetbank massacre” went around 

the district all the squatters turned out, and the native black 

police from different tribes acted with us, and a considerable 

number of blacks were shot.

It was a necessity to make a severe example of the black 

leaders of the tribe, and about a dozen were taken into the 

open country and shot.  They were complete savages and 

never wore any clothes, and were so much alike that no 

evidence could ever be procured to enable them to be tried 

by our laws.  These men were allowed to run, and they were 

shot at about thirty or forty yards distant.

I saw a black man run and he fell as he was shot, but I saw 

his figure still running on.  I watched most carefully and saw 

the same extraordinary sight several times, and I went up 
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and saw the bodies lying dead.  The only explanation I can 

give is that as St Paul says: “there is a natural and there is a 

spiritual body”.  What I saw was the latter.  The Psychical 

body was visible to me by clairvoyance. (1)

What are we to make of this?  Did the black men’s spirits 

keep running after their bodies were felled, or is Serecold ‘merely’ 

recording a disturbance taking place inside his own psyche?  He 

was, presumably, the only one of the shooting party that saw the 

spirits running after their bodies had fallen.  Or did others, too, 

see what he saw, but dismiss it?  Did they, seeing what couldn’t 

possibly be there, blink their eyes once or twice until the treacherous 

visions disappeared?  Did they, perhaps, silence their own psyches, 

overpowering them so that they didn’t have to deal with any 

returning spirits, challenging the control they’d re-established over 

a situation that had gone horribly wrong for as long as it took the 

blacks to establish a brief dominance, upsetting, temporarily, a new 

regime that had no intention of being blocked?

Serecold wrote down what he saw, and Judith Wright wrote 

down what her grandfather thought he saw, and ours is a written 

culture, so that what was seen, or imagined, and wondered about, 

is there forever, a question upsetting, subverting, even the most 

reassuring realities of modern highways, train tracks, and towns. 

That black man that Albert Wright saw beside the dead tree … is he 

still there?  Are Pearce Serecold’s spirits still scampering at speed 

across the land that once was theirs?  The answer is surely no, 

they’re not there any more, yet …

Yet?

Yet what?

It’s time, I think, to consider another aspect of Wright’s story in 

The Cry for the Dead, and that is the nature of the two civilisations 

she shows conflicting.  The European invaders would never, of 

course, have allowed that the black people whose land they were 

taking constituted a civilisation at all.  Good heavens!  Look at them 

…  But now that an environmental consciousness is creeping into 

the dominant white civilisation it is becoming a little easier for us to 

see the virtues of the black people’s way of living.  They appear not 

to have separated themselves from the range of living creatures and 

influences they lived among; that is, they didn’t see themselves as 

dominant in the European way, whose idea of mankind was that it – 

them, us – had been created in the image of God.  This is a conceited 

claim and it leads to the position that other creatures exist for the 

service – and the pleasure, and also the table – of man.  Man thinks 

he knows a great deal, and what he doesn’t know is understood 

by God, to whom he is connected.  It’s a position without too 

many gaps for humility to approach man’s consciousness, much 

as man may claim that there is always a need to be humble.  Why?  

Humility is appropriate in the face of God but not when confronted 

by inferior peoples.  Most other peoples were seen as inferior by 

the Europeans, who must have seemed amazingly arrogant to those 

they invaded.

But this is the moment to remind the reader that what took 

place on the Queensland and other frontiers was not a meeting, 

or confrontation, of two civilisations, whereby each could see, and 

test, the other.  In the case of Europeans pushing their sheep, cattle 

and horses onto the plain beyond the Dawson River, the country 
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of the Wadja people, the situation is that a very long-established 

civilisation, one with a remarkably full understanding of every 

component of its daily and annual life cycles, found itself challenged 

by the outriders of something which the Wadja people could never 

see, because most of it was on the other side of the world.  The 

European invaders may have thought themselves superior to 

the blacks, but the elements of the civilisation that gave them the 

superiority they claimed were simply not there.  They’d never 

reached Rockhampton, let alone its puzzlingly difficult hinterland.  

The soaring spires of Christian Europe, the poetry, theatre, the 

operas and songs, the philosophy, mathematics, astronomy and 

experimental science, the great libraries and palaces housing the 

knowledge and the grandeur of Europe, were reduced, by the time 

Rockhampton was left behind and the settlers crossed the Dawson, 

to two-room bark huts, horses and carts, an endless diet of meat, 

damper and heavily-sugared tea, and little more to vary the diet but 

rolled oats.  Porridge, with a little milk if there was a cow or two.  

Most of the settlers could read and write, even if their servants – the 

shepherds who protected the sheep – could not.  The subtleties of 

English law and the English way of conducting politics were far 

away and far behind the settlers struggling to get their animals 

across flooded streams.  To put it simply, the invading whites could 

show the puzzled blacks very little evidence of the superiority they 

claimed other than the weapons they used when things got difficult 

or strained.  Guns.  Guns, guns, guns.  Mounted men on horses 

shooting blacks on foot.  The aborigines could throw spears, they 

had the advantage of being able to slip through the bush by day 

or night, knowing where they were in a way the whites couldn’t 

match, and they had a healthier diet than most of the whites could 

provide for themselves, but they didn’t have the firepower of the 

invaders.  Guns, again.  All arguments about the relative values of 

two civilisations come down to guns.  The whites could shoot the 

blacks, and they did, calling it, always, dispersal.  Groups of blacks, 

especially, though not always, groups without women and children, 

were ‘dispersed’.  Far and wide, near and far, they were dispersed.  

White settlers built their dwellings and their sheds on the same 

waterholes in the rivers that the blacks depended on, and this led 

to another conflict, in the minds of the white invaders: should they 

allow the blacks to live near the station properties, as they often 

wanted to, or should they drive them away?  

Some station owners were sympathetic to the blacks, and 

understood, at least in part, what the white invasion had meant 

to them.  Others said that blacks were not to be trusted, they’d do 

something treacherous the moment you took your eyes off them, so 

they should be driven away.

Dispersed.

Moving through well-settled Australian countryside today, with 

the evidence of earlier battles forgotten or covered over, it is natural 

to think that the dignified, well-established homesteads were 

always there; that they were the natural expression of the European 

settlers – invaders, if you insist – taking over the holdings they sit on 

and turning them into the well-managed, well-fenced and serviced 

areas they are today.  This point of view is not entirely wrong, but it 

overlooks certain realities of Australian settlement.  The first white 
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settlers were, for the most part, men without women, and they were 

not as independent as they appeared.  Most were acting for English 

entrepreneurial companies that wanted Australian wool, hides and 

wheat and cared not a rap for the means or effects of these goods 

being produced.  The Australian invasion was conducted by men 

who had next to no idea of the range and variability of Australia’s 

seasons, even in good times, men who were willing, at the least sign 

of a bad year or two, to shift their flocks to some other property, 

perhaps further out, which happened to be vacant.  Despite 

Judith Wright’s love and loyalty for her forebears, and despite the 

admirable qualities that many of these invaders possessed, the fact 

is that the first quarter of a century of establishment, in many and 

perhaps most parts of Australia, was in the hands of buccaneers.  A 

financial system which worked in its own cruel way in Europe was 

meeting a landscape, an environment, which had not produced it 

and for which it was highly unsuitable.  The evidence for this litters 

every chapter of Judith Wright’s book, and she is certainly aware 

of it, but The Cry for the Dead was written, correcting the earlier, 

simpler, book, just a little too soon for Wright to have seen all the 

implications of what she is telling us.

To put it simply, if the terra isn’t nullius, what sort of terra is 

it?  I am raising a difficulty on which it is hard to get a focus.  Most 

matters of controversy are discussed in ways that lie within the 

terms of consideration developed by the civilisation that has the 

problem.  That is, a civilisation deals with its difficulties in ways that 

are suitable for itself.  This cannot happen when two civilisations 

are involved, two civilisations that do not even share, let alone 

agree on, any common terms.  In recent years, many Australians 

have realised that their occupancy and enjoyment of our hard yet 

beautiful land was achieved by the displacement (and dispersal!) of 

black people, and have sought to find some sort of reconciliation.  

So far so good, but reconciliation on whose terms?

This takes us back to the thoughts of Albert Wright, as 

interpreted by his grand daughter Judith, our famous poet.  

He thought of one man who had spent his life in laying 

strychnine baits of flour-cakes wherever he went, wiping 

out whole tribes, whole camps of blacks; insane, obsessed 

by a terror far beyond anything that the reality could have 

inspired, he had died warning the world against ‘those 

treacherous devils’.

Albert began to understand that this was where the danger 

lay, the mortal wound that the blacks had known how to deal 

in return for their own dispossession.  ‘You must understand 

us or you must kill us,’ they had said; and understanding 

would have meant – something beyond the powers of the 

white men, some renunciation impossible to be made.  

One of the worst features of the European conquest of the land 

was that it was partly achieved by using blacks – black troopers 

riding and shooting under the control of white men – to hunt and 

destroy other blacks.  Consider this.

Young Featherstonehaugh had ridden out from the Isaac 

to take up more country at the junction of the Suttor and 

Belyando, and there lost two men to aboriginal spears.  

Lieutenant D’Arcy Wentworth Uhr of the Native Police 

had brought his Black Lambs across country to the rescue, 



36

fought a memorable engagement and killed thirteen men.  

A number of gins were captured for the pleasure of the 

troopers, and Featherstonehaugh and the Lieutenant shared 

their dinner that day among the corpses, while the gins, 

roped and helpless, scowled defiance nearby.

Reconciliation, desirable as it may seem to whitefellas today, is 

usually offered on terms devised by whites alone.  I am not aware 

of any moves from the aboriginal side towards a form of agreement 

about the shared and shameful past.  In the terms proposed by 

Judith, or was it Albert, Wright, “‘You must understand or you must 

kill us,’ they had said; and understanding would have meant – 

something beyond the powers of the white men, some renunciation 

impossible to be made.”  What renunciation does she/he mean?  

I think that the Wrights, Judith and Albert, are calling on white 

people to give up their sense of being superior to the blacks.  In 

an age of philosophical relativism, this may not be as hard as it 

would have been in Albert’s time.  It shouldn’t be too hard for a 

civilisation that is living, environmentally, far beyond its means to 

recognise the innate wisdom of a people that lived within the means 

provided, indeed, drew its grounds for operating from the ever-

changing circumstances inside which they had to live.  ‘Man’ and 

‘nature’ had a unity which European thought divides, foolishly, and 

unfortunately, in my view.  I have already said that the definition 

of the problem, and certainly the solution, was not entirely within 

Judith Wright’s powers when she told her story for the second time, 

but lest this be taken as a criticism I want to end by saying that 

the writing of her second book on the same subject, the opening 

up of areas of Queensland and New South Wales by early white 

settlers, including members of her own family, was an act of great 

integrity for which she is to be honoured, admired, and most of all, 

thanked.

(1) Unpublished manuscript, quoted in Carnarvon and Beyond by Grahame L 

Walsh, Takarakka Nowan Kas Publications, Carnarvon Gorge, Queensland, 

Australia, 1999
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A consideration of Hal Porter’s three volumes of autobiography: 

The Watcher on the Cast-Iron Balcony (Faber & Faber, London, 1963); 

The Paper Chase (Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1966); and The Extra 

(Nelson, West Melbourne, 1975).

In his third volume of autobiography Hal Porter says this:

T. S. Eliot says a writer’s progress is an ever-increasing 

‘extinction of personality’.  You take it he means that, as a 

writer ages, he’s progressively less curious about himself, 

more and more interested in clues to other natures: their 

possessions, fads, frenzies, accents.

A little later, he adds:

Let this be made clear: the main reason for writing outright 

autobiography wasn’t exhibitionism.  An account of anyone’s 

life to the age of eighteen is hardly attractive or thought-

provoking.  The young are like uncooked scones, unset 

jellies.  I wrote autobiographically because it seemed the 

most convenient way to record ‘my generation’.  In this I’m 

no Robinson Crusoe …

He goes on to list a dozen Australians who wrote autobiographies 

within a decade of his first attempt on the genre, but reveals more a 

couple of pages further on, when he says:

It’s the Past, distilled, bottled (literature doesn’t exist without 

artifice), which is eau de vie, the cognac of existence.

Literature doesn’t exist without artifice, and to think about 

Hal Porter’s writing requires one to watch carefully for his tricks, 

many of them tricks of the theatre, so timeworn, and so deeply 

embedded in his personality that he’s not entirely aware of them 

himself, because his eyes, most of the time, are on, not his own 

devices, which he uses unselfconsciously, but his audience.  Are 

they laughing as required?  Are they still with him, moving when 

and as they need to?  It’s not easy to watch out for Hal’s tricks, 

because if you go with him, if you read him as you’re intended to 

do, he’s vastly entertaining, and he really doesn’t repay analysis of 

an objective, stylistic sort.  I should say at this point that one of Hal’s 

most successful tricks was that everyone who ever met him called 

him ‘Hal’: the word was shorthand for all the tales told about him 

as well as those told by him, so that in using the name you invoked 

the totality of both his own production and his reputation.  Anyone 

who ever knew him would tell you that you couldn’t pick and 

choose aspects of him you’d prefer to engage with, and disregard 

the rest.  The man was complete, even in his shortcomings, and 

wouldn’t let himself be taken in any other way.

When he had the accident which led, some fourteen months 

later, to his death, a Melbourne journalist described him as having 

said, ‘Posterity will probably see me, I’d say, as a passable novelist, 

a fair playwright, but a pretty good short story writer.’  The public 

don’t seem to have bothered themselves with these categories; Hal 

is mainly remembered for his masterpiece, The Watcher on the 

Most theatrical when most personal
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Cast-Iron Balcony, in my view the most perfect book ever written in 

this country.  This book caused him, very briefly, before the vast and 

disruptive front known as Patrick White blew across the landscape, 

to be seen as the country’s leading writer, and it will be the project 

of this essay to discern, if possible, why The Watcher is so good and 

why the two volumes that followed it don’t quite reach the same 

level.  Let us begin at the beginning:

In a half-century of living I have seen two corpses, two only.  

I do not know if this total is conventional or unconventional 

for an Australian of my age.

The first corpse is that of a woman of forty.  I see its locked 

and denying face through a lens of tears, and hear, beyond 

the useless hullabaloo of my debut in grief, its unbelievable 

silence prophesying unbelievable silence for me.  It is not 

until twenty-eight years later that I see, through eyes this 

time dry and polished as glass, my second corpse, which is 

that of a seventy-three-year-old man.  Tears?  No tears, not 

any, none at all …

The woman of forty is his mother; the second corpse his father.

Once upon a time, it seems, but in reality on or about the day 

King Edward VII died, these two corpses have been young, 

agile and lustful enough to mortise themselves together to 

make me.  Since the dead wear no ears that hear and have 

no tongues to inform, there can now be no answer, should 

the question be asked, as to where the mating takes place, 

how zestfully or grotesquely, under which ceiling, on which 

kapok mattress – no answer, anywhere, ever.

Mother’s and Father’s first child is born.

I am exactly one week old when the first aeroplane ever to 

do so flies over my birthplace.  On aesthetic grounds or for 

superstitious reasons I am unvaccinated; I am superstitiously 

and fashionably uncircumcised, plump, blue-eyed and white-

haired.  I have a silver rattle, Hindu, in the shape of a rococo 

elephant hung on a bone ring.  I crawl.  The Titanic sinks.  I 

stand.  The Archduke is assassinated at Sarajevo, and I walk 

at last into my own memories.

Hal has performed the miracle of bringing himself into the 

world, but note how much more has been set in place: the mother 

he loves, the father in whom he has no interest, a first few details, 

out of the many that will follow, about the aesthetics of the world 

he’s entered, and hints, also – the Titanic, the Archduke, King 

Edward – about the trough of history in which he will swim.  Hal’s 

opening sets a standard which few writers could maintain, but he 

does it easily enough; he is a Thursday’s child with far to go …

… brought forth under the sign of Aquarius, and with a cleft 

palate.  This is skilfully sewn up.  In which hospital?  When 

I am a few months old?  By whom now dead or nearing 

death?  No one, I think, no one living now knows.  Thus 

secretly mended, and secretly carrying, as it were, my first 

lie tattooed on the roof of the mouth that is to sound out so 

many later lies, I grow.  I am exactly one week old when the 

first aeroplane …

Hal is shaping his stage as he talks to us, getting ready for 

the performance of his life.  He’s versatile enough to share and he 

knows he’d be mad not to when he has, ready to play opposite, or 

even a little closer to the footlights of his prose, his mother.
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Mother!  His mother is the love of his life, and when she dies, 

leaving only Hal, Matron, Father and a distasteful clergyman on 

stage, Hal’s greatness is behind him.  It’s as simple as that.  He 

needed her as he needed no other, and the whole book resonates 

with their complementarity.  Hal always knows what she’s saying 

with her artful use of song.

Mother, who is boiling Christmas Pudding threepences and 

sixpences to sterilize them, suddenly places her hands in an 

attitude of prayer, rolls her eyes piously ceiling-wards and, 

at the same time crossing them, sings in a burlesque choir 

voice, very tremolo:

‘Hark, the herald angels sing,

Beecham’s Pills are just the thing,

Peace on earth and mercy mild,

Two for a man, and one for a child.’

Mother is ever-so-closely observed by her eldest, Harold, later to 

become Hal.

… she does not give the same sort of love to each of us any 

more than she gives the varying plants in her garden the 

same kinds of care.  When I am three and four and five and 

six Mother points out the constellations to me: Orion, The 

Whale, The Hare, The Scorpion, The Cup, The Southern 

Cross.  I look up and up, so earnestly and for so long, at her 

finger stirring the broth of gems, that I become dazzled and 

giddy enough to conceive myself staring downwards into 

bottomless beauty.  I know by name the stars and planets she 

knows by name, and have since learned no more than what 

she teaches me when I am a child.

The Watcher has magic like this on almost every page.  I find 

myself wanting to quote great stretches because the inspiration is 

so continuous, but Dick Verco will have to suffice.  Dick takes the 

part of King Bunyip in a stage presentation by the children of State 

School 754, a building still to be seen in Main Street, Bairnsdale.  

King Bunyip’s court includes ten wombats, of whom the First, 

because most articulate, is Hal.  Some creak in the plot causes the 

monarch to ask his courtiers, ‘Ow, Wom-bats, heark-en! … Say, moi 

subjects, is ower roil decision roight?’  The wombats, through their 

stage-crazy spokesman, reply: ‘Ai pray that your august maj-es-tee 

will permit mai brothah wombats to confer on this mattah.’  This, 

King Bunyip, Dick Verco, fourteen and the biggest boy in grade 

six, allows.  The young Hal and his nine fellows ‘nudge and bump 

our cardboard heads together, acting like a bunch of Garricks.  We 

chatter, ‘Rhubarb, rhubarb, rhubarb, rhubarb!’ and stop as abruptly 

as though decapitated’, before applauding the King’s decision.

My moment is over, a moment too petty for anyone but me 

to remember; it is of the past; it is gone; the petty moment is 

now for others: ‘Hurray!  Hurray!  Hurray!’ raggedly shout 

my brother wombats in voices unlike wombats, boys, or 

anything.  To our dismay King Bunyip’s mask slides from 

his face to reveal the sweating, the glistening, the suddenly 

wrinkled face of Dick Verco with its faint moustache.

Thirty years pass before King Bunyip and the First Wombat 

meet again.  Hal has returned to Bairnsdale ‘to scout and spy on the 

setting of my childhood, and to walk, in hand-made shoes costing 

eighteen guineas, with a sense of walking through an old dream, 

the streets I once ran through barefoot.’
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I turn a corner.  It amazes me that, instantly, without 

hesitation or the faintest doubt, I recognize the man loping 

towards me, down-at-heel but lusty, deeply wrinkled, large-

bellied, going bald, grey at the temples – it is King Bunyip.

Hal’s mind fills with questions.  Will he be recognised by his 

monarch of thirty years before?  Will Dick be able to recognize Hal’s 

fame?  Hal decides: ‘He will not know me.  The two middle-aged 

men draw level, are passing.’

‘ ’Ullo, ‘Arold,’ says Dick Verco, King Bunyip, whom I have 

not seen for thirty years.

‘Hullo, Dick,’ I say, as though I have seen him every day for 

thirty years.  No more than that.  We go our ways.  I am, as 

it were, home again.  I am with those who knew me when I 

was to be known.  I am with those who knew me as a boy: to 

them my scandals and hand-made shoes and foreign travel 

and footloose life and miniature fame and addition of years 

are no more than a form of fancy-dress, to be admired or not 

admired, but making little difference to me, and none – none 

at all – to them.

‘ ‘Ullo ‘Arold!’ is perhaps what I ultimately use up my eyes 

and ears and hours for.

On my first reading of that incident, in 1963 when the book 

came out, I noticed the sentence ‘I am with those who knew me 

when I was to be known.’  What did it mean?  I thought then and 

I think now that the Hal who wrote The Watcher saw himself as an 

actor, costumed in his clothes of the day, and speaking, in a well-

trained voice, the lines he allowed himself to speak.  Hal performed, 

and the performer will always adjust what he says and the way he 

delivers his lines for the audience, and the auditorium, where he 

is on stage.  Truth is never absolute, only situational.  Nothing is 

ever fixed because you can’t yet know what tonight’s audience – let 

alone tomorrow’s – will be like.  The performance is the thing, and 

a good performance will offer an illusion of truth, so convincing, 

perhaps, that nobody is inclined to doubt it … except the performer 

himself, who knows very well what he’s doing.

Hal disliked academics, people with trained minds, because 

he feared that they’d catch him out.  He learned all he’d ever 

learn about life’s verities from his mother and from the Bairnsdale 

of his childhood.  He described later influences, anything trying 

to make him contemporary, as ‘contrumpery’.  If it wasn’t part 

of his formation it couldn’t be true and if it was true it didn’t 

matter.  Hal was an exasperating man.  He saw more clearly, more 

pointedly, more sharply, than most, but anything that didn’t suit 

his performance was swept aside.  As we wander up and down his 

autobiographical books we notice his suspicion of other performers 

– the Russian poet Yevtushenko is a prominent example, snatching 

people’s attention when he has no right to be stealing attention 

from …

… H, A, L, Mr Centre-Stage himself.

Yet, as I have already said, Hal needed a foil to show himself at 

his best, and Mother was the dominant half of a classy act; Father 

almost beyond noticing.  The depth of Hal’s contempt for his father 

is shown in The Extra, when he describes Father’s efforts, via gifts 

of produce from his garden, to strike some form of accord with his 
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son.  Hal won’t yield.  Even after Father’s death, when Hal opens a 

drawer filled with mementos of himself, collected down the years, 

he’s scornful of the collector’s sincerity.  Father’s sin was that he 

never admired his son, and it was never forgiven.

 This brings us to The Paper Chase, covering the years after 

Mother’s death, and Hal’s relegation of Father to the years left 

behind.  Hal must have known, as he started the second volume, 

that he had a hard act to follow, and I think the name he gave this 

book, appropriate as it may be, is an attempt to explain to himself 

why it is so episodic, so strung together, so lacking in the wholeness, 

the richness, brought to the first book by his irreplaceable Mother.

It’s hardly possible to exemplify this criticism by quotations, 

because, give or take a page or two, you can open the book 

anywhere and find Hal in form.  Take Audrey.  Audrey.  You’ve 

never heard of her outside Hal’s pages, and you never will.  When 

she was fourteen she was in Grade 8 at Williamstown State School, 

where Hal taught – Hal, aged seventeen.  Audrey is fourteen, and 

she’s keen on Hal.  Audrey is in the choir, singing:

Little Mr Baggy Breeches, I love you.

If you’ll be my Sunday fellow,

I’ll patch’em in purple, in pink and in yellow …

Hal can’t believe the girl’s winking at him, but she winks again.  

At the teacher.  Hal tries to make himself look older.  He’s turning 

the pages for whoever’s playing the piano.  ‘Am I blushing?’ he 

wonders.

Nine years later Audrey approaches Mr Porter, as she calls him, 

in Collins Street.  It’s ten o’clock at night.  She’s a street walker, 

and Hal’s ready to turn her away, nicely enough, but she makes 

him remember who she is, or was, and she asks him if he’s doing 

anything tonight, then, when she sees ‘indefinable doubts’ running 

across his face, she assures him: ‘I don’t mean that.’  She means a 

drink.  Hal goes with her, they talk, they become friends.  Hal gets 

to know Audrey’s friends – ‘women who spend lives like street 

corners, petty criminals dressed to the nines, people with the tender 

pale hands of those who despise labour.’

Audrey tells me on that first session … that she has been a 

prostitute for six years, since she was seventeen.  She tells it 

dazedly as though of someone else, some semi-transparent 

girl from a ballad.  Days pass before I realize I’ve placidly 

listened to a sordid story, a crime …

Her mother dies when Audrey is twelve.  At thirteen she is 

seduced by her father, the widower, carpenter, and a forty-

five-year-old lay preacher …

Hal mixes with Audrey and her circle for a time, then the contact’s 

lost.

I see, ten years later, in the newspaper Truth, the photograph 

of a woman being charged for the twentieth time with 

vagrancy.  It shows a face from which sensitivity has been 

trodden out, a face bestial and defiant as an orchid.  It is 

Audrey’s.  It is one of Audrey’s.  For me she still sits at the 

grey marble table, singing a schoolgirl’s song into the steam 

of the tea-with, still undeflowered by time.  The lead-light 

poppies of dirty glass still flourish behind her on the door of 

the Broadway Café, torn down these many years.
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The doors of 1937, when one had the keys of time!

Hal is very good at this sort of thing.  He sees that life, or shall 

I write it as Life, is the only currency that matters, each of us has 

one purse of coins to spend, and every getting rid of what we’ve 

been given is a story.  Stories make us equal.  Each and any of us, 

any and each, can tell our story, and if it’s interesting, people will 

listen.  Laugh.  Cry.  Wipe their eyes, knowing they’ve been changed 

by the knowledge, the experiences, of someone else.  This is life as 

theatre, and the cast is huge, the audience too.  For Hal, every one 

of us is an actor, and being in the audience for others’ stories can’t 

be escaped either.  It’s the world we live in and Shakespeare said it 

was a stage.

Well …

The most puzzling, because inadequately revealed, character 

in The Paper Chase is Olivia, Hal’s first and only wife.  She enters 

on page 134 and he says goodbye to her on page 153, with half the 

book’s pages still to be turned.  Before going on to discuss Olivia in 

The Paper Chase I remind the reader of Hal’s mother’s importance 

in The Watcher: the book couldn’t exist without her.  Olivia?

Olivia isn’t allowed to come to life in Hal’s pages.  We meet, 

briefly, her father, mother and sisters.  The sisters are there when 

Olivia farewells Hal who is taking up a teaching appointment in 

Adelaide:

I talk over with Olivia the wisdom of my testing the status of 

the Adelaide school, and of investigating accommodation for 

us, before she comes to me.  She falls in with this apparently 

level-headed idea.  After the months of entertaining, 

coddling, and supporting me through hospital tantrums 

and selfishnesses, a temperamental convalescence, and my 

snowballing anxiety to move on, move on, move on, she 

is badly in need of a period of coddling and convalescence 

herself.  I shall move on.  She will rest, wait, and follow in 

time.

Time!  That is the lie.  What has time to do with it?

Hal may accuse himself of a lie, but it’s a lie reported as he sees 

fit to report; he must have known he was leaving as he put to Olivia 

his proposal for going on ahead.  Hal’s standards in The Watcher 

have been so high that any slippage, any move in a downward 

direction, causes us to question this performer who claims our 

total attention.  We not only feel tremors of disbelief breaking into 

the certainty with which we have been reading, we start to ask 

questions and realise that there are no answers there, and none in 

Hal’s mind either, because he doesn’t allow himself to see a good 

deal that would be in the front of an average person’s observations.  

Let us go back to his departure for Adelaide, his lifelong separation 

from his wife.

I am on Spencer Street station, the interstate platform.

Outside, in an early night already fulfilling its preconceptions, 

the fag-end of the city does nothing but wait for nothing.  

Olivia and her three sisters are there on the platform, and 

could – for my eyes are filmed with tears of champagne – be 

visitant goddesses with pure voices and shadowed eyes.

Now I am in the carriage with the scent and warmth of 

Olivia’s kiss on my lips.
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Now, as the train begins slowly to glide away like a swan, I 

see that the goddesses are no more than four stately women, 

tall, soigné, with lit smiles, and eyes that contain their own 

secret and dark sadness.

Olivia stands a little in front of the others.

Good-bye, darling!  And good-bye.

It is nearly ten years before I see her again …

Perhaps the most irritating thing about this description of what 

is clearly a deliberate separation – deliberate on Hal’s side: Olivia’s 

awareness is never presented, anywhere – is that it moves straight 

on to a description of the South Australian landscape as Hal sees it 

through his sleeping compartment window the following morning.  

It’s Hal at his best, a worthy partner for his description, forty pages 

later, of Tasmania:

I first see South Australia, just after sunrise, as a landscape 

pagan, bronze and violet, Polynesian …

I first see Tasmania, just after sunset, as a landscape desperate, 

assailed, and sinister …

In both cases, having brilliantly painted a backdrop for himself, 

he’s ready to give you, the reader, activities and actions to suit.  Hal 

the dramatist has no trouble with South Australia, and positively 

revels in Tasmania which remembers only too well the darkness 

of its past.  Both of these states possess an emptiness needing to be 

filled, and Hal the narrator, the noser-out of opportunities, is just 

the man for that.  Why isn’t Olivia the life of the book?  Why isn’t 

she alive on every page, as Mother was, playing opposite Hal as 

lead?  We never know, and we’re not given the slightest chance to 

find out.  Let’s go back …

After the months of entertaining, coddling, and supporting 

me through hospital tantrums and selfishnesses, a 

temperamental convalescence, and my snowballing anxiety 

to move on, move on, move on, she is badly in need of a 

period of coddling and convalescence herself.  I shall move 

on.  She will rest, wait, and follow in time.

Hal was hit by a car, two days before World War 2 broke out; he 

describes it in The Paper Chase, and he even lets Olivia say a couple 

of lines, lines I don’t believe she said: the words have been scripted 

for her by the writer, lying on the road with a broken pelvis.  The 

damage caused by this accident gets him out of being a soldier, 

which he says he regrets, and it gets him out of the marriage, 

though he may not know that as he lies on the road, because it 

allows him to be the ever-complaining patient, the horizontally-

disposed, suffering man who can push his claims in front of the 

woman’s.  Hal’s treatment of Olivia, as a man, first, and as a writer, 

second, fills me with revulsion.  Let me not be too hypocritical here.  

Every last one of us is fallible, and the closer we get to our strongest 

and deepest feelings the more treacherous and self-propelled we 

are.  Writers are not exempt!  What writers can do is, first, realise, 

and second, express, what they know’s inside them.  Honesty, self-

examination, and the urge to express even the most uncomfortable 

parts of our beings are what makes writers writers.  Somewhere in 

The Paper Chase I feel Hal’s exposition of what he knows is slipping, 

in that downward direction mentioned before, towards empty 

rhetoric.  Setting our minds ablaze with new understandings is not 
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his purpose any more; it’s enough if he occupies our thinking with 

well-chosen diversions.

 The Extra is better, though there are many pages where Hal is 

chatting in a subdued sort of way, an almost-weary raconteur with 

quite a bit to interest us and plenty of tricks to keep us reading.  

The Extra works best when Hal’s identity is simply presented as 

the writer, reflecting, and best of all, when he’s reflecting on other 

writers.  Hal himself is still journeying, endlessly, but forever 

returning: going away and coming home are the two sides of him 

now.  Journeying is a habit, not a search for himself, hardly, even, 

a search for things to write about because he’s confident enough to 

know that things to write about are everywhere.  Even the sauce 

on John Shaw Neilson’s chin gives Hal an ending for his piece 

about the poet, and it is a measure of Hal’s skill, and his honesty, 

this time, that he shows himself as an intrusive young pain in 

the neck, hectoring a man whose strand of genius has next to no 

defence, and certainly not against the youngster who wants him 

to say something immortal, unforgettable, when he’s already done 

so.  Every chapter of The Extra is headed by quotations from other 

writers, so appositely chosen that one feels that Hal, at last and for 

once, is listening.  Here’s how he starts Chapter Three.

It is sadder to find the past again and find it inadequate to the 

present than to have it elude you.

Zelda Fitzgerald

It is so many years before one can believe enough in what one feels 

even to know what the feeling is.

W.B. Yeats

But I became a writer all the same, and shall remain one to the end 

of the chapter just as a cow goes on giving milk all her life, even 

though what appears to be her self-interest urges her to give gin.

H.L. Mencken

Hal, like Mencken, has given us liberal doses of gin.  Now, and 

at last, he opens up other writers, starting, naturally enough for Hal, 

with Kenneth Slessor.  When, pages later, he quotes Slessor in order 

to say farewell to him, you realise that it has been a portrait both 

merciless and accepting.  Slessor welcomes Porter whenever he’s in 

Sydney, Hal is flattered to be liked by the poet; he’s more respectful 

of poets, it seems, than we might have thought.  But poets, if Slessor 

is any example, are fallible as most, and the Slessor Hal shows us, 

grinding a piece of ham into the carpet with his heel, and ignoring 

his former wife, the mother of his son, even though both are in 

the room, is placed outside our sympathies.  He’s a brilliant poet, 

but what a bastard!  How can Hal spend hours drinking with this 

man?  We’ll never know because Hal can’t remember what they 

talked about.  One feels they talked about nothing in particular, 

they simply liked each other, and that’s hardly a line of inquiry we 

can follow.

There’s little to do, today, here and now writing of him, 

except paraphrase what he wrote about the tiresomeness 

of a dead friend.  Let the précis be as deadpan as the poem 

itself:

His commercial value is nix.  To his irrelevant and incongruous 

shards nothing can count.  His death pares my biography, 

and is therefore a double theft – his life, and something of 

mine.
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As he wrote of another, I write of him:

‘Farewell, thou pilferer!’

Hal, with amazing skill, manages to repeat this line of Slessor’s 

a few pages later, doubling its effect in a way that honours the poet, 

and reminds us that to be a writer of his quality quite outweighs 

our reaction to things about him that we may not care for.  Poets are 

rare, and they perceive what others can’t.  Hal shows us Frances 

Webb in the offices of Angus & Robertson, where he’s cared for by 

the famous – in literary circles – staff.  They bring him coffee, éclairs, 

and sandwiches.  What is he recovering from?  Why is he there?  

Hal doesn’t know, but he feels awe for the troubled, unshaven man, 

and one feels that this time the courtesies are more than the play-

acting he offers others.

 ‘Others’, however, can include writers who lie outside the 

tradition of Australian courtesy.  Hal’s account of famous attention-

seekers at an Edinburgh Festival is both amusing and full of a wish 

to distance himself from their antics.  One feels that he feels that 

they’re allowed to get away with too much because they’ve never 

been forced to withstand the scepticism, the demands for decency 

and usefulness which any Australian writer can be expected to have 

felt from his people.

 Enter ‘Gerald’.  I had not even begun reading The Extra before 

I was rung by someone grieving for the brutality of Hal’s ‘attack’ 

on ‘Gerald’, a man we both knew.  Hal had gone ‘too far’ this time, 

I was told.  I read the book, and was surprised by the virulence of 

the attack, but began to realise, slowly, that I didn’t necessarily have 

to attribute malice to its writer; that is, I could ignore his description 

of ‘Gerald’ as a description of a man I knew, and take it simply 

as a manifesto of his views on what writers shouldn’t be.  They 

shouldn’t be like Norman Mailer either, or William Burroughs, 

or any number of others, and they shouldn’t resemble ‘Gerald’ 

because getting women other than one’s wife pregnant, drinking 

drinks which Hal didn’t drink, listening to lieder that Hal didn’t 

listen to, and above all living in what Hal and his Mother before 

him would have condemned as squalor … none of these things 

fitted with Hal’s view of a writer as a master of his craft, someone, 

woman or man, who accepted that to be a writer meant marrying 

a discipline early on, then attending to what it had to teach for the 

length of a lifetime.  The distaste Hal expresses for Gerald is, for me, 

only the obverse of his acceptance that if you want to be an actor, a 

singer, dancer or writer, you must live within the requirements of 

your craft, and to try to live outside them, to get away with what 

other people can’t get away with – unless they’re fabulously, and 

probably miserably, rich – is to invite condemnation for being the 

fool that you are.

 Who else?  Which other writers does Hal present to us, 

remarkable selves to put beside his own?  Eve Langley.  Katherine 

Susannah Prichard.  Henrietta Drake-Brockmann.  Frank Dalby 

Davison, and others, listed every once in a while.  The writers 

who influenced him?  These are listed too – ‘Olive Schreiner, F. 

Scott Fitzgerald, Thackeray, George Moore, D’Annunzio, Henry 

James, Turgenev, Harold Nicolson. V.S. Pritchett, and dozens 

more.’  From writers he moves on to publishers, whose weird and 

wonderful structures ‘soar up (used to soar up?) above prayer-
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wheels and sodomies. Through currents of incense and the stink 

of yak-butter, in the gloomy magnificence and filth of Tibetan 

lamaseries.’  ‘Publishing is a gamble,’ he goes on.  ‘Readers are 

fickle, unpredictable, given to treacherous volte-faces no computer 

can deal with.  Taste perpetually changes.  Who reads Ouida or 

Mary Webb now?’

 Not me.  In his quirky way, Hal wins one over by the 

unexpected way he has of putting thoughts, ever so crisply, in 

bowls or on side plates rather than serving them up as main dishes, 

winning you to his viewpoint by inviting you to accept what he 

places in a half-way position – Hal offers ideas which may come to 

dominate your thinking as a simple little something which he’s come 

to accept, and places no pressure – no easily discernible pressure, 

that is, on you as reader to accept or even argue.  What you’re 

offered are no more than the thoughts of Hal, more or less casually 

unloaded, and it’s only when you open them up, and let them 

run around indoors, as it were, that you realise their strength, and 

realise also how little can be built on them except a life resembling 

that of Hal, three times an autobiographer, and that’s excluding any 

number of the stories which draw on characters and incidents who 

and which reappear in the three books under discussion.

 So we have a masterpiece, a collection with only one thread 

to hold it together, and a third vol, quieter, more certain of its 

movements because it’s written in a mood of acceptance.  Hal 

has done what he decided long ago to do.  He’s lived as a writer.  

Somewhere in The Extra he describes his younger self living a 

divided life: nine to four, he’s a teacher; and after that, he’s a 

Bohemian, while it’s fashionable.  The fashion abates, and he’s 

found himself as a writer.

To write about your own writing critically is like taking out 

your own appendix, almost impossible to do.  To answer 

the sort of questions asked by journalists, or television 

and wireless interviewers, is easy enough, although the 

bleak answers, all you’re capable of, must disappoint an 

interviewer in search of Delphic utterances.

Why do you write?

Can’t help it.  A kink.

What’s your aim?

Not high-flown.  To record, lucidly as possible, some of the 

things I seem to experience, or think I see others seeming to 

experience.

How do you select the experience you write about?

Mostly, rather than select, I blunder on …

Is this what he’s been doing for three vols of autobiography?  

No no no, certainly not.  Hal answering an interviewer is the least 

trustworthy of Hals.  Go back to The Watcher, read him, listen to 

him, imagine him as he takes us through the preparation, and the 

stageing, of the little play he wrote when he first knew he was an 

actor, back in the days of Dick Verco as King Bunyip, and Hal, aged 

ten, as the first of his subjects; the play was called Briar Rosebud 

or The Sleeping Beauty, and he tells us that he wrote it in violet ink 

in his drawing book.  The children act, the children sing, and other 

children gather to watch.  When they disperse, it’s to find suicide, 
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marriage, death in war, stomach cancer, or whatever else the future 

has been holding for them.  They sing, not knowing what’s in 

store:

Briar Rosebud was a fair princess,

 a fair princess, a fair princess,

Briar Rosebud was a fair princess,

Long, long ago …

She dwelt up in a lonely tower,

 a lonely tower, a lonely tower,

She dwelt up in a lonely tower,

Long, long ago …

As we sing, the Adams audience, still on its hunkers in the 

frizzled grass, joins us.  The reiterated ‘Long, long ago …’ 

becomes sweeter and sadder, verse by verse.

 Time past is made available to us, and we walk through, we 

re-live, its events transfigured by Hal’s art.  This is a magic which 

any reminiscence, any moment of recall, may bring to us, but Hal’s 

powerful recall, a power somehow reinforced by his unwillingness 

to deal openly and honestly with those parts of his present which he 

doesn’t like, and causes him to tell us volubly that he dislikes, Hal’s 

art makes the past more palatable than it ever was, because we can 

have it served with all the beguilement of a master.  
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A discussion of The Middle Parts of Fortune, also known as Her 

Privates We, by Frederic Manning, first published by Peter Davies, 

London, in 1929 (Middle Parts) and 1930 (Privates), with the author 

identified as ‘Private 19022’.

It took Europe ten years to digest the experiences of World War 

1 before it was ready to revisit them in literature.  Many fine and 

famous books appeared in the years following 1929, and one of the 

finest is Frederic Manning’s The Middle Parts of Fortune, better known 

in its expurgated version, Her Privates We.  Manning, as we shall see, 

was a most unlikely soldier, being a fastidious and reclusive scholar, 

but his knowledge of the writings, the thinking and traditions of 

European learning, gave him the basis for his treatment of that 

same civilisation at war.  Many commentators have remarked upon 

the proximity of London, Berlin and Paris, the great centres of 

European life, to the battlefields of northern France.  Men on leave 

could be at the theatre in London, for instance, one night, and back 

in the trenches, sloshing through mud and cowering under machine 

gun fire, a day or two later.  People in the south of England could 

hear the artillery on the other side of The Channel (La Manche).  

Civilisation’s disgrace, its downfall, was obvious, because close, to 

all.  For a brief period in 1916 Frederic Manning was at the heart of 

the conflict, fighting on the Somme and Ancre fronts in France; then 

he returned to London and managed to keep away from battlefields 

until his fellow-soldier Peter Davies persuaded him to put down 

what he’d experienced.  Manning wrote, Davies took the pages to 

a typesetter, and brought them back for proofing.  When the book 

was published a few people recognised the identity of the author 

but it was typical of Manning’s unwillingness to have attention 

drawn to himself that until 1943 his authorship was attributed to 

‘Private 19022’.

Private 19022.  Manning’s subject was a civilisation at war 

with itself, and his individuality was of little importance.  His 

central character, based on himself, is called Private Bourne, the 

name deriving from a small Lincolnshire market town close to the 

village of Edenham, where Manning lived, from 1903, with his tutor 

and mentor, Arthur Galton.  In Edenham, Manning wrote, read, 

considered, and sometimes drank, an inactive life which can be seen 

as a preparation for something vast and well-nigh inexplicable.  It is 

possible to see, I think, his experience of English rural life as having 

shaped his way of seeing the world.

There are in reality only two religions on this little planet, 

and they perhaps begin and end with man.  They are: the 

religion of the humble folk, whose life is a daily communion 

with natural forces, and a bending to them; and the religion 

of men like Protagoras, Lucretius, and Montaigne, a religion 

of doubt, of tolerance, of agnosticism.  Between these two 

poles lies nothing but a dreary waste of formalism.

In Edenham, in Bourne, the two religions lay side by side, 

Manning embodying the writings, the thoughts, of the thinkers, 

Private Manning & Private Bourne: Her Privates We
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while the people around him, continuing the traditions of rural 

England, were the humble folk.  Both were in communion with 

natural forces, and bent before them as trees and grasses do before a 

wind.  Private Bourne, like Manning himself, was urged to become 

an officer, but he – both of them – felt more at home in the ranks.  

After many readings of Manning’s book, in both its versions, I 

have a feeling that the private soldiers, the common men, did more 

thinking about the war and why they were fighting it than their 

officers, and far more than the people back home, whom they were 

said to be representing.  Here’s a soldier called Maddeley, one of 

Bourne’s companions:

“But it’s all true what ’e says about folks at ‘ome, most on 

‘em.  They don’t care a rap what ‘appens to us’ns, so long 

as they can keep a ‘ole skin.  Say they be ready to make any 

sacrifice; but we’re the bloody sacrifice.  You never seed such 

a windy lot; an’ bloodthirsty ain’t the word for it.  They’ve 

all gone potty.  You’d think your best friends wouldn’t be 

satisfied till they’d seed your name on the roll of honour.  I 

tol’ one of ‘em ‘e knew a bloody sight more’n I did about 

the war.”

It is quite possible, I think, that people back home may have 

known more about the war, in some senses, than those at the 

front, but the one thing they could not know was the effect on the 

common man of dealing out death and being on the receiving end 

of it too.  Weeper Smart is by far the most miserable, and perhaps 

the most eloquent, of the voices recorded in Manning’s book:

“Didst ‘ear what Cap’n Thomson read out this mornin’, 

about stoppin’ to ‘elp any poor bugger what was wounded?  

The bloody brass-‘at what wrote that letter ‘as never been 

in any big show ‘isself, that a dare swear.  ‘e’s one o’ them 

buggers as is never nearer to the real thing than G.H.Q.”

“You don’t want to talk like that,” said Corporal Hamley.  

“You’ve ‘ad your orders.”

“A don’t mind tellin’ thee, corporal,” said Weeper, again 

lifting a large flat hand, as though by that gesture he stopped 

the mouths of all the world.  “A don’t mind tellin’ thee, that 

if a see a chum of mine down, and a can do aught to ‘elp 

‘im, all the brass-‘ats in the British Army, an’ there’s a bloody 

sight too many o’ ‘em, aren’t going to stop me.  A’ll do what’s 

right, an’ if a know aught about thee, tha’lt do as I do.”

When Bourne, Private Bourne, is hit by a bullet at the very end 

of the book, it’s Weeper who carries him back to their trench.  

‘A’ll not leave thee,’ said Weeper.

He stooped and carried the other in his huge, ungainly 

arms, carrying him as tenderly as though he were a child.  

Bourne struggled wearily to speak, and the blood, filling his 

mouth, prevented him.  Sometimes his head fell on Weeper’s 

shoulder.  At last, barely articulate, a few words came.

‘I’m finished.  Le’ me in peace, for God’s sake.  You can’t …’

‘A’ll not leave thee,’ said Weeper in an infuriate rage.

A line or two later, Bourne is dead, Weeper is raving, and 

Sergeant Major Tozer is telling him to get himself some hot tea and 

rum, then come back for a talk when he’s feeling better.  An officer 

says the party had better move on, they do, and Sergeant Major 

Tozer is left with the dead man.  ‘It was finished.  He was sorry 
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about Bourne, he thought, more sorry than he could say.  He was 

a queer chap, he said to himself, as he felt for the dug-out steps.  

There was a bit of a mystery about him; but then, when you come 

to think of it, there’s a bit of a mystery about all of us.’

Dealing as I have with a soldier’s death may give the impression 

that the book is all about fighting, but a closer examination will 

reveal that most of the fighting takes place at the beginning and the 

end, leaving the bulk of the book to description of soldiers close to 

the front, preparing for the front, thinking and talking about the 

front, but also thinking about their families back home – on the 

other side of that strip of water separating England from France.  

Manning makes it clear that the soldiers are aware that the men in 

the trenches facing them, the Germans, as intent on killing as they 

are, are hardly different from themselves.  They too get parcels of 

food, with socks and gloves knitted by their wives and mothers, 

and they too will go to any lengths to get a bottle of whisky, or rum, 

to make the unbearable bearable for an hour.  Manning is clear, and 

detailed, in laying out the interweaving webs of regulation that 

control almost every aspect of the soldiers’ lives.  Brutal as they may 

be when they leap out of their trenches to charge their opposites, 

they are, for the most part, almost as controlled by the minutiae of 

class and rank as they would be at home.  Manning’s subject is not 

so much death and destruction and the brutality it entails, as the 

nature, the performance, of a civilisation making war.

Making war on itself, because, as stated a moment ago, the 

Germans are as civilised as those on Private Bourne’s side of the 

line.  It was commonly said, in the countries participating in the 

war - but said back home, and far from the front - that this was 

the war to end wars.  When it ended, there would be no more.  

Manning knows this is nonsense, and knew it at the time.  Every 

chapter of his book is headed by a quotation from Shakespeare, 

usually a snippet from the mouth of one of the dramatist’s common 

soldiers, those who, like Weeper, like Bourne, know exactly how 

things are, and the effect of these lines at the head of each chapter 

is to remind us that civilisation is always wageing war on itself or 

on other civilisations, it’s one of the regular expressions, or needs, 

of a civilisation, and there is therefore nothing new in what is being 

presented.

Nothing new?  Why write it then?  It is commonly said of The 

Middle Parts of Fortune that it is not an anti-war book, and, such 

is the condition of modern thought, this is normally taken to be a 

criticism or at least a qualification that needs to be kept in mind.  

Manning would have had none of this.  Here are a few lines from 

his prefatory note of 1929:

War is waged by men; not by beasts, or by gods.  It is a 

peculiarly human activity.  To call it a crime against mankind 

is to miss at least half its significance; it is also the punishment 

of a crime.  That raises a moral question, the kind of problem 

with which the present age is disinclined to deal.  Perhaps 

some future attempt to provide a solution for it may prove 

to be even more astonishing than the last.

What does he mean?  I’ve never been sure.  The first two 

sentences are telling enough, but I could not articulate for you, if 

asked, the moral question he has in mind.  Perhaps the age I live 

in, like the period when Manning was writing, is disinclined to 
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deal with this question.  Why is it not specified?  Did Manning 

feel that his book had said all he could say and that readers must 

continue the book’s thinking if they felt it had any further to go?  I 

have always felt the book to be peculiarly challenging, because it 

seems to invite the reader to look on its actions from the vantage 

point of the gods he refers to, while at one and the same time giving 

not the slightest suggestion that such gods, or even their vantage 

point in the clouds, actually exist.  In other words, we may have a 

favored position while we read, and consider what we’re reading, 

but once the book has been put down and we become citizens in 

the street again, humans wishing to act, to influence the way the 

world performs, we will be as helpless, as limited, as the soldiers 

in the book, who talk, sleep, drink, and think, but are quite unable 

to break the bonds of their discipline, quite unable to disobey the 

command to leap out of their trenches and attack.

There is a soldier called Miller who appears occasionally: a 

deserter.  He’s taken around to be shown to the soldiers who haven’t 

given up on fighting, much as they may fear it.  Most of the soldiers 

think Miller should be shot, but Manning makes it clear that few of 

them would choose to be part of the firing squad.  He’s a problem 

they wish would go away.  Conveniently, he does just that, getting 

himself out of custody by some means, and disappearing.  Miller’s 

cowardice, if that’s what it is, is only peripheral to Manning’s 

thinking.  In a whole army, only a handful can take Miller’s way 

out; while all the rest, the sorts of men that talk all around Private 

Bourne, have to face the consequences of the decisions that are 

made for them, higher in the chain of command, and far away from 

their endless, intermittent considerations.  The soldiers are always 

talking, always speculating, because they have been placed in the 

line, literally, the line between life and death, and they can find no 

relief from their situation at all.  Unless …

They all laughed, and Bourne looked at their sneering faces, 

and turned away again.  He wanted to get out of all this 

senseless clamour; and as his eyes turned away, he chanced 

to see over the door a red strip on which was printed in white 

letters: ‘AND UNDERNEATH ARE THE EVERLASTING 

ARMS’.  It struck him with an extraordinary vividness, that 

bare text sprawling across the wall above the clamour of 

those excited voices; and once again he knew that feeling of 

certitude in a peace so profound that all the turmoil of the 

earth was lost in it.

This peace has come to Private Bourne at least once before in 

the book.  There is a lengthy passage at the end of Chapter XI, 

beginning with the announcement that Bourne’s battalion is to 

march to St. Pol and entrain for the front.

It was very curious to see how the news affected them; 

friends grouped themselves together, and talked of it from 

their individual points of view, but the extraordinary thing 

was the common impulse moving among them, which 

gathered in strength until any individual reluctances and 

anxieties were swept away by it.  A kind of enthusiasm, 

quiet and restrained because aware of all it hazarded, swept 

over them like fire or flood.  Even those who feared made 

the pretence of bravery, the mere act of mimicry opened 

the way for the contagion, and another will was substituted 

for their own, so that ultimately they gave themselves to it.  
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They might fail or break, they might shrink back at the last 

in an agony of fear, but this overpowering impulse for the 

time being swept them on towards its own indeterminate 

ends, as one common impulse might move in a swarm of 

angry bees.

The men fall in, they march, day turns to night and they are still 

marching.  They rest, they sing as they go forward again:

As they marched through one little village, at about ten 

o’clock, doors suddenly opened and light fell through the 

doorways, and voices asked them where they were going.

“Somme!  Somme!” they shouted, as if it were a challenge.

“Ah, no bon!” came the kindly pitying voices in reply; and 

even after the doors had closed again, and they had left that 

village behind, the kindly voices seemed to drift across the 

darkness, like the voices of ghosts: “Somme!  Ah, no bon!”

And that was an enemy to them, that little touch of 

gentleness and kindliness; it struck them with a hand 

harsher than death’s, and they sang louder, seeing only the 

white road before them, and the vague shadows of the trees 

on either hand.  At last the singing died away; there was 

nothing but the trampling of myriad feet; or they would halt 

for ten minutes, and the darkness along the roadside became 

alive as with fireflies from the glow of cigarettes through a 

low mist.

When they reach St. Pol they sing another song mocking their 

military endeavours, but, because their parody is set to the tune of 

the Marseillaise, the townspeople push up windows and join in.  

This amuses the soldiers, they roar with laughter, they are ordered 

to march in silence.  They find their camp, huts are allotted, and the 

men are allowed to break ranks:

They laid themselves down, as they were to get a few hours’ 

sleep; and Bourne, dropping off between the two of them, 

wondered what was the spiritual thing in them which 

lived, and seemed even to grow stronger, in the midst of 

beastliness.

But Manning has more ways of invoking his subject than 

insisting on the spirituality of his comrades.  He devotes a couple 

of pages to the elaborate rehearsal of an attack, the whole brigade 

marching several miles to a spot where, under the eyes of ‘several 

magnificent people on horseback, glancing superciliously at the less 

fortunate members of their species’, they go through the motions 

which, a day or two later, they will try to replicate under infinitely 

more difficult conditions.  Things proceed smoothly, if tediously, 

until A Company, under Mr Sothern, begins to cross a square patch 

of sown clover, and it is then that the door opens in a small hovel 

and an infuriated peasant woman appears.  The fields, she says, 

are hers; and she has a withering blast of invective for everyone in 

sight.  ‘The soldiers, with a thoroughly English respect for the rights 

of property, hesitated to commit any further trespass.’

“Send someone to speak to that woman,” said the Divisional 

General to a Brigadier; and the Brigadier passed on the 

order to the Colonel, and the Colonel to the Adjutant, and 

the Adjutant to Mr Sothern, who, remembering that Bourne 

had once interpreted his wishes to an old woman in Meaulte 

when he wanted a broom, now thrust him into the forefront 

of the battle.  That is what is called, in the British Army, the 
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chain of responsibility, which means that all responsibility, 

for the errors of their superior officers, is borne eventually 

by private soldiers in the ranks.

Bourne negotiates with the aggrieved, and desperately poor, 

French woman, and at his suggestion the soldiers are allowed to 

break their lines, to move around the patch of grass which is all she 

has for her cows to eat in the coming winter, and re-form on the 

other side.  The high-ranking officers move elsewhere, on horseback 

of course, while this detour is made, but one of the soldiers shouts 

something about the Germans – ‘les Allemands’- to the angry 

woman:

“Les Allemands sont tres bons!” she shrieked at him.

An aeroplane suddenly appeared in the sky, and circling 

over them, signalled with a klaxon horn.  The men moved 

slowly away from her beloved fields, and the tired woman 

went back into the hovel, and slammed the door on a 

monstrous world.

The Middle Parts of Fortune is a magnificently democratic book, 

and I think this is one of the reasons why its Australian admirers, 

myself included, like to claim it as our own.  There is a paradox 

here!  Australia’s soldiers have won their reputation, for the most 

part, in fighting initiated by other countries – England, and now 

America.  The Australian military tradition can therefore be seen, 

in part, as a tradition of subservience, of willingness to answer the 

demands of greater powers than ourselves.  According to this line of 

argument, the presence of Australian soldiers at some engagement 

of greater forces is evidence of colonial dependence.  True!  Yet it 

is in such circumstances that Australians – the general public back 

home, at least as much as the soldiers – have felt their difference, 

have wanted to say that they – we – are something new, something 

not yet seen by the old world whose orders we obey but of which 

we are not entirely a part.

Private Manning was an Australian in the British army, and his 

book contains a number of moments, glancing observations, for they 

are no more, in which we can see his recognition of the Australian 

viewpoint that I am talking about.  The paradox is, though, that 

Manning’s consideration of the war in which he finds himself, leads 

him to see it, as I have been trying to argue, as an almost inevitable 

behaviour of the civilisation which he knows so well through his 

reading of its philosophy and literature.  It’s no surprise to Manning 

that Europe is at war; one feels that his presence at the front line – 

for he was a gifted escaper from anything he didn’t want to be part 

of – is because of an absorbing curiosity to know what war – this 

inescapable aspect of the civilisation in which he was so well-read 

– was actually like.  He enlisted, he had a few months at the front, 

among men who aroused his curiosity, and he got himself out of the 

line, into officer training at last, and thence to Ireland, far from the 

bullets and bayonets of the line.

And, indolent as he was, he waited years and then had to 

be pushed into writing.  Out it came, easily, and almost without 

revision.  It’s hard to know whether Manning was most integrated, 

most Australian and most European, when he was at the front, or 

when he was in Peter Davies’ apartment, writing.  Possibly both.  

Who can say?  All we can do, today, is turn the pages of his book 
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and overhear the thoughts of someone who is at one and the same 

time expressing the objectivity of an experienced civilisation which 

knows itself only too well, and offering a contribution to a new 

formulation, that of a colony beginning to realise that it has a reality 

all its own.

This would seem to be an end-point, but I want to say a little 

more.  Manning was a man both in the world and not quite of it.  He 

was born into an Irish Catholic family in Sydney, and he suffered 

from an early age from bronchial asthma.  He was devoted to his 

mother and she to him.  She felt that he was not healthy, or strong, 

enough to go to school, so his education, such as it was, was managed 

by private tutors, one of whom, coming to him when he was aged 

thirteen, was the Private Secretary of the Governor of New South 

Wales, the Arthur Galton mentioned earlier in this piece.  Galton, as 

secretary to the Governor, knew Frederic’s parents because William 

Manning, later Sir William, was elected Lord Mayor of Sydney for 

four terms, beginning in 1891.  So the young Frederic’s world was 

one of privilege and influence, but he was not an active part of it.  

He was a largely self-directed scholar, even when young, and his 

illnesses, and no doubt his temperament too, caused those around 

him to place few expectations of worldly achievement on him.  By 

position, he was something special; by inclination … it was hard to 

say what he might be, or do.

Manning’s parents enrolled him at Sydney Grammar School for 

a term or so, but the illness which, one cannot help but feel, was 

psychosomatically controlled by the boy who appeared to suffer 

from it, kept him away for most of the time.  What to do with Fred?  

His parents decided that he would, or could, travel to England, 

continue his studies under the guidance of Galton, who was back in 

England by then, and prepare himself for Oxford.  Still not sixteen, 

he set sail from Sydney, to be collected, a couple of years later by 

Sir William and Lady Manning, and brought … home, if that is the 

right word for a city about which he knew very little.  He and his 

family had lived in some of the finest buildings in colonial Sydney, 

but life in the poorer and often squalid areas surrounding them 

was a mystery which Frederic was never to penetrate.  He stayed 

about three years in the city which was nominally his, then returned 

to the mentorship of Arthur Galton.  Galton took up a position as 

vicar of a country parish, and the two of them moved to Edenham.  

From there, Frederic, despite his diffidence and almost pathological 

inability to present himself to the world as anything but a mind of 

considerable delicacy and percipience, built, ever so slowly, a tiny 

group of friends and confidantes, usually women, in the capital.

When war came, however, and he decided to enlist, it was in 

the King’s Shropshire Regiment, where he ate, trained and slept 

alongside miners and farm labourers with whom one might expect 

him to have nothing in common.  But he seems to have found, in 

this condition of being unsheltered for the first time in his life, that 

his curiosity about his fellow soldiers – or soldier-trainees, for none 

of them could have had much idea of what they were going to be 

thrown into – connected him to them.  He could sleep on a palliasse 

of straw, he could smoke, and think, and talk with anyone near him, 

and they, these strangers who were not strangers to Frederic because 

they shared the humanity that was common to all who were caught 
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up in the war, found his thoughts, his ability to think and express 

what he had in mind, made him one with them.  The Middle Parts 

of Fortune makes abundantly clear how closely he listened to the 

voices around him.  His family’s wealth, and position, back in 

Sydney, meant nothing to the men of Shropshire and I feel certain 

they would never have known Private Manning’s background.  He, 

for his part, would, I think, have been glad to be free of it.  One 

can imagine him in the army as a sort of cell of knowledge, of 

perception, drifting through and among all the other cells, detached 

from whatever their backgrounds had been, to be merged in the 

strange, and huge, formation known as the British Army.

Reading his book about the life of soldiering, one comes across 

passages where it is clear that the discipline of a soldier’s life brings 

into focus certain things which are partly disguised by the daily, 

civilian and social life of peace.  Late in the book, in the chapter 

before he dies, Private Bourne, or is it Private Manning, has these 

thoughts:

Whether it were justified or not, however, the sense of being 

at the disposal of some inscrutable power, using them for 

its own ends, and utterly indifferent to them as individuals, 

was perhaps the most tragic element in the men’s present 

situation.  It was not much use telling them that war was 

only the ultimate problem of all human life stated barely, and 

pressing for an immediate solution.

Much earlier, Manning offers this:

Bourne looked at his newspaper, in the hope of learning 

something about the war, but apart from a few colourless 

details from the French front there was nothing; no one knew 

anything about it; it was like one of the blind forces of nature; 

one could not control it, one could not comprehend it, and 

one could not predict its course from hour to hour.

It is time, I think, to draw together some of Manning’s thoughts.  

Let us start with ‘the ultimate problem of all human life’.  Manning 

again:

The problem which confronted them all equally, though 

some were unable or unwilling to define it, did not concern 

death so much as the affirmation of their own will in the 

face of death; and once the nature of the problem was clearly 

stated, they realised that its solution was continuous, and 

could never be final.

A few years earlier, in a book called Scenes and Portraits, he put it 

a little differently:

Take, for example, the curious paradox of Epicureanism, 

which counsels a temperate pleasure, and yet condemns the 

whole of life as being merely the pursuit of an unattainable 

desire, reconciling us to life by the prospect of death, and 

to death by showing us the vain efforts and innumerable 

vexations of life.

Readers preoccupied with the pangs of growing up, of love or 

family life, may think it a luxury to worry about reconciling life and 

death, but the matter was immediate enough for the men fighting 

beside Private Bourne and Private Manning.

These apparently rude and brutal natures comforted, 

encouraged and reconciled each other to fate, with a 

tenderness and tact which was more moving than anything 

in life.  They had nothing; not even their bodies, which had 
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become mere implements of warfare.  They turned from the 

wreckage and misery of life to an empty heaven, and from 

an empty heaven to the silence of their own hearts.  They 

had been brought to the last extremity of hope, and yet they 

put their hands on each other’s shoulders and said with a 

passionate conviction that it would be all right, though they 

had faith in nothing, but in themselves and each other.

Who would not want to claim the man who could write, and 

think, like that as one of our own?
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In the essays that follow next I want to discuss two family sagas, The 

Fortunes of Richard Mahony by Henry Handel Richardson (its three 

parts published in 1917, 1925, and 1929, with the complete work 

in 1930), and All That Swagger, by Miles Franklin (1936).  Here are 

two passages to indicate a connection between them, the first from 

HHR:

On damp or marshy ground wattles were aflame: great 

quivering masses of softest gold.  Wherever these trees stood, 

the fragrance of their yellow puff-ball blossoms saturated the 

air; one knew, before one saw them, that they were coming, 

and long after they had been left behind one carried their 

honeyed sweetness with one; against them, no other scent 

could have made itself felt.  And to Mahony these waves of 

perfume, into which they were continually running, came, in 

the course of the hours, to stand for a symbol of the golden 

future for which he and Polly were making; and whenever in 

after years he met with wattles in full bloom, he was carried 

back to the blue spring day of this wedding-journey, and 

jogged on once more, in the light cart, with his girl-wife at 

his side.

The opening chapter of All That Swagger details the obstacles 

which Irish society put in the way of a union between Danny 

Delacey and Johanna Cooley, Danny excited by the prospects he 

believes to be offering in Australia, and Johanna far less certain, but 

willing to go with the excitable youngster who wants her to share 

his vision.  They elope.  Six months later, their ship enters Port 

Jackson.  A century later, a descendant of their marriage returns to 

Ireland …

… but not a trace of a Cooley nor a Delacey could he find.  

Nevertheless, in the indestructible archives of imagination, 

Mrs Delacey still sits upon the milestone with her head 

bowed upon her arms.  By the further aid of a simple song, 

Danny and his Johanna remain for ever in the sunlight on 

the stile, he young and brave, and listening to the words she 

now for ever speaks, the lovelight in her eyes, the red upon 

her cheeks.

Two young couples, two engagements with fate.  Two very 

different prose styles, as you will have noticed: a measured 

objectivity, in the writing of HHR, and a loving, excited admiration 

in Miles Franklin’s recall.  Other similarities and even greater 

differences will emerge, I’m sure, as we make the two journeys 

through much the same period of colonial Australia’s story.

In the two essays that follow, quotations from The Fortunes 

of Richard Mahony are from the Reprint Society edition of 1954, 

following the Heinemann edition of 1930, while quotations from All 

That Swagger are from The Bulletin (first Australian) edition of 1936.  

Also referred to are Maurice Guest (Heinemann, London, 1908), The 

Getting of Wisdom (Heinemann, London, 1970), and Myself When 

Young (Heinemann, London, 1948).

Interlude 1
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The Fortunes of Richard Mahony is widely regarded as one of the best 

books written by an Australian, although it is worth remembering 

that its author left for Europe when she was eighteen, after which, 

apart from a six week visit to check details of the huge work she 

had in progress, she never saw the country again.  Yet Australia 

fills the masterpiece which HHR has given us, though it is Richard 

Mahony who is the book’s principal subject, not the country he 

adopted, as a young man, in the hope of leaving with an easily-

gotten fortune.  Mahony – and his wife, Polly, later known as Mary, 

without whom he was always incomplete – Mahony’s fortunes 

are what we follow, somewhat like the miners in the early pages, 

pursuing a lead in hope of striking riches, only to find it petering 

out in dull earth, yielding nothing.  Mahony is the subject, and even 

Ireland, his homeland, and England, though powerfully presented 

when the narrative reaches them, are background, stage-setting, to 

the lengthy, indeed epic, tale.

  The Fortunes of Richard Mahony is HHR’s highest achievement, 

yet, in the presentation that I wish to make, it rests on a prior, less 

obvious achievement internal to the writer: I mean the almost 

statuesque objectivity, wide, even vast, in its scale, which she brings 

to her subject.  If we look at HHR’s writings apart from the famous 

trilogy we will be able to pick out a few suggestions, not much more 

than that, of how this objectivity was gained – gained, because it 

had not always been there.

 First, however – and forgive me, dear reader, if the taking of 

these early steps is frustrating, making you wonder where and how 

to find the entry point of this essay – first, let us go to the opening 

Proem to Australia Felix, the first book of the trilogy.  If we begin at 

the very beginning, we find that a tunnel has collapsed on a digger, 

he can’t be got out in time to save him, so his mates head off for the 

nearest grog-shop ‘to wet their throats to the memory of the dead, 

and to discuss future plans’.  Among them is Long Jim, the mate of 

the dead man, who sits, pannikin of spirit in hand, and eyes full of 

tears, to think about the dying of his own fortunes.  His thoughts go 

back to London, where he was a lamplighter, and his illiterate wife, 

whom he never expects to see again, and he senses that he will end 

his days where he is.  ‘Well, they wouldn’t be many; this was not a 

place that made old bones.’

 Long Jim, in his desperation, resembles the later Richard 

Mahony (whom we’ve not yet encountered) as he sits, brooding on 

his life in London, ‘all the hatred of the unwilling exile for the land 

that gives him house-room burning in his breast.’

 Unwilling exile?  Unwilling?  This is the feeling of a man 

whose venture to the southern continent hasn’t rewarded him as he 

had hoped. And in this regard Long Jim and Richard Mahony are 

alike, each of them dreaming that the new country might give them 

what their homeland would not.

Now that deep sinking was in vogue, gold-digging no longer 

served as a play-game for the gentleman and the amateur; 

The teller of tales presents The Fortunes of Richard Mahony
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the greater number of those who toiled at it were work-tried, 

seasoned men.  And yet, although it had now sunk to the 

level of any other arduous and uncertain occupation, and the 

magic prizes of the early days were seldom found, something 

of the old, romantic glamour still clung to this most famous 

gold-field, dazzling the eyes and confounding the judgement.  

Elsewhere, the horse was in use at the puddling-trough, and 

machines for crushing quartz were under discussion.  But 

the Ballarat digger resisted the introduction of machinery, 

fearing the capitalist machinery would bring in its train.  He 

remained the dreamer, the jealous individualist; he hovered 

for ever on the brink of a stupendous discovery.

In that last sentence we feel HHR reaching for her central figure, 

readying him like a chess piece for the moves to follow.  In the 

lines that I have quoted, one feels that Long Jim is the precursor 

of Richard Mahony, and that the incident of the mine’s collapse, 

the soon-to-be-forgotten tragedy of Long Jim’s mate, has been 

a foretaste of what will be worked out, watched in all its pain, 

throughout the next three volumes.  Having brought the reader 

to this point, HHR launches her book with a tremendous burst, a 

page of rhetoric beginning ‘This dream it was, of vast wealth got 

without exertion’ and leading to the fierce paragraph wherein she 

characterises Australia as it had never been shown before.

Such were the fates of those who succumbed to the “unholy 

hunger”.  It was like a form of revenge taken on them, for 

their loveless schemes of robbing and fleeing; a revenge 

contrived by the ancient, barbaric country they had so lightly 

invaded.  Now, she held them captive – without chains, 

ensorcelled – without witchcraft; and, lying stretched like 

some primeval monster in the sun, her breasts freely bared, 

she watched, with a malignant eye, the efforts made by these 

puny mortals to tear their lips away.

Richard Mahony does get away.  He, unlike Long Jim, makes 

money enough to take him home, and his return, described as Part 

1 of the trilogy, ‘Australia Felix’ ends and Part 2, ‘The Way Home’ 

begins, puts a lift into the prose of HHR such as only the ending of 

a voyage, or a long flight these days, can give:

At sight of (the English shore) Mahony had a shock of surprise 

– that thrilled surprise that England holds for those of her 

sons who journey back, no matter whence, across the bleak 

and windy desert of the seas.  Quite so lovely as this, one had 

not dared to remember the homeland.  There it lay, stretched 

like an emerald belt against its drab background, and was as 

grateful to sun-tired eyes as a draught of mountain water to 

a climber’s parched throat.  Not a rood of this earth looked 

barren or unkempt: veritable lawns ran down to the brink of 

the cliffs; hedges ruled bosky lines about the meadows; the 

villages were bowers of trees – English trees.  Even the rain 

had favoured him: his first glimpse of all this beauty was 

caught at its freshest, grass and foliage having emerged from 

the clouds as if new painted in greenness.

Mankind, this English scene seems to promise, can renew 

itself; it’s a welcome thought to Mahony, but in his mind there lurk 

memories of the land at the other end of the long journey which his 

life, unbeknown to him perhaps, is on its way to becoming – that 

land brought so passionately, fiercely, to life in the opening Proem.  

The British Isles, in all their loveliness, and Australia, so different in 
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almost every way, are not only ‘backgrounds’ for Mahony’s story, 

they are on their way to becoming alternatives, choices for him to 

decide between – he thinks.

 By the end of ‘Ultima Thule’, the third book, Mahony is 

helpless, has no choice, is utterly dependent on Mary, his wife, 

to sustain him as he declines into madness and dies.  In another 

magnificent page, HHR describes his funeral.

Amid these wavy downs Mahony was laid to rest.  It would 

have been after his own heart that his last bed was within 

sound of what he had perhaps loved best on earth – the open 

sea.  A quarter of a mile off, behind a sandy ridge, the surf, 

driving in from the Bight, breaks and booms eternally on 

the barren shore.  Thence, too, come the fierce winds, which, 

in stormy weather, hurl themselves over the land, where 

not a tree, not a bush, not even a fence stands to break their 

force.  Or to limit the outlook.  On all sides the eye can range, 

unhindered, to where the vast earth meets the infinitely 

vaster sky.  And, under blazing summer suns, or when a full 

moon floods the night, no shadow falls on the sun-baked or 

moon-blanched plains, but those cast by the few little stones 

set up in human remembrance.

HHR has almost finished her greatest tale.  It only remains for 

her to re-join the duality of central character and the settings that he 

occupies, and continually opposes:

And, thereafter, his resting place was indistinguishable 

from the common ground.  The rich and kindly earth of 

his adopted country absorbed his perishable body, as the 

country itself had never contrived to make its own, his 

wayward, vagrant spirit.

A vagrant is a wanderer, and a wanderer has no home.  Thus 

Richard Mahony who, when he is in Australia, remembers the 

virtues, the certainties, of ‘home’ and when he is in the British 

Isles, and Europe, remembers the virtues of his country at the 

bottom of the world.  Australia is necessary in Richard Mahony’s 

feelings of displacement, dispossession, when he is in Europe, and 

Europe’s virtues are necessary to his feelings of displacement, of 

dispossession, when he is in his adopted land.  HHR applies the 

word ‘vagrant’ a number of times to the man based on the father 

she knew only towards the end of his long and sad decline, and in a 

way this word is the summation of her sadness as she contemplates 

him, because there is a home for him, at either end of the world, if 

he could only come to terms with, accept, what a home could offer.  

Millions of others live happily enough, or acceptingly, in Europe, 

or in Australia, but Richard Mahony … no.  He wanders from one 

to the other, always dreaming of a situation which will satisfy him, 

never finding peace, and losing the admiration and public position 

which once was his … in the colonial city, much despised by him, 

of Ballarat.

 So we are back where we began, and it is time to return to 

my other theme, the development of HHR’s art from being a teller 

of tales to the novelist of epic span which she was to become.  Once 

again, let us begin at the beginning.  Here is the opening of The 

Getting of Wisdom:

The four children were lying on the grass.

‘… and the Prince went further and further into the forest,’ 

said the elder girl, ‘till he came to a beautiful glade – a glade, 
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you know, is a place in the forest that is green and lovely.  

And there he saw a lady, a beautiful lady, in a long white 

dress that hung down to her ankles, with a golden belt and 

a golden crown.  She was lying on the sward – a sward, you 

know, is grass as smooth as velvet, just like green velvet – 

and the Prince saw the marks of travel on her garments.  The 

bottom of the lovely silk dress was all dirty – ‘

‘Wondrous Fair, if you don’t mind you’ll make that sheet 

dirty, too,’ said Pin.

‘Shut up, will you!’ answered her sister who, carried away by 

her narrative, had approached her boots to some linen that 

was bleaching.

‘Wondrous Fair’ is the name given to herself by Laura Tweedle 

Rambotham, whose story we are reading.  Many years later, the 

then-famous HHR wrote sharply about her own name.

Though my mother had her own beautiful Mary, or the 

Elizabeth or Sarah or Grace of her sisters to choose from, I 

was beplastered with Ethel Florence, on top of the Lindesay, 

and my sister was in much the same boat.  Ethel was bad 

enough, but the Florence I sheerly detested; and it has never 

figured but as an initial in my signature.  Nor did anyone 

make use of the Ethel.  At home I answered to Et or Ettie, 

at school here and there to Etta.  I have often thought, 

revengefully, that if on growing up we feel thus strongly, 

our parents ought to be made to take over the silly names 

inflicted upon us helpless infants.

The gap between Et or Ettie and Wondrous Fair is as wide as 

the gap between reality and imagination, and it is the closing of this 

gap that I hope to explore in this essay.  The gap I speak of is not so 

obvious in Maurice Guest, though it is there, in the obsessive passion 

that Maurice focuses on Louise Dufrayer, the young woman whose 

brother has a station in Queensland (see the first essay in this 

series).  The gap is much more clearly visible in The Getting of 

Wisdom; it is arguable, in my view, that Laura gains no particular 

wisdom within the pages of this small book, but is simply forced to 

realise that she must conform if she is to free herself of the scorn felt 

for her by more ‘normal’ girls.  Laura is an outsider, and the school 

she attends, based on Melbourne’s Presbyterian Ladies College, is 

sternly directed to turning young ladies into the sort of women that 

society believes it needs.  Late in the book, HHR gives us a passage 

about square pegs and round holes, a passage which offers Laura 

almost the only absolution she’s given in this book, but the school 

itself is in no doubt that its girls must be made to fit whatever 

spaces have been allocated to them.  This means that the schooling 

is not only strict, but confining, and it is in the imaginative lives of 

the girls that the confinement is most closely felt.

 Nowhere is this more obvious than in the need for romance 

which brings four girls to hang on Laura’s lips when she tells them 

about her visit to the household of Mr Shepherd, a curate  whose 

services are attended by girls from Laura’s school.

A pantomime of knowing smiles and interrogatory grimaces 

greeted her, when, having brushed the cake-crumbs from 

her mouth, she joined her class.  For the twinkling of an 

eye, Laura hesitated, being unprepared.  Then, however, as 

little able as a comic actor to resist pandering to the taste of 

the public, she yielded to this hunger for spicy happenings, 

and did what was expected of her: clapped her hands, one 
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over the other, to her breast, and cast her eyes heavenwards.  

Curiosity and anticipation reached a high pitch; while Laura, 

by tragically shaking her head, gave it to be understood that 

no signs could transmit what she had been through, since 

seeing her friends last.

Laura knows only too well what the girls would like to hear, 

and knows, too, that if all she gives them are her own very sharp 

perceptions of the curate’s household, two sisters doting on a 

querulous, ambitious man, her opportunity to gain status by taking 

control of her classmates’ imaginations will be lost.  So she gives 

them what they want.

For, crass realists though these young colonials were, and 

bluntly as they faced facts, they were none the less just as 

hungry for romance as the most insatiable novel-reader.  

Romance in any guise was hailed by them, and swallowed 

uncritically, though it was no more permitted to interfere 

with the practical conduct of their lives than it is in the case 

of just that novel-reader, who puts untruth and unreality 

from him, when he lays his book aside.  Another and 

weightier reason was, their slower brains could not conceive 

the possibility of such extraordinarily detailed lying as that 

to which Laura now subjected them.  Its very elaboration 

stood for its truth.

‘Its very elaboration stood for its truth.’  There’s a statement 

we will need to revisit, later in this essay, to see how it affects our 

reading of the trilogy.  For the moment, though, let us return to 

the Ladies College, where a young creator of fictions which her 

listeners need is learning her trade.  Every story-teller knows the 

power of a secret kiss:

… the more the girls heard, the more they wished to hear.  

She had early turned Miss Isabella into a staunch ally of her 

own, in the dissension she had introduced into the curate’s 

household; and one day she arrived at a hasty kiss, stolen 

in the vestry after evening service, while Mr Shepherd was 

taking off his surplice.  The puzzle had been to get herself 

into the vestry; but, once there, she saw what followed as 

if it had actually happened.  She saw Mr Shepherd’s arm 

slipped with diffident alacrity around her waist, and her 

own virtuous recoil …

Laura’s friends are taken in; they want to know more.  Her 

imagination works overtime, and for a brief period she holds sway 

over them, as she wants to do.   She is smaller than the other girls, 

poorer, neither so well-dressed nor so well-connected.  Some of the 

girls can see their futures radiantly, if conventionally, before them; 

Laura is unsure.  She has nothing to go back to, so what does the 

future hold?  Little enough, yet she feels inside herself the power 

of incantation, imagination, story.  The girls, who have not yet been 

possessed by love, though they feel it lies ahead of them, waiting, 

turn to Laura …

… until it becomes clear to them that she’s been lying, as 

they say, savagely, viciously, to her, dragging her into misery and 

despair.  They reject her, rejecting a part of themselves as they do 

so.  Laura remains an isolate for many weeks, until she is asked to 

be the room-mate of a beautiful older girl called Evelyn.  Laura can 

hardly believe her luck, but even so she is surprised when Evelyn 
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gets her to tell the story of her visit to the Shepherds’ home and the 

deception of her friends that followed.

Evelyn, to Laura’s amazement, thinks that what she did was 

funny.  She laughs till tears run down her cheeks.  ‘It’s the best joke 

I’ve heard for an age.  Tell us again – from the very beginning.’  

Laura repeats the story, with a little fresh embroidery, and Evelyn 

– lovely Evelyn – laughs again.  The later pages of The Getting of 

Wisdom are full of Evelyn’s calm, her beauty and good humour, 

and of Laura’s obsession with her, a greedy desire to possess the 

impossible.  Evelyn leaves the school, and Laura loses her, despite, 

we discover by reading the late, indeed posthumous memoir, 

Myself When Young (1948), Evelyn’s best efforts to add Laura to the 

circles she moves in when school is behind her.

She went to considerable lengths to keep things going.  

But I felt myself an interloper in her family-circle, a sort of 

pariah dog among her new and stylish friends, I poor, and 

unsuitably dressed, and always on the watch for slights or 

patronage.  Besides, it was small joy to me to share her.  I 

wanted to have her to myself, and if I couldn’t, then I didn’t 

want her at all.  And so we gradually drifted apart.

Even so, Evelyn is on the pier when HHR, her mother and 

sister leave for Europe.  They meet again in London, ‘but an Evelyn 

married, and living in a whirl, bore little likeness to the girl I had 

loved.  If I wanted to recover her, I had to fish out one of the old 

photographs and see her as I then knew her, with her laughing, 

provocative eyes – dark, velvety eyes under a thatch of sunlit hair 

– and altogether so lovely that she could pass nowhere unnoticed.’  

One of the salient features of Ethel Florence Lindesay Richardson 

is the fact that by the time she left Australia for England and then 

Leipzig, she had twice been consumed by passion, once for the 

beautiful Evelyn, and once for a man.  The man, of whom more in a 

moment, was the twenty-eight year old curate at Maldon, Victoria, 

and Ettie Richardson ‘fell in love, desperately, hopelessly in love, 

with a man fifteen years my senior.’

 The reader may feel that this essay has by now descended 

into prying, but I am searching for the steps along the way from 

the young Laura (in The Getting of Wisdom) to the mature and far-

sighted artist who gave us the famous trilogy.  We are compelled to 

speculate because HHR herself is unlikely to give much away.  Here 

is how she opens Myself When Young:

It has never been my way to say much about my private life.  

Rightly or wrongly, I believed this only concerned myself.  

And I trusted my husband to supply, on my death, any 

further information that might be asked for.  Now that he 

is gone, however, there is no one to take his place, and so I 

propose to jot down a few facts about myself, and memories 

of my childhood, which may possibly be of interest to some 

who have read my books.

Not much given away there!  But she does tell us that Evelyn 

tried to maintain a link between the two girls who had shared 

a room at school, and that it was Ettie, HHR herself, who had 

preferred the gap to remain.

The twenty-eight year old curate was Jack Stretch, and he took 

over his father’s parish at Maldon, where Mary Richardson, HHR’s 

mother, was postmistress.

As long as (my father) lived, Mother made a practice of 
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going to church and taking us with her; she looked on it 

as a duty she owed to his position.  After his death, to the 

best of my recollection, she never attended a church again, 

being work-weary and glad of her Seventh-day’s rest, and at 

heart one of the least religious of women.  In her daily life a 

model for many a professing Christian, she acted solely by 

her own lights, and believed only in what she could see and 

hear for herself.  As for us, she took care that we said our 

prayers night and morning; but that was all, it wasn’t in her 

to lead us further; and our childish petitions were pattered 

off without thinking.  The result of this spiritual starvation 

was that, when I did “get” religion, I got it fanatically, and as 

befitted a very impressionable age.  But there was more to it 

than this.  My new ardour coincided and became mixed up 

with an emotional experience, so strange and so shattering, 

that it compelled me to seek help, and comfort from a power 

outside myself.  For now I fell in love, desperately, hopelessly 

in love, with a man fifteen years my senior.

She goes on:

In Brighton, rumour credited him with leaving behind a 

“trail of broken hearts.”  Yes, Jack Stretch was famed for 

his good looks.  Small wonder that a child so susceptible to 

personal beauty should share the general infatuation.  What 

was remarkable was its power of endurance.  For this proved 

no short-lived fancy, of the here to-day and gone to-morrow 

kind.  It overshadowed my whole girlhood; and I had still 

not succeeded in stamping it out when I left Australia, some 

six years afterwards.

So the boat that took the Richardsons to Europe took a little of 

Jack Stretch and of Evelyn too.  When she boarded their boat, Ettie 

found that Evelyn had put a ‘princely box’ of powder in her cabin 

‘to help you through the voyage.’  Ettie used it for years, spinning ‘a 

sort of invisible thread between us; for at any time a fresh whiff of 

the scent was enough to bring her back, together with the gloriously 

happy and gloriously unhappy memories of the old days.’  So Ettie 

had loved Evelyn at school, and Laura, while still a schoolgirl, had 

told the other girls a fantasy-romance based on something that 

had happened to Ettie at Maldon.  Her books were not yet written, 

but two of the major events of her life were behind her, still being 

considered, digested, within her psyche.

She travelled to Europe, she studied piano at Leipzig, then she 

gave up her musical ambitions and married.  She turned, naturally 

enough, but only after a time, to writing.  Years later, she found 

herself stuck, when working on her trilogy; she describes herself as 

‘cross, tired and generally disgruntled.’

And one day I vented my irritation by flinging out: “I don’t 

know I’m sure how I ever came to write Maurice Guest – a 

poor ignorant little colonial like me!”

My husband glanced up from his writing-table, and said in 

his wise, quiet way: “But emotionally very experienced.”

At the moment I rather blinked the idea, being unprepared 

for it, then went away to my own room to think it over.  And 

the more I thought the more I saw how true it was – though, 

till now, the connexion had never occurred to me.  That is 

to say, I had written Maurice quite unaware of what I was 

drawing on.  Later events had naturally had a certain share 

in his story.  But his most flagrant emotions – his dreams, 

hopes and fears, his jealousy and despair, his sufferings 
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under rejection and desertion – could all be traced back to 

my own unhappy experience.

I invite the reader to look closely at the above lines; the teller 

of tales as a schoolgirl, the writer of tales as a young woman in 

Europe, where she feels very much at home, is brought to realise, 

by a remark of her husband’s, whom she trusts deeply, that there 

is an important, a necessary link between her own nature, her 

experiences, the sort of woman she is, and the writings – the tales 

– she produces.  I do not think it any exaggeration to say that 

in the moment HHR is describing we can see something of her 

development towards the objectivity which allowed her to produce 

the trilogy.  She continues:

No wonder the book had come easy to write.  I had just to 

magnify and re-dress the old pangs.  But the light thrown 

by my husband’s words did not stop there.  It cleared up 

other knots and tangles in my life, which at the time of their 

happening had seemed stupidly purposeless.  Now I began 

to sense a meaning in these too, to see them as threads in 

a general pattern.  And gradually the conviction deepened 

that, to a writer, experience was the only thing that mattered.  

Hard and bitter as it might seem, it was to be welcomed 

rather than shrunk from, reckoned as a gain not a loss.  Since 

then, I think I may say that the natural rebel in me has been 

considerably less to the fore.

These lines were written late in HHR’s life, but the experience 

she is describing occurred many years earlier.  Notice that HHR, in 

her secretive, guarded way, tells us that she was stuck at some point 

in her writing of The Fortunes of Richard Mahony but she does not 

confide in the reader what part of the trilogy gave her this difficulty.  

Perhaps it doesn’t matter.  If I had to guess – and it would be no 

more than a guess, made on the basis of no information, merely the 

suggestion of a hunch – it would have something to do with the 

introduction of the little boy Cuffy, quite late in the trilogy.  Cuffy is 

the first child of Richard and Mary Mahony, a late and unexpected 

arrival, and he’s precious to them both.  The reader senses that 

Cuffy, a boy, represents the writer as a child.  He clings desperately 

to his mother as his father loses his grip – always a loose one – on 

the world around him, and he resents his father for creating so 

many problems and difficulties.  In his querulousness the reader 

feels the writer’s complaint at having to set out so much suffering, 

at having to accept with understanding that her own existence 

arises from these difficulties she finds hard to bear.  The presence 

of Cuffy in the trilogy is something like a protest at the need for 

objectivity which the writer in HHR has imposed, and it is also, 

paradoxically, an assertion that objectivity will be maintained – at 

whatever cost.

 The cost is high, and I don’t think it is, as it seems, the loss 

of music.  No, it is the loss of the ability to be so subjective that one 

must be accounted as mad.  That is a loss?  Yes.  HHR establishes 

this, I believe, in Part I, Chapter 9 of Ultima Thule, when the Mahony 

household is visited by Baron von Krause, and the Baron invites 

the young Cuffy to listen to him play the piano, and sing a little.  It 

is easy for the reader to say that von Krause is a walk-on part for 

someone resembling Ferdinand von Mueller the botanist, but what 

is he doing there?  What effect is he having on the young Cuffy’s 



66

personality, and what is the reader to make of him?  Indeed, when 

his visit is over, and his offer to pay for Cuffy’s musical education 

has been rejected by the boy’s parents, with Mary strongly against 

his scheme, one has to ask why this section, this incident, found a 

place in the trilogy.

 I think one can read the von Krause section of the book 

without being entirely sure of any answers to these questions, so 

let us interrogate the section a little.  What happens?  Von Krause 

makes a point of visiting the Mahonys on his way from Sydney to 

Melbourne, but his interaction with Cuffy is more important than 

his contact with the boy’s parents.  Von Krause plays and sings 

for the boy, but is unimpressed by the boy’s mechanical efforts 

at the keyboard.  He makes the boy identify the notes he plays, 

after telling him to turn away.  This Cuffy does.  The visitor talks 

about the music he’s played: the composer was capable of being 

marvellously, lyrically, sane, and just as capable of expressing the 

disturbance that made him mad.  (Cuffy’s father, well on the way 

to madness, listens at the edge of proceedings.)  The visitor, von 

Krause – Baron von Mueller in fictive form – takes the boy for a 

walk in the bush he knows better than any European on earth, and, 

as the two of them sit on a log, he tells Cuffy that the composer 

whose music they have heard was Schumann.

Mark that, my little one … mark it well!

Cuffy pronounces the word as best he can, and asks a question:

‘Shooh man.  What’s mad?’

Von Krause replies:

Ach!  Break not the little head over such as this.  Have no 

care.  The knowledge will soon enough come of pain and 

suffering.

The little boy makes a bold claim about the life that lies ahead of 

him.

Sliding down from the log, he jumped and danced, feeling 

now somehow all glad inside.  “I will say music too, when 

I am big.”

Von Krause – Baron von Mueller turned into a fiction that needs to 

happen - replies:

“Ja ja!    But so easy it is not to shake the music out of the 

sleeve.  Man must study hard.  It belongs a whole lifetime 

thereto … and much, much courage.  But this I will tell you, 

my little ambitious one!  Here is lying” – and the Baron 

waved his arm all round him – “a great new music hid.”

We cannot know for sure, but this passage would seem to have 

been written in the mid-nineteen twenties, when HHR had been 

absent from Australia – I dare not call it her homeland, for that was 

nowhere but in her mind – for three and a half decades.  ‘A great 

new music hid!’  Von Krause goes on.

He who makes it, he will put into it the thousand feelings 

awoken in him by this emptiness and space, this desolation; 

with always the serene blue heaven above, and these pale, 

sad, so grotesque trees that weep and rave.  He puts the 

golden wattle in it when it blooms and reeks, and this 

melancholy bush, oh, so old, so old, and this silence as of 

death that nothing stirs.  No birdleins will sing in his Musik.  

But will you be that one, my son, you must first have given 
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up all else for it … all the joys and pleasures that make the 

life glad.  These will be for the others not for you, my dear … 

you must only go wizout … renounce … look on.  But come, 

let us now home, and I will speak … yes I shall speak of it to 

the good Mamma and Papa!

The Baron writes to Richard and Mary Mahony, offering to take 

charge of the boy and his musical education, but Mary, though 

Richard has some sympathy for the idea, will have none of it.  ‘If 

Cuffy goes, I go too!’  In the games of her children, Schumann 

becomes ‘Shooh-man’ and then ‘Shooh, woman!’  HHR closes the 

matter, and the chapter, with: ‘And this phrase, which remained 

in use long after its origin was forgotten, was the sole trace left on 

Cuffy’s life by the Baron’s visit.’

So why was the Baron brought into the story, if his effects were 

to be nil?  The questions I raised before present themselves again.  

To answer them, I think we must concede that the master-narrator 

controlling the Richard Mahony trilogy has for a moment – half 

a dozen pages – reverted to Laura Tweedle Rambotham, or even 

Wondrous Fair.  The whole incident is a fabrication to bring into the 

story the vision, the lifelong purpose, which the Baron expresses.  

Why the Baron?  Because he is the colony’s most noted, and 

admired – though he is laughed at on every hand – outsider.  Baron 

von Mueller, with his medals, orders and honours, belongs to, has 

the recognition of, the noble and best educated classes of Europe.  

It must be assumed, therefore, that in some way not available to 

the rough and ready colonials, he knows.  He offers his imprimatur 

to the Mahonys’ little boy, but more importantly he sees, and 

expresses, what someone will do, one day, for the country when 

those who have been born in it give it their hearts, and their lives, 

in turning it into … 

… music.  The art of HHR was writing, and I think we can 

re-write the Baron’s speech in our minds so that it is addressed 

to artists of any sort, not only musicians, though it is natural for 

a German to put music as the highest of the arts and was also, 

I suppose, a natural thing for HHR to do, since she studied at 

Leipzig, the city of J.S. Bach.  What a challenge the Baron puts 

before the boy, and then before his parents.  The Baron will see 

to his training, the Baron will take charge of him, the Baron will 

make him what – perhaps! – he has it in him to be!  I think HHR, in 

introducing the Baron at this late stage in the trilogy, is doing many 

things.  First, she is reasserting her own importance.  If she is telling 

the story of her father and her mother, she is telling the story of 

herself.  Wondrous Fair and Laura Tweedle Rambotham have their 

rights too!  This is not as self-centred as it might appear.  She can 

only heal herself if she understands where her problems came from.  

To heal herself, she must forgive, and it is impossible to forgive 

unless first one understands.  This means that intense subjectivity 

must give way to that statuesque objectivity I referred to at the start 

of this essay.  Arriving at this state is no simple matter.  Everything 

about HHR’s origins and her potential have to be uncovered and 

explored.  Potential?  The trilogy is far advanced when Baron von 

Krause visits Cuffy’s home.  In the book, his visit comes to nothing, 

but in the life that Ethel Florence Lindesay Richardson lived, she, the 

writer, is challenged every day by what the Baron puts before the 
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boy, the writer, and her readers, every one of them, one generation 

after another, as long as the book is read.

Earlier in this essay, I drew attention to HHR’s observation 

on Laura’s detailed lying: ‘Its very elaboration stood for its truth.’  

The visit of Baron von Krause is perhaps the most striking of the 

numerous elaborations and devices used by HHR to give life and 

variety to the third part of her book: does it stand for its truth?

It’s a question I find hard to deal with because ‘truth’ is such a 

variable quantity, and it changes in nature and appearance according 

to the angle from which it is approached.  ‘Truth’ is a good example 

of the difficulties we encounter when we use one word as the 

name for many things.  ‘Truth’ is perhaps little more than an ideal, 

realised at times, in its more easily stated forms, but for the most 

part a thing difficult to define, and most easily understood when 

placed a little beyond the edges of the mind, in storage, as it were, 

rather than in use; to be drawn on, and referred to, rather than held 

in hand every minute of the day.  Truth?  Is it an idea, within the 

control of reason; a feeling, within the control of what we like to call 

‘the heart’; or something elusive in our imaginations, influencing us 

in ways beyond prediction?

The latter, the dedicated story-teller has to say; all three, the 

idealists among us would prefer.  Henry Handel Richardson 

understood better than most the illusory nature of truth, and the 

ways by which those who would discover it, and then present 

it, have to re-position themselves continually in order to create a 

reflection of reality that others will be prepared to accept.  ‘But will 

you be that one, my son, you must first have given up all else for 

it … you must only go wizout … renounce … look on.’  I think we 

can find that this is what Ettie Richardson did in making herself 

a writer, in turning herself into HHR, a woman with her husband 

placed carefully between her and the world, and when her husband 

died, with her secretary, Olga Roncoroni in the same, protective, 

position.  I think she set herself to understand a little more than she 

could handle in a conventional, every-day fashion: she could rise to 

the Baron’s challenge on the page, in her writing, that is, but day to 

day reality, when it hadn’t been turned into story, or wasn’t on the 

way to being presented as such, was a little more than she cared to 

deal with.
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A look at All That Swagger (1936) by way of seeing how Miles 

Franklin reconciled her need to be at one with her nation’s past, 

and with her family too, while expressing something of what she 

felt was the spirit of her time.

All That Swagger is a family saga, but what sort of family?  What 

sort of saga?  Every family is a mixture of families, since outsiders 

marry in, and produce children who are half insiders, carrying on 

the established line, and half outsiders, with the potential to pull 

the patriarchal family they were born into back onto the rails of the 

family their mother came from.  I, for instance, am an Eagle, but my 

mother was a Duncan, and the Duncans recite their story with as 

much pride as the Eagles, and if we stop to consider, the Duncans 

are as much a mixture of admixtures as the Eagles …  A family line, 

a family ‘character’ are constructs, usually created by the men or 

women whose imaginations are strongest.  Humans need definition.  

We cannot think without a few precepts unchallenged in our minds 

to fall back on when we’re most in doubt.  Personal identity, and 

that includes ‘family’, is something that must be sustained.  The 

idea of family, and the idea of our particular family, are necessary to 

us.  The family members surrounding a young child are a collection 

of strengths and weaknesses that can be likened, I think, to rocks – 

some to be built on, some to be avoided.

So what is a family saga?  Ideally, it is a collection of stories 

woven into a coherent and extended narrative, with gaps filled by 

the narrator if he or she is aware of them, or left for the reader/

listener to notice, if the narrator isn’t troubled by what’s been left 

out.  Why do I ask these questions?  Because All That Swagger looks 

like a lengthy example of the type, complex in detail though simple 

in outline, and I think I myself read it that way for many years, 

until I began to examine Miles Franklin’s writing more closely, at 

which point I found that my earlier admiration had become much 

more troubled.  In the previous essay I referred to the ‘statuesque 

objectivity’ of the later Henry Handel Richardson; it’s a quality we 

won’t find in All That Swagger, and I rather wonder what Miles 

would have thought of the trilogy created by the earlier, self-exiled 

writer.  I say thought, because it would have been different from 

what she’d have said.  In public, I’m sure that she would have 

praised the other woman’s achievement, but what she felt when 

she studied the trilogy – if she ever did – is hard to imagine.  She 

would certainly have sensed that HHR’s methods could never be 

hers, not least because her underlying need to tell her family’s story 

came from a different quarter of the mind from that of Richardson’s 

need, and her methods, as we shall see, were cheese to Richardson’s 

chalk.

Indeed I want to ask whether Miles’ book is best thought of 

as a family saga, obvious as this might seem, or would it better 

be considered as a hymn to Australia, the whole book a song 

of encouragement to Australians to live according to the nobly 

egalitarian (if I may put those words together!) principles by which 

Keeping it in the family; one way to interpret the past
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Danny Delacy lived his life?  I think that as I examine the book I 

shall be finding points at which Miles Franklin exhorts her readers 

to see their country in a certain way and I think, also, that this 

moral-exhortation view of the book is the only way of seeing it that 

holds its disparate methods together.

Let us turn now to the book.  As usual, I begin at the beginning, 

and it’s in Ireland.  What does Miles Franklin think of Ireland?  

Does she know anything about it?

These sound like objective questions, which means that they 

will be of little use, Miles being the sort of writer she is.  Does she 

know anything about Ireland?  Yes and no.  Miles is by no means 

a student of Irish history, but she is the inheritor, the recipient, of 

that endless stream of folklore, fantasy and rhetorical talk (talk, 

talk, talk!) which flows through the worldwide diaspora.  She’s 

part of Ireland in that strange way whereby people of Irish descent 

manage their affairs and their thinking in defiance of the various 

‘logics’ which other peoples, other cultures, try to impose.  Danny 

and his Johanna escape from Ireland in hopes of a more prosperous 

and less restricted life on the other side of the globe, but this 

means, of course, that they bring Ireland with them in their minds.  

Danny finds what he wants in his pioneering of two properties 

at the bottom of New South Wales, but Johanna never attains the 

‘elegancies’ she’s learned to desire before she leaves her home.  She 

can’t forget the loneliness, the isolation, she felt at Burrabinga, the 

second of her husband’s properties, where, left on her own while 

Danny went off selling cattle, she saw their hut burn down.  The fire 

inflicts terrible burns on her daughter, Kathleen Moyna, and despite 

Johanna’s efforts, the little girl dies, and something of Johanna 

with her.  Love and excitement fall away from her marriage.  Her 

husband, when eventually he returns to his family, has had a leg 

amputated after a fall from his horse, and he, in Johanna’s eyes 

at least, is no more than a quirky, garrulous little man who is so 

attentive to his rambling thoughts, his axe and his pipe that he can 

never succeed at the main game – making money and creating a 

socially desirable homestead.

Comments reflecting Miles Franklin’s feminism are sprinkled 

throughout the book, so that she makes the reader feel keenly 

for Johanna’s inability to get her family’s life onto the path that 

she desires, yet her sympathies are with Danny.  There are more 

important things for him to do than to humour his wife.  He 

must …

What must Danny do?

Danny is the book’s repository of virtue, and he must be true 

to his way of understanding life: his vision.  Things like wealth, 

power, status, influence, are of little importance to him.  If he can 

live by right principles, live generously, keeping always his vision 

in mind, then he is a happy man.  What is that vision that means so 

much to him?

Danny’s vision is something he sees almost every day.  It’s in 

the way he feels when he climbs out of the valley where Bewuck has 

been built and looks at the ranges encircling him, stretching to the 

horizons that surround him also.  Here is Danny at the end of his 

life, taking his last long walk.

Near the crest of the cutting he sat on a gray log.  He 
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remembered felling the tree, more than half a century gone; 

it remained as sound as a stone and was decorated with 

beaded lichen.  He watched the Murrumbidgee tumbling 

from the Bunyip Hole into Delacy’s Crossing, and heard 

the complaint of the casuarinas mingling with its sigh as it 

ran from out eternity into eternity, crying Husssssssssssh! to 

the sun or stars.  There was mystery for you!  Danny liked 

to ponder on mysteries, but the twin mysteries of time and 

space were overpowering.

Danny wanders on, with his staff and wooden leg, ‘a figure firmly 

etched into the consciousness of the district.’  He is known, and 

talked about, over a sizeable region, but there are few who can 

grasp the preoccupations of his mind.

Far away was the timeless, illimitable blue with the 

mountains prinked upon it and a presence palpitant with 

a thousand centuries of oblivion, behind which the sun was 

going down to Riverina to rise on old Ireland, now so near 

at hand.  Poor Ireland!  So scourged by conquerors and 

usurpers, that at best she could have afforded him room 

for a goat and the operations of a spade, but here was the 

glory of wide horizons, sublimely empty.  He worshipped 

the pregnant peace of the piled ridges with their lore 

unlegended.  Potential revelation hovering just beyond 

capture gave the locality its haunting magic.

“The moind!  The moind!” he spoke aloud to himself, in the 

way of a poet lacking an audience.

A few days later, Danny is dead.  The book has run three quarters 

of its length, and without Johanna and Danny, it would seem to 

have run out of energy, and certainly vision, but this is not so.  

The last quarter of the book is packed with Miles’ treatment of the 

transition from Danny, the pioneer, to those of his descendants who 

also seek his grail.  They are, in order, Harry, Danny’s third son, a 

man without worldly success, Harry’s son Darcy, a youngster who, 

in the flat and often arid inland country, far from the mountains, 

repeats the pioneering adventures of the old man until he returns 

to marry Clare Margaret Delacy, his first cousin.  Clare Margaret, I 

often think, is Miles Franklin’s portrait of the self she would like to 

have been, and was, in some measure, perhaps.  Clare Margaret and 

Darcy have a child, Brian; Darcy dies in the book’s most moving 

scene, and Clare Margaret devotes herself to giving the boy his 

chance.  He’s sent away to school in Sydney, gets a scholarship to 

Oxford, he becomes an airman, he returns …

The last pages of the book make it clear that Brian is the 

modernisation of Danny.  His wife, for he has one, an American 

aviatrix called Lola, is pregnant, so there will soon be an heir, and 

Brian, so important for himself, and for his mother, Clare Margaret, 

has turned, or been turned, by a pregnancy and by the author’s 

intent, into a link in the chain which joins the generations.  Franklin 

uses Brian, in the last pages, as her way of looking into the future, 

giving him the task of carrying the vision which has been her theme, 

the finest thing sustaining human life, and linking the minds of her 

people, and the minds of her readers too, with those holy, wondrous 

mountains where she spent her earliest years.

So, to return to my questions at the beginning of this essay – 

what sort of family, what sort of saga? – I have now to say that All 

That Swagger is a book of considerable complexity which has as 
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its backbone a very simple spine: Danny, Harry, Darcy/Clare, and 

finally Brian.  It sounds simple, but there is still a good deal more 

to say.

The account I have just given is such a simple one that readers 

who know the book may wonder why so much has been left out 

– Hennessy the publican, and the various courtships that do and 

don’t lead to the firmly tied knot of marriage.  Miles handles these 

with gusto, though readers who are not accustomed to communities 

where everyone knows everyone else – thoroughly, and down to 

the last detail of their business – will find themselves thumbing 

the pages in an attempt to find the diagram, or should I call it the 

family forest, for which they feel a need.  Though I’ve read the book 

numerous times I still get confused over who’s married to whom, or 

whose child this one is!  Franklin assumes that the reader can easily 

stay abreast of the flood of information and activity she pours onto 

her pages, and the truth is that some of us can’t.

There is a reason for this.  The book sits in an undefined area 

between fiction and actuality.  Franklin has a disconcerting – and 

annoying, to me – way of revealing that some of the events in 

her tale are real.  True.  Actual.  As an example, let us turn to the 

moment when Sissy Vance, a child of twelve, discovers that her 

mother is in bed with William Delacy.  This is not because a sexual 

union has taken place but because William has mistaken the room 

where he is to sleep.  He was drunk.  Sissy blurts out what she’s 

seen before the women of the household can suppress her.

The young gathered out of sight to giggle.  The elders upheld 

their dignity by laughing when the young were not by.

The pressure of merriment speedily united both camps in 

that hearty laughter memory of which persists to this day.  

(my italics)

And Miles continues in a way that would occur to no other writer:

There was much laughter in the unexpected continent where 

even the birds chortled in derision and were mimicked by 

their own kind.

The birds!  They’re everywhere, they’re part of the country’s 

fauna, but they’re also a part of Miles Franklin’s unique way of 

validating – no, sanctifying – anything she approves of.  I said that 

the book can be seen as a hymn to Australia; the reader knows when 

Miles approves of somebody or something in her tale, because it 

will lead her to write like this:

(Danny) was invigorated in mind and body by the solitude 

amid the stately boles of the gums, resembling marble 

pillars.  Sunbeams fell like searchlights through the roofs 

of sickle leaves onto the bracken and aromatic shrubs 

below.  Magpies, black and white cockatoos, yang-yangs, 

tits, kookaburras, honey-eaters, wood-peckers, thrushes and 

countless other friends were with him all the day, as they had 

been over forty years earlier when Bewuck had been equally 

virgin …

Virgin.  Della Delacy, eldest daughter of Johanna and Danny, 

has felt the need to marry, instead of becoming the nun that her 

mother wants her to be, or the household frump Danny takes 

for granted.  She manages to get Edward Angus to marry her, 

though he’s much younger.  Johanna turns grumpy, Danny offers 

to make them a garden, and the wedding takes place without any 
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description except the lines I’ve quoted above.  The marriage, you 

will notice, is not sanctified by the ceremony but by the setting, the 

mountains, and above all by the birds:

Mimicry by pet magpies and other birds was an amusing 

parody, that of the lyre-birds a spell-binding recital.  On 

misty winter mornings when all was damp and dripping, 

and fragrant as imagination with the sharp, sweet tang of the 

dead leaves, when other creatures were still, then the lyre-

bird’s notes rang full and clear through the eucalypt aisles.

The Australia invoked by Miles is still there, though if we visit 

her forest today we’re likely to see regrowth timber, not the primeval 

bush of Danny’s time; it’s more likely, though, that we’ll fly over it 

in a plane, or rush through it in a four wheel drive, so much faster 

than the horses of Danny’s day.  Miles’ vision, that continuation of 

Danny’s vision, is a creation of his generation and she must have 

known, when she wrote her biggest and strongest book, that the 

things she was talking about were already in the past.

There are markers through the book to show the reader time’s 

progression.  One generation gives way to the next, as I’ve already 

pointed out, but there are historical markers too.  The first words 

of Chapter 10 are ‘Gold!  Gold!’ and if we jump forward to Chapter 

13, the cry is ‘Horses!  Horses!’  This second cry is part of one of the 

historical analyses which Miles sprinkles here and there, pushing 

the fictional aspect of her creation aside while she lectures.  Whether 

you enjoy these pronouncements or regard them as an abandonment 

of her work of story-telling (Henry Handel Richardson, where are 

you now?), will probably depend on whether or not you like what 

you read.  For example:

(Danny’s) practice of equality with all men foreran a 

continent-wide experiment, which, when he was in his grave, 

flowered in measures of political freedom and protection for 

the average man, and raised the personnel of the working 

class to the highest in any nation, an altitude which indicated 

what the average man could, and also what he could never 

become nor achieve without inspired leadership.

Absence of backward breeds abolished the flunkey class; the 

transformation of the peasant element was the contribution of 

the horse.  No man can remain a peasant and go a-horse …

Brian Delacy, when the story focuses on him, has been asked 

to stand down from Oxford, and has become a pilot.  He and Lola 

– whom he marries because respectability is important with the 

Delacys, Miles explains – fly to Australia in what sounds like an 

early version of the helicopter.  Quite a trip!  The transition had 

begun when he was still a child.

“Horses will soon be two a penny,” the breeders said.

A few years more and the motor car, which had excited 

such derision at the beginning of the century, became a 

commercial reality – the final challenge to the horse and all 

the swagger of his acolytes.  Most people were still assured 

that the motor car could never be anything but a toy for the 

wealthy.  The cost would keep it above the ordinary man, 

who would have to depend on the horse.

Brian Delacy, despite what the reader will make of him, is 

intended to be a modern man, because he sees flight – flying 

machines – as transformative of human life.  In describing him 

in this way I am stepping around some truly dreadful writing by 
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Miles Franklin because I want to stay with her argument, which I 

think is representative of one strand of thought in the period when 

she wrote, and the earlier period in which she was formed.  I want 

to concentrate for a moment on the way the book ends, because I 

think it will tell us a lot about why it was written in the first place.

The book ends with Lola, Brian’s pregnant wife – though 

nobody knows, as yet – being taken to see the wonder of the old 

Delacy properties.  She’s not very interested but her absence from 

Sydney creates the opportunity for Adrienne, another cousin of 

the family, to have an affair with Brian.  Tut tut!  Lola returns 

unexpectedly, hiding herself under the bedspread until Adrienne 

comes in with Brian.  Her perfumes, we have already been told, 

are on the dressing table.  Lola listens to the lovers, then confronts 

them.  Adrienne wants to fight for Brian, and Lola faints, but when 

a doctor is called the matter is as good as over.  The doctor is both 

a female and a gynaecologist!  Adrienne is whisked away for 

comforting, Lola goes into a deep sleep for twenty-four hours, and 

Brian isn’t needed.  He sees, more quickly than anyone except a 

novelist’s mouthpiece could ever see, that he has been moved from 

being a young man admired by attractive women to …

… something greater than himself, greater than amour; it 

was the extension of himself, a link in an unbroken chain – 

immortality.

While Lola sleeps and others take care of the distressed 

Adrienne, Brian, having not much else to do, gets into a plane and 

flies from Sydney, south to the mountains where the book has been 

set.

Before him lay the destined land of Daniel Brian Robert M. 

Delacy, in its aura of palpitant silence, enchantment welling 

from its ageless mystery.  From that pregnant oblivion, 

glittering free of humanity to the Pole, shimmering broadly 

to the equator, might come the revelation for which man 

was toiling upward from the abyss.  There man had space 

to escape from the limitations of his outer shell into the 

boundless freedom of his inner consciousness.  There the sun 

rose as the promise of God and set as His benediction.

He lands, he looks about, he reads a letter written for his eyes, 

years before, by his grandfather, Harry Delacy, another of those 

who has sought the grail.

Man only needs to give intelligence full play and fair play 

to own the potentialities beyond the frontiers of present 

human knowledge in the Never Never and the Never Yet of 

the mind …

Australia is the most wonderful country in the world, but 

new ideas must be freed to save and develop it …

Science must learn to take Australia on her own lines and let 

her remain different …

A dream is the highest possession of man.  I can see in a 

vision the pioneering that is to be done in the mind …

After some lines in praise of old Danny and Harry’s own son, Darcy, 

the father, now dead, of Brian, Harry resumes, but does not finish:

In the eras which are coming it is not the felons who can 

grasp at the expense of their fellows who are to succeed in 

the fullness of living but those who …
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Brian thinks about the letter and the members of his family it 

brings to mind, then returns to his plane.  A couple of horses frisk 

up to inspect him.  He has enough of his great-grandfather in him 

to recognise that they are of the Nullah-Mundoey line, a breed of 

horses proudly continued by the Delacys through the long years of 

swagger when the horse was a potent expression of man’s mind.  

Now, with a new age dawning, Brian, the latest of the Delacy line to 

hold the ideal of vision at the front of his mind, restarts the plane’s 

engine and takes to the air.

Airman Delacy pondered on the extension of his being back 

to his great-grandfather through living memory, and on to 

his own great-grandson – with luck.  The pert foal frolicking 

up to sniff the machine illustrated the revolution in transport.  

He was part of the transition and had the good fortune to be 

in his prime at this stupendous parting of the ways.

Then an uncomfortable thought inserts itself in the writer’s mind:

Critical days ahead with the machine as master, looming as 

the destroyer if manipulated to Satanic ends!

Miles has her answer ready.

But it was inconceivable that men would hurl themselves 

into the abyss when the way out was as clear and wide as the 

shimmering track of the departing sun.

As we now know, the European powers, and others elsewhere, 

were preparing for war as the book came out, and within a decade 

of its publication atomic bombs were dropped on Japan.  The war 

which people had described as the ‘war to end war’ had been 

continued, and one has only to look at the world today to realise 

that warfare is a perennial activity.  The idea that humanity can rise 

above its darker features to enjoy the sunlit uplands of progress 

– the idea sustaining everything Miles Franklin put into All That 

Swagger, and particularly its triumphantly, radiantly art-deco 

ending, has been swamped by the pessimism and cynicism with 

which humanity now views itself.  Here’s how the book ends:

The engine shuddered and hummed, moved, ran, ascended; 

roaring, it rent the upper air, drowning the rhythm of ghostly 

hoofbeats, swiftly was gone above the ranges, while on the 

silver screen of night appeared the spectral forms of bullock 

transport and receding Delacys moving against ancient 

unfamiliar apparitions on the palimpsest of Time.

I have long felt a painful ambivalence about these last pages.  

Johanna’s view of Danny has always seemed as valid, to me, 

as Danny’s vision of the future, and as for Brian’s vision at the 

last – Miles’ vision – it’s been buried by the debris of countless 

wars, massacres, and the natural disasters also, which humankind 

cannot seem to avoid.  There are simply too many people in 

untenable places for the world to be safe, and too many spasms of 

uncontrolled violence for people to be able to build, consistently, a 

world that’s fit to be desired.  Mankind cannot be trusted.  While 

it’s true that progress occurs regularly, the slithering backwards 

seems to cover as much distance as the steps forward.  How can we 

make the advances that Miles and her vision-gifted people foresee 

and desire?  I can offer no real answer and I don’t think All That 

Swagger does either.  Yet it is a reassertion of the desire to advance, 

the desire to turn what is first perceived as vision today into the 

reality of tomorrow.  Perhaps humanity can do no more.
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I have already indicated fairly clearly, I think, that the character 

of Brian is a feeble embodiment of Franklin’s ideals, and even 

Danny, the excitable Irish lad who starts the whole book moving, 

strikes me as a man whose virtues are not entirely possible.  (Please 

regard that as an understatement.)  He occupies large tracts of land 

without upsetting the local aborigines.  He gives them a bullock 

now and then, and he looks after Doogoolook when his tribe would 

have abandoned him.  Similarly, he takes in Wong Foo, the Chinese 

gold-hunter, and Maeve, another black girl.  He’s good to O’Neill, 

a former convict, and he forms a lasting friendship with Hennessy, 

the publican and fellow-Irishman whose life is as long as Danny’s 

and runs in parallel to it.  He chooses not to press charges against 

Fullwood, the squatter who has been stealing his cattle, and he 

is more accepting than most men when Johanna banishes him to 

a bed in the end room.  He is so virtuous, this Danny Delacy of 

Franklin’s presentation, that his character seems to me to be like 

a flag flying over, and claiming total occupation of the moral high 

ground.  He’s more rigorous than he needs to be in matters of his 

sons’ relations – such as they are! – with women.  The man is almost 

as prudish as Miles herself!  One feels that if Johanna could be 

persuaded to talk over a cup of tea then she might draw a picture 

of her husband very different from Miles’ portrait of the virtuous 

pioneer.  Miles, to her credit, brings out Johanna’s dissatisfaction, 

but doesn’t allow it to divert any of the strength she allocates to 

Danny’s vision, and his line.  It’s as if she’s set out to anticipate any 

critical argument her readers might make by incorporating it in the 

book as she writes it, only to proceed as if it weren’t there.  After 

numerous readings, I feel there is much to resent about this book, 

an unfairness in the author’s claim for her ancestor of incorporating 

the best of Australian life.  The cause of my displeasure resides, I 

think, in the elaborate devices which she uses to exalt the vision 

see-ers, the grail-ists, above the mortals who surround them.  The 

lesser mortals are there, on all sides, and they’re well presented, but 

they’re never allowed to offer their ways of seeing things on equal 

terms with the chosen - and it is Miles who does the choosing.  This 

disquiet, this considerable displeasure, does not stop me admiring 

what Miles has done with this book; she wrenches the settlement 

of Australia, the opening up and the development, onto her own 

terms.  What she thinks of young Australian men going off to fight 

England’s wars in South Africa, Turkey and France, for instance, is 

honest, simple, direct, refreshing, and in my view, right.  It is also 

very Irish!

Australia has, at the time of my writing this essay, a considerable 

tradition formed out of the experiences of Australians of many 

types.  Our soldiers stand high, perhaps highest of all, in the view of 

the past we’ve developed.  Miles, I’m sure, would have none of this.  

If her book is an argument, a presentation, and it’s one that many 

of us find hard to accept today, then this is only because one view 

of our past has been overpowered by others – another, perhaps.  I 

have just criticised Miles for putting up an argument, a point of 

view, only to ignore it.  This is exactly what has happened to the 

view taken by many Irish-Australians of their nation’s participation 

in the war of 1914-1918, which people of Irish descent disfavoured 

because they saw it as an English war.
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Clearly it was, but the participation of Australians in it has been 

incorporated in the development of an Australian consciousness, 

that unceasing work-in-progress.  Miles Franklin’s All That Swagger 

is a deliberate attempt to shape that developing consciousness, 

and she does it, as we have seen in considering the last pages of 

the novel, in an optimistic, forward-looking way which allocates 

heroic virtue to the qualities she deems finest in those of her family 

who pioneered in southern New South Wales.  The book is a claim 

on behalf of herself and her family, and it’s also set up as a beacon 

to show the way forward.  How to do this?  Stay true to what I’ve 

shown you about the past, Miles would have said.  Look back, and 

you’ll know the way to go on.

As I’ve indicated on a number of occasions, I find this moral 

superiority exasperating, but there is clarity in her passion, and the 

passion won’t be denied.  I find it strange to be arguing against the 

book, resisting it, because I’ve long been in agreement with much 

of what Miles is proposing, but, be that as it may, All That Swagger, 

even if it’s unfashionable today, is very hard to get out of one’s 

mind.
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I first read Katherine Susannah Prichard’s Coonardoo in 1961, and 

was much affected by it.  I first read Sally Morgan’s My Place in 

2007, because I thought it might make a companion for, or provide 

a comparison with, its predecessor.  It did!  I was surprised by the 

way the two books spoke to each other.  I read My Place slowly, 

trying to find its themes, then returned to Coonardoo, only to find, 

as often happens, that either the book or its reader had changed.  In 

my first reading, years ago, I had felt a great sorrow for Coonardoo, 

had admired Prichard’s handling of a harsh region of the country 

which I had never seen, but failed to notice many things about the 

story line which are obvious to me now.  It is this later reading 

which informs my essay.

My Place, too, was a different book after I had re-read Coonardoo.  

It seemed possible, after reading Sally Morgan’s account of retracing 

her family’s past in the Pilbara, especially on Corunna Downs, to 

feel almost nostalgic for the situation where whites and blacks lived 

side by side, as they did, too, on Prichard’s Wytaliba station.  The 

white invasion, profoundly as it had disrupted aboriginal society, 

had gone only so far.  The black people, grievously disrupted as 

they had been, still preserved many of their ways, largely because 

they were still on or near their own land.  Their place.

There are still places in Australia today where whites and blacks 

– and the mixtures, the inevitable combinations of some of both – 

coexist within recall, as it were, of their earlier, pre-contact selves.  

Fascinating as such places may be, they provide little guidance for 

the urban aborigines – or the urban whites – of today.  The tense, 

two-way struggle goes on.  One has only to pick up a newspaper to 

read that someone is declaring that black people need jobs!  They 

need to enter the real economy!

Perhaps.  Proclamations of this sort are no more than restatements 

of the battle cries of conquest, of invasion, long ago.  Our aborigines 

never had jobs; they were busy enough, at times, but they had more 

leisure than the invading whites, which they devoted to a vast range 

of activities, all of them meaningful in their systems of thought 

and sociability.  Their achievement was one of harmony which we 

not only don’t possess but don’t strive to attain.  The two ways of 

life are as far apart as ever.  How far apart, how close, and how 

interlocked, can best be understood by looking at accounts such 

as the two books under discussion here can provide.  It may be 

depressing, but it’s the best we can do.

Interlude 2
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A white woman’s version of a black woman’s life, first published 

in 1929.

What is this book about?  It seems obvious.  The first word is 

‘Coonardoo’, and the last pages show her in the final moments of 

what has become a wretched existence.

She crooned a moment, and lay back.  Her arms and legs, 

falling apart, looked like those blackened and broken sticks 

beside the fire.

The book ends, as it begins, on a station property called 

Wytaliba.  It’s in the north west of Western Australia, and the 

name, according to the Glossary of Native Words, means ‘the fire 

is all burnt out’.  What fire?  Wytaliba has been the centre of much 

activity, and personal dedication, throughout the book.  It’s only at 

the end, when Coonardoo returns to what has been her home, that 

the desolation of the property, and her own personal desolation, 

finally overwhelm her.  She lies back, her arms and legs falling 

beside her, and I think it is clear that she, in whitefella terms, is 

giving up the ghost.

 The ghost, from the German word geist, means spirit: the holy 

spirit.  You will notice that even as early as this in my essay about 

whitefellas and blackfellas living side by side in the Kimberleys, 

I am using a word, an idea, that is a product of the whitefellas’ 

minds, not the blacks’.  But then, if we go back to that glossary, we 

are offered jinki for spirit, narlu for evil spirit, and moppin-garra for 

magician.  No doubt the black people had other words for ideas 

of this sort.  Have another look at those words, dear reader – jinki, 

narlu, moppin-garra.  They don’t mean much to us, do they?  And 

yet, when they’re put in a context, we can feel something of what 

they mean.  Here’s a passage from very late in the book, not long 

after Coonardoo is rejected by Hugh Watt, the white man who has 

loved – or perhaps it’s not loved - her since they were children 

together, and has fathered one of her three children.  Coonardoo 

has clung to Hugh, he’s struggled to free himself, Coonardoo has 

fallen into a fire.  She’s still alive in the morning – Hugh has ridden 

away – but the stockmen are distressed by what’s occurred.

All day the boys riding with him averted their gaze.  They 

were silent together, riding after and rounding up cattle, 

heading them from the hills to the yards in the narrow 

valley of Koodgeeda gap.  As though he were an evil spirit, 

possessed by a narlu, the boys kept out of Hugh’s way, fear 

and mistrust in their eyes.

Katherine Susannah Prichard doesn’t spend much time trying 

to explicate the inner workings of her characters’ minds.  For 

the most part, her presentation of character is fairly simple; her 

attempts at what white people – though hardly the Kimberley 

cattlemen! – would call psychoanalysis, are few and far between.  

This is not to say, though, that her apprehension of her characters 

is necessarily shallow.  ‘Coonardoo’, we learn as early as the title 

page, means ‘the well in the shadow’, and this meaning for the 

The un-loving of Coonardoo
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central character’s name – if she is the central character: more of 

that in a minute – seems to develop in importance as the story goes 

on.  We learn at some stage that ‘Winni’, the name Coonardoo gives 

the boy whom Hugh has fathered, means ‘son of the whirlwind’, 

and similarly, we catch a glimpse of this other dimension to life in 

the Kimberleys when Phyllis, one of Hugh’s daughters by Mollie, 

the wife for whom he has no love, says to her father as she gets off 

a horse:

“It’s been great, Hugh,” she said.  “I feel as if I’ve been 

starved and am devouring the sight of it all … plains, wind 

grass, and those dark hills.  The ‘wild To-Morrow ranges’, I 

say to myself.  They look so mysterious and impenetrable.  

It’s got a taste for me, dad, the sight and sound of everything.  

Food for my soul, that’s what it is …”

The wild To-Morrow ranges!  I am inclined to think that the 

region where Prichard’s story is set is the heart of the book; that 

is, that the book’s central character is a place, an area, a setting, 

a harsh and violent eco-system which even the black people find 

hard and white people who are unaccustomed to it find atrocious.  

Early in the book a young woman called Jessica comes up to see 

if she’s ready to help Hugh run Wytaliba when his mother hands 

on the property.  Jessica hates the place and can’t see how anyone 

could like it, let alone feel for it the love which Hugh and his 

mother feel.  Jessica leaves.  Some years later Hugh brings Mollie to 

Wytaliba, but, although she doesn’t repeat Jessica’s dismal failure, 

she is unsuited to station life, having next to no sympathy for, nor 

interest in, the black people, whereas Hugh and his mother, who 

love Wytaliba, realise full well that any whites who live there must 

accept that the land is more than those who claim to own it: that 

is, they must accept a new creed incorporating much that the black 

people take for granted.  The aboriginal stockmen are every bit as 

good with horses and cattle as their overseers, and the north-west 

knows it.  Hugh’s mother, Mrs Watt, Bessie, Mrs Bessie, Mumae, 

as she is variously called, doesn’t have white stockmen on the 

property, partly because she doesn’t need them but principally 

because they will interfere with the black women, and she believes, 

or so Prichard tells us, that the traditional way of life should be 

maintained as far as possible.

 Bessie Watt’s regime, then, respects the earlier way of life, 

and in particular the black women.  The trouble, the tragedy, to use 

a European word, starts when she is no longer there, when she has 

passed Wytaliba to her son, who would seem to be the ideal person 

to take over, but unfortunately is not.

 It’s not possible to think about Hugh’s shortcomings, as 

manager and as man, without broadening our discussion to 

mention some of the ways in which the European thinking of the 

station people is not satisfactory for the places they are running.  

This will not be easy to do and I ask the reader’s patience as I try to 

prepare the ground for the sort of discussion which Coonardoo, the 

book and the character, needs.

 The first thing to say is that the north-west is a male frontier.  

The blacks are there in equal numbers of men and women, so 

their social life includes ways of managing sexuality and family 

relationships which have been tested over thousands of years.  

This is not so for the whites.  Bessie Watt is unusual among station 
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owners in being both female and highly capable.  Far more common 

is the situation on the adjoining station, managed by a man called 

Sam Geary.

Sam is a figure of great importance in Coonardoo.  Bessie Watt 

looks down on him because he doesn’t meet her standards of 

behaviour.  Hugh Watt detests him.  Black women are not safe 

in his presence and he goes further in that he desires Coonardoo, 

and is jealous of Hugh’s special relationship with her.  Sam has 

a black woman himself, known as The Queen of Sheba, or Sheba 

for short, who drives his car for him when he’s drunk, and there’s 

another black woman, no longer required for Sam’s bed, but still 

respected.  Sam has been known to take the two gins to a hotel on 

the coast and book rooms for them, something no other white man 

has felt willing to do.  In some respects Sam may be seen as the 

dark, inadmissible side of Hugh’s mind, the shame in the shadow I 

would like to say.  It is Sam who triggers off Hugh’s final madness, 

his rejection of Coonardoo, and all that follows from it, right to the 

last, miserable pages.

The second difference between European and aboriginal 

thinking I would point to is in their understanding of sexuality.  

Prichard puts this powerfully, and she chooses her moment well.  

Hugh’s wife Mollie has brought a baby into the world; Hugh plays 

with the child, but his thoughts are with Winni, the child he’s had 

by Coonardoo.

Coonardoo had been the one sure thing in his life when his 

mother went out of it.  He had grasped her.  She was a stake, 

something to hang on to.  More than that, the only stake 

he could hang on to.  He had to remind himself of her skin 

and race.  Hugh had never been able to think of Coonardoo 

as alien to himself.  She was the old playmate; a force in 

the background of his life, silent and absolute.  Something 

primitive, fundamental, nearer than he to the source of 

things: the well in the shadows.

Prichard takes Hugh’s thinking further:

… here in a country of endless horizons, limitless sky shells, 

to live within yourself was to decompose internally.  You had 

to keep in the life flow of the country to survive.  You had to 

be with it, and of it, in order to work, move as it did.  After 

all what was this impulse of man to woman, woman to man, 

but the law of growth moving within them?  How could a 

man stand still, sterilize himself in a land where drought and 

sterility were hell?  Growth, the law of life, which brought 

beauty and joy in all the world about him?  No wonder the 

blacks worshipped life, growth – sex – as the life source.

‘The life flow of the country’: Hugh, like his mother before 

him, has a powerful understanding of what this means.  It means 

shifting cattle, fixing windmills, stocking up or selling, according to 

the country’s capacity to carry.  It means having infinite patience, 

and seizing opportunities when rain puts life back into the land.  It 

means having your horses and saddles, your stockyards and more 

than that, your bodies and minds in readiness and repair.  Hugh is 

a hugely hard worker.  But he is a white man, with a wife he doesn’t 

care for, and he’s alone on Wytaliba once Mollie takes the children 

to Perth, with the allowance – never enough, she writes – that Hugh 

gives her.  Gives them, for the children are his, though the book 
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only allows us to get a look at one of them: Phyllis, whom we shall 

come to later.

 ‘The life flow of the country’.  The genius of the black people 

is that for them this is the same thing as the life flow of their 

minds, their ways of living, their stories …  Their thinking does 

not separate them from their surroundings: quite the opposite.  The 

black people in Coonardoo offer an on-going but latent criticism 

of the whites.  The whites own the stations, and give the orders; 

further back, and more powerful, of course, are the bankers, who tip 

out any station owners who can’t meet their interest payments; this 

is what happens to Wytaliba in the end, when the bank dispossesses 

Hugh and sells the station to Sam Geary.  Sam elects to run it from 

his own household, the black people transfer themselves – we must 

assume – and Coonardoo, the well in the shadows and the spirit of 

her land, returns to nothing.  She dies alone.

The sadness we feel for Coonardoo is great, but I want to spend 

some time now in analysing how, exactly, the story is brought to its 

final desolation, and how we, as readers, are brought to feel that 

the desolation we find so distressing is a natural, as opposed to a 

calculated, or engineered, outcome.

The book opens as Hughie, the little boy of Bessie, Mumae, Mrs 

Watt, is going away to school.  His mother wants him educated, but 

will miss him terribly.  So will Hughie’s playmate, one year older, 

the black girl Coonardoo, whom Mrs Bessie has taught to read, 

write, and count.  Mrs Bessie realises the special quality in the black 

girl, and she wants it for her son.  She, Mrs Bessie, won’t be around 

for ever, and even though Hugh will marry, she supposes, he will 

need someone – she has Coonardoo in mind – who understands 

her son to look after him, to watch over him, to serve him with 

that love which is greater than any wish to possess.  But there are 

complications, the implications of which are still to be drawn out.

Coonardoo has lost her mother, Maria.  Maria was injured when 

she was kicked off the station verandah by a drunken Ted Watt, Mrs 

Bessie’s husband.  She died a few days later; Ted Watt, drunk again 

the following month, walked off the balcony of a hotel in Karrara, 

and that was the end of him.  Justice, the blacks thought.  Mrs Bessie 

was free of a man not up to her quality.  Coonardoo was in the care 

of a black woman called Meenie, the partner of a younger man 

called Warieda, who would, according to aboriginal custom not 

explained, one day have Coonardoo for his woman too.

All this by page 10!  In a way, the rest of the book is a working 

out of the forces, the relationships and requirements, set out 

above.

Prichard tells us that Mrs Bessie is respectful of aboriginal 

custom, but she makes an exception of Coonardoo, who is not 

ready, in Bessie’s view, for a man.  Mrs Bessie offers Warieda, who 

is to have Coonardoo, a horse and some new blankets if he’ll wait 

until she’s sixteen.  This is not easy for Warieda, but neither is it 

easy to refuse anything asked by the boss of his station.  He agrees, 

and, in the fullness of time he gets his horse and blankets as well 

as Coonardoo.  In the meantime, Warieda and a number of other 

men who are nuba to Coonardoo – that is, they are eligible to marry 

her, apart from the prior arrangement made by Warieda – lead her 

away and sit around her, singing.  Warieda sings too, as he kneads 



83

and moulds her breasts; the young Coonardoo understands that the 

man she will be given to is developing her as a woman.

Mrs Bessie is aware of the various initiation rites for the boys 

and girls of the station blacks, and doesn’t like them, even though 

she grasps their importance.  It might be said that she is revealing 

the same unwillingness to come to terms with realities which will 

bring her son undone.

Mrs Bessie had fits of loathing the blacks.  Although she 

had lived and worked like a man, so long in the Nor’-West, 

without the least respect for conventional ideas which 

hampered her in anything she wanted to do, her white 

woman’s prejudices were still intact.

She was disgusted by practices she considered immoral, 

until she began to understand a difference to her own in the 

aboriginal consciousness of sex.  She was surprised then, 

to find in it something impersonal, universal, of a religious 

mysticism.

Sometimes Mrs Bessie, Mumae, goes down to the uloo, the 

native camp, to watch a corroboree from the other side of the 

fire.  On one such evening, Warieda invites her to stay for another 

corroboree his people have never before permitted a woman to 

watch.  ‘Appreciating the honour implied, Mumae sat down on the 

earth beyond the fire again.’

Part of the shadows, sitting there in the dark, she had glimpsed 

another world, the world mystic, elusive, sensual and vital of 

this primitive people’s imagination.  A presentiment of being 

part of the shadows, of the infinite spaces about her, and of 

the ceremonial dance itself, she banished peremptorily.

Mrs Bessie begins to see that she might have been wrong to 

prevent Coonardoo from mating at the normal time, and this feeling 

is redoubled when she becomes aware that Sam Geary has offered 

old Joey Coonarra, Coonardoo’s father, a rifle, blankets and tobacco 

for the girl for whom he has a fancy.  Joey likes the idea!  Warieda 

brings his complaint to Mrs Bessie, and she takes Sam Geary to 

task.  Sam, amusing himself by putting his shamelessness against 

the principles of stricter people, suggests that she might be glad to 

have Coonardoo out of the way before Youie (Hugh) comes home.  

The idea infuriates Mrs Bessie, but Sam even makes a half-hearted, 

though unsuccessful, attempt to kidnap Coonardoo.  It’s a relief for 

Mrs Bessie when she’s able to give Warieda his horse and blankets, 

and let the black man have what he’s always regarded as his.

Why did Mrs Bessie delay the sexualization, the giving, of 

Coonardoo by three years?  The easy answer, not a very good one, 

is that there is a primness, a negativism, in her that objects to what 

she sees is happening.  She wants Coonardoo for herself:

… she was jealous of an influence on the child greater than 

her own.  She did not wish to lose Coonardoo.  Her people 

did not wish to lose Coonardoo either.  She was theirs by 

blood and bone, and they were weaving her to the earth 

and to themselves, through all her senses, appetites and 

instincts.

Why did Mrs Bessie delay the giving of Coonardoo?  My second 

answer is that her doing so is a device used by Prichard to make 

Coonardoo herself the issue, the selected example for us to follow if 

we are to understand what Prichard wants us to understand.  The 

difficulty I have is that this novelistic device – making Coonardoo 

the exemplar of the many things brought under consideration by 
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the book – alters the way we think about the issues before us.  I 

have already said that the land, the region, the setting, is the 

central, or strongest force in the book.  I have said, further, that 

the customs, the practices and thinking, the ceremonies and rituals 

of the black people cannot be separated from the land.  Enter the 

white people, who have another history entirely.  One of the nicest 

devices Prichard employs is to give names such as Hera, Pluto, 

Diana, Demeter, and so on to the Wytaliba station horses.  Grand, 

and evocative as they are, they come from somewhere else.  They 

belong to the thinking of another world.  It is that thinking that 

needs examination, investigation, in a book set in the Kimberleys.  

In making Coonardoo the focus, both subject and object, Prichard 

diverts our thinking from finding its natural focus, which, surely, 

is inside the mind of, first, Mrs Bessie, and later, her son Hugh.  

Insofar as Coonardoo is brought to a wretched end, it is because of 

Mrs Bessie, and Hugh, not because of Sam Geary or anyone else.

 It’s best, I think, to consider Hugh and Sam Geary together.  

Prichard certainly intends us to read things in that way, but I want 

to skirt around her presentation of the two men, because it’s not as 

honest, as clarifying, as it appears.  Sam is coarse, vulgar, a villain.  

Sam is masculinity refusing restraint.  Not only has he two black 

women, he’s had others, and the half-caste children on his property, 

Nuniewarra, are evidence of his profligate desires.  A white man on 

his own, he can’t control his lust for black women.  Crude as he may 

be, however, he sometimes sees more clearly than Hugh.

“What are you givin’ us, Youie?” Geary expostulated.  “Have 

I got to mind my bloody p’s and q’s when I open my mouth 

on Wytaliba these days?”

“Too right you have,” Hugh assented.

“You’re one of those god-damned young heroes.  No ‘black 

velvet’ for you, I suppose?”

“I’m goin’ to marry white and stick white,” Hugh said, 

obstinate lines settling on either side of his mouth.

Geary laughed.

“Oh, you are, are you?” he jeered.  ‘What do you think of 

that, Bob?  Well, I’ll bet you a new saddle you take a gin 

before a twelvemonth’s out – if ever you’re in this country 

on your own.”

Geary turns out to be right.  Mrs Bessie dies, after a long and 

painful illness, she’s buried on the property she’s worked for so 

many years, and Hugh is on his own, a lost soul.  He tries to steady 

himself with work, but at night, when his stockmen sit by their fire, 

he goes walking, making the blacks afraid.  Coonardoo, who has 

sworn to Mrs Bessie that she will look after Hughie, follows him 

faithfully, trying to keep him from self-harm.  One night, when 

he’s lost in the scrub, unable to find his way back to the camp, she 

reveals herself to him.  He realises that she’s been watching over 

him since grief took his senses away.  They light a fire, they sit, 

Hughie realises how long they’ve been close to each other, part of 

each other, and his memories of their childish attachment swell, 

increase, with adult yearning and tenderness.  He calls her to him 

and they make love by their fire: then they sleep.

It might be thought that the book has now reached the point it 

has been searching for, but Prichard moves us rapidly away from 

this moment.  In the morning, Hughie tells the black stockmen that 
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Coonardoo found him when he was ‘fair bushed’, and ‘no more was 

said on the matter.’  Hugh is more like his old self for a couple of 

weeks, reassuring the stockmen, but then he’s seized by an illness.  

The black people think Mumae’s spirit has entered her son, trying 

to reclaim him, but Coonardoo sends for Geary, and the cattleman 

we are supposed to despise offers to take Hugh in his buggy to the 

coast.  Geary’s arrival, and offer, make curious reading, because 

Hugh refuses to go with the other man, telling him that, instead, 

he’ll get his own boys – blacks – to take him to the coast in a 

buggy, and they do, although Hugh is hardly conscious of what’s 

happening.

Hugh never remembered that journey to the coast, except as 

a nightmare, in which he had swayed and jolted endlessly 

across the plains, up the steep walls of tablelands, red and 

bare where the surrounding country had subsided from 

them, through the grey seas of mulga, stretching away and 

away under dim, pale-blue sky.

Why has Prichard given Hugh typhoid – I think that’s what he’s 

suffering from – and snatched him away from the happiness, and 

wholeness, which he’s finally achieved?  I don’t propose to attempt 

an answer yet, but I put the question because I have a feeling that 

Hugh’s illness is another device, one that lets him get away to the 

south and return with a white woman as his partner, when we, 

as readers, know that he ought to stop denying his passion for 

Coonardoo.  The illness allows the novelist to whisk the confused, 

and perhaps misguided young man away from the property which 

Coonardoo has in her soul even more deeply than he has, and 

make a decision, far away in the south, out of sight of the book’s 

consciousness, to betray, to deny, the connection between himself 

and the black woman.  I said earlier that the central reality of this 

novel is the region where it’s set, and I drew attention to the bond, 

the unity, between the place and the black people who belong there.  

What Prichard is doing by making Hugh sick, is giving what he’s 

doing the appearance of absolute necessity – seeking desperately 

needed help – when what he is actually doing is denying those 

bonds and obligations of soul and spirit which now, after his 

exchange of love with Coonardoo, should be the centre of his 

existence.  Why does he make this tragic mistake?

For an answer, we have to turn to Sam Geary once again.

You will remember that Coonardoo has Geary called to Wytaliba 

when she knows Hugh needs help.  Here is the passage following 

his arrival.

… Sam Geary stamped along the verandah, full of bluster, 

and proud of his own importance.  Old Saul and Bob 

followed when he walked into the shaded room where Hugh 

was lying.

“Now then, what’s all this about?” he roared, looking from 

Coonardoo in the doorway to Hugh.

“Oh, I see!”  His eyes hung on Coonardoo.

Hugh half raised himself, angry colour flashing, his eyes 

flashing.

“You see a damned sight more than there is to see,” he 

gasped.

“Seein’ double, am I?” Geary jeered.  “Well, I don’t blame 

you, Hughie.”
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Hugh lies back weakly, Geary doses him with whisky, and when 

Hugh has revived, his fighting spirit rises sufficiently for him to tell 

Geary that he’ll get himself to the coast, and he’ll outlast Geary and 

half a dozen like him.  He remembers what his mother has told him 

about Geary’s efforts to get Coonardoo …

But always Mrs Bessie had thwarted the bargain.  And 

Hugh instinctively sprang into the breach.  Not as long as he 

lived, and could help it, would Geary get either Wytaliba or 

Coonardoo.

How decisive this sounds.  How strong.  Alas, I find it 

distorting, and silly.  The whole business of Hugh’s sickness, and 

the arrival of Geary, offering help, are distractions from the more 

pressing realities of Hugh’s situation.  Can he share Coonardoo 

with Warieda, can Coonardoo manage to give love and support to 

both?  Can some sort of three-sided modus vivendi be worked out?  

What would such an arrangement look like?  You may feel that 

these are artificial questions, but the last of them, at least, does have 

to be faced, and is.  Coonardoo’s one night with Hugh as a lover, 

such a healing night that it is falsified by the sickness which the 

novelist drops on Hugh a couple of pages later, leads to pregnancy 

and a child.  The black people, faithful to their understandings of 

spirits putting children into women’s bodies for them to be born, 

don’t connect Winni, Coonardoo’s third child, with Hugh.  Hugh 

himself, when he sees the child, knows in a flash.  Sam Geary knows 

the moment he sees the child.  Mollie, the woman Hugh has yet to 

find, and marry, works it out eventually, but Warieda doesn’t know, 

and none of the blacks know except Coonardoo, and the arrival of 

her awareness takes time: she is more confused than convinced.

 Hugh, as we’ve seen, leaves Wytaliba for treatment.  He has a 

hellish journey to the coast, then a sea voyage, then a stay in a settled 

township.  When he comes back, he has Mollie, his wife who is so 

unsuited to Wytaliba.  When he has the money to do it, he sends 

her and the children away in the hot weather, and eventually these 

separations become permanent.  There are five (!) children, and it’s 

costly to maintain them so far from home, if Wytaliba be thought of 

as their home.  Prichard tells us quite a bit about Winni, the young 

stockman who develops from that brief union of Coonardoo and 

Hugh, but virtually nothing of the five children he has with Mollie – 

except, of course, for Phyllis, who returns to Wytaliba, and the story, 

at a later stage.  Mollie not only dislikes Wytaliba, but she realises 

that she’s in something to which she not only doesn’t belong, but 

is being kept secret from her.  And eventually she perceives the 

truth.  

Of course he had lied.  Mollie knew her Nor’-West well 

enough to know now that on this subject most men lied to 

their wives.

But so sour and hostile had her mind become towards Hugh 

that she found pleasure really, a secret mean joy, in following 

the suspicion which had risen against him, and piecing the 

evidence for and against it.  There was much more for than 

against.  She realized her knowledge would mean power.  It 

was a whip she could use over Hugh.  She knew well enough 

how to scourge him with it.
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Mollie tackles her husband.  He’s horrified at being found 

out.  She tells him, after tormenting him for a while, that either 

Coonardoo and Winni must go, or she and the children will leave.  

It is a measure of where Prichard’s story line has brought us that 

it is a matter of relief, not only to Mollie and to Hugh, but also to 

the reader, when Mollie achieves what she wants.  Hugh takes her 

and the girls to the coast.  Prichard’s skill returns once they’ve left, 

leaving behind Hugh’s boy, Winni, who is disgruntled because he 

hasn’t been allowed to go with the family as normally, he thinks, 

he should have gone.  Coonardoo, who has overheard most of the 

argument between Mollie and Hugh, looks closely at Winni, and 

sees, though she doesn’t quite understand, how his ears are Hugh’s 

ears, and his finger nails are not the same as hers.  She understands 

that Mollie and the five girls are going to be away for a very long 

time, and an order which seems natural, and deeply right, has 

returned to the place.  When Hugh returns from the coast, he hands 

the keys to the store room and the food bins to Coonardoo, and, 

as the seasons move on, the black woman points out the white 

cockatoos swarming around the homestead: Mumae, she is sure, is 

among them.  The old order, the pre-Mollie order, has returned.

This old order needs to be considered for a moment, because it 

is on the verge of failing, and being replaced by something which is 

the same and not the same.  We have already glanced at the end of 

the book, when the banks foreclose on Hugh, and sell Wytaliba to 

Geary.  I’m not sure why Prichard ends the book thus; I think she 

may be scoring the conclusion of the struggle between Hugh and 

Geary in favour of the user of black women, meaning that the worse 

side of the whitefella duality wins, at least for the time being, while 

the virtuous side has lost.  This duality of Hugh – good, respectable 

– and Geary – coarse, despicable – offers the reader, repeatedly, the 

chance to escape a deeper, better analysis of the situation and the 

various actions done in response to the situation.

But the old order.  This, years before, was a brutal struggle 

between the blacks and the invading whites:

You can’t help seein’ the blacks’ point of view.  White 

men came, jumped their hunting grounds, went kangaroo 

shooting for fun.  The blacks speared cattle.  White men got 

shootin’ blacks to learn ‘em.  Blacks speared a white man or 

two – police rode out on a punishing expedition.  They still 

ride out on punishin’ expeditions …

“Didn’t police in the coastal towns get one and sixpence a 

head for abos they brought in?” Hugh asked.

“Reduced to a shilling after a bit,” Saul replied.  “The police 

was makin’ a good thing out of ‘punitive expeditions’.  Used 

to bring the niggers in, in chains, leather straps round the 

neck, fastened to their stirrup irons.  Twenty or thirty like 

that, and I’ve seen the soles of a boy’s feet raw when he came 

in …”

So the stations in Prichard’s novel, such as Wytaliba and 

Nuniewarra, are compromises between whites and blacks.  Blacks 

are fed, given employment that suits them, and they’re also given 

acceptance, on however low a level, in return for peace and white 

occupation.  The quality of this settlement depends, if you care to 

think about it, on the humanity and decency of the whites who 

oversee – and control – this settlement.  Mrs Bessie, while she’s still 
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alive, and Hugh, her son, are in no doubt that the standard, the 

quality, of the pact they make with their blacks is on a higher level 

than is practised on Nuniewarra.  Katherine Susannah Prichard 

appears to be in accord with their view, and yet it is not at all clear to 

me that they are justified in making this claim.  Perhaps my disquiet 

is based on what I think is an alternative field of judgement – that 

special relationship between Hugh and Coonardoo.  Hugh spends 

most of the book in denial!  When Geary teases him, sneers at him, 

sure that he’ll take a black gin one of these days because any man 

on his own needs to, Hugh makes the mistake of asserting that he 

won’t.  This locks him into staying away from Coonardoo, and this 

staying away leads him to deny – to himself – the feelings he has 

for her, the feelings which could be his redemption and, in the very 

long run, the solution to the problem.

 Even on Wytaliba, in the years of Mrs Bessie’s reign, the 

blacks, welcomed and respected as they are, are regarded as 

being on a lower plane of civilisation than the whites.  Hugh, 

most unfortunately, absorbs this idea and never grows out of it.  

The opportunity is there for him to show the world – and more 

importantly, himself – that he not only loves Coonardoo but sees 

her as his equal – or superior.  He never does this.  He has years of 

denial, he spends vast amounts of energy in avoiding the truth, he 

makes the terrible mistake of identifying Sam Geary as his opposite, 

his rival and sometimes his enemy, when in fact Hugh is his own 

worst enemy, and the book refuses to show him in this way.

Hugh is dishonestly portrayed to the reader.  Those five 

daughters, far away in Perth!  His disregard of them is as much a 

moral crime, a failing in parental care, as Geary’s half-caste children, 

but the book doesn’t present the two men in a way that makes this 

clear.  Hugh doesn’t know his children until Phyllis gets hold of a 

car from somewhere and drives – how she drives! – to the top of her 

vast state to rejoin her father.

Surprised as he is when Phyllis arrives, Hugh is made happy 

for the first time in years.  He has, again, a companion – one he can 

acknowledge, that is, for Coonardoo is always there – who loves 

Wytaliba as his mother did.  For a time, Phyllis is a replacement for 

Mrs Bessie, and the station appears to be shifting back into a time 

of spiritual harmony and comfort, then …

… then …

… Phyllis feels the need for a man.  To marry.  For the sexual 

side of herself to be brought to life.  A suitor – there’s a word from 

another culture! – presents himself: Billy Gale, a man who works 

for … you guessed it, Sam Geary.  Hugh dislikes the thought of his 

beloved daughter, his spiritual descendant, having anything to do 

with a man whose existence he wants to deny, but …

… but …
… here in a country of endless horizons, limitless sky shells, 

to live within yourself was to decompose internally.  You had 

to keep in the life flow of the country to survive.  You had to 

be with it, and of it, in order to work, move as it did.  After 

all what was this impulse of man to woman, woman to man, 

but the law of growth moving within them?  How could a 

man stand still, sterilize himself in a land where drought and 

sterility were hell?  Growth, the law of life, which brought 

beauty and joy in all the world about him?  No wonder the 

blacks worshipped life, growth – sex – as the life source.
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Phyllis pours herself into her work, she exhausts herself, Hugh 

says she needs to go south and rest.  Billy Gale, unknown to Hugh, 

goes south too.  A letter reaches Wytaliba from Mollie, enclosing 

a newspaper account of the wedding of ‘Miss Phyllis Watt, eldest 

daughter of Hugh Watt of Wytaliba station, to William Gale, of 

Nuniewarra and Catchy-Catchy Downs.’  Mollie is happy with this 

development.  Sam Geary is happy too.

“Nuniewarra and Wytaliba running in double harness, after 

all!” he chortled.  “Well, I tried most ways – but I never 

dreamt of this one, Youie.”

Hugh is more lost than he’s ever been.  The book has five short 

chapters to run, and Hugh has a few more ghastly mistakes to 

make, before Coonardoo dies, abandoned by all.

It’s time to mention Warieda, her husband … sorry, I know 

that’s not the word, but nuba means a potential husband, and I 

don’t even know what ceremony, or agreement, turns a nuba into 

the actual man in a woman’s life.  Coonardoo is going to die, and 

Warieda, the man who should be caring for her, protecting her, is 

already dead.  The circumstances are worth a look.

Warieda has offended Munga, a crazed and highly dangerous 

moppin, who lives in the blacks’ camp on Sam Geary’s property.  

Warieda has given one of his daughters – it’s not clear whether or 

not this is one of Coonardoo’s children – to a certain man, when 

Munga’s son has also made a claim.  Munga is already offended by 

the Wytaliba people because they don’t welcome him as he would 

like, so he points the bone at Warieda.  When Warieda hears of this, 

he grows weak, accepting that he’s going to die.  Hugh, alerted to 

what’s happened, abandons his cattle mustering and rides home to 

help.  Nothing he says to Warieda can change the man’s belief that 

he has to die, so Hugh sends for Munga, the moppin.  Munga arrives 

on Wytaliba but ignores Hugh’s orders and even his promises of 

a reward if he will take the spell off the stockman.  Munga does 

nothing; Hugh drives him off the station; Warieda dies.

Who will have Coonardoo now?

Hugh realises after a time that Warieda’s brother, who works for 

Sam Geary, can claim Coonardoo, and if he does, Geary will give 

him suitable gifts, and …  

… Hugh makes a decision.

“You will be my woman, now, Coonardoo,” Hugh said.  

“Sleep in the room at the end of the verandah.  Winni can go 

to the buggy shed.”

The end of the verandah is where she remains.  Hugh, fighting 

something in himself that he refuses to acknowledge, let alone 

define, sleeps alone, and rejects Coonardoo on the one occasion 

when she comes to his room and puts her head on his feet.  (How 

moving is this!)  He works even harder than ever, he’s pleased to 

see her on the verandah when he comes home from working his 

cattle, but he will not make her his wife, his partner, his lover; 

indeed one could turn the pages of a dictionary for ages looking for 

a term that’s right.  We can hardly say she’s rejected when she’s kept 

so close, but Hugh will not, will not, will not give her the love she 

needs and he needs to give.

Hugh himself became gaunt as his beasts: his eyes were 

blood-shot with the stinging dust.  His brain surged sun-
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stricken and would not sleep.  Sam Geary, and Billy Gale, 

whom Sam had taken on as head stockman, finding Hugh 

almost insane on the roads, hauled him over to their camp.

“Look here, me boy,” Sam said, “you’ve got to let go 

somewhere.  I know this country.  You’ve got to get drunk 

and blot out or you’ll go mad on it.”

So he drinks whisky with Sam and Billy Gale, and he works, a 

little more sanely, for another seven years – seven years! – and then, 

as we saw earlier, Phyllis, his daughter, comes back to Wytaliba and 

for a while Hugh is happy.  Then, as we have seen, she goes south 

again, marries Billy Gale, and leaves Hugh to the madness of his 

refusal of Coonardoo.

Years, as they say, pass, and the last act begins.  Hugh is out 

mustering.  Rain falls, and there is a surprise on Wytaliba; Geary 

and another man arrive at the station.  They’re wet through, they 

want whisky, dinner, and they announce they’ll stay the night.

Whisky has its way and the white men want women.  Coonardoo 

sees the lust in Geary’s eyes, and ‘with that consciousness came the 

stirred weakness and desire of her waiting for Hugh.  She had been 

half dead in her sterility.  Geary’s grasp loosened instincts, which 

flamed greedily, clutching and swarming.’  Coonardoo does not run 

away when Geary comes for her.

But she did not move.  As weak and fascinated as a bird 

before a snake, she swayed there for Geary whom she had 

loathed and feared beyond any human being.  Yet male to 

her female, she could not resist him.  Her need of him was as 

great as the dry earth’s for rain.

Hugh finds out eventually, he pours out his rage on the woman 

he’s been unable to love as she and everything in his own body 

require of him, he hits her, and when she clings to him, pleading, he 

pushes her away.  She falls in the fire, she’s patched up by the other 

blacks, and she leaves the camp, although Hugh realises that Winni 

and others are riding away at night to tend her, then she disappears.  

Winni and another stockman called Chitali go out to find her, but 

she’s walked where she leaves no tracks, and they come back 

without her.  Years pass, once again, in this sorry story, and Hugh, 

madder and stranger with the burden of his soul, loses control of 

Wytaliba, and Sam Geary, yes, Sam Geary, buys the station from the 

bank.  Winni leaves to find his mother, but can’t, and doesn’t, and 

Coonardoo, obeying the need of Prichard’s plot, and perhaps her 

own soul too, decides to find her way back to the property, the land, 

where her life belongs.  The uloo is deserted when she gets there, she 

lights a fire, she stretches out beside it, she slumps on the soil, and 

her sad journey is at an end.

The reader will note, I’m sure, that the events I’ve just narrated 

depend on two twists of the plot: the death of Warieda after the 

bone pointing, and Hugh’s absence on the night when Geary and 

his prospector mate commandeer the Wytaliba homestead, and 

its black women, for the night.  Both are possible, but they are not 

a necessary part of the events Prichard is narrating.  They need 

to happen, so they are made to happen.  In that sense Hugh is as 

much a victim as Coonardoo, and Coonardoo is as much a victim 

of the novelist who created her as she is of Mrs Bessie’s legacy of 

righteousness to Hugh.
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I have spent so much of this essay searching out the moments 

when the story is being managed so that tragedy and disaster can 

be brought about that there’s no room now to suggest a re-casting of 

the plot to show how the book could be revised in such a way that 

the love of Coonardoo and Hugh, richly expressed because richly 

lived, would shine like a beacon down the years.

Besides, this is a path that shouldn’t be taken because it’s 

disrespectful of Katherine Susannah Prichard’s achievement.  One 

needs to be reminded that Coonardoo was published in 1929 when to 

write a book featuring an aboriginal woman was an uncommonly 

bold undertaking.  To give the black woman such richness that she 

is the human embodiment of the harsh yet miraculously lovable 

landscape surrounding her means that Prichard had to draw on 

levels of awareness that had rarely entered the English novel to that 

time.  I’m not aware of anyone having done it for the north-west 

of Australia before her, and possibly since.  Prichard’s characters 

might not have been able to treat Coonardoo with the richness she 

deserves, but Prichard herself saw to it that the black woman was 

a worthy part of the powerful, daunting land where she lives, and 

manages, also, to convey that the same could be said of all the black 

people, so that although the title of the book moves our focus to the 

black, the sense of shame and failure that the book generates inside 

us is there because of the failure of the whites.  I think of Coonardoo, 

the novel, as being like one of those awesome rock-piles to be seen 

in the centre of the continent, stopping travellers in their tracks, 

causing them to wonder, to ask questions, to think long after the 

thing’s been left behind.  The eye sees things, the ear hears stories, 

and then they live in our minds, influences, injections of new 

thought, affecting us, in later years, in ways we would never have 

suspected at the time.
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An Indian discovers she’s aboriginal; the long struggle to find a 

way back.

A book is only dormant, not yet fully alive, unless a readership is 

ready for it.  My Place was fortunate in this regard.  It appeared (1987) 

when there were enough Australians curious about aboriginality to 

give it a welcome.  Many of them may have been no more than 

curious, but they acclaimed it.  In a sense, the readers resembled the 

author and her family.  Here is Sally Morgan’s dedication.

To My Family

How deprived we would have been if we had been willing 

to let things stay as they were.  We would have survived, 

but not as a whole people.  We would never have known 

our place.

‘Things as they were’ … ‘not a whole people’ … ‘never have 

known our place’ … and, in selecting words from Sally Morgan to 

guide me, let me also take ‘deprived’ (‘How deprived we would 

have been …’) and invert it so that it becomes ‘enriched’.  I feel 

sure that those first readers of My Place felt they had been enriched 

in being allowed to share the trials and ensuing bonding that have 

been so much a part of aboriginal life since the white invasion.

Aboriginal people and the intruders who broke into their 

seclusion have been curious about each other, right from the start.  

Each side could see how different the others were, and the better 

they knew each other, the longer they lived side by side, the more 

difficult it became.  Neither knew how to yield, and neither wanted 

to, very much.  The Europeans took their superiority for granted, 

and, unfortunately for the black people, it was the Europeans who 

won.  They occupied not only the land but also the minds, the 

thinking, of those they overcame.  Sally Morgan’s book – and as 

you can see, I’m trying to locate it, to put it somewhere – is about 

a family who don’t acknowledge their aboriginality, who in fact 

don’t even know about it; the book’s about their struggle to find 

out who they are and where, if anywhere, they belong; it’s about 

the resistance of Nan (Daisy) and Mum (Gladys) to this search; it’s 

about the eventual weakening of their resistance in the face of Sally 

Morgan’s determination; and it’s about the discovery of the links 

the family has in places far to the north of Perth, where Sally and 

her family go searching, and find some at least of what it is they 

need.

So why’s the book called ‘My Place’?  Why not ‘My People’?  I 

think the answer, the lesson we are supposed to learn, is that place 

and people are identical; that is to say, each belongs to and with the 

other.  Everyone belongs somewhere.  That’s where their people are, 

and that’s where they have to go if they want to die in peace.

What a tribute this is to the power of the land.  It’s something the 

black people knew long before Europeans arrived, and something 

which many, though far from all, white people have felt since.  The 

aborigines’ attachment to the land, their feeling that it is the land 

that lasts while lives are fleeting, is perhaps the greatest lesson 

Sally Morgan's My Place



93

they have for the world, and, oddly enough, it provides the best 

opportunity for reconciliation between white and black because 

it’s something that white people can acknowledge too – if they’re 

humble enough, and ready, to recognize the obvious.

Let’s go back to that dedication: ‘our place’.  There is a certain 

sense of achievement in the words which is not present in the first 

half of the book, when Sally Morgan’s family are in denial.  The 

turning point is reached when Arthur Corunna, Nan’s brother, 

feels the need to tell his story before he makes his journey back to 

his home country - his place - to die.  Once Arthur’s story has been 

written down, and read back to Mum (Gladys), she begins to change 

her mind, and she too records her story.  And then, eventually, Nan 

(Daisy) yields a little, at last: enough to let her grandchildren bond 

with her and her experiences, some of them still kept secret, so that 

they are at peace with her, and she with them, when she goes to 

hospital for the last time.  By now the children who ‘d been told 

they were ‘Indian’ – because of their coloured skin – were proud 

of being aboriginal, they’d become aware of their connections with 

people and places far from Perth, and they’d slipped out from 

under the feelings of shame and worthlessness which went with 

being native.

 This feeling of shame was an imposition of the whites; one of 

their most powerful devices of control.  The question one must ask is 

whether or not the whites believed it themselves.  I think the answer 

is yes and no.  Bureaucrats of government or church probably did, 

being far enough from the black people not to have their thoughts 

tested too much against reality.  Those who lived closer to the blacks 

seem to have been more ambivalent, particularly the men.  The 

Drake-Brockmann family of Western Australia is threaded through 

Sally Morgan’s story; Howden Drake Brockmann is the father of 

Gladys (Sally’s Mum), and, though he only gets to hold the child 

once before he himself dies, the narrative seems to have a certain 

regard for Howden; he does acknowledge the humanity of the black 

people that he and his family – and almost everyone else in the state 

– exploit, and it is that feeling he seems to have given, that he did 

acknowledge, somewhere inside himself, the humanity of the black 

people, that allows them to forgive him.

The black people have to do a lot of forgiving in this book, and 

no doubt outside its pages too.  Something threaded through almost 

every page of My Place is a profound distrust of government.  This 

comes as something of a surprise to the educated white reader, 

who expects government to be responsive to the needs and wishes 

of those who elected it.  Elected!  Governments, we think, are 

responsible to us, and had better take notice when we indicate our 

wishes.  Governments are servants of the people!

This is the democratic rhetoric which most of us believe in, 

and it is a mind-catching feature of this book that Mum (Gladys) 

and Nan (Daisy) are afraid of governments, can’t deal naturally, 

properly, or even straight-forwardly with their agents, think it 

best to tell lies, anything but reveal truthful information to anyone 

with the slightest semblance of power.  Why?  Because power will 

always, Gladys and Daisy think – and perhaps know – be used 

against black people.
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So Gladys’s five children by a white father are told, after his 

death, that the dark skin which causes the other children at their 

school to comment, comes from the ‘fact’ that they are of Indian 

descent.  This keeps them free of the suspicion that they might be 

aboriginal, and Gladys, and Daisy, have good reason – perhaps 

every reason – to fear that the family bonds which hold them 

together after Bill – Gladys’s white husband, and the father of her 

five children – is dead, will be torn apart by some bureaucrat or 

church official thinking it right and proper for whites to manage 

blacks for what they see as their betterment.  So the family, for the 

first half of the book, can be seen as poor whites, battened down 

in sub-standard accommodation, happy enough when left alone, 

their slender supplies of money drained away to buy their father’s 

grog, always struggling to find any avenue to achievement, always 

surviving, sustained by pleasures they mostly invent for themselves, 

and living beyond the reach of the more sustaining features of the 

white society of which they are on the fringe.

Bill, Sally’s dad, is a pathetic figure.  He would seem to have 

been given little enough to start with, and World War 2 ruined him.  

He was a prisoner of war of the Germans, was mistreated, and has 

a mind full of demons.  He’s afraid of himself and what he may do 

to his family when he loses control.  They retreat on such nights to 

their neighbour beyond the back fence; the descriptions of these 

retreats are wrenching.  No child should go through such nights, 

but Sally and her brothers and sisters did, and Gladys, their mother, 

knows that she can’t leave her damaged husband because if she 

does it will destroy him.

Destruction, of course, has a way of gathering around certain 

weaknesses, certain people.  Opportunities for failure are no more 

handed out evenly than opportunities for success.  Sally Morgan 

tells her father’s story with a certain tenderness, but she admits 

to relief when he dies.  The family has a chance, now, and Gladys, 

Mum, works hard, taking three or four part time jobs at a time to 

bring in the money which means that at last they are reasonably fed 

and clothed.  They have a chance, now, and if the kids at school ask 

why their skin is dark, they’re told to answer that they’re Indian.  

Finding ‘their place’ is still a long way away.

Before going any further with the family’s quest for their 

place, I want to say something about the prose style of this book.  

Readers of this series of essays will by now, I think, have become 

aware of some of the assumptions underlying them, and perhaps 

the most strongly held is the idea that good writing means good 

prose.  Every writer has to find a voice, and the evidence that this 

voice has been found is a prose which belongs to that writer alone.  

Earlier essays in the series have been full of quotations from the 

writer under study – Frederic Manning, Hal Porter, and so on – and 

I have done this because I think that no matter how pertinent or 

perceptive a critic may be, the prose of a good writer will speak 

more eloquently than any critic.  As a writer myself I feel the need 

to be humble in the presence of other writers.  Since I don’t care for 

people saying what my writing means when I have been at pains to 

get the writing to a point where I am happy to let it speak for itself, 

it is clear that I must respect other writers at least as highly, and this 

means letting them speak for themselves.  Besides, a writer’s style, 
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the way they convey, embed, meanings in the tucks and folds, the 

curves and the piercingly straight lines of their prose, the writer’s 

style, the writer’s own words, convey meanings and resonances 

which someone commenting from outside is unlikely to be able to 

replicate.  Writers should be left to speak for themselves, for the 

most part, because the prose of a good writer can’t be replaced by 

the prose of somebody else.

In the sense of this argument I am presenting, Sally Morgan is 

not a good writer at all.  I think you could search the first half of the 

book and not find a paragraph worth quoting for the quality of the 

prose.  A change does come, however, at about the halfway mark of 

the book, when Sally Morgan introduces the story of Nan’s brother, 

Arthur Corunna.  (More about the name a little later.)  Arthur would 

seem to have spoken simply and strongly to the recording Sally, and 

she has done justice to the dignity and pathos of his tale.  The book 

lifts when Arthur begins his narrative, and the writing – it’s no 

more than recorded speech – lifts in standard too.  This would seem 

to be a condemnation of Sally Morgan, and if you want to take it 

that way, you can, but my comment is not meant to be destructive, 

as I shall try to make clear.

A prose style is a stylisation, not only of words and sentences, 

but of the personality presenting the thoughts on paper.  A prose 

style means a familiarity with, and acceptance of, the conventions 

of presenting thoughts to others of the same society.  In that sense, 

a prose style is a reconciliation of the needs of the writer/speaker 

with the needs – and the traditions also, centuries old, perhaps – of 

the receiving society.

This is something that the narrator of My Place cannot provide 

because she is not in harmony with the past centuries of the society 

she lives in.  She is in search of something, as yet undiscovered, 

which has other origins than, and places importance on things 

different to, those of the white society.  Something in her senses that 

she’s a blackfella, but her mother and grandmother deny this, even 

though Sally’s sister Jill is in no doubt.  So Sally’s position in this 

world is both uncertain and contested.  Her way of speaking, her 

writing voice, her prose, are not so much still in formation as in a 

state of uncertainty.  She is in search of her place, by which I mean 

her artistic identity, while I also mean her idea of place, meaning 

that combination of family network and a space of country, as 

discussed before.

 So we must take the prose of My Place as we find it, and 

simply be pleased that it got written, and is readable enough to 

show the search that’s going on.  Perhaps it’s time to quote from the 

book at last.

I was successful in my (Aboriginal) scholarship application, 

but for the next few months, I was the butt of many family 

jokes.  We all felt shy and awkward about our new-found 

past.  No one was sure what to do with it or about it, and 

none of the family could agree on whether I’d done the 

right thing or not.  In keeping with my character I had leapt 

in feet first.  I wanted to do something positive.  I wanted 

to say, ‘My grandmother’s Aboriginal and it’s a part of me 

too.’  I wasn’t sure where my actions would lead, and the 

fact that Nan remained singularly unimpressed with my 

efforts added only confusion to my already tenuous sense 

of identity.
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When we read Arthur’s story, Mum’s story and eventually 

Nan’s story we see that a ‘tenuous sense of identity’ is a problem for 

most aboriginal people because their certainties have been invaded 

as well as their land.  Arthur tells us that his mother’s name was 

Annie Padewani and his father was Howden Drake-Brockmann, 

the owner of Corunna Downs.  Arthur’s aboriginal father was one 

of the headmen of the tribe, and a boolyah man.  (Sally Morgan’s 

gloss on this word is ‘a person who has attained a high degree of 

knowledge and who has special perceptive and combative skills’.)  

He has nonetheless to share his two wives with Howden Drake-

Brockmann, which makes Arthur a half-caste and therefore able 

to avoid the initiations which would have taken him ‘through the 

Law’.  This brings us at once to one of the most heart-wrenching 

and stupid, though unavoidable features of the contact between, 

the joining of, whites and blacks.  Where do the half-castes belong?  

Who looks after them?  Most importantly, perhaps, what ideas are 

put into their minds to sustain them for the length of a life?

The half-caste is normally seen as a lesser being, not quite one, 

not quite the other.  The half-caste who isn’t initiated doesn’t know 

aboriginal law, nor does he know whitefella law, before which he 

has few rights, only the will or whim of the policemen he runs 

up against.  The half-caste is regularly seen as deprived, having 

only, as stated above, half the qualities of a full-blooded white or 

black.  The trouble is, of course, that the half-caste has double the 

problems.  He’s partially – perhaps almost entirely – cut off from 

the sources of aboriginal life, without being put in contact with 

the sources of whitefella life.  He’s a problem created by a problem 

which hasn’t been solved, and the only solution the white society 

can think of is to seize the half-caste children and treat them as poor 

whites, separating them from their aboriginal mothers and fathers.  

They are then brought up as inferior whites as a way of denying 

the co-existence of equal but different civilisations.  Nobody ever 

saw the black people as being civilised, so the process of civilising 

– often left to the church and its minions – was a process involving 

a great deal of denial and eradication.  Arthur again:

Aah, I always wish I’d never left there.  It was my home.  

Sometimes I wish I’d been born black as the ace of spades, 

then they’d never have took me.  They only took half-castes.  

They took Albert and they took me and Katie, our friend.  

She was put in Parkerville.  She had a big doll with her when 

she went, Albert had me.  Others went, too.  I was about 

eleven or twelve.

They told my mother and the others we’d be back soon.  We 

wouldn’t be gone for long, they said.  People were callin’, 

‘Bring us back a shirt, bring us this, bring us that.’  They 

didn’t realise they wouldn’t be seein’ us no more.  I thought 

they wanted us educated so we could help run the station 

some day, I was wrong.

When they came to get me, I clung to my mother and tried to 

sing them.  I wanted them to die.  I was too young.  I didn’t 

know how to sing them properly.  I cried and cried, calling to 

my mother, ‘I don’t want to go, I don’t want to go!’  She was 

my favourite.  I loved her.  I called, ‘I want to stop with you, 

I want to stop with you!’  I never saw her again.

The alternative wasn’t necessarily all that much better.
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I remember seein’ native people all chained up around the 

neck and hands, walkin’ behind a policeman.  They often 

passed the station that way.  I used to think, what have 

they done to be treated like that.  Made me want to cry, just 

watchin’.  Sometimes, we’d hear about white men going 

shooting blackfellas for sport, just like we was some kind 

of animal.  We’d all get scared, then.  We didn’t want that 

to happen to us.  Aah, things was hard for the blackfellas in 

those days.

Arthur, as stated earlier, carries the surname Corunna, from 

the Drake-Brockmann’s property Corunna Downs, named for a 

city and a region in north-western Spain, a place made famous by 

a battle between England and France in the Napoleonic wars.  It 

seems strange to think of this name attaching itself to a man from 

the Pilbara region of Western Australia, but a glance at the map 

is enough to remind us that modern Australia is itself a hybrid of 

aboriginal place names, imported place names, and improvised, 

original, vernacular names like ‘Goodnight’ (a bend in the Murray 

River), ‘Seventeen Seventy’ (on the Queensland coast, and sighted, 

presumably, by Captain Cook’s Endeavour) and the hundreds 

of Stony Creeks, Boggy Creeks and the like which are spattered 

across our land.  We’re European, and we’re nothing of the sort; 

we were aboriginal, and the aboriginal has been beaten out of us at 

every turn, and yet it’s survived, it’s lingered, however feebly, it’s 

persisted, proudly enough at times, and it’s forced the creation of 

a hybrid society, frequently unsure of itself, frequently very proud, 

which continues to this day.  Arthur Corunna is a proud man, and a 

remarkably successful one, and his story, sitting in the middle of My 

Place, is the redemption of Sally Morgan.  With the facts of Arthur’s 

life in her grasp at last, she has the pressure she needs to drag Mum 

and Nan out of their lifelong denial.

Arthur is a man who will not let himself be beaten.  Reference 

to the Drake-Brockmann aspect of his heritage diverts us from 

the fact that, as a battler, for that is what he is, he’s similar to 

most of the whites in his gigantic state.  Most of them are little 

people, struggling too.  Reading My Place is to be reminded that 

institutional behaviour is generally worse than the average of 

individual behaviour, variable and frequently ghastly as it may be.  

Arthur Corunna’s life shows this.  He’s not only used and abused 

by whites, he’s treated generously too.

… a big squatter from Victoria, by name of Syd Stock.  I had 

to take him by buggy to his brothers in Nungarin.  One night, 

we was sitting by the fire, the air was real cool and quiet like, 

when he turned to me and said, ‘Would you like to come 

back to Victoria with me, Marble?  I’ve got stations there 

and horses and buggies too.  You can work on one of my 

stations.’  I looked at him.  He was a good man.  The kind of 

man I liked.  Then I said, ‘No.  I don’t want to go far from the 

north.  I might never come back.  This land is my home.’

Now, that could have been an opportunity missed.  He was 

an old man, and he trusted me.  I was young then, with no 

ties, just a young working man.  He might have given me a 

station.  I knew he was a good man, because, whenever we 

went to the hotel, he never put me outside or cast me away 

like most white men.  Where he went, I went.  He kept me 

with him always.  Treated me like his equal.  That was a rare 

thing in those days.  A thing to be treasured.
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Arthur wants to be within reach of the land he knows is his; 

that he belongs to.  So does Sally.  There is a push inside her that 

moves her, only semi-consciously, towards her goal.  Arthur’s story 

has taken her some of the way; she feels stuck; she decides that she 

and her (white) husband will take their children north to look for 

new leads.  Mum (Gladys) says this is a silly idea, and Nan (Daisy) 

agrees.  ‘It’s a waste of money, you’re chasin’ the wind.  You go up 

there and the cyclone’ll get you.’  But Sally is determined, and Mum 

changes her mind.

‘You know,’ Mum said wistfully, ‘I’ve always had a hankering 

to go North.’

‘Who said anything about taking you?  I mean, all you’d be 

doing is looking at dirt.  You don’t want to go two thousand 

kilometres for that.’

‘You’re not leaving me here?!’

‘I don’t want to be dragging a reluctant mother around,’ I 

said.  ‘No, it wouldn’t work.  I’ll go with Paul and the kids.’

‘I’m coming and that’s that!’ she said.

Nan suddenly interrupted.  ‘You two, you’re both nuts!  You, 

Glad, you’re like the wind, you blow here and you blow 

there.  You got no mind of your own!’

‘Well, Nan, maybe Mum’ll chase the cyclones away!’

They go, they find any number of people to talk to, and they 

visit Corunna Downs, where they are made welcome.

There were no aboriginal people on Corunna now.  It seemed 

sad, somehow.  Mum and I sat down on part of the old fence 

and looked across to the distant horizon.  We were both 

trying to imagine what it would have been like for the people 

in the old days.  Soft, blue hills completely surrounded the 

station.  They seemed to us mystical and magical.  We easily 

imagined Nan, Arthur, Rosie, Lily and Albert, sitting exactly 

as we were now, looking off into the horizon at the end of the 

day.  Dreaming, thinking.

The visit to the north has its effect on Gladys (Mum).  She dimly 

remembers that she once had a sister.  Nan grows angry when 

she’s asked, and locks herself in her room, saying, ‘Let the past 

be.’  Gladys becomes certain that there was a sister.  I should say 

at this point that My Place is full of psychic certainties which only 

some, perhaps only a few, white people would be prepared to trust.  

This sense of a sister, existing separately from herself, somewhere, 

moves Gladys to decide that she too, like Arthur, will tell her story.  

And she does.

It’s not a happy tale, but one feels, reading it, that to know 

some facts, some truth, must have been a huge relief for Sally, 

her daughter and the writer of this book.  Books, and writing, 

increase their stature as Gladys gets her story out.  A book is like 

something in a museum, available forever now, on display, open 

to interpretation, discussion, reconsideration by every generation 

that gets to look at it.  A book can be opened by anybody, so it 

is the opposite of something covered over, hidden, accessible 

only through lies, visible only through a peep-hole which hides 

everything that’s thought to be undesirable.  Funnily enough, 

although the families of the black people in the book are wrenched 

apart by interfering whites any time it seems good to them to take 
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control of people who’ve managed their own lives for thousands of 

years, it still seems to me that the greatest crime of the whites is to 

make the blacks feel ashamed of themselves.  Gladys (Mum) to her 

daughter Sally, and to us all:

I feel embarrassed now, to think that, once, I wanted to be 
white.  As a child, I even hoped a white family would adopt 
me, a rich one, of course.  I’ve changed since those days …

… but at least I’ve made a start.  And I hope my children will 
feel proud of the spiritual background from which they’ve 
sprung.  If we all keep saying we’re proud to be Aboriginal, 
then maybe other Australians will see that we’re a people to 
be proud of …

I suppose, in hundreds of years time, there won’t be any 
black Aboriginals left.  Our colour dies out; as we mix with 
other races, we’ll lose some of the physical characteristics 
that distinguish us now.  I like to think that, no matter what 
we become, our spiritual tie with the land and the other 
unique qualities we possess will somehow weave their way 
through to future generations of Australians.  I mean, this is 
our land, after all, surely we’ve got something to offer.

It hasn’t been an easy task, baring my soul.  I’d rather have 
kept hidden things which have now seen the light of day.  
But, like everything else in my life, I knew I had to do it.  I 
find I’m embarrassed sometimes by what I have told, but I 
know I cannot retract what has been written, it’s no longer 
mine.

Brave Gladys, for saying it, and Sally, for getting it all down, in a 

book, a book, a book!
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My next two essays are about two men, both of them solitary yet 

highly social, who decided, quite early in their lives, that they 

would become writers.  This raises the question of whether those 

who aspire to be writers have much idea of what it is they want to 

take on and I think the best available answer is that it is the path 

that seems compelling even though its destination, and its route, 

remain unknown.  Marshall and Porter are not usually coupled 

together, but I think they belong in each other’s company, not least 

because they knew each other at the outset of their careers, and 

maintained the link for a time by letters.

Both took their early steps towards writing when they frequented 

Melbourne’s cafes in the last years of inter-war prosperity and 

early years of the depression which began in 1929.  The same or 

similar cafes and café personalities can be found in their early 

stories, then they went their separate ways.  Porter took himself 

into the Strzelecki Ranges to do his writing (see ‘On the Ridge’ in 

A Bachelor’s Children, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1962, and also 

various sections of The Paper Chase, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 

1966).  They wrote to each other, and Marshall’s letters to Porter 

were among the letters that Mrs Tretheway reads while her boarder 

is away from the house.  The Marshall letters are now held by the 

National Library; what Porter wrote back I cannot say, but here’s 

what he said of his friend in The Paper Chase.

… the admiration is there.  This is not because Marshall has 

been crippled by infantile paralysis, and doubly crippled 

because he has been thrown from a horse, and is “brave” 

about it, but because he is a sensitive, alight and centralized 

human being.  He does, however, as the first physically 

crippled man I get to know, teach me something strange.  It 

is the same thing that one learns from a beautiful woman.  

Cripples and lovely women, somewhere along the highway, 

both tire of being looked at as though they had but one 

quality, tire of being picketed by observation.  Each learns, 

therefore, to return a deeper look, a clearer look, against 

the mere stare-stare-monkey-bear look.  Once upon a time 

Marshall’s problem may have been – but I don’t really know 

– when he was younger, a youth, a boy, a problem possessing 

the refinements of difficulty it needs refinements of acting-a-

part to level out.  To stand with ease and nonchalance on the 

deadly straight line between appearing tragic and appearing 

wilfully brave is a feat of social balance so complex I should 

not like to have to rake in the solitary dark for the super-

organization necessary to accomplish it.  I prefer idly to be 

fond of people or, if they are not my cup of tea, selfishly to be 

passer-by indifferent to them, rather than to be dazzled into 

sit-about respect and admiration.  Marshall is, however, one 

of a mere handful of men and women I admire and respect 

to the point of love, that treacherous and rabies-ridden 

emotion.

Hal, we cannot help noticing, is being ‘Hal’ in those last words.  

One of the points where these dissimilar men come close to each 

other is that Marshall, too, was known by his first name: he was 

Alan, or Alan Marshall; the surname alone made him too distant 

Interlude 3: Marshall and Porter, Alan and Hal
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for a man whose voice entered thousands of households via his 

writing.

This didn’t come about easily, as his autobiographical works 

(especially This is the Grass) make clear.  There were endless steps 

between the boy crippled early on and the confident writer of later 

years.  His writing shows him taking some of these steps, most 

obviously and perhaps most entertainingly when he gets dressed 

up to tell people’s fortunes; in the fairground tent scenes of In 

Mine Own Heart (Marshall peeping out to get a look at his next 

customers before they get a look at him!), we have the paradox that 

people are paying money to have truths about themselves revealed, 

while Marshall takes both money and the opportunity to study 

humanity presenting itself.  This is learning and teaching at its most 

bizarre, but something wonderful develops from it, as we will see 

in Marshall’s later books such as Hammers over the Anvil (Nelson, 

Melbourne, 1975).

Porter, meanwhile, was forging an entirely different style, 

approach, subject matter, and readership.  It’s tempting to say that 

the two men could hardly have been more dissimilar, yet the bond 

between them is there.  Opposites can express two sides of the same 

thing, and can be peculiarly attractive to minds swinging about in 

search of certainty, as we see – or used to see, not so long ago – with 

communists embracing catholicism, or vice-versa; when the first 

faith was found wanting, away they swung to the opposite.  I have 

a feeling that Porter and Marshall are often talking about similar 

things, or perhaps it’s merely the fact that they wrote in the same 

country at the same time, so that features of the culture, or lack 

thereof, that surrounded them crept into their work regardless of 

their intentions.

I shall leave my speculations at that point and move to the 

writing of these two men, Marshall first, then Porter, or shall I say 

Alan followed by Hal?
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Some thoughts about the values inherent in Alan Marshall’s 

writing.

In This is the Grass there is a man called Gulliver (Marshall is not 

very good at inventing names) who plays the piano.  He plays 

Rachmaninoff, Chopin, Bach and Beethoven.  Marshall says of his 

own responses: ‘The greater the composer the more he demands 

from the listener, and I did not yet possess what the greatest music 

demanded.’  He is happier with folk songs and ballads.

I could never hear music or listen to singing without seeing 

people behind it.  Ballads evoked the vision of a vast number 

of people singing their longings, their hopes, their despairs, 

their defiance, and stirred me to feelings of exaltation.  The 

words might be sentimental, the music paltry, but I respected 

them and defended them hotly against the contempt of Mr 

Gulliver, to whom grand opera supplied all he needed in 

song.

He goes on:

I think I was really defending my father when I defended 

folk music and ballads against contempt.  Not only my 

father, but all those simple men and women who had been 

uplifted and strengthened and comforted by the songs that 

sprang from the demand of countless hearts.

My father loved music though, in all his life, he had never 

heard an orchestra nor seen an opera.  Under its spell he 

did not become a man on a pinnacle of dreams but a man 

inspired to an unselfish giving of himself for the benefit of 

others.

Marshall takes the argument further by describing a piece of wood 

he’s picked up in the outback, and given to his father, who carves it 

to become a stockwhip handle, then returns it to his son.

‘It’s a good handle,’ I said to him, pleased at the feel of it in 

my hands.

‘Not yet, it isn’t,’ he said.  ‘It won’t be a good whip-handle 

for years.  When you have handled it, and all your friends 

have handled it thousands of times and the sweat of all your 

hands has gone into it and it is worn smooth by people, then 

it will be a good whip-handle.  It will mean something then; 

it doesn’t now.’

Marshall elaborates on his father’s theme:

The ballads and folk songs sung by the people were like that 

handle to him.  After being sung by countless people over 

years they absorbed something of their aspirations.  Crude 

and sentimental as many of them were, they inspired in him 

and in others emotions just as worthy and uplifting as those 

engendered in the minds of cultured people by arias from 

the grand opera.

I resolved that one day I would understand and appreciate 

the works of the great composers, but when I reached that 

stage I felt sure I would find behind the emotion and intellect 

Where certainty lies; his father's world
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that guided the themes of the greatest compositions an 

embrace of the world’s people.

‘An embrace of the world’s people’: Marshall is setting his 

standard high.  As we see if we follow him through his three 

autobiographies, he is constantly aspiring and constantly falling 

back.  Here’s another passage from This is the Grass:

My conversations with these local men gave me glimpses 

of lives distorted by deprivation.  They were deprived 

of security, culture, purpose.  I knew no answer to their 

conditions; I was like them.

I increasingly sought their company, our kindred problems 

forming a bond between us.  They supplied part of my need 

even though I felt dissatisfied and restless when I left them.  

I liked them and often admired them, but they offered me no 

escape from my prison, no escape from their own prison.

I wanted conversation, enlightenment that in some way 

would reveal a road out of all this.  Within me, compressed 

and bound and chained, were longings and hopes, poetry and 

stories, formless yet waiting the release of an understanding 

listener to crystallise them into words.  I wanted to leap forth 

from my surroundings fully clad as a writer, armed by my 

experiences, not defeated by them.

As they say, it’s a big ask, yet Marshall got there after a time, 

and when I ask myself what he did to make him the much-loved 

writer he became, I keep thinking of his father, the horse-breaker 

and store-keeper whose attitudes and sayings keep popping up in 

his son’s pages.  A horse-breaker needs to be patient, must be able to 

think his way into the mind of the animal he’s training, and has to 

respect, even admire, the qualities of the animal so that he can work 

with the horse, not against.  A good trainer develops a horse rather 

than conquering it.  Is breaking the wrong word, then?  Yes and no: 

we speak of breaking an animal’s or a person’s will, and this is a 

frightening, perhaps totalitarian concept, but the idea of breaking 

in is another matter.  Breaking in means giving the animal/person a 

new and superior set of abilities to those possessed before.

So Marshall wanted to be a writer, but a writer of a certain sort.  

From This is the Grass again:

To feel myself part of city life, not as one begging for alms 

in disdainful streets, but one contributing to the throb and 

power of it, gave me a feeling of elation.  Now I was moving 

forward somewhere, wedged tightly in a mass of people 

with uplifted faces to a goal that the very nature of man was 

impelling them to seek – a better life.

A few pages later in the same book we find this:

My notes, I thought, were not only objective in content but 

delved into the minds of men and women.  But when I sat 

down to write I felt empty as a sack.  There was no great 

comprehension within me upon which I could draw …

It was with impatience and resentment I realised that what I 

lacked was not so much experience, though this was limited, 

as the ability to see my experience in relation to the struggles 

of mankind as a whole.

The young Marshall attaches himself to a pie-cart somewhere 

near Flinders Street station, he’s friendly with the man who runs it 

and it gives him a vantage point for looking at, studying, the lives 
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of all who come to it.  They’re a varied clientele, and he fills his 

notebook with observations, until a detective warns him to keep 

away from the cart.  He’s mixing with criminals and it will lead him 

into trouble.  Sadly he accepts that he’d better do as he’s been told.

… I experienced a great loneliness.  The detective’s advice 

was an order …  Standing in front of the pie-cart I had a 

sense of belonging.  It was a point of contribution to a more 

embracing and greater life than I could fashion from my 

own experience – greater, since this life emerged from the 

experiences of all men.

This is the Grass is full of passages of this sort, where Marshall 

considers himself, and mankind as a whole, then of writing as the 

bridge that will join them.  This raises the question of what it means 

to be a writer; someone like Frederic Manning, already discussed in 

these essays, wrote no more once he’d made his major statement.  

Before that, although he belonged to the literary world, he wouldn’t, 

I think, have described himself as ‘a writer’; he was simply one 

who wrote from time to time.  The very notion of ‘being a writer’, 

common to both Marshall and Porter, is a social claim, and if the 

surrounding society doesn’t recognise the writing person then s/

he isn’t ‘a writer’.  Porter, as we have seen and will see again, is an 

actor through and through; it’s his way of controlling an audience 

and a way of placing himself both against, and in the regard of, his 

socially chosen audience.  Marshall’s desire is more broad-based, 

more political, in a loosely defined way, since he identifies himself 

as one of those who help mankind to lift itself in its struggles.  Not 

unnaturally, he was well regarded in his lifetime by the political 

left.  Today, with socialism rapidly following communism into the 

past, and the old terms left and right no longer possessing any 

source of meaning, it’s hard to see the quotations I’ve included 

here as anything but the rhetoric of a day that’s vanished … and 

yet the statements were strongly felt by Marshall when he made 

them.  Some development, he knew, had to happen inside himself 

if writing was to be natural to him.

As we now know, this particular story had a happy ending.  

We can see it happening if we move to Marshall’s third book of 

autobiography, In Mine Own Heart.  It begins in much the same 

mood as its predecessor:

My ambition was to become a writer.  To achieve this I had to 

play the game, not watch it from the grandstand.

Fifty pages later, Marshall is asked by a magazine editor to give 

him a story to go with an illustration he’s bought and been unable 

to use.

… a black and white drawing of a woman in evening dress 

leaning nonchalantly against the pillar of an enormous 

ballroom talking to a young handsome man in an evening 

suit.  She was holding a cocktail glass and was smiling up 

at him.

Not exactly a Marshall story!  But off he goes again: ‘I couldn’t do it.  

I wanted to picture life as it was and by inference show it as it should 

be.’  About the middle of the book, however, something changes.  

Marshall’s autobiographies have many chapters.  Some of these, 

to my mind, end a little stiltedly, as if he is looking for a line to let 

himself out.  But the change that takes place – develops – in In Mine 

Own Heart is that each chapter becomes a story in itself, and ends 
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when the story ends.  You realise that you could lift whole chapters 

out and publish them separately, and indeed a number of them 

are to be found in collections of Marshall’s work.  Those nagging 

thoughts about the writer, the reading public (en masse) and the 

nature of a story and its relation to ‘real’ life, have dropped away.  

The stories flow naturally now.  Marshall can write them easily 

because he can no longer write anything else.  He’s found himself 

in that he’s confident that anything that interests him will interest 

others.  This means, if you think about it, that he no longer believes 

there’s any difference between himself and those who surround 

him.  Common humanity is no longer an article of political faith, 

it’s a discovery of himself, or, perhaps more accurately, a realisation 

that the things that make him unique are less important than the 

things that make him common.

 The discovery, then, is of a way to see himself.  Now, before 

we look at some of Marshall’s other books, let’s run through some 

of the later chapters in In Mine Own Heart.  Here they are, rolling 

out, one story after another.  Dolly Trevis is perhaps the first of the 

people who are both ‘characters’ (in a story) and people selected 

from daily life.  She loves – is dependent on – a man called Harry, 

who has other women.  Dolly knows about them, and how long 

they are with Harry in his room.  When Harry has nobody else, 

he comes back to Dolly, his regular.  Then Harry is killed in a car 

accident, and there was another woman with him at the time.  The 

news gets through to Dolly, and she weeps, keeping her face hidden 

as she does so.  Marshall manages to convey to us that she has 

finally faced the fact that her life is shameful and that nothing in 

her life is free of this shame because she’s built her life – her lie, her 

denial – on it.

 In the chapter that follows the theme is mateship.  Curly and 

Blue are two men who’ve been brought together by the adversities 

of travelling the country by jumping onto trains, and off again, in 

the guise, and probably the self-deception, of looking for work.  

Curly got off one train and Blue, who was with him, and should 

have jumped on immediately after, didn’t.  Curly goes looking for 

him, talking about him to Marshall and others.  Someone shows 

Curly a report in the local newspaper: a tall man with red hair has 

been found dead beside a railway line.

Curly’s face as he read became white and emptied of life.  

Only his eyes were alive and from these I turned away.

He dropped the paper, seized his swag and tucker bag and 

walked abruptly away.  He walked in a straight line across 

the paddock, looking neither to the right nor the left.

With only another line or two Marshall completes his impression 

of a man who has lived out the role of the profoundly needy ‘mate’ 

– the man who is financially and perhaps emotionally unable 

to partner a woman but manages, at last and at least, to find a 

similarly placed soul, and to travel around with him, the two of 

them supporting each other by living with, and being possessed by, 

the same unbearable problem.  Until, as in this case, the partnership, 

the mateship, is broken, and the pain has to be carried alone.

The strange thing, the wonderful thing, is that Marshall’s 

chapter ends with the simple sentence, ‘I never saw Curly again.’  I 

hope the reader will forgive me pointing out that many thousands 
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of readers have now seen, and thought about, Curly as he walks 

away from the fireside group of unemployed men to face his 

problem alone.  Marshall has found a way to do one of the things 

he always wanted to do, and the weakness he felt so keenly is now 

a strength.  Curly the individual is representative of the whole, 

suffering society, and Marshall, in presenting him, is the writer in 

touch with the thinking of the mass.

Marshall develops this combination/relationship in the chapters 

that follow, in which he shows himself moving around with 

sideshow people, entertainers, all of them, and frauds, some of 

them, moving about the country to put on their shows – boxing, 

fortune-telling – in one little township after another.  Marshall 

feels a kinship with these people because, just as a writer needs 

technique, so too do these people need the tricks of their trade.

And they have them, as we see when Marshall enters the 

world of the boxing tent, with all its raucous rituals of challenge 

and brawling response, men knocked down, men pummelled 

many times a week, men who earn little putting on a show so 

that people of the little townships can have their few minutes of 

drama, with drums rolling, the referee-entrepreneur intervening, 

crowds screaming, and the rest of it.  It’s a world that’s almost 

vanished now, except that it hasn’t, the charlatanry has simply 

moved elsewhere in the society that no longer bothers much with 

country shows but preoccupies itself with television, celebrities, 

rock musicians, et cetera.

In this respect, Marshall is a writer from a world that’s vanished 

and was disappearing in his own lifetime.  So, you may say, are 

we all.  Change sweeps us all away, or makes our stories, our 

performance, irrelevant.  It’s part of the art of showmanship to stay 

up to date with, or a little ahead of, those who are to be entertained.  

Diverted.  Amused.  Given a workout of their emotions.  Marshall, 

like a number of the other writers discussed in these essays, is both a 

realist and an optimist.  That is, he tries to be realistic when identifying 

the forces, including people’s own habits and dispositions, that 

hold them back, while at the same time maintaining a measured 

optimism about mankind’s progress, and future.  This is where the 

artistic and political sides of the ‘progressive’ artist encounter each 

other, and join.  In the last chapter of In Mine Own Heart Marshall 

goes to Sydney to meet a man with the un-Sydney name of Colin 

Street (Collins Street).  Travelling north ‘in the truck of a haulier I 

knew’, and searching the streets of Elizabeth Bay, Marshall faintly 

resembles Curly looking for Blue.  Colin Street seems to think so 

too, though he’s smart enough to recognise that Marshall knows 

a thing or two about ordinary people.  Street tells Marshall he’s 

uneducated, and is rather amused at Marshall’s desire to be paid 

more than three pounds ten shillings for doing what the same paper 

pays Street fifteen pounds to do.  There is an amusing – satirical, I 

think – passage in which Street tells Marshall about his own need 

for two Rolls Royces, which he justifies by comparing Madame 

Melba with her charlady.  Melba wouldn’t have been able to sing 

without luxury, therefore she should have it, to which Marshall 

replies: ‘You don’t think I should be kept in luxury?’  ‘Certainly not,’ 

replies Street, and tells Marshall that he would be unhappy living in 

the surroundings which he himself enjoys.
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Your happiness lies in an identification with the upward 

struggle of Man, to use a hackneyed and ambiguous 

phrase I read in one of your articles.  You find pleasure in 

commiserating with the poor.  You could never commiserate 

from a position such as mine; it would be in bad taste.  Any 

worthwhile contribution you make to life will be as a result 

of poverty.  You must preserve poverty since from it you 

have developed talent.

As Marshall leaves, Colin Street concedes that he’s probably 

worth more than three pounds ten shillings a week, and tells him to 

ask for seven pounds.  Marshall does so, and his editor somewhat 

glumly gives him what he wants.  This unusual and unexpected 

collusion of Street (formerly of Harley Street, London), Marshall (the 

uneducated analyst of people’s feelings), and his editor, produces 

an ending to the book which is both consistent with Marshall’s view 

of mankind’s struggle and oddly contradictory of the optimistic 

humanism for which he was famous, and loved, in his lifetime.

As I sat there listening to him I had a feeling of unreality …  

The juggling puppets we were bore no resemblance to the 

independent men we thought we were.

We were jugglers of pretence, each one the other’s enemy, 

each one the victim of a history we were encouraging to 

repeat itself.  We could only rise by taking from the one 

something that reduced him.

I saw myself kneeling side by side with them scrabbling for 

money in a room beyond the door of which I could hear 

children crying.

I must get out of that dark room.  Out … Out …

Thus Marshall’s third autobiography ends on a note of struggle 

which I find surprising because it appears to contradict the growing 

confidence of the preceding chapters.  Twenty pages earlier, 

Marshall offers what is for me the quintessential statement of his 

purpose in writing:

Fortune telling brought me face to face with people.  They 

were presented for my observation under conditions that 

removed the façade concealing them.

In a fortune teller’s tent life became literature, a book, the 

chapters of which I was asked to write.

‘Life became literature’: there it is, the statement Marshall, and 

I in writing about him, have been searching for.  Let us now, and in 

conclusion, look at two more books by Marshall, These Are My People 

(1944) and Hammers over the Anvil (1975).  They are, respectively, 

Marshall’s first published book, and one of his last.  The differences 

between them will tell us much about his development as man and 

writer over the decades that separate them.

These Are My People – an optimistic title, in keeping with much 

that I have said about the writer so far – is a wartime book, about 

an (allegedly) wartime activity.  Marshall and his wife, Olive, 

are journeying around Victoria in a horse-drawn van with ‘A.I.F. 

(Australian Imperial Forces) News’ on the side.  The News is a 

weekly journal published in Cairo for Australian soldiers in the 

Middle East.  Marshall writes humorous pieces for it and now 

he and his wife are collecting messages from the soldiers’ friends 

and supporters.  It’s a morale-boosting exercise; the men will 

be heartened when they get a few words from back home.  The 
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journey, and eventually the book, are undertaken in an atmosphere 

of patriotic support for the nation’s soldiers.  The book takes it for 

granted that Marshall and Olive, and everyone they meet, are in 

an accord created by the circumstances of the time.  (The fact that 

there is no mention of a threat from Australia’s north suggests to 

me that the events it chronicles must have occurred before Japan’s 

entry to the war, with publication coming somewhat later.)  People 

in the settlements passed through (there’s a map in the endpapers) 

give the Marshalls the messages they’re looking for, but the book 

is mostly concerned with the events, modest enough, of their daily 

travel.  From one point of view, it’s all a rather useless indulgence; 

from another, it’s a protracted journey of love.  As the trip comes to 

its end, Marshall writes this:

Our last camp-fire greyed to a mound of ash.  Home 

to-morrow.  No more yarns; no more messages.  A year had 

passed since we had left.  Now it was over.  It was time to 

close my notebook, that link between the diggers and me.

We had wandered over one little corner of the country for 

whose existence they were fighting.  In it was something of 

the things that helped develop their character …

… I felt these influences.  I saw the things that developed 

their love of freedom, their hatred of hypocrisy, their courage 

– the countless little things that surrounded them when they 

were children.  Those things that spelt for them Australia.

Because of this I felt a desire to add one more message to the 

many I had collected – a message inspired by the Australian 

soil; a message, not to one soldier but to them all:

Then he begins – and ends with - a passage I cannot imagine anyone 

but Alan Marshall writing.

Say, diggers, do you remember picking the ham and eggs, the 

chocolates, the everlastings, the early nancy, the spider orchids of 

the cool places?

The modern reader may not be aware that he’s referring to the 

names of wildflowers?

Do you remember the plovers calling at nights as they winged over 

in the high dark, and the nesting magpies hurtling down, then 

lifting and banking against a sky as blue as a distant hill?

Marshall invokes Australian nature in a succession of questions; 

do the soldiers recall the birds, the animals, the flowers of their 

land?

Do you remember these things, diggers?

These are the things that made you.

To read this panegyric, a lifetime after it was written, is to be 

even more surprised than by the many encounters with rural people 

which fill the pages of These Are My People.  The modern reader 

can’t fail to observe that Marshall’s people have either disappeared 

or become unrecognisable in the years between his writing and 

our reading.  In his Preface to I Can Jump Puddles, Marshall says, 

‘I wanted to give a picture of a period that has passed.’  This can 

be done consciously, of course, or it can be done inadvertently, 

by a mind not aware that today’s confident assertions may be 

unbelievable tomorrow.  This is not so much the problem, as the 

nature, of These Are My People.  To read it today is to become aware 
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that our society’s notions of itself are created in different ways and 

in different places from the society Marshall was describing.  This 

might lead us to say that the book is dated, with little to say to a 

modern reader.

 I don’t think this is true.  To read These Are My People today 

is to get a jolt; when people felt patriotic, felt a love of their country, 

then, how is it that the country that caused an emotion to surge 

in them like a temperature rising is so different from the one that 

surrounds us today?  If Marshall and the people he wrote for, 

the people whose messages he collected and the soldiers who 

represented them in a vicious struggle elsewhere in the world, 

could merge with a sense of unity created by events of their time 

and the Australia-loving passions called up at the end of the book, 

who and what is/are controlling us today to feel similar passions 

for vastly different purposes?  I offer no answer to these questions 

but a modern reading of These Are My People disturbs the lower 

layers of one’s mind and beliefs; it would be simple to say that 

Marshall is simple, and the people of his time were simple: they 

were no doubt, but what about us?  Today?

 Lastly, I turn to Hammers over the Anvil, a collection of stories 

taking us back to Marshall’s childhood, and his friendship with a 

boy called Joe, but with a depth, a moral atmosphere, that was not 

always present in his writing before.  One senses this new dimension 

in Marshall’s introductory lines, where he tells us that the people 

we are going to read about (his people?) thrived under conditions 

‘where everyone knew everyone else, where the struggles of one 

enlarged the life of the other, where an individual triumph was 

often a dagger twisted in the heart of a neighbour.’  He goes on:

They were often suspect, often feared, sometimes loved.  

They were sources of rumour, distributors of dark tales, 

furtive discoverers of secrets, leaders of factions, denouncers 

of sins.

They were people of power and influence, people of no power 

and no influence.  They had one common denominator: they 

made their presence felt.  Everyone was aware of them.  They 

were part of the township’s air, they were the township’s 

personality, they were the township’s burden.

Marshall is no longer inviting us to consider the people he is 

going to tell us about as being part of the struggle to take an upward 

step into that better life which he once regarded as mankind’s aim.  

Tragedy is as much a part of human life as aspiration.  What is most 

remarkable, to me, about this alteration to his vision is that it is done 

by taking us back to the world of I Can Jump Puddles, the world of 

the young Alan and his mate Joe, forever getting about the district 

by day and by night, prying into birds’ nests, trapping rabbits, and 

doing anything else that takes their fancy.  This time Alan has an 

extra dimension of awareness.  Sexual secrets, and covert meetings, 

are part of this childhood revisited.  Alan and Joe overhear things 

they don’t entirely understand, but Marshall, in this book published 

when he was 73, offers them to the reader, confident that the reader 

will know, will share.

The most painful of the stories, though perhaps the best, is ‘Miss 

McAlister’.  There are actually two people with this name, two 

sisters – Maggie, and Grace.
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That was the name of the pretty Miss McAlister – ‘Grace’.  

She had marvellous laughing eyes.  She got Joe and me in.

Much of the story appears not to be about Grace at all, but a man 

called Peter McLeod and his Clydesdale stallion, Nero.  Maggie 

McAlister wants Peter to have Nero serve one of her mares.  Nero 

isn’t interested, so deception has to be brought into play.  Another 

mare is offered to the excited stallion, then pulled out of the way, 

and Maggie McAlister’s mare is substituted as the rearing stallion 

comes down, penis at full stretch.  Alan and Joe, who are helping 

to hold the horses, are both excited by and afraid of the force they 

perceive in the stallion.

Joe had led his mare to the fence where he tied her up with the 

halter, then came running over to me and said breathlessly, 

‘By hell, that’s bloody dangerous, I’m tellin’ ya.  Nobody 

should be around when he’s doing that.  It’s stupid …

‘I liked watching them’, I said defensively.

‘That was the bad coming out in ya’, said Joe.  ‘You want to 

keep holt of yourself.  It can get a holt of you.  Father Guiness 

told us looking at carnal things poisons the mind.’

‘Struth!’ I exclaimed.  ‘What do ya know about that.’  Then 

asked, ‘What’s “carnal”?’

‘It’s what Nero was doing to “Miss McAlister”.

I’ve ended the quote with Maggie McAlister’s horse being 

identified by her name.  This is Marshall’s way of linking sexuality 

in all its force to the other Miss McAlister, Grace.  The boys have 

seen Grace riding with a wool-classer who’s visiting the district.  

He chases the laughing woman, they dismount, then enter a clump 

of wattle growing amongst high ferns.  ‘They stayed hidden for 

a while, then came out and rode away.’  The outcome of this is 

revealed on the story’s last page.

The next day the most terrible thing I’ve ever heard of 

happened.  I heard about it outside the pub.  A lot of blokes 

were talking about it.  They said that Grace McAlister went 

into the gun room at Barji, took down her Dad’s double 

barrel gun, and blew her head off.

Grace has become pregnant, and the man has gone away.  Alan’s 

village is full of sex in this late collection, full also of people who try 

to prevent it taking over their lives.  In the story ‘Miss Trengrove’, 

we see that if sexuality doesn’t satisfy itself in the body it takes over 

the mind.  Miss Trengrove lives alone.

She moved through Turalla cloaked in religion, a cloak that 

shielded her from sin.  Sin to Miss Trengrove was always 

associated with sex.  She had never married; she was far too 

fastidious.

At the urging of Elsie, Alan’s sister, Miss Trengrove takes a 

boarder, Evelyn Wilson, a young assistant teacher, twenty years 

of age, with blonde hair coiled into a bun.  Miss Wilson tells Miss 

Trengrove, after a time, that she would like to visit an old lady, Mrs 

Turner, on Tuesday and Friday nights.  But Alan and Joe are out at 

night, rabbiting, and they are setting a trap, in the shade of a stone 

fence, when they hear voices.  To their amazement, they realise 

that they are close to Miss Wilson the teacher and Tom Dixon, ‘a 

good-looking bloke who walked like a stallion being led out to a 

mare.’  The boys are alarmed for her safety, but Miss Wilson comes 
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to school in the morning ‘very happy for a girl who had just escaped 

having her throat cut the night before.’

The boys, Miss Wilson and Tom Dixon are not the only ones 

active at night.  There is also a sixty year old Sunday School teacher 

called Miss Flinders, who plays the organ at her church.  Marshall 

describes her as ‘chock-a-block full of religion’.

She liked playing for God, but she also liked walking about 

at night.  She was always looking for something, I don’t 

know what.

She’d pass houses in the dark and the light from the windows 

would fall on her face for a moment.  It was always looking 

at the windows and the windows were looking at it.  They 

saw a sad face, I think.

Miss Flinders sends an anonymous letter to Miss Trengrove, 

accusing her of complicity in what’s happening on Tuesday and 

Friday evenings.  Miss Trengrove shows it to Alan’s sister Elsie, 

who recognises the writing.  Miss Trengrove posts it back to Miss 

Flinders and after that, the narrator tells us, Miss Flinders didn’t 

walk at night any more.  I presume we’re told this in order to keep 

the narrative simple, because the focus then moves back to Miss 

Wilson, the teacher, who first puts on weight, then leaves the town.  

Two days before her departure, Alan and Joe take a rabbit to Miss 

Trengrove’s because, they believe, Miss Wilson likes to eat rabbit.  

Miss Trengrove thanks them, they leave, then Joe calls back:

‘Hey Miss Trengrove, don’t worry over that rabbit.  It’s been 

skinned and gutted; all the dirty work’s been done!’

By this stage of Hammers over the Anvil, the reader is aware that 

dirty work, and the deeds of darkness, are never done, in the sense 

of finished; aware, too, that they are done all the time, because that 

is what the collection is about.  Human beings can ruin each other, 

and they can ruin themselves; over-confidence is another portal for 

tragedy to enter.  ‘East Driscoll’ shows us this, painfully enough.

East Driscoll is a horse-breaker, a flamboyant man, too sure of 

himself to get through life unscathed.  He is what Marshall’s father 

might have been, but wasn’t.   The young Marshall tells us about 

waking ‘in the dead of night … to the sound of horse’s hooves 

pounding the roadway past our house.’  This is East Driscoll riding 

home after a drinking session.

Some awakened husband would mutter to his wife, ‘East 

Driscoll’s on the booze again’, then turn over and return to 

sleep.  The wives remained awake staring into the dark while 

they remembered his provocative eyes, his grin, his lithe 

flexible body and his swagger.  He had flashed messages 

past their husbands’ heads to all of them at one time or 

another.

Alan goes on to quote his father, in a passage that can be added to 

‘Miss McAlister’, a story already discussed.

‘A good rider on a good horse takes from the horse the 

virility and the vigour of the animal and makes it his own.  

A man riding easily on a free-striding horse is a bigger man 

than when he is on the ground.  Women think that he is all 

they have missed.’

The story tells us a good deal about East Driscoll’s daring, and his 

skill with horses.  But there is a weakness: father again:
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‘He sometimes rides for the gallery and never thinks of the 

horse.  He’s building up his reputation at the expense of the 

horse, but he’s pretty to watch, isn’t he?’

One afternoon he rides a half-broken colt through Turalla on his 

way to the pub, and father comments that it’s ‘a dangerous horse to 

go drinking on.’  Driscoll is thrown as he gallops home, is dragged 

by his foot in the stirrup for hours on end, suffering terrible injuries.  

He lies unconscious in hospital for three weeks.  Eventually he 

recovers, after a fashion.

… I saw him walking around his stockyard again; but he did 

not laugh or joke any more.  He sometimes looked round 

vaguely as if striving to remember.  There was no spring in 

his walk; though he continued riding horses he sat heavily 

upon them.

‘East Driscoll is not the man he was,’ said a farmer.  ‘Half the 

time, he’s not there.  A bloody shame isn’t it?’

I think these examples will show how Hammers over the Anvil 

introduces a new appraisal of life into Marshall’s writing.  This 

change, this development, largely undercuts the basis of his earlier 

optimism.  Left-wing writing frequently, perhaps usually, blames 

the financial system for the world’s woes and injustices.  There 

may be truth in this but I think it’s unlikely that a community will 

ever understand itself very well as long as it’s prepared to locate 

blame on particular individuals or groups.  Mankind, humanity, 

is deeply flawed, capable of reaching great heights of generosity 

and love, and equally capable of the most disgraceful deeds, and it 

seems to me that both individuals and whole societies must be on 

guard, every moment of every day, for the inevitable fluctuations in 

their behaviours from better to worse.  It’s my view that Marshall 

deserved the admiration he received in his lifetime – writers 

always slip out of sight when they die, unless they’ve generated 

a biography industry, as some do – but I think the acclaim he 

received in mid-life was a little too easily given, and was only fully 

deserved after he attained the more sombre view innate in his later 

stories, and he’s greatly to be admired, I think, for being able to 

find the base for this fully-matured, fully-developed view in the 

experiences of his childhood.  The life of the writer is fulfilled when 

those first experiences can form the basis of the matured artist’s 

final thoughts.

The following books by Alan Marshall are referred to in the above essay.

This is the Grass, Australasian Book Society, Sydney, 1962

In Mine Own Heart, F.W.Cheshire, Melbourne, 1963

These Are My People, F.W.Cheshire, Melbourne, 1944

Hammers over the Anvil, Nelson, Melbourne, 1975

I Can Jump Puddles, F.W.Cheshire, Melbourne, 1955
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Some thoughts about the way Hal Porter makes the reader complicit 

in what happens inside the writer’s mind.

In an earlier essay I quoted the unforgettable passage in The Watcher 

where Porter’s mother shows her son the night sky:

When I am three and four and five and six Mother points out 

the constellations to me: Orion, The Whale, The Hare, The 

Scorpion, The Cup, The Southern Cross.  I look up and up, 

so earnestly and for so long, at her finger stirring the broth of 

gems, that I become dazzled and giddy enough to conceive 

myself staring downwards into bottomless beauty.  I know 

by name the stars and planets she knows by name, and have 

since learned no more than what she teaches me when I am 

a child.

I say ‘her son’; I should have said ‘her eldest’.

Not once do I catch her at the same exquisite exercise with the 

others: perhaps an eldest son exhausts a mother’s fire, burns 

out the last of her virginal flames with the more outrageous 

flames of the newer, untried masculinity that supplements 

and at the same time destroys the father’s older, tried-out 

and chewed-over masculinity.

A line or two later the same eldest is observing his sister’s 

practice at the piano – ‘its keys no longer sacred under a strip of 

camphor-scented flannelette’ – and then the trickling away of time: 

his tenth year is slipping, moment by moment, into the past.

Porter’s skill when dealing with the past is something already 

treated in these essays; this time, I want to look at the ways and 

means he employs to move a narrative forward.  To keep the 

discussion manageable I shall restrict myself to four stories, and 

in the first of them, ‘Mr Jefferson’s Tune’, we are again scouring 

the past, but in a way that only Porter could manage, I think.  He 

realises that he is humming a certain tune, now and then, and he 

remembers where he got it from, and whom, and when, over half 

a century before.  It was from Mr Jefferson, a storekeeper, on a 

morning when his mother – Mother – sends him to the shop with a 

list.  Porter’s writing is full of lists; this is one of the simplest.

1 Tin Treacle 

2 Lbs Brown Sugar 

1 Cake Sand Soap 

1 Bottle Malt Vinegar 

2 Ozs Turmeric 

1 Bar Glycerine Soap

It’s quite a walk to Mr Jefferson’s shop, so there are houses 

to pass, and think about, as he walks.  But before he sets off, he 

observes – or rather, the sixty year old who’s writing the story 

observes – that everyone in the story but the six year old – now 

sixty – is dead.  Nothing survives of that trip to the shop except the 

A broth of gems; the sky without mother
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tune that Porter, alone of those who were alive on that day, heard 

Mr Jefferson humming.  

Humming it, more than half a century after, remembering it 

all, everything, I … well, I smile although everything’s gone, 

all of it’s gone.  From this the heart must not shy back.

All gone: elms, elegant weeds, footpath dandelions of 1917, 

windfall Gravensteins, meerschaum with tiny perplexed 

Tibetan face, white dahlia and crimson, Lizzie Vidler 

fuchsia, that season’s tarry-carmine and lime-yellow roses 

assassinated by Mother.

All dead: blackbirds that mined the windfalls; voluptuous 

and enigmatic blue-eyed cat; lovelorn ginger dog …

Hal’s list goes on, doing what his whole story does, that is, 

restoring to life, momentarily, things that were alive when he 

went for his walk in 1917, at the age of six.  Two things only have 

survived: Hal Porter, and a certain tune.  I leap forward now, to the 

end of the story.

I do not remember the going home, but do remember that the 

basket is heavier, oh much, and so much that I must trudge 

like an elderly man, with the turmeric, and the treacle, the 

scented soap and the harsh, the musky grapes and the acrid 

vinegar … and Mr Jefferson’s tune.

Leave me there wondering, now at sixty, what I do not 

wonder then, at six.

Where had Mr Jefferson’s mind flown to on the vibrations of 

his humming that day over half a century ago?  Had it flown 

seventy years farther back?  Eighty?  Was he remembering 

a tune he’d learnt as a boy?  A tune picked up from a 

drunkard’s fiddle at a public hanging?  A barrel-organ in a 

whaler’s tavern?  A harpsichord in a pioneer parlour roofed 

with thatch?  A whistling in the dark by his grandfather?

How old is the nameless tune old men take in as little boys, 

and haphazardly hand on to little boys who will become old 

men, and …?

Hal’s discovery is as complete as it’s ever going to be, so his 

statement ends.  If we now pick our way back through the story, 

through his walk from home to shop, we can watch him spreading 

prodigally all the detail his memory revives of Miss Grant-Smythe, 

of the town spread around him, of Mrs Carter and the area known 

as The Common, of Mrs McKay and her daughter Miss McKay who 

cuts two bunches of grapes for the boy to take home after he’s been 

to the shop … all these things and people have resurrected, briefly, 

in the writer’s mind because he is recalling a tune, a tune, a tune 

…

… which you and I, dear reader, will never hear, except through 

the reverberations it produces in Porter’s mind.  Suddenly the 

man’s method in his writing comes a little clearer.  His narratives 

are usually very simple, but heavily, almost infinitely decorated.  

The decoration is sometimes the elaboration of his thoughts, but 

more commonly is performed, for Hal is always an actor, via a list of 

things produced by, or surrounding, his subject.  For an explanation 

of this, let us turn to another story, ‘The Sale’ (it’s in the same 

collection, Fredo Fuss Love Life, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1974).  

It deals with the auction of a deceased estate, so, inevitably, there’s 

any amount of stuff laid out for inspection, leading the narrator to 
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say, ‘I’m very interested in what people buy, surround themselves 

with, cherish, hang on to, in what they leave behind: Virgin Marys 

and Mary Gregorys, plough-shares and ju-jus, their blood-rusted 

dirks, their scent-phials and thumb-screws, gramophones and 

water-colours.  What outlasts people, that’s what people are.’

Let me repeat that.  ‘What outlasts people, that’s what people 

are.’  Can this be true?

Yes, no, depending on how you look at it …

If there’s truth in it, at least a little bit, how does it work?  What 

do those objects tell us that the living person’s presence couldn’t 

provide?

Did Mr Jefferson leave anything behind more eloquent than his 

tune?

There are people who think that a smell, a scent, a fragrance, 

can evoke a person or a period, an event long forgotten, better than 

any other clue.  I am not one of these, having a poor sense of smell 

and a much better ear.  Hence the evocative power of music is, for 

me, far greater than the associative power of smells and scents and 

fragrances.  You may be otherwise.  It’s noticeable that Hal’s story 

makes no attempt to characterise, let alone notate musically, the tune 

that gives the story its life.  No, the tune is rather like the auction 

in ‘The Sale’; it takes its life from what it brings to mind.  Thus, 

the ladies whose houses are passed by the young boy on his way 

to the store, shopping list in hand, and the things in those houses, 

and the customs, the assurances and deceptions which maintain the 

various appearances of those houses, they too are dependent, for 

their resurrection in a story published decades later, on something 

bringing them back to life, something that will provoke a sixty year 

old man to remember what a six year old boy had forgotten, namely 

a tune.  But the tune changes immediately it’s remembered because, 

not only can it bring things back to life, it has had a life of its own.  

May there not be other Mr Jeffersons, in other parts of the world, 

evoking other times and places when they, many decades earlier, 

first had the tune put in their minds?

So the things in the list – all the things in the world – have an 

illusion of solidity, but they will last only as long as there is a human 

mind capable of interpreting them, remembering and needing 

them, and when that mental connection is lost, the things – all the 

things – are finally dead.

I move now to a story from many years earlier: ‘At Aunt Sophia’s’, 

written in the Strzelecki Ranges in 1938, shown to the world in the 

privately published Short Stories of 1942, included in Coast to Coast 

in 1943, published in The Bulletin in 1961.  All this we learn at the 

end of the story; indeed each story in the collection has something 

of its history attached at the end.  The collection is called A Bachelor’s 

Children (Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1962), an unusually frank 

title; one can hardly imagine a contemporary publisher allowing 

it.  Things are managed less personally these days.  The book has 

an Author’s Note making it clear that the purposes of writers and 

publishers overlap, or agree, only infrequently.

… it is as pointless to fatigue an unsuitable editor with a 

story as an editor with an unsuitable story.  Who wants 

an attic of rejection slips?  Unseasonable manuscripts were 

therefore hoarded until the climate changed: even editors 

are transplanted, die like common mortals, see the Light, 
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or mature to condoning a literary manner one has years 

ago relievedly abandoned or reluctantly lost.  One can then 

profitably pillage one’s garnered youth as, later, one will the 

cache of middle age.  To a writer this sort of patience is as 

useful as plot, punctuation, publisher and public.

‘At Aunt Sophia’s’ might be said to pillage Porter’s youth, but 

that would be to do it less than justice.  Porter is forming himself 

as a writer in this story, even as he shows the pain of realising – at 

last, and after a day loaded with suggestions, and hints – that his 

childhood is behind him, out of reach, out of sight, though not of 

memory, and another life, far more complex and demanding, is 

upon him.

It’s all very simple.  He’s in Melbourne, he makes a train 

journey to Gippsland, and Aunt Sophia meets him at the station, as 

she’s done since he was seven.  He’s now fourteen and there, dear 

reader, is the change that’s to be revealed to us, as Porter reveals it 

to himself.  Aunt Sophia meets him at the station.

… Gregory sways on the carriage step, unable to move until 

Aunt Sophia sees him, until her cheek twitches – pricked by 

an invisible insect.  She sees him.  It twitches.  He moves.

For the seventh time it’s his duty to kiss his aunt.

He blushes.  Cruelly it cannot be hidden that this is the first 

of all the years he must bend down to Aunt Sophia, the first 

of all the years she does not take one of his portmanteaux, 

first of all the years he is fourteen.  A scalding mercury rises 

in the almost interminable cylinder of his throat to congeal at 

his celluloid collar; his body becomes grotesque and unoiled; 

the day turns its face aside.

They get in her buggy, and drive out of town.

Upright, her black-gloved hands much too small to control 

the masculine mare she easily controls, she asks the same 

questions she has always asked, the same questions in the 

same voice.  He gives, as always, visit after visit, the same 

answers.  They are certainly the same but seem not to be.  His 

extra knowledge gives unintended intonations; obscenities 

miscolour respectable words.

Change is in the narrator, but he hasn’t realised.  He senses, 

however, that the world has changed and this tells him that his 

position in relation to familiar things has been altered in a way he’s 

yet to discover.  The story only spans a few hours.

Aunt Sophia appears above him at his upstairs bedroom 

window.  She is going to call out, “Greggy, come back this 

minute and change your good clothes.  Put on your galatea 

suit.  Greggy!” while she gesticulates like a beetle and he, 

light and cheeky, laughing, runs away to the hay-loft …

But she doesn’t.

He watches her lips separate, and is horrified at the quiet of 

her voice: ”Are you going to change, Gregory?”  In a moment 

he will cry; a contortion, smile of an impure orchid, mutilates 

his face …

He crosses the road to the cemetery.  He talks, as in earlier years, 

to the grave-digger.  ‘You’re a big younker now.  A flash townie, 

eh?  Fifteen?  Sixteen?  You know what it’s all about, yuss!  Tell ya 

something.’
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The grave-digger tells him about a man whose wife died, and 

turned to his daughters, both of whom bore him a child.  ‘When 

the babies came, he fed them to the pigs.’  Aunt Sophia had 

become aware of what was going on, and had gone to the man, one 

‘Fairweather’, to remonstrate.  She’d been ordered off the property, 

she’d gone to the police …

Gregory calculates: this was four years ago, one, two, three, four 

visits ago.  The present might be quaking but even the past is not 

what it seemed – but he was innocent then, and now is something 

uncertain, undefined, unsure.  Greg returns to Aunt Sophia’s and 

meets up with ‘Young’ Alec; how young or old Alec is we’re never 

told, but he’s old or young enough to have postcards in his pocket.  

‘”See here, Greg”.  He produces his hand from within his breast and, 

grinning, holds something out into the twilight: ‘What d’ya think of 

those?’”  The postcards are French (!) and show a buck nigger and 

three women.  Gregory wants to say, ‘You’re a dirty pig and I’ll tell 

Aunt Sophia’, but instead he says, ‘Any - any more?’

After tea, Aunt Sophia offers him, for his amusement, the 

stereoscopic views of France, of stone monsters and cathedral 

saints, galleries with parquet floors and looking glass walls which 

he has asked to see, often enough, in the past, and which, now 

that he has them in his hands, he no longer wants to see.  Porter 

is controlling his narrative with an edgy skill.  Edgy because he 

wants to offer every nuance of fleeting, and perhaps unexpected, 

apprehension and comprehension by the reader, and by himself.  He 

is not so much narrating a story as leading the reader on a journey 

of discovery, and the reader is following, not only the writer, but 

also his character, Greg, aged fourteen, who doesn’t know where 

this venture will end.

Gregory tells Aunt Sophia that he’s tired and wants to go to bed.  

He goes to bed, he lies thinking: what has gone wrong, not only 

with the day, but with people he always trusted, and most of all, 

what has gone wrong with himself?  There is a knock at the door.

“May I come in, Gregory?”  It is Aunt Sophia.  This has never 

happened before; for him no one has ever before knocked 

on a door.

It is Aunt Sophia, the same but not the same.  He recalls what 

his mother has said about his aunt.  Beautiful as a girl, now a 

hopeless old maid.  ‘She stands, tiny and dried, in her grey wrapper.  

She does not advance to kiss him.  He knows that she will not, but 

cannot think why.’

Oh, kiss me, Aunt Sophia, kiss me and say, as you always 

have …

It’s the same message tonight, but differently delivered.  There’s 

an ‘evening bowl’ in the cupboard.  And he’s not to forget his 

prayers … then she’s gone.

Suddenly, like the meeting and marrying of many drops of 

rain, many tears, sliding sideways along a wire, all things 

of the day gather together in one full and blinding drop, 

one overwhelming drop, conclusion to the problem.  He 

violently puffs away the minaret of candle-flame.

The realisation he’s been resisting all day is with him at last.  He is 

no longer a little boy.
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That is sold, used up, over.  The tears that burn from his eyes 

are for a child who wails for a blue world, and the taste of 

the tears is different, and the beating of his heart is different, 

and the agony that poisons his tears and inspires his heart is 

unique, will never be suffered again, never.

In 1938, in the Strzelecki Ranges, he sought inside himself to 

find this pain, its causes and the effects of its definition on him.  In 

1961, Bulletin editor Ronald McCuaig accepted the story.  Is it a 

story?  Hardly.  It’s an inner search, shared with a reader who has 

to work almost as hard as the writer.  The reader is consubstantial 

with the writer, the two of them joined in something not easy for 

either, perhaps very painful for both.  Hal was right, in the passage 

I quoted earlier, about editors and magazines.  Few editors and 

few magazines would want ‘At Aunt Sophia’s’.  It’s demanding.  

It asks the reader to be as meticulous in his/her examination of its 

words as the writer was in putting them down.  If, as I keep saying, 

Porter is an actor in his prose, he demands that his every gesture be 

noticed and understood.  I confess that as a young man I found him 

hard to understand; that is, I could see that there was a right way 

to read his stories, but what this way was I had no idea.  Nothing 

in my temperament, my approach, had prepared me for these 

demands.  Nothing in my education had prepared me for anything 

so acutely personal.  I think, if I search my then-self a little more 

closely, that I felt it indecent to make such demands.  Success, even 

in writing, could surely be achieved by talking in the way of those 

around one.  Why did, why should, a writer need to forge, to craft, 

to manufacture, something like this style, the likes of which had 

never been seen before?

Books and stories had been written well enough before Hal 

Porter’s books and stories!

Slowly I came to accept that Porter’s stories had to be read 

as an acceptance of the man.  Not of a political point of view, for 

he hardly had one, but of a man made finally, made very near to 

unchangeable, many years before I met him, and read him.  You 

couldn’t, as I said in an earlier essay, pick and choose from his 

virtues and/or shortcomings.  There was no avoiding acceptance of 

the man in his totality.  He really was an all or nothing writer.

Let’s now go to ‘Uncle Foss and Big Bogga’, written in Bairnsdale 

in 1958, prizewinner, Sydney Journalists’ Club Literary Competition 

1958, published in The Bulletin 1958.  Two stories, really, about two 

men linked only by the fact that each of them cried for a woman 

lost to him, using almost the same words to accompany their tears.  

Two stories, two men, linked by the two ears and the one receptive, 

thoughtful, responsively analytical mind of a unique writer.

‘Uncle Foss and Big Bogga’: here’s how the story opens, with 

the two men of the title put side by side.

As I grow older I am increasingly fascinated by the 

interlocking circles which link past with present, a remoter 

past to a less remote.  One has constantly to revalue the 

quality of appearances, to give a testimony at seven thirty-

two one considered grotesque at half-past seven.

Uncle Foss (Foster was his full Christian name) and Big 

Bogga (his correct name escapes me) – who could ever have 

foretold that in the opera of loneliness of which the music is, 

world over, the same but the libretti infinitely varying, these 

two so unlike should sing the same words to an aria?
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Porter indicates which man he’ll deal with first.

Uncle Foss was the perfect country boy’s uncle.

The description that follows starts with a photograph.  It already 

outlasts the man it captures.  And after that:

When I first remember him he was a widower, childless, his 

nose bashed in some hot brawl or brawls, his moustache 

ravaged; his body which might well have sprawled on a 

Michael Angelo ceiling bore the scorpion stitchings of many 

a bushman’s gash from bowie knife, gun, barbed wire, axe, 

fish-hook and bicycle spill.  He shambled, tall and powerful, 

across my childhood and those childhoods of my brothers 

and boy cousins.

We notice once again Hal’s love of lists, of embroidery, of detail 

so minutely considered that he refuses to omit; here’s Uncle Foss 

again.

… he greeted us with gorilla blarings, towering in the heat, 

for it always seemed hot eleven-in-the-morning then …  We 

were scallawags, snorters, young Turks, sonny Jims, laddies; 

we were you B young Bs.  We worshipped him.

Men of this sort are acutely aware of the gap between men and 

women.

I still laugh with middle-aged cousins at the grilling afternoon 

on the Ninety Mile Beach near The Honeysuckles where 

naked Uncle Foss and eight frog-naked boys, salmon-fishing, 

were surprised by women in floppy hats tramping over the 

dunes.  Baying blasphemously, hands in the posture of classic 

modesty, Uncle Foss, with lolloping buttocks, cantered into 

the ocean, we boys, imitating modesty, with him.  From the 

tumultuous soapsuds we glared, Triton and retinue, until 

the chirruping women scurried off like Touaregs through 

the kikuyu.

The key word in that passage is ‘soapsuds’.  The mighty ocean’s 

made ridiculous!  It’s hard to imagine anything withstanding the 

wit, both raucous and scalpel-sharp, of Porter’s prose.  A much-

admired man and the boys who follow him around – Triton and 

retinue!  And the women?  They chirrup and they scurry but they’re 

made absurd by the comparison with the Touaregs.  Why is this 

absurd?  I think it’s the extremity of the comparison, drawn from 

half a world away, the very something least expected.  It’s a simile 

that’s working in two directions.  Few Australians have much idea 

of what Touaregs are like!  Few Touaregs … et cetera.  Those being 

compared and those they’re compared with would not recognise 

each other in themselves, therefore the simile Porter uses is a laugh 

against both.  Only the reader’s unscathed while the writer dips his 

pen in the ink for what’s to follow.

Hal wrote longhand, with a fountain pen, and, in his own 

words, ‘The words arrive at just the speed with which I can write 

them down.’  I find myself wondering how many years it took 

him to achieve this happy congruence of thought and method, or, 

to put it another way, did he have to train himself, or did what 

he seek simply arrive once his brain, like an obedient dog, had 

learned the needs of its petulant master?  Most writers, I think, have 

their preferred methods, habits, times of day and favourite chairs, 

the rituals that precede the moment when they know they must 

produce.  These aspects of a writer’s habits are often amusing; more 
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significant is the way their sentences form, the thoughts arranging 

themselves in paragraphs and sequences of paragraphs, page after 

page.  Writing, or perhaps I should say the practices of writing, 

produce habits, and a writer needs these habits because being able 

to rely on them releases the writer’s mind to go in search of further 

thoughts.

Hal, by the time he wrote ‘Uncle Foss and Big Bogga’, had 

his practices developed.  He describes himself being invited to 

the home of a fellow teacher ‘at a fashionable school in Adelaide’.  

There are two Boggas on the staff; the large one is called Tiny and 

the small one Big.  Schoolboy wit, the narrator tells us.  ‘Big’ Bogga 

takes the narrator home to sample his home brewed beer.

Admitted to the large house, I was immediately sure that 

he had altered nothing since his mother’s death years 

ago.  I sensed a behind-the-scenes bachelor messiness: egg-

sulphuretted spoons, cups encrusted with dried sugar, frying 

pans of stale grease in which burnt sausage meat paraphrased 

the Bay of Islands.  Apparently a fortnightly cow-lick was all 

a slummocky char could manage; the drawing room where 

we drank was scarcely Miss Haversham’s but had the same 

transfixed air of having stopped when the Vulliamy clock 

had, years ago.

Porter’s choice of words carries his attitude to what he sees: 

observe ‘paraphrased’, ‘fortnightly cow-lick’, and ‘slummocky 

char’.  The occasional broom-wielder is not a cleaner, but a char.  

The sound of the word suggests dirt.

The evening unravelled, a ball of grubby wool, as we 

sampled various brews.  They, at least, were fresh.

‘The evening unravelled, a ball of grubby wool …’  How much 

is he telling us about the evening, Big Bogga, and himself!  He’s 

there, inside his own narrative, his discomfort made apparent 

in the words he chooses and the placement of them so that their 

intonation’s expressed in a way we can’t avoid.  The sentences are 

not so much a controlled release of words as a writhing performance 

of them, commanding us to react.  What else to do?  We can’t have 

any more sympathy for Big Bogga than the narrator has, and that’s 

strictly limited.

It was late.  I had no watch.  The Vulliamy had stopped at 

twenty-five past three … day?  night? … long before the war.  

Nevertheless I felt midnight, the page of day about to falter 

over.

“Music,” he said.  “Do you like music?” 

Good God, I thought, at this hour, no, but “Yes,” I said. 

“Truly?”  He got smaller and anxious. 

“Oh, yes,” I said, almost gushingly.

I have already referred to a writer’s training of himself; I 

think we can see it in the lines above, where the writer forces the 

person containing him to lie because the writer senses that some 

revelation’s to come.  It does.  Big (because he isn’t) Bogga gets his 

violin, or rather his mother’s violin.

“The mater’s,” he said.  “Glorious instrument, flawless tone.  

The mater played exquisitely.  She taught me.  I’ll play her 

favourite piece.”
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Bogga plays.  The narrator thinks it’s awful.  He prepares to give 

a false impression of his reaction, but Bogga’s playing to a photo  - 

in a mother-of-pearl frame - on the chimney-piece.

A woman – the mater? – postured soulfully under much 

artistically bundled-up hair.  As though it were the Christ 

Child, she nursed a violin.  Same violin?

Bogga, ‘with one tear like a tiny snail-print on his cheek’, 

says “Poor bloody old mater!  Poor bloody old mater!”  A couple 

of pages earlier we have been told about the house where Uncle 

Foss lives.  Aunt Mary, his wife, has died, and his house, though 

‘scoured weekly by a char-cum-washerwoman’ – not quite the 

same as Bogga’s char – remains as Aunt Mary left it.  The narrator 

remembers a night when

… the gasolier popping, boys lined up on the colonial sofa 

reading Chums or Chatterbox, Uncle Foss at his third bottle 

of beer, suddenly, full stop to some secret sentence of thought, 

announcing in the cricket-soothed and page-turning peace, 

“Poor bloody old Mary!  Poor bloody old Mary!”

Foss and Bogga: the two men are different, the lists of what 

surrounds them not coinciding, yet in one respect, their expression 

of an outburst of grief, they are the same.  I’m sure there would 

be any number of readers who would think this similarity, or 

coincidence, of no import at all, yet for Porter the similarity, the 

coincidence, is revealing.  ‘Two men’, he says in summary, ‘who 

would never meet stood side by side on the circle of time – lonely 

Goliath Uncle Foss and lonely mnikin Big Bogga.’  An ‘interlocking 

circle’ has linked past and present.  It’s more than an event being 

repeated, it’s a sense of a thing brought about by something more 

than its obvious causes.  It’s as if, for a moment, Big Bogga is 

Uncle Foss, though neither is aware of each other’s existence.  It’s 

only Porter’s mind that knows about the two moments, so the 

perception, the realisation, is an event in Porter’s mind.  If there’s a 

story, that is where it takes place.  This is, I think, a common feature 

in Porter’s narratives.  

And so, to go back to where I began, with Porter the entranced 

eldest child staring into the stars his mother is pointing at, it’s 

no accident that he’s never learned the names of other stars.  His 

original experience was of such intensity and importance that 

only another moment of equal luminosity could cause him to add 

to Mother’s list.  I think this means that what is today known as 

‘information’ is something else in Porter’s mind, but beyond that I 

cannot go.
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A short answer and a long one to a tricky question.

It sounds easy; the storm is a tropical cyclone, it hits ‘Brumby Island’ 

off the coast of Queensland, destroying the house where Elizabeth 

Hunter is a guest. She shelters in a wine cellar the owners have dug 

in the sand, she shifts a row of bottles and lies on top of the racks 

until the storm blows over.  Then she comes out …

 The long answer involves studying the techniques of Patrick 

White, and these, as we will see, can hardly be separated from the 

personality, the man, and this isn’t easy, because if White feels free 

to treat his readers in ways that suit his moods, we, the readers, 

will have a range of reactions, some of them reactions we have 

previously thought unsuitable for literature.

Literature?  It’s not the same as ‘writing’, is it, or ‘stories’.  

It’s …

It’s …

Well, what is it, this literature?  Before attempting an answer, 

bear in mind that if you’re good enough at producing the stuff, 

you may be awarded a Nobel Prize, and Patrick White, who dearly 

wanted the honour, was awarded it in 1973, for his life’s work, 

really, but The Eye of the Storm in particular.  What is the storm that 

gives the book its title?  Yes, it’s a tropical cyclone, it hits Brumby 

Island, et cetera … but if the eye of the storm is its centre, then the 

storm, too, must be central because it gives the book its title.  Name.  

Identity.  Its guide to the meaning of what’s contained therein.

Cyclones do occur along the Queensland coast as we know, 

but when a cyclone occurs in a book I think we can reasonably 

suspect that it has a metaphorical function.  It’s in some way 

representational.  It’s a force in the book needing expression which 

it’s unlikely, otherwise, to get.  The classic example – one that’s 

appropriate for this novel – is the storm in King Lear.  The old man’s 

out on the heath, exposed to the elements, but the storm’s rageing 

in his mind as well.  The inner and outer storms have need of each 

other.  Neither could achieve full and proper expression without the 

other.  Shakespeare’s genius is so triumphant in the heath scenes 

that we can hardly draw a line between the inner and the outer 

cataclysm.  The two storms are one, each an aspect of the other.

So what’s the cyclone doing in White’s novel?  What elements of 

the book make it necessary for a cyclone to wreck the house where 

Elizabeth Hunter is staying, while she sleeps – sleeps! – in the wine 

cellar?

Before I try to deal with these questions, I want to draw the 

reader’s attention to a conversation on an aeroplane much earlier 

in the book.  Dorothy, Princesse de Lascabanes, and daughter of 

Elizabeth Hunter, is flying to see her mother.  She and her brother, 

Sir Basil, an actor-knight who has played the role of Lear and is 

thinking about doing it again, regard their mother’s household 

expenses as being too high.  She should be moved to a Retirement 

Village.  Brother and sister are not fond of each other and are 

travelling on separate planes.  In the seat next to Dorothy is a 

The Eye of the Storm: but what is the storm?
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Dutchman, and some turbulence in the air causes him to say to 

Dorothy that he thinks the plane must be entering a typhoon.  He 

goes on to tell her about an earlier experience.

‘Some years ago I was at sea – master of a freighter,’ the 

Dutchman was telling in his matter-of-fact, stubbornly 

enunciating voice, ‘when a typhoon struck us, almost fatally.  

For several hours we were thrown and battered – till suddenly 

calm fell – the calmest calm I have ever experienced at sea.  

God had willed us to enter the eye – you know about it?  The 

still centre of the storm – where we lay at rest – surrounded 

by hundreds of seabirds, also resting on the water.’

The airy rubble over which the plane was bumping became so 

inconsiderable Madame de Lascabanes was made ashamed; 

she was saddened, also, to think it might never be given to 

her to enter the eye of the storm as described by the Dutch 

sea captain, though she was not unconscious of the folded 

wings, the forms of sea-birds afloat around them.

‘Sure, we had to take another battering – as the eye was 

moved away – and the farther wall of the storm rammed us 

– but less severe.  You could tell the violence was exhausting 

itself.’

Patrick White’s novels take place in the world of his imagination.  

They vary from moment to moment, almost line by line, in their 

relation to the world dubbed ‘real’ because it is created and 

recognised by people other than White.  Perhaps a comparison 

can be made, here, with the painting of a portrait.  It is obviously 

possible to have any number of portraits, different in any number 

of ways, yet all of them sharing the same person as their subject.  

Each of them makes reference to something, somebody, in the 

‘real’ world, yet each has an existence, a validity, in some other 

realm.  Variety of this sort is acceptable, in the world of painting, 

because we say that each artist ‘saw’ the subject in his/her own 

way.  We are less inclined to extend the same freedom to writers.  

It is as if we expect our novels, our fiction, to conform to some sort 

of measurable, sociological truth.  If other writers conform to this 

demand, as many do, then Patrick White is not among them.  He 

insists that his books be read in surrender to his imagination.  They 

contain little of the sort of detail that can be ‘recognised’, whereas 

they are extremely directive in the ways by which they should be 

imagined.  Nor is it easy to check the movement of a White narrative 

against the measuring-sticks we use in everyday life.

Let me give an example.  Late in the book, Flora Manhood (Did 

I criticise Alan Marshall for his choice of names?), one of the nurses 

looking after Elizabeth Hunter, or should I say attendant upon her, 

conceives the idea that she has conceived a child by Sir Basil Hunter, 

Elizabeth’s son.  Menstrual bleeding puts an end to this conception, 

and Sister Manhood (that name!) is angry with herself for ‘kidding 

herself into a two-month pregnancy’.  Two months?  White has not 

given us any dates or names of months by way of allowing readers 

to know how long Dorothy and Basil have been back in Sydney, 

or, to put it more simply, the events of the novel have not taken 

place in calendar time.  If it is now, in the latter pages of the book, 

two months since Elizabeth Hunter’s children returned, then the 

reader has been deluded, or perhaps deceived.  Time, I think, has 

been elasticised somewhere in the 480 pages between Dorothy’s 
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flight, with its brief period of turbulence pre-Bangkok, and Flora 

Manhood’s release, if that is the word, from the idea that she is 

pregnant.

Admirers of Patrick White may well think my observations 

pedantic, but I introduce them, and will introduce more in this 

sequence of essays, by way of trying to locate the plane on which 

the events he recounts are ‘true’.  Let us go a little further along 

this path.  If Flora Manhood has had a two-month pregnancy, then 

she has missed a period.  If this is the case, then the reader hasn’t 

been told.  So has she merely imagined the pregnancy?  This is 

quite possibly what we are expected to believe, since White adds 

‘A nurse!’ to ‘kidding herself into a two months pregnancy’.  But 

what about the two months?  The events, visits and arrangements 

recounted in the novel don’t appear to have been spread over two 

months; a few days would suffice, and the reader can only accept 

the novel as having a calendar-time of two months if the visit of 

Basil and Dorothy to ‘Kudjeri’, a former family residence in the 

mountains north-west of Sydney, occupies half or more than half 

of the two months.  Reading the novel’s account of the visit, this 

appears ridiculous, and is even more so if one imagines that the 

Hunter children would be welcome to stay with total strangers for 

such a time.

Once again, I am aware that analysis of this sort goes against the 

grain of White’s style, but in the first of this series of essays I said 

that ‘Fiction, like the symphony in music, is social’ and it is obvious, 

to me at least, that my viewpoint is at war with the extreme 

subjectivity of Patrick White.  One is simply not meant to check 

the imaginative world he offers against the constructs we have 

developed, over time, of reality surrounding us.  Marcel Proust, and 

Richard Wagner, come to mind as other artists who assert the claim 

of their created world to exist separately from the everyday world 

in which ordinary mortals wash their dishes, get phone calls, and 

talk to their children about the day’s events.

Let us go back, now, to the in-flight conversation which Dorothy 

Hunter, Dorothy de Lascabanes, has with the Dutchman in the seat 

beside her.  They don’t look each other in the eyes, White tells us; 

though very close to each other, they are also very private, and 

Dorothy thinks of the confessional, which she has grown used to 

since her marriage to a Catholic.

For a moment she was tempted to pour out she didn’t 

know what – no everything, to this convenient priest, till 

persuaded by his manner that he might not have learnt any 

of the comforting formulas.

So Dorothy is ready to talk, but it is the Dutchman who speaks, 

and it’s about the eye of a storm.  He has been a man of the sea.  He 

might have been a man of the racing track – horses or cars, as you 

please – a surgeon, a pharmacist … the list is endless, but he has 

been a man of the sea.  Why?  For no other reason than that he is 

there to introduce Patrick White’s major idea.

Do not imagine that I am critical of this.  Novelists do such 

things all the time, as any half-astute reader will know.  Novels have 

to be constructed, and White has a mighty edifice in mind, one so 

big that a princess, an actor-knight, three nurses, an elderly family 

solicitor, and a Jewish cook who kills herself once her household 
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has lost its centre – the eye of the household, shall we say? – all 

these people, and others sucked in by the reminiscences scattered 

through the book, are tiny, are midgets, compared with Elizabeth 

Hunter, old, dying, blind, but still possessing, and possessed by, her 

perception.  She is the central awareness of the novel, and White’s 

major problem, in constructing his book around her, is to create her 

on the scale he thinks necessary.

He does this so brilliantly that I have to call his book a 

masterpiece even though any number of its features make me 

seethe, even though there are paragraphs, even pages, that I think 

should be torn from the book.  What on earth were his publishers 

doing to let him present his readers – his public – with slabs of 

words that aren’t prose because they aren’t punctuated?

I could open the book in fifty places to find an example of what 

I mean, but if you’ve read it you’ve encountered these passages 

for yourself.  I wonder did you also start to count, and then lose 

count, of the number of times a mention of fat, particularly mutton 

fat, indicates White’s distaste for whoever or whatever’s in his 

sights.  Mutton fat and incoherence, a refusal to be coherent, are 

I think possibly no more than superficial indicators of his distaste 

for the idea, which may be located in the minds of you and I, dear 

reader, that he is writing for his audience.  He isn’t.  He’s writing 

for himself, as all writers are, to some extent, and he is asserting his 

self-given right to be subjective to any extreme.

Even so, I reassert the greatness of The Eye of the Storm.  This 

is perhaps the moment to introduce another idea, one which may 

have occurred to other readers, but not one that I can recall seeing 

in print.  White’s books were published in New York, or New York 

and London, and only later published in Australia.  His New York 

publisher was Ben Huebsch, who believed in the young Patrick 

White, published him, and stuck by him, admiring his books as 

they came along, pleased, and I hope satisfied, to see a great talent 

realising itself.  Huebsch was the publisher every young writer 

dreams of, but few ever find.  The now-famous Patrick White is the 

creation of a Jewish New Yorker, and I find it hard to believe that 

any Australian publishing company at the time would have taken 

on his books.  I think they were forced downwards onto Australian 

opinion because of where they came from, then enthusiastically 

received by those who found Australia’s existing writers and 

traditions limited.  In this argument, those in Australia who were 

sophisticated enough, or dissatisfied enough, to receive White’s 

books with acclaim, were only ever a coterie, far too small to cause 

commercial publishers to think that a Patrick White manuscript 

should be printed and sold under their imprint.  It wouldn’t 

have happened.  To me, this makes the Nobel Prize committee’s 

judgement sound hollow:

He is the one who, for the first time, has given the continent of 

Australia an authentic voice that carries across the world …

David Marr’s admirable biography of White makes it clear 

how the writer hung on the judgements, the reading, of Huebsch.  

Huebsch was to White something like Tchaikovsky’s Nadezhda 

von Meck, a distant admirer, and a lifeline, without which, without 

whom, he could hardly have gone on.
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Mention of David Marr’s biography leads me to ask another 

question.  If Elizabeth Hunter is a fictional force created in order 

to allow Patrick White to deal with all the powerfully ambivalent 

feelings he had for his own mother, where, I would like to ask, is 

White himself among his cast of characters?

This, I think, is an easy one.  He is all of them.  That is why the 

book, despite its strange occurrences and not a few grotesqueries, 

is in such excellent balance.  There are many people, but only 

two fields of force, one emanating from his mother and the other 

from White himself.  Elizabeth Hunter is loved, and she enrages 

those who have to put up with her.  She is divisive, yet she holds 

everything in the book together.  How, then, can she be loved?  

David Marr has an excellent passage about Patrick White believing 

– or finding in himself, perhaps – that the finest kind of love is 

service.  Not possession, please note, but service.

Now the three nurses and the cook – Badgery, Manhood, de 

Santis and Lotte Lipmann – take on a new meaning, or rather, they 

become a set of related meanings.  Mary de Santis is the one nearest 

White’s heart.  He gives her two of the most wonderful moments 

in all his books – or perhaps it’s one moment viewed twice, the 

first time a preview of what’s to come, and the second time at the 

very end of the book when he must find some purity in the world, 

some glistening moment of joy to balance everything he finds 

displeasing.

The nurse recognized the silence which comes when night 

has almost exhausted itself; light still barely disentangled 

from the skeins of mist strung across the park; at the foot of 

the tiered hill on which the house aspired, a cloud of roses 

floating in its own right, none of the frost-locked buds from 
Elizabeth Hunter’s dream, but great actual clusters at the 
climax of their beauty.

Mary de Santis gets a basket and shears, determined to gather, to 

cut, ‘the tribute of roses she saw herself offering Elizabeth Hunter.’

Pouring in steadily increasing draughts through the 
surrounding trees, the light translated the heap of passive 
roseflesh back into dew, light, pure colour.  It might have 
saddened her to think her own dichotomy of earthbound 
flesh and aspiring spirit could never be resolved so logically 
if footsteps along the pavement had not begun breaking into 
her trance of roses.

‘A man of dark, furrowed face and inquiring eyes was asking 

the way to Enright Street.’  Sister de Santis directs the stranger.

When she had finished he smiled and thanked.  They were 
both smiling for different and the same reasons.  From his 
humble, creaking boots and still apologetic glance, he was 
not only a stranger to the street but to the country, she 
suspected.  She was reminded of her own alien birth and 
childhood; whether the man guessed it or not, he gave the 
impression that he recognized an ally.

There is a brief further exchange, then the nurse says she must 

go in.  The man, too, must go.  He looks at her a last time, and says 

something in Greek.  White makes us wait a page until he gives it 

to us in the language he and his readers are using.

The nurse ran to fetch the chipped, washstand jug.  The 
resplendent roses scattered their dew their light their 
perfumed reflections over the sheet into the straining nostrils 
the opalescent eyes staring out through this paper mask.
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‘Look!’ Mary de Santis forgot.

Elizabeth Hunter answered, ‘Yes.  I can see, Mary – our 

roses.’

And at once Mary de Santis heard in her mother’s voice the 

words she had not understood when the peasant-migrant 

spoke them.  ‘What a sunrise we are making!’

When, on the last page of the book, Mary de Santis enters the 

garden, the peasant-migrant is replaced by ‘an early worker (who) 

stared as he passed, but looked away on recognizing a ceremony.’  

The nurse has a can filled with seed for the birds, and they flutter 

about her, their excitement as they batter the air at once as simple 

and as mystical as the morning light.

And there is a rose: ‘A solitary rose, tight crimson, emerged in 

the lower garden; it would probably open later in the day.’  Elizabeth 

Hunter is dead by now, and Sister de Santis has accepted a new 

patient, an unhappy girl called Irene Fletcher.  It occurs to the Sister 

that she should return and cut the rose before leaving, and give it to 

her new patient, ‘perfect as it should have become by then.’

I think it should be clear by now that White’s story, perhaps 

all White’s stories, is/are not in search of an ending – a death, a 

marriage, a falling in love – but in search of illumination.  White is 

acutely honest in this regard, and not at all the snob he might have 

been, given his family’s wealth and the social position his mother 

claimed.  Illumination may come to the humblest of people in the 

most unexpected circumstances.  There is an interesting passage a 

little before the halfway mark of The Eye of the Storm, when someone 

mentions the family lawyer:

As for Arnold Wyburd, he realized that he had lost his faith 

in words, when his life of usefulness had depended on them: 

they could be used as fences, smoke-screens, knives and 

stones; they could take the shape of comforting hot water 

bottles; but if you ever thought they were about to help you 

open a door into the truth, you found, instead of a lighted 

room, a dark void you hadn’t the courage to enter.

Perhaps he had come closest to illumination …

Rather to the surprise of most readers, I would imagine, Arnold 

Wyburd’s encounter with what matters most in the world of 

White’s fiction takes place by the fireside at ‘Kudjeri’ in the days 

when it was held by the Hunter family; Bill, Elizabeth Hunter’s 

husband, is still alive, and he’s telling the family solicitor about an 

earthquake in Baluchistan …

After Bill had come to the end of his ‘story’, you both 

remained precariously suspended, it seemed, while dark 

fingers still raked and clawed at your ankles from the 

smoking chasm.  Words, as Bill had already realized, were 

pitiful threads to dangle above those whom actions had 

failed, and God was swallowing up.

I’m not quite sure why Bill Hunter’s experiences in an 

earthquake-ravaged part of the world are brought into the novel, 

but they certainly resonate against the greater and more detailed 

presentation of his wife’s encounter with the cyclone.  One thing 

that should be said about White’s technique is that although his 
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books may infuriate a reader in their details, his structures, the 

general flow or movement of his proceedings, are normally very 

clear.  In the case of The Eye of the Storm, I think it can be said 

that the reader can always locate him/herself by taking a reading 

from the major landmarks placed to indicate the novel’s stream.  I 

have already pointed to the two moments when Mary de Santis 

is illuminated by the understanding of love which comes from its 

placement, side by side and hand in hand with service.  These are 

two moments when the book’s underlying purposes come to the 

surface, and in each case there is a total stranger, an accidental 

human, there to be witness, before, in each case, again, Sister Mary 

goes back inside the house.  But if there is love in service, there must 

be pride to be served, demand, exaltation in rank, urgency, wealth 

and expectation of obedience from those whose job, whose place, it 

is to serve.

Elizabeth Hunter commands, calls, refuses, listens or turns her 

attention elsewhere as she sees fit, and pleases.  She is the mistress, 

the empress, the ruler of the book.  Everything revolves around 

her, approaches her, or moves away.  She is consulted, deferred 

to, feared and admired.  Sightless by now, her mind penetrates 

the mind of anyone who comes near.  She is, by analogy, the equal 

of any god-like novelist and it is likely that she is a portrait of the 

person from whom White gained most of his habits of perception 

and perhaps of character too.

He understands her well, concedes all she claims and surrounds 

her, as stated earlier, with aspects of himself.  Hence, and again as 

stated before, the remarkable unity of the book.  How to portray 

her?  White reaches for the irresistible force and the immovable 

object, and brings them together, head on, toe to toe, as the saying 

has it.  The cyclone encounters Elizabeth Hunter.  It no longer 

matters whether Sir Basil has another go at Lear because, if you 

think about it, his mother has been there before him.  On Brumby 

Island …

Patrick White is a theatrical writer and the brumbies on the 

island are not entirely necessary.  They are a force of nature that 

nobody’s even trying to control.  I suppose they’re best seen as 

another statement of wildness in nature, indifferent to mankind, 

not specially dangerous so long as you keep out of their way, but a 

reminder, as they dash about unchecked, that humanity hasn’t got 

everything nailed down securely.

Not that nailing things is much use.  When the eye of the storm 

reaches Brumby Island, Elizabeth Hunter comes out of her cellar.

She waded out of the bunker through a debris of sticks, 

straw, scaly corpses, a celluloid doll.  Round her a calm was 

glistening.  She climbed farther into it by way of the ridge of 

sand and the heap of rubbish where the house had stood.  At 

some distance a wrecked piano, all hammers and wires, was 

half buried in wet sand.

I have already commented, fiercely enough, about White’s 

flaws as a writer; his treatment of Elizabeth Hunter at this moment 

shows how well he can write when he is in a state of awed respect 

for the matter in hand.

Without much thought for her own wreckage, she moved 

slowly down what had been a beach, picking her way 

between torn-off branches, great beaded hassocks of amber 
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weed, everywhere fish the sea had tossed out, together 

with a loaf of no longer bread, but a fluffier, disintegrating 

foam rubber.  Just as she was no longer a body, least of all a 

woman: the myth of her womanhood had been exploded by 

the storm.  She was instead a being, or more likely a flaw at 

the centre of this jewel of light: the jewel itself, blinding and 

tremulous at the same time, existed, flaw and all, only by 

grace; for the storm was still visibly spinning and boiling at 

a distance, in columns of cloud, its walls hung with vaporous 

balconies, continually shifted and distorted.

Immediately after the passage I’ve quoted, Elizabeth Hunter 

takes the wet loaf of bread, ‘the disintegrating foam rubber’, and 

feeds it to some swans: something in the way they treat her implies 

that she has reached a state of equality with these majestic birds.  

This brings me back to the question which opened this essay – 

‘What is the storm?’

It is several things, I think.  It is first a challenge, then it becomes 

a test of Elizabeth Hunter.  She survives both challenge and test, and 

when the storm abates, temporarily, allowing her to come out, she 

rises to the challenge, and passes the test.  In feeding the swans she 

attains equal status, not only with the swans – quite an achievement 

– but also with the still-threatening storm.  This causes the storm to 

change its character.  Instead of challenging, testing, her, it becomes 

a response to her, and, as the eye begins to move, and take its 

attention off Elizabeth Hunter, I think we can go so far as to say that 

the storm is finally an expression of this remarkable woman.

You may reasonably say that no storm, no cyclone, could or 

would ever be this but let me refer back to something said early in 

my essay, that is, that a storm in a book (or play, any work of art) is 

not the same as a storm in reality, in nature.

… when a cyclone occurs in a book I think we can reasonably 

suspect that it has a metaphorical function.  It’s in some way 

representational.  It’s a force in the book needing expression 

which it’s unlikely, otherwise, to get.  The classic example – 

one that’s appropriate for this novel – is the storm in King 

Lear …

I went on to say that Shakespeare’s storm is two storms, giving 

support to each other, one inside Lear’s mind, one surrounding 

him.  I don’t think we can apply that observation here.  The storm, 

the cyclone, in White’s book is the book itself, twisting and writhing 

to make itself apt to deal with, to respond to, to challenge – et 

cetera, see above – the equal and opposite force let loose inside it.  

It is as if the bottle containing a genie became aware that the genie 

was all but out, and had to become something more than a bottle, 

something other than a bottle, to contain what was on the verge of 

escaping.  But let me take this notion a little further, by turning to the 

genie – to Mrs Hunter – herself.  We are dealing, not with explosive 

forces, as in nineteenth century physics, but forces that adapt, and 

transform, in heightened circumstances.  Elizabeth Hunter herself 

must change, affected by the storm.  She does.  She moves from 

one end of the scale that measures pride and humility to the other.  

We have already spoken of White’s idea – a necessity for the man 

– that love and service belong together; now we reach another of 

his central tenets – that pride, however excessive, does not have to 

destroy the one who possesses it.  The destructive aspects of pride 
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can be not only overcome but transformed into something beautiful 

if a way can be found to bring humility into play.

In The Eye of the Storm this is the role of the swans.  Seven swans, 

White tells us, counting:

Interspersed between the marbled pyramids of waves, 

thousands of seabirds were at rest; or the birds would rise, 

and dive, or peacefully scrabble at the surface for food, some 

of them coasting almost as far as the tumultuous walls of 

cloud; and closer to shore there were the black swans – four, 

five, seven of them.

The swans, as beautiful and proud as anything in the world, 

invite humility as a response, and this is what Elizabeth Hunter 

offers.

Expressing neither contempt nor fear, they snapped up the 

bread from her hands, recognizing her perhaps by what 

remained of her physical self, in particular the glazed stare, 

the salt-stiffened nostrils, or by the striving of a lean and 

tempered spirit to answer the explosions of stiff silk with 

which their wings were acknowledging an equal.

For me, this is White’s finest hour, and it lies across, at right 

angles to, the other miraculous moment with Sister Mary de Santis, 

already referred to, a moment repeated to bring the book to its 

close.  Pride and humility are one continuum, love and service 

are another, and the two of them, the two continuities, are the two 

energising principles of The Eye of the Storm.  Something so simple 

as deference to his readership was not always available to Patrick 

White, and I think there are usually as many readers offended 

by his manner as there are admirers, but, infuriated as one may 

be by his performances from time to time – page to page, line to 

line – there’s no avoiding the fact that when White sets himself to 

scale the most difficult peaks, he gets to places where nobody else 

has been.  We shouldn’t grudge him an admiring wave from our 

position on the plain.



131

I hope it is apparent by now that I am not trying to construct a 

theory, a history, or any other large-scale, coherent formulation 

about Australia’s writers and their books.  As a writer myself, I am 

distrustful of such formulations.  I prefer to think that every book, 

every poem, should be allowed to speak for itself, because writers 

are only vehicles for their perceptions and creations to enter the 

world.  If a writer says something at variance with what s/he’s 

written, go for the writing every time!  Writers’ opinions are worth 

no more and no less than anybody else’s opinions, and that’s not 

much.  Their books, on the other hand …

 In the previous essay, I discussed The Eye of the Storm, by 

Patrick White.  I want to move now to something very different 

– M. Barnard Eldershaw’s Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow 

(1947 and 1984; more of those dates later).  It could be said, by 

way of justifying the decision to put these two works together, that 

both are Sydney books by Sydney writers, but that tells us next to 

nothing of any value.  I’m putting them together because of their 

differences.  White’s book is acutely personal and both its virtues 

and its deficiencies arise from the extremely subjective way of 

looking at every thing, every happening and every moment which 

White confers upon himself.  To get the best from him you must 

allow him to be whatever he wants, no matter how that may gall 

you as reader.  Marjorie Barnard and Flora Eldershaw come from 

another stream in Australian writing, perhaps in world writing.  

By way of illustrating what I mean, let me offer some lines drawn 

from Katherine Susannah Prichard, whose Coonardoo has been 

discussed in this series.  The following quotations are from Child of 

the Hurricane, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1963.

It was the answer to what I had been seeking: a satisfactory 

explanation of the wealth and power which control our lives 

– their origin, development, and how, in the process of social 

evolution, they could be directed towards the well-being of a 

majority of the people, so that poverty, disease, prostitution, 

superstition and war would be eliminated; peoples of the 

world live in peace, and grow towards a perfecting of their 

existence on this earth.

Elsewhere in the same book - Child of the Hurricane: are you 

listening, Patrick White? – Katherine Susannah describes a gathering 

of eighty-five descendants of Grandfather and Grandmother 

Prichard, causing her to reflect:

I seem to be the only rebel among them.  What would he say 

to me, I wonder, that grandfather whose name will live on 

the books I have written, and who made his bold venture 

into the unknown?  Would he understand that I am seeking 

to find as he did, a new and good life, though not only 

for the members of my own family, but for the families of 

mankind?  A better life than the world has ever known, in 

which poverty, crime, and war will be nightmares of the past, 

and the future bring peace and vistas of joyous fulfilment to 

the men and women of all nations.

Interlude 4: something of a divide



132

We saw earlier in this series how Alan Marshall held similar 

views about the betterment of mankind, the struggle for decency 

and equality, and the distress, sometimes disgust, he felt when 

forced to witness people’s behaviour when their dignity had been 

taken away from them.  In Child of the Hurricane Prichard tells about 

her discovery in London in the depression years, that the Salvation 

Army was prevented from handing out food until the restaurants 

and hotel dining rooms had closed.  This means that those who 

were starving had to wait until two in the morning before they got 

any relief (men only, of course).

One night, dining with English friends at the Savoy, I 

couldn’t help thinking of those people on the Embankment.  

When I spoke of them, my friends did not believe me.  They 

thought I was exaggerating, or what they called my “fertile 

imagination” was playing tricks with me.

Our table was near a window.  I got up and pulled the 

curtain aside.

“There they are,” I said.  “You can see for yourselves.  And 

they’ve been there every night, all through the winter.”

She adds a footnote:

When I returned to England three years later, I was told that 

too many people had been looking down from the Savoy 

at that wretched crowd on the Embankment.  It had been 

moved further along, in order not to spoil the appetite of 

distinguished patrons.

Barnard Eldershaw’s sympathies, and approach to writing, 

belong with Prichard, Marshall, and the many others who have 

written in fellowship with those for whom life was struggle.  

Barnard Eldershaw would certainly, I think, have agreed with me 

that fiction was social, if for no other reason than that their book 

dealt with, described, social life and conditions in the turbulent 

time from the twenties of the last century to a moment, late in what 

we now call World War 2, when Sydney is invaded and destroyed, 

leaving its inhabitants to flee to the countryside, to leave their 

history behind, and try again.
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What can we make of a long-disregarded novel?

The authors first, and then the title.  Marjorie Barnard and Flora 

Eldershaw were both born in 1897, and met at Sydney University.  

Both had ambitions to be a writer and they formed a partnership, 

producing a number of books under the name of M. Barnard 

Eldershaw.  The first of these collaborations was A House is Built, 

published in England in 1929, after sharing the 1928 Bulletin prize 

with Coonardoo.  The novel considered here was the last to appear 

under their joint name; it first came out as Tomorrow and Tomorrow 

in an edition published by Georgian House, Melbourne, in 1947, to 

reappear as a Virago Modern Classic published by The Dial Press, 

Doubleday & Co, New York, in 1984.  This later edition restored a 

number of cuts enforced by the wartime censor, though why the 

publishers accepted cuts to a book appearing two years after the 

end of the war, I cannot say.  I have some queries about this book 

but I’ll leave them till later.  At this stage I’ll mention only that the 

1984 edition restores the original name Tomorrow and Tomorrow and 

Tomorrow, telling us that Macbeth’s words were abbreviated in 

1947 without the writers’ permission.  It’s my view that the shorter 

version is the better book title, but must defer to Marjorie Barnard’s 

wishes on this matter.

What is the book about, what are the forces running through it, 

where do the authors sit in relation to the turbulent events narrated, 

and why have they constructed such an elaborate framework for 

themselves and their readers?  Finally, if we think, as I do, that the 

book is an important contribution to our nation’s literature, how do 

we approach it in order to work out what it leaves us with when, 

somewhat overwhelmed, we put it down?

That should keep us busy for a while, dear reader, so let us 

begin.  The shape, I think, comes first, for it is an odd one.

It is a book within a book.  A man called Knarf (back to front 

Frank, you may notice) is a writer living four centuries after the 

events that intrigue him.  He has produced a novel describing life in 

Australia (Sydney mostly), in the twenty years or so before Marjorie 

Barnard and Flora Eldershaw wrote their book, and the book is also 

predictive in that Barnard Eldershaw take a stab – well wide of the 

mark, actually – as to how the war that they and their nation were 

embroiled in would be brought to an end.

It’s now time to bring in the first of my queries.  They may 

appear trifling, but they bear upon the way we are to think about 

the book.  We can’t quite come to terms with it until we decide what 

it’s offering and what it’s demanding of us.  These themes, I’m sure, 

will reappear as my discussion goes on.

The first of my questions is, when was this book written?  The 

1984 edition has an introduction by ‘Anne Chisholm, London, 

1982’, telling us that Marjorie Barnard began to write the book in 

1942 ‘at a depressing point both in her [Barnard’s] own life and in 

the course of the war’.  The war was certainly at a depressing stage 

for Australia and its allies in 1942, but both editions of the book – 

Tomorrow and Tomorrow: Sydney burns, and a future is revealed
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both! – have, after the final page of text, the dates ‘1940 – 1942’.  I am 

inclined to accept 1940 – 1942 as the period of its writing because 

the pages of Knarf’s novel which recount the course of World War 2 

are short on detail  - to say the least - about such things, well known 

to most of us, as the Normandy invasion, the capture of Berlin by 

Russian forces, the manner of Hitler’s death, battles in the South 

Pacific, and most spectacularly, the atomic bombs that flattened 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  The book didn’t finally appear until 

1947, which means that had Barnard Eldershaw so wished, they 

could have rewritten the pages dealing with the events of 1944 and 

1945.  Knarf, being a man of the 24th century, is presumably allowed 

to get a few things wrong, but not so badly as that!  I think we are 

forced to the conclusion that Marjorie Barnard – or was it the two of 

them? – didn’t alter her/their account of events after 1942 because 

they had written the novel they wanted to write.  I’ll go further and 

say that they must have thought that the incorrect ‘facts’ of their 

account of the later years of war didn’t invalidate their view of what 

it had all been about.

I said that TTT is a book within a book.  The complete book is 

divided into five parts – Aubade; Morning; Symposium; Afternoon; 

and Nocturne.  The first, third and fifth parts – Aubade, Symposium, 

Nocturne – are concerned with the events of a single day at the 

Tenth Commune, somewhere west of the coastal ranges of New 

South Wales.  It is an important day for the Tenth Commune because 

its members are to vote on a matter of control: it is proposed that 

‘a Council of Workers be created to assist the Technical Bureau in 

the work of government and to represent in its counsels the will of 

all unorganised sections of the community.’  Knarf’s son Ren, who 

believes passionately in this idea, is to read the motion immediately 

before the voting, which is to be captured by a new process.  There 

will be a two minute silence, and three times during this period of 

concentration the votometer (!) will collect the thinking of those 

present and record the number of those thinking positively, those 

thinking negatively, and those who are indifferent.  There is a 

feeling about this process that those who have allowed it, whoever 

they may be, are interested only in the mechanism being tested, not 

in the issue that Ren and a few others feel passionately about.

The vote is taken at four in the afternoon, and the motion is 

lost because a large majority of those present are indifferent.  In 

the second and fourth parts of the book – Morning, and Afternoon 

– Knarf reads sections of his book to Ord, an historian who has 

researched the same period – the one that Barnard Eldershaw 

are writing about – without getting the grip on it that Knarf has 

achieved.  Knarf’s book, which is the heart of Barnard Eldershaw’s 

book, is a torrent of passion and political analysis about a society 

which cannot bring itself under any humanly decent form of control, 

a society forever subjugated by forces, economic and dictatorially 

political which weave controlling threads through a society which 

longs for something more generous but can never popularise the 

understandings without which it can’t do better for its citizens.

The book – Knarf’s book, our book, the book presented to us as 

being written four centuries on, but which we know was written 

in the white heat of a world breaking down from depression into a 

chaos that could only be simplified, rectified perhaps, by war – the 
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book contains many, many individuals, and it also contains forces 

which are discussed as abstractions.  Liberty.  Competition.  Profit.  

Every second person in Knarf’s book is a thinker, but the ideas they 

toss around always come from somewhere else.  Barnard Eldershaw 

are fond of the word phantasmagoria.  The world they describe is like 

a long and awful dream.  Any moment of happiness is the prelude 

to an approaching disaster.  Individuals are tiny, while forces are 

what we today would call global.  Central to those parts of Knarf’s 

novel which are read in the section called Morning is the character 

Harry Munster.  Harry dies late in the section called Afternoon, 

when Sydney is being bombed, but well before his death it is his 

children and others of their generation who have become the active 

shapers of their time.  Harry is a veteran of World War 1, and he 

is associated, time and again, with Anzac memorials.  This is an 

interesting clue.

The Australian and New Zealand soldiers of Gallipoli and 

France are given heroic stature by the book, and this is not so much 

a matter of conjecture, reckoning or national pride turning into 

praise, as an outcome of the way the book has been conceived.  

TTT raises as its central question the idea taken for granted by the 

various meliorists mentioned in Interlude 4, that is, that the dark 

and evil influences oppressing humankind can be swept away, 

or at least brought under decent control.  Barnard Eldershaw fear, 

and they fear most of all, when they look closely at the world they 

live in, that the social improvement desired by people on the Left, 

such as themselves, will never come, and that every measure taken 

to bring it about will be defeated by some unexpected counter-

measure from the Right.

Left and Right: the words, the dichotomy, still had meaning 

when Marjorie Barnard and Flora Eldershaw did their writing.  On 

the right were those who wanted wealth, power and control, and 

didn’t want to share; wanted, rather, to rob, to dominate, to hold the 

living down and suck blood from their veins.  The bodies of those 

too weak to defend themselves would be used to fertilise the earth 

… or so said those on the left who hated those on the right.  This 

is, as you cannot fail to observe, humanity divided against itself, 

humanity wasting in struggle the energy, and thinking, that might 

have been used for the benefit of all.  So said those on the left.

And where did it get them?  Where has it got us, ask Barnard 

Eldershaw, two women whose novel packs some mighty punches, 

not least because they have the courage to face the failure of 

humanity to rise to its challenges.  Barnard Eldershaw not only 

don’t support themselves with the stick of optimism, they stare 

failure in the face and dare to analyse its reasons.  From somewhere 

in these swirling cerebrations they catch, from the corner of their 

eyes, glimpses of brave but foolish endeavours made by decent 

men of an earlier time, who thought that if they fought for a better 

way of life then it would come about.  Here’s a passage from the 

Symposium at Knarf’s house in the middle of the day, which is also 

the middle of the book.

He looked at Ren and in his mind measured the distance 

between the boy and a stone figure, the Brooding Anzac, 

that had been exhumed seven years ago out of the debris of 

the old city of Sydney, and that from the first time of seeing 
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had been an integral part of his imagination.  That distance 

was the via dolorosa between a world becalmed and a world 

in extremis.  Must it come to that again before man could 

take another step in his evolutionary journey?  Or was this 

evolution a circle like the natural circles of night and day, 

summer and winter, a tilted circle with part of the rim always 

dipped down towards darkness?  Fatalists don’t fight.

“What,” Oran asked, “would you do with Liberty?”

An exchange develops from this question, a question that is 

central to the book.  Four hundred years from the time of the writers, 

in the time when Knarf is one of the very few people still writing, 

that is, considering … four centuries on, the world is controlled by 

bureaucratic fiat, and problematic people are swept from sight.  It’s 

all very humane, and quite unyielding.  Most decisions were made 

long ago, and now they’re carried out.  The world of turmoil and 

struggle, described by Barnard Eldershaw via the machinery of 

Knarf’s book, has been swept away.  It took an invasion of Australia 

from outside forces of the right, and a violently destructive response 

from the left which destroyed the city of struggle, occasional dignity 

and beauty, and the confusion of a period of depression and war, 

before everyone was forced to flee, to put the past behind them, 

and slowly – the process is not offered by Barnard Eldershaw to the 

reader – to construct a saner world.

Even in this well-managed future, not everyone is happy.  Ren, 

Knarf’s son, is dissatisfied.  Restless.  Looking for something more 

…  It seems, to the mind of young Ren, that humanity has traded too 

much to get security, and that there was once a time – perhaps in the 

period that his father and Ord know so much about – when life was 

led on a wilder, more dangerous and more exciting scale.  At once 

we’re forced to place ourselves in relation to Ren’s idea.  Would we 

trade uncertainty – which means chaos – for certainty?  Or would 

we be happier in the secured society of the Tenth Commune, that 

land beyond the ranges where there is forever peace?

Notice that the question has slid away from its original format 

– what’s best for society? – to the more personal form: what would 

I prefer?  We, the readers, are being asked to choose a position.  It’s 

the day of voting in the Tenth Commune and we, having been privy 

to Knarf reading his book, know a lot more than the voters in the 

town square.  Living conditions in the 24th century are only lightly 

sketched in, but soldiers with weapons are present throughout the 

vote, we notice, and one gains the impression that seniors of the 

society can make things difficult for anyone who displeases them.  

Conformity of one sort or another is required.  Knarf, spending 

his life on a novel about another time, is regarded as eccentric, but 

harmless, as perhaps he is.  Perhaps all writers are?  My question 

is perhaps impertinent in the presence of Marjorie Barnard’s 

endeavours, which have a rush of passion about them which I find 

both admirable and a little disconcerting.

Why disconcerting?  Let me return to those questions – What 

would be best for society?  What would I prefer?  The question 

in its first form was the question endlessly discussed by political 

thinkers on both left and right during the period of Knarf’s novel, 

and both sides, left and right, were happy to develop theories and 

make decisions that might, given the chance, be enforced on others.  
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Dictatorship of the proletariat was an idea acceptable to many on 

the left, just as fascism – a society whose orders were given by 

a few – was popular on the right.  My second question – what 

would I prefer? – could give rise to so many answers in lounge 

room conversations, or pub conversations, that the forces required 

to impose the answers could never be assembled.  To think in this 

way – what would I prefer? – was to step outside the needs of a 

mass society where decisions had to be made.  In the ‘Afternoon’ 

section of Knarf’s book, a man called Sid is important.  He’s a Party 

organiser, he’s linked to other organisers and decision-makers, it’s 

not clear how much decision-making authority he has in himself 

and how much he accepts the dictates of people higher than he, 

but, whether we think of him individually or as part of a decision-

making group, he’s the novel’s way of letting loose the fires, the 

waves of destruction, that bring about the end of Australia’s most 

populous city.

To re-read the pages where Sydney burns, today, is to be 

amazed by the passion of the writer(s).  Individuals, and there are 

many of them in this book, are picked up for a page or so, then 

allowed to slip out of sight.  Some of the characters die before our 

eyes.  Trucks, cars, and trains, trains, trains, take people out of the 

flames to the countryside.  There is a sense throughout the book that 

the countryside, the land, so ancient, linked right back to the earliest 

inhabitants, and then to the whites who came after them, has healing 

properties, not only of calm, though that is important, but in itself.  

Land, soil, natural growth, is almost the only salve that works.  This 

salve, or is it salvation, is needed, not only by readers caught up 

in Barnard Eldershaw’s storm, but by the events themselves.  One 

of the most remarkable feats of Barnard Eldershaw in this, their 

final novel, is that most of the individuals are recognisably human, 

more or less independent and able to operate their lives in their 

own ways; that is, they are seen and shown by writers with access 

to earlier forms of the English humanist novel, while at the same 

time the whole book, the social analysis, is passionately political, 

argumentative in the way of Party meetings.

And, let us say, like any memorable argument, the whole thing 

is barely under control.  The writers, one feels, are at full stretch.  

For me, this is shown in a curious way.  Barnard Eldershaw reach 

out, again and again, for figures of myth and legend.  It is as if they 

can only make sense of the things they are dealing with if they 

appeal to earlier attempts to focus on repeatable forms of human 

behaviour.  We need a few examples, I think.  Let’s start with Harry 

Munster.  Here’s Ord reflecting on what Knarf’s reading to him.

This man, Harry Munster, he’s the eternal homo tragicus, 

man caught in a trap and knowing it, futile awareness, false 

dawn of rebellion.  There must be many like that before 

there can be any action, inevitable wastage.  The straw that 

shows how the tide flows has no influence on the tide.  Little 

Man, Everyman.  Dust in history.  Dust like stars, stars like 

dust.  He does not matter, but if he doesn’t matter, nothing 

matters.  He is Man.  Man throwing down a greasy paper in 

a back lane.

Very late in the book we come across the same style of thinking 

in the mind of Ren.  He’s walking in the dark after his electoral 

defeat.
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He suffered as the young can, but every minute made himself 

some new toy, called in to his aid every phantom and illusion 

that man has invented and re-invented a thousand times for 

the assuagement of his own grief and despair.  Driven for the 

moment out of his own life, or turning wilfully from it, he 

sought, not in concrete terms, but in their shadowy essence, 

that Utopia, New Atlantis, Ultima Thule, those Islands of the 

Blest, that North-West Passage, that fabulous Cathay, and all 

the other curious destinations of the seafaring imagination 

from Sinbad to de Quiros.  He sought blindly the world 

beyond the world … 

And one more example, this time as Barnard Eldershaw 

characterise a world at war by the thinking of someone they call the 

Poet of Kings Cross.

… when everything the heart treasured was buried under 

the weight of metal, when every hopeful flower that broke 

the sod was a candle for a lost generation.  And in this maze 

of life and death, men moved in age-old images, Petrouchka, 

the defeated who must rise again, the Wandering Jew and the 

Flying Dutchman, immortal man in search of his death; the 

Scapegoat, the Thief and the Man on the Cross; the youngest 

prince who must be the hero whatever befalls, Leda and her 

swan, Hecate and Cybele …

Modern readers may not care for this approach, but I think we 

may make a comparison here with Frederic Manning, whose steady 

mind didn’t cease to operate when his civilisation was in crisis and 

he was in one of the hottest spots, right in the middle.  At the front 

line, really and truly.  Barnard Eldershaw’s sympathies are with the 

left in their slightly later description of a civilisation in chaos, but 

they try to understand the doings of the right and try even harder 

to depict those who have a scattering of feelings but no thought-

out political position.  Harry Munster may be Everyman, but his 

wife Ally is a pathetic failure who gives up cooking for her family 

and eats sweets and snacks instead, putting on weight, of course, 

and gossiping with Mrs Blan.  They have no hope of redeeming 

themselves.  They’ll never redeem a single soul.  Every time Knarf’s 

book turns to them, they’re blundering, getting everything wrong 

because they can’t see a way out.

Can anybody?  Yes, I mean it, is there a single soul in the 

book who can find a way out of the thirties depression, the war 

that followed, the earlier war when mortal men became Anzacs, 

adding to the list of people who’ve lived so intensely that they’ve 

lifted themselves above being human to recreate themselves as 

an unforgettable type?  This deification, or sanctification, Barnard 

Eldershaw are telling us, is available to those who give enough of 

themselves, and it’s an endlessly moving theme of the book, but 

it’s no solution to the world’s problem, humanity’s problem - how 

do we find a way to live which gives mankind freedom from want, 

shelter and all the usual needs, gives them also justice, fairness, 

equity, and last of all, most important, the flagship of the fleet, so to 

speak, dignity, a basis for a true and proper pride?

Humanity can be most human when it can live like gods upon 

the earth.  How easy this is to say, how hard it is to bring it into 

being.  

In the Aubade, Symposium and Nocturne sections of the book, 

it appears to have been done.  A few are restless, a number would 
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like a change or two, most are indifferent … the Tenth Commune 

will go on as before.  The new voting machine, on the other hand, 

looks like a success and will probably be accepted for further 

development.  It’s the creation of a young man called Sfax, so his 

career looks rosy.  Ren?  He’s broken his ankle at the end, but his 

father’s found him.  He’ll be taken to hospital, he’ll be fixed up, and 

the Commune authorities will make it clear to him that if they hear 

much more they’ll require his acquiescence, which in their terms 

means silence.  They’ll probably suggest that he bury himself in 

something both stimulating and harmless – like his father.  Knarf’s 

book isn’t going to swing any minds.

What about Barnard Eldershaw’s book?  Are we in a position, 

yet, to say what it’s about?

I think we are.  I think that Tomorrow and tomorrow is a 

contemplation of the world’s problems and the possibility of a 

solution.  Written at a time when the Great War, the First ‘World’ 

War, had started up again – some would say it never stopped – the 

novelists – and again, I wonder if there was only one at work, or 

were there two? – the novelists are faced with their own despair.  

They think politically.  They handle potential solutions as easily 

as they handle problems, and none of the solutions can be made 

to stick.  Being people of the political left, they are used to fixing 

blame on the right, but, being novelists of high capacity, they are 

aware that humanity has its limits and that there are problems 

which will re-present themselves no matter who’s in power.  The 

left may be no better at solving them than the right.  One has only 

to reflect at this stage to see, to realise, that political solutions to 

lasting problems may do no more than put a coat of fashionable 

varnish on a surface that’s unchanged.  In a word, can the position 

of humans on this planet be improved?  If not, are we doomed, then, 

to repeat everything awful – and yes, the good things too – that 

have happened a thousand times before?

If the answer’s yes, the writers and thinkers, all the meliorists of 

one sort or another, are in despair.  What’s the point of talking about 

improvement if you can’t make it happen?

Barnard Eldershaw are in fact in despair for most of the book, 

although their state is disguised from time to time, or hidden.  For 

instance, they write so sympathetically for Harry Munster and his 

family, Harry with all his struggles and his decency, his deserts – 

what the world owes him – that we the readers, like the writers, 

are made angry and we want the sun of fortune to shine on Harry.  

Thus, when his world is clouded by depression and another war, 

we look around in anger.  We resemble the writers, casting their 

minds here and there for answers.  No answers appear, despite the 

book taking time to listen to what people are saying at Hyde Park 

(in Melbourne it would have been the Yarra Bank).  No answers 

exist.  Nobody’s got them, anywhere in the world.  (Tomorrow and 

tomorrow is as much a world book as it’s an intensely parochial 

one.)  

War begins, but, surprisingly, it doesn’t end with atomic bombs 

being dropped on Japan.  A settlement is put together between the 

contending powers.  As the section called ‘Afternoon’ wears on, a 

fleet of ships assembles over the horizon from Sydney, to ensure 

that the peace that’s been agreed upon is kept.  The national and 
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international political situations are not made very clear, however, 

because the authors have the end of their argument – and yes, the 

end of their world too – in sight.  There’s no national leadership; 

in fact, the authors have the Australian PM in Melbourne, as if the 

national parliament had not been transferred out of that city in 

1924!  Wherever the PM may be, he’s only mentioned once.  What 

matters is happening in Sydney.  The Party has been organising 

for months, and when the international forces land somewhere 

between Sydney and Newcastle, the Party, the group that used to 

be the Left’s hard core, takes over.  Under their control, Sydney is 

evacuated, then destroyed.  Barnard Eldershaw set this down this 

with seething energy.

For Sid Warren, and for perhaps a few others, the burning 

of Sydney was not the blind decision of a lust, it came out 

of hard reasoning.  It was the overthrow of the golden calf.  

The city was the symbol of greed and profit, every stone of 

it was tainted; only by its utter overthrow could men free 

themselves from it, its numbing delights and illusory prizes.  

It was the logical conclusion of a passionate unified mind.  

For the moment his power rested on giving the people what 

they wanted, shaping their chaotic desires, inspiring the 

toughness to carry them out.  Later it would rest on their 

helplessness.  He knew that many must die and many more 

must suffer, but he believed, with a hard impacted belief, 

that only so could the tide of history be turned.

Our authors are presenting us with the thinking of a fanatic, 

compressing the many histories of a great city and the multitudinous 

memories, meanings and associations that it holds to the over-

simple over-simplification that Sydney is ‘a symbol’ (!) of greed and 

profit.  Any great city can be seen in any number of ways; that is, 

it is like the aggregations inhabiting it; that is, it is beyond any one 

classification or description.  But Sid, Barnard Eldershaw’s once-

communist, now-anarchist, has been brought to be a destroyer, 

and one feels that as he and his highly organised fellow-destroyers 

go about their work they are not only destroying a great city but 

releasing the frustrations of those many thousands who dreamed, 

who thought and wrote and sang for ever so long about the 

improvement of the world, the perfecting thereof, that they had 

hoped, and failed – failed – to bring about.

When Knarf, in the 24th century, reads his description of 

Sydney burning, we see at last why the time he’s writing in, far in 

the future for Harry Munster and his family, far in the future for all 

those who had to flee the blazing city, is so controlled.  Those who 

manage the world that’s to come, have learned, at last and after all, 

how to manage human affairs.  They do it by control, and they limit 

themselves.  Everybody’s clothed, and sheltered and fed, and after 

that they can do what they like, so long as – a warning they cannot 

fail to be aware of – so long as they keep the peace.

For Knarf – Frank back to front; this was a joke, we presume, or 

was it?  Marjorie Barnard had Frank Dalby Davison in mind – for 

Knarf, what he’s been describing is behind him, it’s the history, the 

past, that’s led to the present he inhabits.  If he thinks it’s something 

of a trap, he can to some extent release himself by searching for 

the paths that brought his society to where it is as he reads.  That’s 
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where Knarf is, but where are we, dear readers, and where are 

Marjorie Barnard and Flora Eldershaw?

 They are to be found, I think, quite exhausted, in the last pages 

of their novel.  They are in the 24th century, with Knarf and his son 

Ren, who has a broken ankle, you may remember.  Knarf apologises 

to his son for missing the vote; he was reading to Ord at the time, 

he meant to stop in time for the vote, but time slipped away.  He 

wouldn’t have made any difference, but he asks forgiveness for his 

lapse, and his son forgives him.  This is easy, I think, because both 

of them realise by now that the human struggle is endless.

… the desire for the shared life, the brotherhood of man.  

Power and Liberty.  Strophe and Anti-strophe.  The word 

liberty is only a handle.  The thing itself has had a thousand 

manifestations …

Power has always devoured liberty.  Because liberty has 

always called power to its aid it has perished.  It has armed 

itself and fought, only to die of its own violence …

There is more of this.  ‘The exhausted world is at pause,’ they 

say, and so of course are they.  Ren is reassured by his father’s 

thoughts, and so, we feel are those who wrote them down.  Knarf 

gives his son a drink of spirit (!) from his flask.  The boy drinks, and 

he sleeps.  Knarf holds him, his heart …

… wrung with the most difficult love in the world, the 

love of a father for his son.  It has no code and no ritual, no 

physical release, it must forever stand by and its way is the 

way of relinquishment.

The book ends with dawn entering the sky and Knarf observing 

to himself that, ‘This is the beginning’ and ‘The earth remains.’  

For my part, I think it is the end of a long line of writing about the 

world’s improvement.  The writers – and to this day I don’t know 

if Flora Eldershaw played a part in its writing, or was, perhaps, 

simply a supportive but spiritually active presence for Marjorie 

Barnard – the writers poured their most highly sustained energies 

into the downfall, the ruination, of the world of their time, and one 

feels that the 24th century world they describe doesn’t have much 

appeal for them.  I’ll presume to read their minds, and it seems to 

me that there is a weary acceptance that solutions are never good 

enough, and struggle is what keeps the spirit healthy.  And society 

at large?  It’s like a city.  You can build it, you can destroy it, but 

when the thing’s there, around you, it’s so many things to so many 

people, it’s capable of being understood in so many ways that no 

one solution to mankind’s affairs is tenable for any longer than the 

span of somebody’s, some council’s, some parliament‘s control – 

that being a euphemism, here, for dictatorship.  Power, say Barnard 

Eldershaw, speaking through Knarf, ruins everything, but it must 

be brought into everything because it must be controlled.  If this is a 

problem then it’s without a solution because it’s on-going.  Today’s 

solution may be fine, but we mustn’t expect it to work tomorrow.

 If this is despair, it’s also a hard-won realism.  I find myself 

wondering whether Marjorie Barnard and Flora Eldershaw knew, at 

the beginning, where their book would lead them, and I doubt it.  I 

think that the storm of passion released when Sydney burns, when 

the desperately frustrated men, with their few supportive women, 
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finally set the place ablaze, must have taken them by surprise, even 

if they had planned and to some extent foreseen how they would go 

about it.  They write brilliantly for pages at a time, and yet one feels 

that they are destroying the thing that’s sustained them for so long, 

and that’s the hope of a better, perhaps even a perfected, world.  

The 24th century?  Their hearts aren’t there; they died in the flames 

of Sydney.



143

Patrick White’s management of plot in A Fringe of Leaves

The central figure in A Fringe of Leaves is Ellen Roxburgh, a Cornish 

lass whose name before marriage was Gluyas.  As a girl she never 

travelled very far from home, even though her mind echoed with 

snippets of a tale that Cornwall’s given the world – that of Tristan 

and Isolde, or Tristram and Iseult, if that’s the way it’s come to you.  

The famous lovers haunt White’s novel, though it’s only a delicate 

colouring, not a framework of reference.  Tristan was in charge of 

a ship, the ship was bringing Isolde to Cornwall where she would 

marry King Mark … but a mysterious passion swept up the bride to 

be and the man in charge of her, because they drank a love potion.  

One wonders just what it is that causes a story to be adopted, and 

adapted, by the general populace.  Something in the imagination 

wants to be fired up, and it seeks out the flames, the fuel, that it 

needs, it adapts stories in all sorts of ways to bring about the events 

which the world hasn’t had the goodness to give it.  Actuality 

restrains imagination, but that dreaming, speculative, story-making 

part of the mind is forever hammering anvils, blowing pipes, trying 

to make the world dance to a music that comes from nowhere but 

within.

Ellen Gluyas is chosen by Austin Roxburgh to be his bride, and 

this she becomes, though, from the deft and natural way she slips 

into her humbler way of talking, we know that the change is on the 

outside, mostly, and that the farm girl is still there, strong, wise, 

giving her something she can fall back on when she needs a way 

out of situations which a higher level of civilisation has created but 

cannot resolve.

Civilisation, its limits, virtues, failings and alternatives, hovering 

close to it in almost every time and place, is, I think, the subject of 

this book, perhaps White’s most attractive, most gently human 

work.  We know that he built it on the story of Eliza Fraser, a white 

woman who was shipwrecked on the Queensland coast, got to 

shore, lived with the black people for a time, and managed to get 

herself back to … civilisation (there it is again!); after which her story 

fades in the minds of those who create, and listen to, stories.  White 

is a maker of stories too, and it isn’t easy to surprise his intentions 

because he has a way of moving his narratives this way and that in 

order to accommodate his wishes as a novelist without putting the 

emphases in places where the public is used to finding them.  This 

makes his novels novel, ingenious, difficult to pin down because of 

their refusal to assert some thesis that the reader can use by way of 

mounting a counter-argument.  I sometimes think that the reader of 

a White novel is like an aboriginal tracker, studying broken twigs 

or marks on the ground before circumnavigating a rocky patch to 

discover the toe signs where the quarry has set off again on ground 

where s/he can be tracked a little further.

Even so, as I said in an earlier essay, Patrick White knows where 

he’s going, and the broad outlines of his books are clear enough, so 

A ring that’s lost; is there something better?
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let’s break A Fringe of Leaves into sections that we can then explore 

a little more carefully.

There’s Cornwall, England, in the time before Ellen Gluyas 

married Austin Roxburgh, and then the time they lived together 

until Austin decided he wanted to visit his brother, Garnet, who 

was sent, years before, to Van Diemen’s Land.

There’s Van Diemen’s Land, brother Garnet, and his life in a 

settlement that’s crude, cruel, uncouth, yet possessing also a genteel 

layer of only partially pretended refinement.  In White’s mind, I 

think, and if I read him aright, pretence is an important form of 

reality.

There’s disgust in both Austin’s and Ellen’s mind with Van 

Diemen’s Land, so they move to Sydney, and then, on a boat called 

Bristol Maid, they set sail for England.  There’s a voyage which gets 

them some way north of Brisbane, where their ship is wrecked on 

a reef, and the crew, with their two passengers, take to a pinnace 

and a longboat, and the two boats manage, separately and after 

considerable struggles, to reach land.

There’s an encounter with black people, Austin and the other 

whites are killed, while Ellen survives, to start a new life as the 

lowliest of the tribe which has chosen to include her.  Ellen is as lost 

as anyone can be.

There’s a long and central stage of the book wherein Ellen 

realises that one of the natives is actually an escaped convict, and 

she throws in her lot with him.  They slip away from the tribe and 

make their way south, together, one might say as man and wife 

except that Ellen’s wearing a fringe of leaves, and her wedding ring, 

Austin’s ring, has a piece of vine threaded through it, so she’s still 

‘married’, somewhere in her being, to the husband and the world 

she’s lost …

There’s a moment when Jack Chance, the convict, whom Ellen 

loves, by now, with a richer love than she’s felt before, gets her to 

the patch of cultivated soil which she has to cross in order to rejoin 

the civilisation she belongs to.  She starts to cross, calling on Jack 

to join her, but he darts back into the bush, scared of floggings and 

perhaps other aspects of civilisation …

There’s the period, beautifully managed by White in his 

descriptions and analyses, when Ellen’s back with the family of the 

officer in charge of the Moreton Bay (Brisbane) settlement; she’s 

regarded as a rarity, a precious object recovered, and a person made 

puzzling by the ordeal she’s been through and seems unwilling to 

share.  If contrast is a form of closeness, she’s closest to a man called 

Pilcher, another survivor of the Bristol Maid, who’s built a tiny and 

no doubt primitive chapel as his way of coming to terms with what 

he’s been through.  His return to civilisation helps us understand 

Ellen in a way that wouldn’t otherwise be available.

There are two other add-ons to the tale, one at the beginning, a 

prelude, hardly more than some scraps of overheard conversation, 

but very Shakespearian in its way of getting things moving, and 

another at the very end.  More of those anon.

So, in the eight preceding paragraphs, I’ve broken the book into 

sections; it would be tempting to say that I’ve given you the plot, 

but I don’t think that’s so.  In the third essay in this series I said 

that plot is a form of social understanding, and in my essay about 
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The Eye of the Storm I tried to make clear how Patrick White insists 

on showing the world as he sees it.  White’s shall I say noticeable 

style – I think I mean notorious – ensures that the reader is too 

hard at work with what’s going on and what’s being said about it 

to have mental power left over to engage the writer in dialogue.  

The energy flow is all one way – from White to the reader.  One 

outcome of this is that the very term ‘plot’ is a dubious proposition 

in considering White’s works.  One feels that it’s there, but not in 

the form we associate with a two-sided agreement.  I propose now, 

and therefore, to look at some of the sections of the book outlined 

above in order to see, or try and see, what White is doing with the 

various stages in order to make them meaningful to himself, before 

he shares these understandings with his readers.

The book begins in Sydney.  The Merivales and a Miss Scrimshaw 

are returning home after visiting the Bristol Maid to farewell Austin 

and Ellen Roxburgh, on the eve of their return to England.  Miss 

Scrimshaw is wearing brown, and she’s fated to be clothed in the 

same colour when she reappears at the end of the book.  Brown.  

Her name, the Oxford Dictionary tells us, is ‘a general name for 

the handicrafts practised by sailors by way of pastime during 

long whaling and other voyages, and for the products of these, as 

carvings on bone, ivory, shells and the like.’  Sailors are a world of 

their own, separated for long periods from what’s happening in the 

lands they’ve left or are heading towards.  Sailors are connected 

to civilisation but not entirely of it.  Miss Scrimshaw is unmarried, 

though it’s a woman’s job to continue civilisation more or less as 

she finds it.  She’s still unmarried as the book ends, which means 

that her life as a woman forms an obvious contrast with Ellen’s, and 

the purpose of White’s opening, I think, is to let us overhear the 

thoughts in the minds of the Merivales and Miss Scrimshaw as they 

reflect on the people they’ve farewelled.  Miss Scrimshaw says that 

Mrs Roxburgh ‘reminded me of a clean sheet of paper which might 

disclose an invisible writing – if breathed upon.’  Under questioning 

from Mrs Merivale, she adds, ‘Every woman has secret depths with 

which even she, perhaps, is unacquainted, and which sooner or 

later must be troubled.’

A little later, Mr Merivale, ‘for the second time that afternoon, 

launched an unexpected remark.  ‘I wonder,’ he said, ‘how Mrs 

Roxburgh would react to suffering if faced with it?’

In raising these questions White is both pondering and stating 

his theme.  Having done so, he can conclude his opening:

The occupants of the carriage were rolled on into the 

deepening afternoon, and finally, like minor actors who have 

spoken a prologue, took themselves into the wings.

The scrutiny, we discover when Chapter 2 opens, has been mutual.

Still at his book, Mr Roxburgh laughed through his nose 

and said, ‘I don’t believe those two women were in any way 

satisfied.’

‘Mrs Merivale and Miss Scrimshaw would like to be thought 

ladies.’

Corrected, Mr Roxburgh began again, ‘The two ladies would 

have preferred to find us unhappy, in ourselves and our 

ventures.’
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‘I expect, on leaving us, they discovered every reason why 

we should be feeling desperate,’ Mrs Roxburgh answered, 

‘and will entertain each other this evening going over our 

wretched prospects.  It’s their profession, surely, to scent 

unhappiness in others.’

So Ellen and even to some extent Austin Roxburgh are fated 

to attract scrutiny.  Yet Austin is an inactive man, lacking his 

wife’s imaginative connection with those around her, and prone to 

withdraw to books, especially Virgil, when he might be attending 

to the world’s opportunities.  In an attraction of opposites, or is 

it complementarities, he’s fond of his brother Garnet, who was 

sent, years earlier, to Van Diemen’s Land.  The reasons for his 

transportation, if we may use this term for a gentleman, are not 

entirely clear but there is a feeling that the family’s ‘name’ would 

be safer if he were removed to the other side of the world.  It is a 

case, I think, of civilisation protecting itself from someone who may 

stain it in some way.  White has chosen his point of beginning well, 

the moment when the Roxburghs are sailing for home; it means that 

those parts of the narrative which deal with the coming together of 

Austin and Ellen, and their encounter with Garnet in Van Diemen’s 

Land, are already in the past.  In their ship, as it waits to leave 

Sydney, they are content with each other, and yet the questions 

raised by the Merivales and Miss Scrimshaw are fresh in our minds.  

Is Ellen Roxburgh fated to learn things as yet undiscovered?  What 

will suffering do for her?  The questions, note, are about Ellen, 

rather than her husband.  Ellen is the unknown quantity and it’s 

the experience of the shipwreck, of being a castaway, of losing her 

husband and being rescued, saved – or is she? – by another, that 

will give her a richness of being which she could never have found 

within the confines of civilisation.

This raises the question of what we, or Ellen Roxburgh, or 

anyone, can do with experiences that lie outside the understandings, 

the social agreements, of our own civilisation.  If an understanding, 

an apprehension, a realisation, comes to us from outside the 

experiences of the civilisation we belong to, what can we do with 

it beyond clinging to it stubbornly, sure that it’s valuable even if 

we can’t exchange it for any known currency?  It may be enriching 

us internally, out of sight, but can we be entirely convinced by any 

thought we can’t share with others?  These are difficult questions 

and we can see Patrick White dealing with them as best he can in 

the final chapter when Ellen has crossed the paddock which causes 

Jack Chance to turn back, and re-entered the colonial world of 

Moreton Bay.

But I am getting ahead of myself.  Let us return to Hobart and 

its surrounds, before we take that fateful voyage on the Bristol 

Maid.

White’s writing is never simple.  I have already likened the 

reader’s task to that of the tracker following signs and symbols.  

(There are symbols all over the place in White’s novels, the most 

obvious in this book being the ring that Ellen attaches to her person 

via a piece of vine, and carries, reassuringly, through the weeks 

when she is living with the blacks, and then escaping from them 

with Jack Chance; on the last day she discovers that the ring is 

gone.  This has to mean that a certain way of thinking about Ellen 

is no longer valid, but White’s narrative methods are so allusive, so 
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much a matter of hint and speculation, that one can never be certain 

where one is, which of course causes us to wonder whether White 

himself knows where he is or what’s around the corner.  The shape 

of his novels reassures us that he does, but the detail provides us 

with constant cause to doubt.)

The faintest signs and symbols …  The reader will be aware 

by now that I am not entirely comfortable at being controlled by 

Patrick White’s release and withholding of information required by 

his readers.  I find myself stepping back from the controlling detail 

to speculate on the way things are put together, close to each other 

or far apart.  The most instructive investigation of this sort I can 

make in A Fringe of Leaves is the strange proximity of two sexual 

engagements, Ellen Roxburgh with Garnet Roxburgh, and, only a 

few hours later, Ellen with her husband, Garnet’s brother Austin.  As 

usual, White prescribes these encounters for us rather than allowing 

us to find a meaning in them for ourselves.  The question that 

presses on me when I read this section is why the novelist manages 

his book so that the only time when the sexual intimacy of Ellen and 

Austin is shown to us follows closely on Ellen’s decision to go riding 

on a black horse called Merle, an outing which ends with a fall, or 

a tumble, shall we say, at which point Garnet Roxburgh ‘rescues’ or 

‘assists’ Ellen in an outburst of mutual lust.  The two brothers are 

chalk and cheese but they are also close: similar in being dissimilar, 

close in being opposites.  Yet Austin appears to have very little idea 

of what sort of man Garnet is.  Very early in Ellen and Austin’s stay 

with Garnet, Ellen hears sounds upstairs, for which there can be 

no other explanation than that Garnet is in sexual merry-making 

with Holly, a young girl released from institutional life to be his 

household servant.  That we are correct in thinking this comes clear 

a few days after Ellen’s engagements with the two brothers.  Austin 

and Ellen have been taking their meals separately, but Austin 

suggests that his wife should dine with his brother, and she does so, 

without any willingness to be close to the man with whom she has 

on one occasion been very close indeed.

Or has she?  This is the question White is trying to prise open, 

so that he can answer it in the second half of his book.

So Ellen is at table with Garnet, and soup is served, followed 

by fish.  The soup is brought in by Holly, about whom the book has 

two more things to tell us.  First:

Holly too, was red about the eyes and had lost something 

of her original gloss.  Under the shapeless grey gown, Mrs 

Roxburgh thought she could detect an ampler figure.

Mrs Roxburgh is right, and – second - Holly is returned to the 

institution from which she was borrowed, having completed 

her ‘service’.  Garnet would like continued use of Ellen as lover, 

however destructive of his fraternal situation that might be, but 

Ellen understands herself better than he does.  Her brief excursion 

into the fields of lust has returned her to the husband she loves, 

within the bounds of restraint which are part of his character.

So why is Ellen shown in sexual intimacy with each of the 

brothers, only a few hours apart?  We are clearly meant to bracket 

these intimacies, and consider them together.  Why?  I think there is 

an answer, strange as it may be.  Ellen conceives a child on the day 
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in question; it’s born, or rather still-born, in the longboat after the 

shipwreck, and it’s committed to the ocean after a brief service read 

by Captain Purdew, almost the last time he’s shown as somewhere 

near competent in his journey through A Fringe of Leaves.  The child, 

I think we are meant to understand, is the child of both brothers, or, 

a little more accurately, it is a child conceived when the mother’s 

plane, or continuum of business, is one that stretches from the 

limited, withdrawn, bookish, though tender Austin and his lustful, 

grasping, more hot-headed brother Garnet.  The death and burial 

of the child is the ritualised termination of Ellen’s existence on the 

plane that stretches from brother Austin to brother Garnet.

Austin, Garnet, and the child all have to be experienced, and 

then gotten rid of, before Ellen can be ready for what happens with 

Jack Chance.  Ellen meets him when the black people of (I presume) 

Fraser Island take themselves, and Ellen with them, to the mainland 

in bark canoes.  He is notable for having a hatchet in his woven belt.  

The blacks try to get hold of it, but this agile man leaps out of their 

way, chanting gibberish which makes them laugh.

Then Ellen, during one of his leaping turns, is close enough to 

see that the scars on his body are not tribal incisions on the chest, 

but a welter of healed wounds on his back.  A little later, when she 

has gone into the scrub to piss (White says ’urinating’) she sees him 

approach.

She saw that, in spite of his size and strength, his shanks, his 

dangling hands, were trembling.

To help him out of his difficulty she said to him in her 

native tongue, ‘Where’s tha from, eh?’ then, on remembering 

who she was supposed to be, she sternly asked, ‘Are you a 

Christian?’

The man stood mouthing sounds, like an idiot, or one in 

whom time or shock had destroyed his connection with the 

past.

Her hopes shrank.  Where she had glimpsed for an instant 

the possibility of rescue, it now seemed as though it was she 

who must become the saviour, not of a rational being, but a 

lost soul.

As the fifty superb pages that follow will show, each will be the 

saviour of the other, but at the last, when Ellen crosses the cultivated 

patch on the outskirts of the Moreton Bay settlement, she will cross 

it alone, and Jack, for that is the name he gets out eventually, will 

turn back to the bush.  Ellen will plead – far more insistently than 

Captain Lovell expects – for a pardon to be granted Jack Chance, 

and Captain Lovell transmits her plea together with his own 

recommendation, but the reader, indeed the very book itself, knows 

that Jack’s moment of salvation was lost when he hesitated.  Ellen, 

covered in filth and crawling on her knees, is received by the white 

farmer and his wife, while Jack Chance returns …

… to what?  White’s book gives us no more answer than the 

Eliza Fraser story.  There is not even a line or two of speculation as 

to whether Jack will be able to rejoin the natives he’s adopted – or 

was it the other way around?  Will they have him back?  Will they 

be happy that he’s solved the problem of the white woman, or will 

they resent him for what he’s done?  Can he leave a tribe and come 

back?  Will he feel, even if he’s readmitted, that the love he’s been 
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given by Ellen, the intimacy and the adoration, have finally purged 

him of the horror of betrayal by Mab, the harlot he killed in England, 

a crime which sent him to the bottom of the world to receive the 

flogging which gave him the welts by which Ellen realised that she 

was looking at someone who might get her out of her difficulty?  

Ellen’s confusion in the presence of Emily Oakes, who receives her 

with warmth and patience at the edge of settlement, is considerable, 

and lasts so long that we must conclude that the experience she’s 

been rescued from, if that’s the word, has had permanent effects.

So what about Jack Chance?  Hasn’t he been through something 

quite as great?  How will he understand it, he who will never be 

surrounded by kind, curious, sympathetic inquiries and offers of 

help?  Was he fated to have, only ever, the one chance?  Was he lost 

in the split second when Ellen started to cross the civilised field, 

and he held back?  Answer, he was.  He was too afraid to return, 

because his experience of civilisation was much nastier than Ellen’s.  

He feared.  It had little enough attraction for him.

This means that he must return to the black people, on whatever 

terms he can persuade them to make, for nobody can live alone.  

This means that White leaves him in his moment of turning back, 

because A Fringe of Leaves is about one civilisation, and the absence 

of civilisation surrounding it.  White would, I’m sure, have been 

as aware as anyone that the aboriginal people had the world well 

sorted out in their minds, but he doesn’t attempt to show what 

their world was like, its rules, its management, its systems, stories, 

practices and currents of feeling, above all its memories recreated in 

its daily practices.  Civilisation, in his book, is our civilisation, and 

the civilisation of the other people is a puzzling territory.  It would 

take another book to explore that, and another writer, possibly one 

that’s not been born.

I realise that I have pulled this essay to the brink of our 

country’s biggest problem, that of understanding – first – and 

then reconciling the differences between the ancient, persisting 

cultures of the aboriginal people and those of the recent invaders.  

Since my essays only occupy a few pages and the problem will be 

with us for centuries, let us return to the point where my analysis 

diverged from the book, the moment when Ellen Roxburgh – with 

her wedding ring on one of those tendrils that form her fringe – and 

Jack Chance recognise that each, now, is in the hands of the other.

They are in a strange predicament.  The black people they’ve 

left may or may not be in pursuit.  They have a long way to go.  

They’ll have food and water only if they find it for themselves.  Each 

depends on the other, but this makes no allowance for letting go of 

their own responsibility for themselves.  They are two individuals, 

each must perform at his/her peak, yet they are also one being.  

They can support each other, but neither can make any progress 

without the other.  Are they both heading for the same place?  Yes?  

No?  Or they don’t know?

The last.  They only find out when Ellen starts to cross the field, 

and Jack turns away.  It might have been otherwise, we must allow, 

yet one suspects that the test she was bringing him to face was one 

he was always going to fail.  Was his journey with her, his travel, 

guidance and support, only self-sacrifice for her benefit?  Possibly, 

yes.  Did she burden him with responsibility for getting her back to 
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where she, at least, would be well-regarded?  My answer is that she 

didn’t intend it thus.  The burdens were equal, Ellen would have 

said; each had the weight of the other to carry.  And this was how it 

was that they came to love as they’d not loved before.

Love.  Each is doing something for the other.  Jack is guiding 

Ellen back through scrub she doesn’t know, to the civilisation she 

thinks she wants to rejoin.  She welcomes this.  She supports him 

in every way she can.  She too is leading him back.  He’s a good 

man, she knows, and she will have him pardoned.  That will be his 

reward for what he’s done for her.  Those stripes on his back will be 

covered with a shirt.  His qualities will be seen.  All this, of course, 

depends on ‘civilisation’ doing what’s required of it by two filthy 

creatures stumbling out of the bush, and this, of course, cannot be 

guaranteed.  Ellen and Jack are safe with each other, then, while 

they are in the bush, pursuing their journey.  Journeys derive their 

meanings from what happens along the way, but journeys also end, 

and the ending is the final meaning of the journey.  What happens 

last is what counts most.

Or is it?  There is a marvellous passage when Jack asks Ellen if 

she sings.  She says she doesn’t, but a moment later she recalls:

When first I met thee, warm and young,

There shone such truth about thee

And on thy lips such promise hung,

I did not dare to doubt thee.

I saw thee change, yet still relied,

Still clung with hope the fonder,

And thought, though false to all beside,

From me thou couldst not wander …

Trudging along behind him, she remembers another song, ‘from 

farther back’, White tells us:

Wee Willie Winkie

Run through the town

Opstairs and downstairs

In ‘is nightgown …

Jack calls out to ask why she’s stopped, and she says it’s his 

turn.  ‘Songs was never much in my line,’ he tells her, but he 

could imitate the bird calls.  That’s how he earned his living, by 

trapping and selling birds.  ‘Presently,’ as White tells us, ‘he began 

to demonstrate his talent.’  Out of him pour the trills, the notes, the 

warbling of the birds he knew, back in England.  If Miles Franklin 

had written the passage, he would have been likened to a lyrebird, 

but he isn’t, he’s a man as far from the world he belongs in as it’s 

possible to be.  Like Ellen, he’s out of place, and this is brought 

home to them a little later.

In spite of her exhausted blood and torn feet, everything in 

fact which might have disposed her to melancholy, she was 

throbbing with a silent cheerfulness; until, from somewhere 

in the distant sunlight, an actual bird announced his presence 

in a dry, cynical crackle such as she associated with the 

country to which she and the convict were condemned.

They are together, then, Ellen and Jack Chance in a country to 

which neither belongs.  It surrounds them, and they are finding 

their way, supporting each other.  They are by now in love, certainly 

as White understands it.  This is not the operatic love of Verdi or 

Puccini, a cascade, a torrent of powerful lyricism flooding from the 
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throat to the stars; this is a mutual dependence, a willingness to 

give, support, listen and accept, to allow the other to do whatever 

comes to mind, in the certainty that both are desperate to make 

the best of their situation.  The journey itself is an act of love, the 

journey is defined by both the path it takes and the inevitability 

of its approaching end.  When the journey ends, everything will 

change.  Ellen will cross the cultivation, will fall on her knees to 

crawl the last few yards, and Jack will return to the bush.

Ellen will be taken in, and will begin the long process of working 

out what’s happened to her, and where she is now.

Civilisation will look at her, and try to work out what it sees.

Jack will return to mystery, discarded by the story-teller who 

brought him into being.

Ellen will think of Jack, often, and will plead his case so strongly 

before Captain Lovell that he will recommend to his superiors that a 

pardon be granted to the man who helped the white woman …

… but what will that do for Jack, who’s taken himself away 

from the civilisation that Ellen’s re-adapting to?  Nothing.  Ellen 

pleads because she must.  Jack’s goodness has returned her, filthy 

but safe and sound, to where she half-wanted to be.  What she really 

wanted, perhaps, was for their journey to go on, but journeys end.  

It’s their nature.  New starts have to be made, and Ellen doesn’t find 

hers easy.  

She speaks to Pilcher, the other survivor, and looks at his chapel.  

It is, in its way, an embodiment of what’s happened and one senses 

that he’ll never be able to live far out of sight of it.  He’s a prisoner, 

then, of the journey he made, and he’ll never get away from what 

happened.  Will Ellen make a fresh start?  Will new people, beyond 

the chapters of the book, write new chapters in her life?

Let us turn to the concluding pages.

A boat arrives at Moreton Bay and it’s going back to Sydney.  

Ellen is to travel on it.  Captain Lovell decides that his wife and 

children should have a break from tropical heat, so they will go 

too, and with them Miss Scrimshaw, to assist.  (Miss Scrimshaw 

is still wearing brown, which, I think, is White’s encoded way of 

telling us where she stands in the marital stakes.)  Also travelling on 

the boat will be Mr Jevons, a prosperous merchant from England, 

where he has three children, though he is now a widow.  Marriage-

makers, and those who see in the management of others’ emotions 

a purpose for their own lives, must look on him with joy because … 

do you need me to explain?  Mr Jevons needs, and Ellen Roxburgh 

needs, at least in the minds of those who have no idea where her 

experiences, and her thinking about them, have placed her.  The 

group, including Mrs Lovell’s quarrelsome children, gather in the 

saloon to take tea.  Mr Jevons leads Mrs Roxburgh there, offering 

his arm.  The cliché forming in our minds as the likely ending is 

shattered when Mr Jevons trips on something – even Patrick White 

isn’t sure what it is – and cup, cake and saucer go flying!

Mrs Roxburgh’s garnet-coloured garment is stained by tea.  

Mr Jevons and later Miss Scrimshaw attempt to sponge the silk.  

Another cup of tea is brought to Ellen by Tom, the son of Mrs 

Lovell.  What on earth is going on?  One reads, one re-reads, one 

scours the cabin floor for signs and symbols.  We’re not having a 

happy ending on page 404, but most of 405 is blank, so we’re not 
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going on much longer either.  I take it that White’s last word is Miss 

Scrimshaw’s thought …

… human nature cannot but grasp at any circumstantial 

straw which may indicate an ordered universe.

This is the paradox, then; Ellen’s great experience took place 

outside the ordered universe, and she knows this very well, for 

after all, Jack, who must often be in her thoughts, has remained 

outside the ordered universe (of Moreton Bay!).  Yet something 

is happening, at the very end; the appearance, the semblance of 

order, is being re-stated, even if it’s too early to be any use for Mr 

Jevons, whom White characterises as a bull-frog when he’s on 

his knees trying to get rid of the tea-stain he caused.  I think the 

best way to read this final scene of a book that achieves greatness 

for long stretches is that Patrick White is slipping away from the 

action while it’s in a state of confusion.  He is, perhaps, in closest 

sympathy with Ellen Roxburgh as he does so.

But what about his readers?  Sensing the sudden absence of the 

controlling author, we realise that we’re being left to work things 

out for ourselves.  The writer, having done so much, will do no 

more.  He’s leaving us on his terms, just as he’s written for us.

I’m registering my complaint as I write this.  It’s a complaint 

that’s been stored in my head for many pages.  It’s this.  White holds 

information until he chooses to release it.  Example one.  The Bristol 

Maid hits a reef.  Waves are lashing the sides of the ship.  Before long 

they’ll all be in the boats, and who knows what will happen.  This 

is when White tells us, by a brief entry into Ellen’s mind, that she 

is five months pregnant.  Her husband Austin, not a particularly 

observant fellow, admittedly, but confined with Ellen in a tiny cabin 

in a tiny boat, has not noticed?  The question, already adverted to, 

as to whose child this is, has either not bothered Ellen (Rubbish!) 

or has been prevented from arising in the reader’s mind by the 

author’s decision to withhold knowledge of the pregnancy.

 Example two.  When Ellen is dining with Garnet Roxburgh, 

and their soup and fish have been brought to them by the pregnant 

Holly, Ellen inquires about two disturbing sounds she heard that 

morning.  A shot, and a scream.  She wonders if one of ‘these 

wretches’ – the convicts – has been put out of his misery.  No, 

Garnet tells her, the mare, Merle, that threw her, leading to their 

sexual encounter, ‘staked herself so badly it would not have 

been practical to keep her.’  He goes on, ‘We can’t afford to carry 

cripples.’  The horse is dead.  This strikes me as very odd.  Garnet 

is part of a society where the ownership of horses and carriages is 

a major distinction between those who count and those who don’t.  

In such societies horses are carefully looked after.  People, even to 

the highest levels, are judged by the way they treat their horses.  

This is one of the ways whereby the lowly can know the quality or 

otherwise of their betters.  Do they know how to treat their horses?  

Do they care?  White gets rid of Merle so swiftly and brutally that 

the reader must, I think, take it that Garnet is punishing the horse 

in his frustration at not being able to treat Ellen as he has Holly, 

the serving girl.  Or that is what I think, but White’s allusive style, 

controlling what the reader receives and when, puts me in the 

position of being unsure.
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I realise that I am putting a bad-tempered ending onto an essay 

that has mostly been admiring, but I find that White is, for me, like 

the dictator who makes the trains run on time; we are grateful, no 

doubt, but what else did we lose in order to get this benefit?
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Why do people write?  Please don’t groan and walk away, get ready 

to do some thinking.  Sometimes they write because they want to 

capture the attention of others; sometimes because they want to sort 

things out in their own minds.  These are not polar opposites.  It’s 

common for writers to do both, or at least attempt both, at the same 

time.  Indeed it may be true that my distinction is no distinction at 

all; one has only to consider people who say that they want their 

letters, diaries or journals destroyed, when they haven’t themselves 

destroyed them when they were capable of doing so, to realise that 

writing may be a secretive form of communication even when it 

appears to be most withdrawn, or private.

Why do people write?  Answer, to release forces – ideas too – 

swirling around inside them so that, having been brought into the 

open, they can be adopted, adapted, kicked around, believed in, 

justified, or anything else that can happen to an idea.  Ideas are 

necessary.  We can’t live without them.  Ideas straighten us out.  

They give us a feeling that we understand, and that’s a feeling we 

want very much.  The question ‘Why?’ drives most of us to despair 

from time to time, and some of us can hardly break free of it.  The 

question ‘How?’ is an easier one; there’s usually someone to show 

us the way, or we may enjoy working out ‘how’ for ourselves.  But 

‘why’ is harder, and it brings in the endlessly difficult question 

of what our circumstances are, that is, what is it we are trying to 

explain.  After all, if with an agonised voice we say ‘Why?’ someone 

is sure to ask in return, ‘What’s bothering you?’

To this we need an answer.  We need to know what the world’s 

like.  We know, every one of us, that the world’s bigger than our 

understanding of it.  If that’s impossible to accept, we can always 

retreat to a faith, swallow it whole, and condemn whatever it 

condemns.  The problem’s in our minds, but if we can convince 

ourselves that it’s in something else, external to ourselves, we can 

attack the external stimulus, blaming it rather than us.  Oh wars, oh 

crusades, ideological exterminations … when will you disappear 

from this earth?  Never?  Oh dear …

Why do people write?  To be close to other people, because 

writers know that there are thousands, millions, out there musing 

on the things that occupy themselves.  Writing takes us in, where 

the thoughts are happening, so, if we go inward too the things that 

trouble us, excite us, upset us and move us to the tears we greatly 

desire and need, will be closer, ready, perhaps, for realisation.  We 

know, instinctively, that we can’t control our feelings unless we’re 

close to them, just as we know, also, that our feelings and our 

innermost thoughts can be dangerous, so going inward to examine 

them can be perilous.  That’s when writers are handy.  They’re one 

group who have the courage to go in and look, and when they’ve 

been inside for a time, and come out again, we expect them to give 

us …

… what?

A story is always welcome, just as it’s good to sit yourself in a 

theatre and let a group of actors, on stage or in a film, do the next 

Interlude 5: some reasons for writing
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couple of hours living for you.  You can always rid yourself of any 

responsibility by saying you didn’t like what you saw.  A story is 

not only a way of being close to events, it’s also a way of being 

close – united, even – with the others who heard it with you.  A 

story is a communal activity, even if, the act of reading being what 

it is, the many, many readings of a book may take place over years, 

over centuries even, rather than simultaneously.  In that sense, 

then, a story is at one and the same time, potentially, private, just 

the reader and the writer, and it’s a communal sharing.  What did 

the reviewers say?  What’s this, they’re going to make it into a 

film!  What did you think of it, I want to compare your reactions 

with mine.  Hey, my copy’s not the only copy, they’ve sold twenty, 

forty, a hundred thousand of this book!  It’s an idea, a collection, 

an experience which I’m sharing with all those people I’ll never 

know.

This doesn’t satisfy everybody all the time.  Scriptures, which 

are sometimes stories and sometimes not, embody messages of 

solemnity and faith.  The King James Bible, from which I heard 

several readings a week for ten influential years, probably taught 

me more about language than anything short of Shakespeare.  The 

majesty and passion of its verses told me, and no doubt millions of 

others, that words well used, words responsive to the thoughts of 

the brain, the feelings of the heart, and all those other intimations 

we depend on for our sense of the universe, are as necessary to keep 

us alive as blood pumping in our veins.  The Bible, as I say, is full of 

stories, but it offers more.  It tells us that words, well used, chosen 

with vigour and perused with care, can be used to straighten the 

soul.  Humans are not only active – stories abound to show that 

– but they consider.  They wonder where they are.  We hope for 

accurate description because it helps to locate ourselves.

My thoughts are moving in this direction because I want to 

look at the work of another writer who became well known for 

her stories, but whose writing has moved for some years now in 

another direction, in a quest which finally, and fairly recently (as 

I write) gave us Beverley Farmer’s The Bone House, (Giramondo, 

Sydney, 2005).
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My essay’s about The Bone House, but I want to start in Beverley 

Farmer’s mid-career, then go back to a couple of earlier stories, then 

return to the contemplations she invites us to share with her in what 

is, as I write, her latest book.

A Body of Water (University of Queensland Press, 1990) combines 

two modes of writing.  It contains five short stories, of the sort we 

know from Farmer’s earlier collections, Milk and Home Time, and 

it also gives us her writer’s notebook, kept over the period from 

February 1987 to February 1988, with stories occurring in the 

months of April, May, June, July and the second February.  Her 

notes refer to books she’s reading, things she’s done, interaction 

with friends, and of course, thoughts.  Here’s part of an entry that 

catches my eye.  She’s talking about ‘Vase with Red Fishes’, the 

story for June, and it leads her to reflect on the trompe-l’oeil art of 

M.C.Escher:

To have (the two characters) behave like an M.C.Escher 

drawing, modulating from plane to plane, form to form, 

dovetailing …  In his Reptiles, lizards rise off the page in 

the picture and crawl in single file over the items on the 

desk to re-enter the page; in Drawing Hands, two hands rise 

off opposite ends of a pinned sheet of paper, each holding 

a pen with which it is drawing the other’s cuff, having by 

implication just been drawing the other hand.

Escher, as many readers will know, is a master of this sort of 

thing; he manages to persuade us that water can flow around all 

four sides of a picture, down, sideways, up.  How?  Don’t ask me.  

To represent things is possible for anyone who follows the rules, 

but rules can be subverted, and it always comes as a shock, because 

most of us have absorbed the rules, not the thinking that produced 

them, which is where the subversion takes place.

 So much for Escher, for now.  Beverley Farmer too, as we 

shall see shortly, devised ways of subverting the ‘rules’ of story-

telling, but let us stay a little longer with A Body of Water, five stories 

and many pages of notebook.  Here’s how she starts.

My forty-sixth birthday, and no end in sight to the long 

struggle to come to terms with this isolation, this sterility.

What follows is instructive.

Tide coming in, a stiff wind.  A black ship out, a white ship 

in.  A flash out on the grey water – a pilot boat catching the 

sun.  The dunes have grown fine long green hairs all over – 

their skin shows through.

Beverley Farmer lives near Port Phillip Heads, also known as 

The Rip.  This is where the ocean encounters the bay, at the head 

of which sits the city of Melbourne.  But when you are at The Rip, 

the Heads, Melbourne feels far away; out of mind, almost; an idea 

enforcing a certain deference, but minor in comparison to the 

drama of water clashing with itself under the influence of tides, 

inflows and outflows, varying depths, with the added drama of 

danger.  Ships have been lost along the coast, and at the entrance 

too.  Pilots guide visiting ships through the Heads and up the bay 

Story and the effacement of story: Beverley Farmer’s The Bone House
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to Melbourne.  Vessels stick to channels, which means they have to 

be guided by markers known to the pilots, not so well by visiting 

captains.  The pilots have quarters in a low building near the Heads, 

and they are forever going out or coming back as the ships of the 

world come and go.  That’s the primary drama, and then there is the 

endless cycle of birds and creatures of the sea, things to be found, 

explorations to be made, observations of wind and water, moon and 

fog, and most sonorous of all, of course, the foghorns and sirens of 

ships, still coming and going when visibility’s low, by night and 

day, all year round, for years on end – eternally, really, as rhythm is 

eternal: ever repeating, ever moving, ever there.

The place where Beverley Farmer lives is present on page after 

page of A Body of Water, and it’s there, too, in A Bone House.  It 

underlies everything she writes, and if you think it’s an intrusion, 

you’ve got it wrong; it might be more true to say that the stories, 

the writing, are intrusive, except that they’re not.  They’re a growth, 

no, an arrival, that comes just as naturally as the birds, fish, kelp 

and shells, the sounds of ships’ horns making the writer’s house 

shake at night.  And yet, in February 1987, she despaired of being 

productive again.  She turned to two things to get her mind going 

– the place underlying her existence, as described above, and to 

thoughts of language.

By a path that, in its own way, is also negative, the poet 

comes to the brink of language.  And that brink is called 

silence, blank page.  A silence that is like a lake, a smooth 

and compact surface.  Down below, submerged, the words 

are waiting.  And one must descend, go to the bottom.  Be 

silent, wait.  Sterility precedes inspiration, as emptiness 

precedes plenitude.  The poetic word crops out after periods 

of drought.

Octavio Paz: The Bow and the Lyre

Her book, then, is waiting, and so is she, although, being 

human, she’s despairing too.  She thinks there might be money to be 

made by writing for Mills and Boon.  Half the world thinks that, but 

few can write as she can.  Few of them have thought about writing 

as she has.

Marjorie Barnard is on the cover of this year’s Literary 

Calendar – the August writer, grim-jawed in profile, thin 

white plaits looped on her head, her hands very large and 

knotted, foreshortened.  A tabby cat sprawled on the table 

beside her, by a vase of flowers.  A remark she made about 

humanity’s “basic cruelty” is printed underneath.  And now 

she has died, before “her” month came up.  How we are 

diminished by it!  Like when Olga Masters so suddenly died 

last year.

This thought leads to another, straight away:

I read “The Persimmon Tree” for the first time three or four 

years ago and was puzzled, when my joy in it died down 

enough for thought, to realise that the story in fact contained 

no persimmon tree.  There was a row of persimmons put 

to ripen on a window sill, autumn persimmons though it 

was spring in the story.  But there was no tree; and at last 

I decided that the tree of the title was the shadowy solitary 

woman behind the curtain in the flat across the road, holding 

her bare arms up to the sun, in the spring.
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On she goes, talking about Katherine Mansfield, Marjorie 

Barnard again, and then Virginia Woolf, who drowned with her 

pockets full of stones.  They are a great continuity in her life, a 

continuity to which she herself belongs.  Here’s Marjorie Barnard, 

described by someone as she lies naked on her bed, frail and 

white …

I thought she was asleep and made to leave but Vera 

propelled me forward and with a chuckle said, “Well, now 

you’ll be able to go home and tell your folks what a queer 

old woman she is,” at which Marjorie piped up and said 

defiantly: “Why?  We’re all GIRLS.”

And Virginia Woolf:

My writing now delights me solely because I love writing 

and don’t, honestly, care a hang what anyone says.  What 

seas of horrors one dives through to pick up these pearls – 

however they are worth it.

I’ve drawn these quotes from page 26 of a book that begins in 

despair!  Recovery was underway whatever the writer thought!  

This wonderful strength she dips into as she waits, preparing 

herself for what’s to come, providing her with an under-level, a 

preparatory layer for what’s to come.  It will, this layer, as I hope to 

show, produce a layer of its own, or, better, become the other layer 

that she always needed.  This happened in The Bone House, but it 

began in A Body of Water.

More of those books anon.  I want, now, to turn backwards to 

Home Time, where we can see the Escher-side of Beverley Farmer’s 

style making itself apparent with amazing …

… grace?  Force?  Strength?  Revelatory power?  What’s the 

word I need?  I’ll take a leaf from her book, and let it write itself.  

‘A Man in the Laundrette’ is about a very nasty encounter in an 

American city between an Australian woman who is writing the 

story – which makes the narrator more or less equivalent to Farmer 

herself, or that’s how I read it – and an intrusive black man who 

forces himself on the visitor.  This woman in the laundrette really 

shouldn’t be there, because she is in … New York, is it? … with a 

man from her own country, they’ve agreed to take it in turns to see 

to the washing, but, even though it’s his turn, she’s doing the job.  

‘They were scrupulous about such matters when she first moved 

in,’ the story tells us, and then it follows her to the laundrette, 

leaving him at his desk, holding a mug of coffee in his hands.  

There is something unbearably smug about this, to my reading; if 

the woman is, as people in the story accuse her of being, a victim, 

then the first of the story’s two victimisers has been identified.  The 

man she’s with, her man, the one who should be most on her side, 

behind her, supporting her, is taking advantage, knows it, and will 

turn on her, as we see him do at the end, when she gets back.  There 

is a little of this, a hint perhaps, in the way the story starts.

She never wants to disturb him but she has to sometimes, 

as this room in which he studies and writes and reads is the 

only way in and out of his apartment.  Now that he has got 

up to make coffee in the kitchen, though, she can put on her 

boots and coat and rummage in the wardrobe for the glossy 

black garbage bag where they keep their dirty clothes, and 

not be disturbing him.
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The laundrette, when she gets there, is busy, because it’s a 

Saturday.  She hasn’t got American coins, but gets them after a 

while, and then a machine becomes vacant.  She tips her clothes 

in, and when the washer’s churning she sits on a chair and starts 

to write:

She never wants to disturb him but she has to sometimes, as this 

room in which he studies and writes and reads is the only way in 

and out of his apartment.

The laundrette’s attached to a bar, a door opens and a hefty 

young black man, drunk and objectionable, as we soon find, comes 

in.  He’s ‘full of attitude’, as the saying goes, he’s quarrelsome, and 

he notices that she’s writing.  The story gives us her words.

Now that he has got up to make coffee in the kitchen, though, she 

can put on her boots and coat and rummage in the wardrobe for the 

glossy black garbage bag where they keep their dirty clothes, and 

not be disturbing him.

The story’s declared itself by now.  It’s being written as it’s 

happening.  The writing is part of the happening.  The printed 

story, on the page before us, has taken to itself a peculiar power 

because it’s two strands of consciousness pretending to be one.  

The situation in the laundrette rapidly gets worse.  The drunken 

black wants to assert himself over the woman from another country 

whose yellow hair he claims to admire.  In fact he hates her … for?  

We hardly need waste time on reasons …

‘My brothers they all gangsters,’ he shouts, ‘an’ one word 

from me gets anybody I want killed.  We gonna kill them all.’  

He is sweaty and shaking now.  ‘We gonna kill them all and 

dig them up and kill them all over again.  Trouble with you, 

Miss Australia, you don’ like the black peoples, that’s trouble 

with you.  Well we gonna kill you all.’  He drinks and gasps, 

licking his lips.

It gets worse, but ‘Miss Australia’ manages to get away.  A 

Puerto Rican man escorts her to the street where her apartment is.  

She thanks him ‘fervently’, but he ‘stands guard in the wind, his 

white face uneasily smiling whenever she turns to grin and wave 

him on.’  He has told her, though, as they walk towards her home, 

that she has handled the black man badly.

‘He was so drunk,’ she says.  ‘What made him act like that.  

I mean, why me?’

His fine black hair flaps in the wind.  ‘You didn’t handle him 

right,’ he says.

‘What’s right?’

‘You dunno.  Everybody see that.  Just whatever you did, you 

got the guy mad, you know?’

This is clearly true, but it doesn’t help.  The Puerto Rican seems 

to accept, as ‘Miss Australia’ cannot, that when someone’s being 

impossible, others have to take responsibility for getting him out of 

the situation he’s hell-bent on creating.  The woman, the one who’s 

writing the story, gets home.  She tells her partner what happened 

in the laundrette.

Halfway through she sees that his face is stiff and grey.

You’re thinking that I brought it on myself.’

'Didn’t you?’
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A man, he says, can always tell when a woman fancies him.  She 

can’t seem to help it, he says.  He’s seen her in action.  Whenever she 

talks to a man, it’s there.  She pushes him to explain, but he turns 

without a word to the lamp-lit papers on the table.  The narrator 

of the story is being brutalised, accused, for the second time in a 

few minutes, but she is far from helpless.  Quite the reverse.  First, 

there is a photo on the front cover of the book, which, a note on 

the back cover tells us, was taken by the author.  It shows a lamp, 

table, chairs, coffee mug, papers, just as they’re described in the 

story.  Don’t be in any doubt, the picture tells us, that these things 

happened.  You’re getting it in the form of fiction, but if you treat it 

as such you too stand accused.

The man in her life, the man in the apartment, says no more 

in the remaining lines of the story … except that he does, because 

she repeats a few more lines from the opening.  When she offers, at 

the beginning, to take their laundry – and it’s nearly all his – to the 

laundrette, he queries her.  ‘It must be my turn by now,’ he says.  It 

is.  Instead of questioning himself about this, he questions her.  ‘I 

must get out more,’ she says.  ‘Meet the people.’  She wants to see 

what she can of life in the States, after all.  He’s quick to accuse.  ‘Not 

to be with me.’  There’s not even a question mark.  It’s an accusation 

made in certainty that a woman is always robbing, always cheating, 

a man.  It’s why, an hour or so later, she sees that he thinks she must 

have encouraged the man in the laundrette.  The certainty of her 

partner is as unbearable as the black man’s hysterical performance.  

But shame can be turned into victory, if those who have been and 

are forever the accused are smart enough.  The narrator, though her 

hand is shaking, sits at the table with writing pad and pen and adds 

the last four lines, lines we’ve already read once before:

‘Not to be with me.’ 

She smiles.  ‘Of course to be with you.  You know that.’ 

‘I thought you had a story you wanted to finish. 

‘I had.  It’s finished.’

I think this is one of the most decisive condemnations I’ve 

ever read, decisive because it’s such a sweetly savage reversal of a 

wrong consciousness being imposed, and I link it to ‘Home Time’, 

another story in the collection of the same name.  As in ‘A Man in 

the Laundrette’, we are with a man and a female narrator, clearly 

the people already described.  They decide, at the beginning of the 

story, that they’ll watch Casablanca at a local bar that evening, then 

have dinner afterwards.  She dozes on the couch, warmed by a 

radiator; it’s cold outside.  There’s an innocent-looking reference to 

a table where they eat, and she writes:

Three times a day she pushes books to one side and turns 

papers face down, since this is also the table they eat at.  The 

kitchen is next to it, bare and icy, smelling of gas.  She pulls 

her radiator over by the couch and lies curled up in the red 

glow with her head on a velvet cushion.

These domestic arrangements, breaking into her routine, rather 

than his, are indicative of what’s to come, I think.  They go to the 

bar, they watch Casablanca, they talk to another couple, he to him, 

she to her.  The middle section of ‘Home Time’ is a monologue 

delivered by the nameless American woman who’s moved by the 

famous film to talk about her first marriage, her second – current 
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– marriage, and the way she sees her life.  In all its wretched and 

sometimes humiliating detail it’s a response to the love story 

they’ve been watching.  Hollywood doesn’t create for nothing and 

nobody.  Guidelines for American living are handed down via the 

screen to the humble followers of the stars, and I mean movie stars, 

not those in heaven which were once thought to provide guidance 

if they could be read aright.

Do you remember the first time you saw Casablanca?  Mine 

was in 1943, when it first came out, on my honeymoon 

with Andy.  That’s reason enough to cry.  Bill knows.  It’s 

something he can’t stand to be reminded of.  He pretends 

it’s only Rick and Ilsa making me slobber.  Men – you tell a 

man the truth about your life, you end up paying for ever.  

Remember that.

The nameless American doesn’t know that she’s talking to a 

writer, who will remember what she’s saying, and write it down.  It 

will be written that same evening, after the visiting couple get back 

to the apartment where we met them.  The American woman, twice 

married by now, with a twenty year period of being alone, tells the 

woman she’s picked up about the days and nights she shared with 

Andy before he went to war.  They saw Casablanca and they cried.

We were such babies.  He was going to be a hero and I was 

going to wait …  We danced around the room like Rick and 

Ilsa did.  We sure didn’t sleep much.  We didn’t even know 

how to do it, you know.  We were scared.  Oh, we soon got 

the hang of it.  And then his ship sailed.

He came back, oh. He came back.  He’d won medals in Italy, 

he was a hero.  But he wouldn’t ever talk about it.  Whatever 

happened over there, it finished Andy …

She looks across at her now-husband, this American woman, 

smiling, talking and drinking with the writer’s partner.  Her 

monologue continues.  She’s pouring out the pain and the stupid 

acceptance of her present situation.

I love Bill, I love him a lot.  I’ve known that man thirteen 

years now, I could tell you things …  I’m not blind to 

anything about Bill, I love him anyway.  He loves me, though 

it doesn’t feel like being loved much of the time.  He needs 

me.  He has to punish me for that.  There he is, an older man 

than he acts …  he’s affable and a bit loud with the drink, 

everybody’s pal.  Well, when we get home there won’t be a 

word out of him.  Under the skin and the smile he’s a bitter, 

fearful man and nobody gets close to him.

She’s getting painfully close, this American with a few drinks 

inside her, to the situation of the visitors.  They too will go home, 

and the writer will write down what she’s been given in the bar.  

It’s a common story, one feels as one reads it, much more likely to 

happen, much closer to home, than the events of Casablanca, famous 

though they are.  Hollywood’s escapism can only be escaped 

through truth, which must first be found, and then admitted.  The 

last section of ‘Home Time’ begins with a line space, and then a 

shock.

‘Can I read that?’ 

‘Read what?’ 

Her hands have instinctively spread across the pages of 

blue scrawl.  He raises his eyebrow.  ‘What you’ve been 
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writing half the night.’

He reads the other woman’s monologue about humans’ need 

for each other, men’s inability to understand and provide the loving 

security women ask for, all the time, and rarely receive – unless, 

perhaps, they’re Ilsa and Rick.  He accuses his partner of being a 

scavenger.  She ought to have ‘Beware of the scavenger’ branded on 

her forehead as a warning (!) to people who would then know they 

would be fair game if they told her anything.  The man, who’s been 

in the bar with the other man – Bill – refuses to face the implications 

of what Bill’s second wife has told his partner.  The writer.  The one 

who treats anyone who talks to her as ‘fair game’.

The reader is outraged by this point, but Beverley Farmer, the 

admirer of M.C.Escher, has a trick left.  The man who hates and 

fears the insights of writers stands over the woman sharing his 

apartment and lays down his law.

‘I am not to figure in anything you write,’ comes the smooth 

voice again.  ‘Never.  I hope you understand that.

Hardly breathing, she cranes her neck forward to have a sip 

of coffee, but he grabs the mug from her and slams it on the 

table, where it breaks.

In doing so, of course, in losing the argument, he allows the 

story to end in the way he told the writer-woman that it was not to 

end.  It is as if one of Escher’s ducks has turned to fly in the wrong 

direction, despite duck-shooters up to their thighs in water blazing 

at the recalcitrant bird.  Brave ones take a chance, and they get 

through, sometimes at least.  The man in ‘Home Time’ is presented 

as an academic doing a thesis on an unnamed writer, but it’s clear 

that his manhood – sorry, Patrick – his masculinity is so compelled 

to grow in a certain direction that it’s turned itself away from truth 

and can only exist by compelling everything and anybody else onto 

its own terms.  This is, if one thinks about it, the very opposite of 

what Farmer’s asking us to do when we read the reflective notes in 

A Body of Water or the meditations collected in The Bone House.  In 

this sense, it’s quite correct to think of Beverley Farmer as being a 

feminist writer, the categorisation for which she was acclaimed in 

the 1980s.  The experiences and viewpoints of women were asserted 

in her stories of that period with astonishing power, and yet, like 

many members of the women’s movement, an assertive period was 

only a stage on the way to using the freedom and self-respect they’d 

claimed.

It’s time now for The Bone House.  It would seem to be a book 

like no other, but I think it revives, and re-creates, a tradition which 

once was common but now is far from modern readers’ habits.  In 

searching for a comparison, I think first of the Anglican companion 

to the Bible, mentioned earlier, The Book of Common Prayer.  Anyone 

whose faith leads them to this source can search in its pages for 

thoughts appropriate to their situation, whether personal, or social.  

The Bone House, however, is a secular book, not so much of prayer 

as of consideration.  I think of it as a book that is meant to be left 

open, to be referred to, or read, when and as people have a need for 

it.  The churches of my schooling had a lectern, a stand where the 

Bible was left open between readings, as if it was natural for a tome 

of such importance to be forever open.  When would you close a 

sacred book?  Only when there was nobody in need of it, and that 

would be never.



163

The force of the Bible is fading today.  People open their minds 

in front of screens.  Listening for meditative purposes is a greatly 

reduced activity!  And yet, there was, for centuries, a combination 

of oral and written traditions inside churches.  People listened, and 

they went home and thought.  Or so it was hoped.  Let’s open The 

Bone House; you can open it anywhere …

The spider’s self, or sense of self: the weaver, the hoarder, the 

hunter, the furry one escaping across the turbulent river with 

strong strokes, and the fine one swinging itself and hanging 

up its geometric harness, so brittle, jointed with dark beads.  

How well they know their body’s way.

The next thought’s this:

You must have been seeing things, the saying goes, there’s 

nothing there.  (Where, then?)

Turn the page …

Ancient time went round and round as visibly as the moon, 

earth time and sky time unwinding, a cosmic harmony.  All 

time in a spool.

Another line space, then:

Or see the story as spun out of the self, spread it out as fine 

and wide and as close to invisible as may be, since it is meant 

to be seen through, not seen.

A story that’s meant to be seen through, not seen; I feel a 

reverberation, here, with what Beverley Farmer’s doing in The Bone 

House.  She’s looking for, she’s expressing, she’s using an alternative 

to story as a binding thread for what she wants to write.  At once we 

wonder about the way that stories affect and control us.  A story has 

to be followed.  When it takes a leap, we, the readers, leap too.  We 

have to.  It’s either that or let go the story we’re trying to follow.  And 

of course we can always give up on a story, but we have to follow for 

a while before we can be sure that giving up is what we want to do.  

This other mode of writing that she’s introducing, however, gives us 

back our freedom.  We can put it down whenever we like, and pick it 

up on much the same terms.  We’re not bound to read page 37 after 

36, it’s simply one of our options.  Let’s take another leap.  Page 215, 

in the second meditation, called ‘Seeing in the dark’.

Wayfinding, wayfaring, seafaring, landfinding.  For 

thousands of years of prehistory a people with no written 

language, no metal, no contact with what we know as the 

known world, built canoes and sailed them across the open 

Pacific by memory alone, the mind’s eye.  Nothing was left 

to chance, they had to know their waters … they learned 

by rote the long skeins of chant in which the lore of the sea 

and the sky had been woven and handed down.  The way to 

steer a course was ingrained in them over a whole lifetime of 

watching for zenith stars and horizon stars, bearing in mind 

the behaviour of cloud, wind and water.

Let’s jump again:

Nous choisirons Ithaque, la terre fidèle, la pensée audacieuse 

et frugale, l’action lucide, la générosité de l’homme qui sait.

We will choose Ithaka, the steadfast land, audacious and 

frugal thought, lucid action, the generosity of the man who 

knows.

ALBERT CAMUS
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When Beverley Farmer quotes French, and, more often, Greek, it 

does more than give variety; she’s pulling us across boundaries of 

language which are also markers, fences perhaps, between ways 

of thinking.  Her mind is extraordinarily open to the ways that 

things were thought about, and therefore enacted.  Contrasting, 

always, with the waters where she lives, the Port Phillip Heads of 

Melbourne, are the thoughts arising from her excursions into other 

lands, frequently cold, in the north of the world.

The black ships that went to war on Troy were horned, fore 

and aft.  Just such a horned black ship has haunted me since 

I touched her in the flesh in Oslo years ago – in the flesh, 

because the wood, softened and blackened with age and 

over a thousand years buried, flaky, butter-smooth, was 

like the peaty skin of a bog body, the past brought to light, 

patiently put back together from chips and scales of wood in 

their thousands: the full flesh of a ship on a light skeleton of 

ancient oak.

Ancient things are full of ancient thoughts, and these can enter our 

minds too, if we consider closely enough, as Farmer’s book makes 

us do.  Something stirs her thoughts to fly to Orkney, its kings and 

the spells that shaped and sometimes ended their lives.

Over three nights of Holy Week in 1014, as the Viking fleet 

gathered behind Earl Sigurd of Orkney, the ships of Brodir 

were drenched with boiling blood.  It was Brodir who would 

be the one to behead the victor, Brian Boru, by stealth at the 

end of the battle of Clontarf outside Dublin, paying for that 

with a gash from throat to groin and the living guts dragged 

out of him and twined round a tree.  On Good Friday morning 

at Svinafell in Iceland splashes of blood wet the stole of the 

priest, while the priest at Thvattwater saw in the floor by the 

altar a long abyss of sea full of such horrors that it was some 

time before he could say Mass.  That same morning a man in 

Caithness and another in the Faroes had seen the Valkyries 

ride up to a hut and sit chanting at the loom while they wove 

a web of all the men, Norse and Irish, doomed to die, a web 

as red as the heart’s blood, as blue as the corpse.

So the writer’s mind ranges far and wide, looking for 

fundamentals.  This is tricky.  Fundamentals tend to be whatever 

you think they are.  It can be that something’s fundamental today, 

unimportant tomorrow, trivial the next day and forgotten the day 

after.  Farmer’s book falls into three meditations, called Mouths of 

Gold, Seeing in the Dark, and Stone Age.  To my reading, and this 

is no more than a personal reaction, with no claim to objectivity 

or even much discernment, the first is about death and the need 

for ritual; the second’s about darkness, light, seeing, the camera, 

and being aware; and the third, centred as it is on stone, is about 

permanence, insofar as we can have it, and its opposite, the swift 

and awful nature of extinction.

I wonder how far you will agree with me, and how far you’ll 

differ, when and if you make the effort to leave this book open 

inside your house and let it be a partner, an ally and also an 

intriguing combatant, perhaps, in your processes of thought.  You 

may be surprised, I think, by the processes it will force you to 

undergo, if you give it leave to affect you as it intends to do.  I 

compared it, earlier on, to a book of common prayer, but said 

that it was secular.  The Bone House blurs the distinction between 

secular and sacred, not least because humanity’s drawn the line in 
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many different places down the years, and some societies haven’t 

imagined that such a line could exist at all.  There’s a challenging 

thought.  Where are we?  Where are you, and where am I?  Is the 

sacred something that cannot be bought, and what would that be 

in a world of stockmarket falls and rises, where everything’s got a 

price, and has to have a price if it’s to exist at all?

Let’s open the book one last time.  However did it come to be 

closed?  Here’s Goethe, making us think about seeing:

I had entered an inn towards evening, and, as a well-

favoured girl, with a brilliantly fair complexion, black hair, 

and a scarlet bodice, came into the room, I looked attentively 

at her as she stood before me at some distance in half shadow.  

As she presently afterwards turned away, I saw on the white 

wall, which was now before me, a black face surrounded 

with a bright light, while the dress of the perfectly distinct 

figure appeared of a beautiful sea-green.

This is one of many contributions to our reflection – our thinking – 

about the business of seeing, one of our most important activities, 

surely, one we all rely on, but mostly take for granted.  The Bone 

House is an upsetting book, not in the sense of making us feel 

distressed, but in its way of pushing us away from clichés towards 

some questioning of our minds: what is it we think we see, and 

what explanations are we using to deal with this incoming evidence 

of our senses?  Kepler next.

Kepler wrote his own epitaph: 

Mensus eram coelos, nunc Terrae metior umbras 

Mens coelestis erat, corporis umbra jacet.

I scanned all heaven, now I scan the shadows of the Earth. 

The mind was of heaven, the body’s shadow lies here.

Two more thoughts:

They are all protean, the gods.  On the wheel of the year 

they rise and fall, flesh into soul into flesh of the world – 

this kosmos, lit with many lights, in the words of Plotinos.  

Dionysos, son of Zeus, was born a horned boy in a wreath of 

snakes.  The Titans dropped a mirror into his lap to snare his 

other self, his soul and, undaunted by his frantic changes of 

shape, ripped him to shreds and ate him boiled in a cauldron 

or, some say, raw: a pomegranate tree sprang up out of his 

spilt blood.  But Rhea, his grandmother, brought him back 

to life.  Plotinos, speculating on why any soul should ever 

want to take flesh, a lower form of being, blamed Eros, Love, 

and used the mirror of Dionysos to show how souls, falling 

in love with their own image reflected in the round mirror 

of the world below, yearn so ardently to be united with the 

beloved that they fall to earth.  Another kind of Fall, into 

Eden.

So, despite my comparison of The Bone House with the Bible and 

the Book of Common Prayer, it treats all sources, all notions of our 

place in the ways of the world, with an even respect; Christianity 

isn’t favoured, though it’s considered from time to time:

In the Byzantine icons the Christ Child is a grown man in 

miniature, a doll enthroned in the sombre lap of the Mother 

of God.  Their eyes are sunk in shadow.  She is old, he in 

his first youth, a homunculus with an ageless face, never a 

baby, let alone a Renaissance bambino.  What incongruity!  

Surely the iconographers knew better?  They did, as did the 
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worshippers.  They knew that the ikon is for lifting the mind’s 

eye to the mystery beyond our earthly reality, to the divine.  

To such an eye the chubby bambino is the incongruity.

I suppose The Bone House is an incongruity in a world full of 

journalism, for I often think that the job of the modern media is, 

first, to grab our attention, and second, to divert it to something that 

either doesn’t matter or only matters for a day or two.  That way, 

we can be endlessly diverted from things that the mind is endlessly 

drawn to consider – its own nature, its fate, its origins, destiny, 

forms, and the things that affect most deeply its own behaviour.  

Mind, soul, body, the conjunctions thereof, the births that bring 

each into being and the infinite number of ways by which the three 

of them, mind, soul and body, will reach an end … these are the 

preoccupations of Beverley Farmer’s book, and I think I have said 

enough to show that its themes are best treated, not by a story or 

collection of stories, but by her chosen collection – the book took 

about ten years to assemble – put together as a stimulus for us to 

think about things that matter, however much we choose to ignore 

them.  They will still be around, long after we are not.

The following books by Beverley Farmer are referred to in the above 

essay.

A Body of Water, University of Queensland Press, Brisbane, 1990

Milk, McPhee Gribble/Penguin, Melbourne, 1983

Home Time, McPhee Gribble/Penguin, Melbourne, 1985

The Bone House, Giramondo, Sydney, 2005.
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In the long-ago days of my schooling, considerable efforts were 

made to make us feel part of Empire; Brittania ruled the waves and 

much besides.  The heads of English monarchs were to be found on 

our coins and banknotes.  (They’re still there!)  There was a division 

in our minds which we found hard to put together.  By 1939, when 

I first attended primary school, most Australians knew perfectly 

well where they belonged.  My parents had a farm, most of Father’s 

family were on the land, and the land was fundamental, not only to 

people like ourselves, but to the nation’s economy.  It was said that 

we rode on the sheep’s back, and we did at that time.  But what did 

we publicly think about the land?  That’s easy.  It had been gained 

for us by our explorers, brave if often ill-fated men, who had gone 

out and found what was there, and claimed it for The Crown.  Or 

themselves, of course.  Exploration was as much a business of 

poking around in the bush to find good places to settle as it was a 

matter of official parties.  People still spoke respectfully of Burke 

and Wills, instead of calling them the fools they were.  As children, 

we did what we were told; we drew outline maps of Australia, 

suitably empty, then used blue to colour the surrounding sea.  Next, 

we drew lines across the emptiness – Sturt went here, McDouall 

Stuart there, and other lines showed the journeys of Giles, Kennedy 

– killed by treacherous blacks! – Major Mitchell, Strzlecki, and so 

on.  It was many years before I realised that the land had been 

known with intimacy and understanding for thousands of years, 

and that the heroics of the men we were taught to laud was no more 

than ignorance in love with itself.  To me, today, the questions about 

the explorers were - why didn’t they ask?  Why didn’t they simply 

watch, and learn?  Why didn’t they know they were intruding?

 The land was peopled by those who had known it for many 

thousands of years.  The blanks on those little maps we drew, the 

emptiness, was an emptiness in the minds of the explorers, the 

committees that sent them out, and, for that matter, the educational 

authorities who told the children in their care that the explorers had 

found this and that.  The nullity of terra nullius was in the minds 

of those who taught it.  What masqueraded as teaching was the 

passing on, the excusal, of ignorance.

 I feel ashamed, today, to have been duped in this way, but 

I suppose I can say that my recovery from this state of ignorance, 

decades long, has given me an approach to the essays in this series.  

Each of the next three books has something to do with this business 

of getting to know the country in which we live, to understand it, 

to know that for us, at least, it is the centre of the world.

Interlude 6: the otherness of Australia
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A man with no name snatches the prize-woman from Mr Cave 

in a book of endless deception: is there anything we can take as 

certain?

When I first became interested in trees, authorities said there were 

just over six hundred eucalypts; this number included sub-species 

identified with a further name, as for example, Eucalyptus albens var. 

elongata.  I found it reassuring to know, when I stood surrounded 

by bewildering bush, that trained minds had been through before 

me.  Since then, I discover, scientists have been re-classifying, and 

the process never stops.  How many species there are today, I don’t 

know, and I don’t much care because I know that the number will 

change again as other, newer minds approach the problem …

What problem?  That of classifying, differentiating, identifying 

…  Why bother to do this?  Why give them names at all, and if we 

must, why not characterise them by the birds that nest in them, 

the creatures that live in them, chewing little holes; that is, identify 

them by where they sit in the hosting of the endless feed chain that 

we would need, if we lived among trees in the aboriginal way?

Why not indeed?  Well, first answer, we’d never have had 

Murray Bail’s Eucalyptus, a book about the classification, the 

naming, of every species of the genus for which Australia is noted.  

I find myself on the verge of telling you what the book’s about, but 

if I do that I’ll be falling into Bail’s trap, and I suppose I can’t avoid 

it because I’m trying to guide you through the book and I can’t do 

that without guiding myself.  Here goes!

Central to the book is the project of a man called Holland, who 

arrives in an area west of the ranges in New South Wales.  He’s new 

in the area, which means that his identity is ‘New Holland’, so, you 

see, he brings with him a very old conception of our country, which 

means, again, that we can’t be quite sure how to take him.  He had a 

wife, long dead, and he has a daughter, Ellen, who, in the course of 

the book, becomes so beautiful that every man who sees her desires 

her.  It’s clear from this that we’re in a land of fable, where people 

– men, mostly – act in the ways that men act in stories about men 

desiring women.

You should be feeling wary by now!

Holland develops the idea – not quickly, but over forty pages or 

so – that he’ll cause at least one specimen of every single eucalypt 

to grow on his property.  After much work, this is achieved.  This 

too tells us that we’re in story-land because anybody with half an 

eye can see that E.Regnans (mountain ash) could not co-exist with 

the various desert trees named throughout the book.  Holland 

even grows a species from somewhere west of the Olgas in central 

Australia which has been reported but nobody now alive has seen.  

See what I mean?  Perhaps these trees are reassured by the presence 

in numbers of the river red gum (E.Camaldulensis – there’s a 

story about this name), the most widely distributed species in the 

continent, a tree that can take a forest form, but which is better 

What tree is that?  Eucalyptus by Murray Bail
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known for huge, sprawling specimens clinging to the earth in low-

lying spots where water lies after floods or rain.

Holland gets these trees to grow, and, at the same time, his 

daughter Ellen reaches her maturity.  She has no mother, remember, 

and no siblings, only her father.  He’s a man of limited imagination, 

devoted to his daughter but without any layer of awareness 

comprehending her deeper needs.  What will he do next?  He 

decides that the man who correctly identifies every eucalypt on his 

property can have Ellen’s hand in marriage.

At this point I invite readers to look around them at all the 

markers which give them stability, an ordered life, a range of 

meanings to be applied in suitable situations, in order to gauge how 

far this story-situation diverges from the world you – we, I – think 

of as real.

Real.  It’s a wobbly word, isn’t it.  Bail’s book is, perhaps, an 

attempt to find some realities and undermine some old ones.  

Perhaps.  We’ll continue our search.

Let’s start with those early pages.  Surprisingly, in view of 

what I’ve just told you, they don’t begin with the time-honoured 

‘Once upon a time’.  Those are the words which tell us that fable 

is entering the door.  ‘Once upon a time there was a beautiful 

princess …’  An opening like this is a claim by a story that it’s free 

of any logic but its own.  The world of the story may not be the same 

as the world of the listener/reader, but it exists for all that, and we, 

listening, have to let it go wherever it wants.  The promise is that 

some undiscovered cache of jewels, gold or wisdom lies ahead and 

may be revealed, if we’re attentive.

That’s the way stories work; but what sort of story is Bail telling 

us, or, we have to ask, is it a story at all?

Could it be that it’s a narrative of some other sort, political 

perhaps, pretending to be about a contest for a beautiful woman, 

when that’s only a distraction, something to keep our eyes in the 

wrong direction while we’re brought to something else?

Let’s go back to the opening.  Each numbered section of the 

book carries the adjectival name of a eucalypt.  The first is obliqua, 

or messmate if you know the forests of eastern Australia, but Bail, 

characteristically as we will come to see, heads off in another 

direction to talk about desertorum and soon after that, pulverulenta.  

Then it’s diversifolia, transcontinentalis, and globulus.  Many pages 

later, he suggests that globulus, translated as global, could be the 

symbol of our place in a globalised world.  I don’t think I made that 

up; I think Murray Bail said something like that.  It’s very hard, 

after dealing with his allusive style for a time, to be sure what he 

said and what you thought in response.  I think this is how he wants 

things to be.

The opening.  Obliqua.  The word sits on its own, never 

mentioned again.  There’s not a messmate to be found in Section 

1.  So why’s the word there?  I must suppose that he’s telling us 

that his writing will always be at an oblique angle to what’s being 

considered.  That feels true, so perhaps I’m right.  What’s the book 

about?  Too soon to tackle that question; we’ll have to wait.

The second section’s called Eximia, after a tree that grows from 

the Hunter Valley to Nowra, in New South Wales.  Popular name 

is Yellow Bloodwood, according to Bail, and he makes it the first 
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tree planted by Holland and, perhaps, his daughter.  His project 

has begun.

Unusual for a eucalypt the Yellow Bloodwood has a shivering 

canopy of leaves almost touching the ground, like an errant 

oak.  The botanical journals have this to say: ‘the specific 

name is taken from the English adjective eximious, in the 

sense that the tree in flower is extraordinary’.  Late spring 

the flowers put on their show.  It is as if someone has merrily 

chucked handfuls of dirty snow into the military-green 

leaves.  Dirty snow - so far inland?  Colour of beer froth.  

Make that a blonde’s hair.  Perpetually oozing red gum is the 

‘blood’ in the rest of the name.

The prose style in those lines I’ve quoted repays some attention.  

It begins with the intellect in command, then, after a comma, 

something poetic slips in: ‘like an errant oak’.  Note the claim that 

an oak, a genus so powerful, so dominant, in many parts of the 

world, would be ‘errant’ in the landscape under consideration.  A 

couple of lines later, the ‘prose’ is as vulgar as the common speech 

of Australia.  Chucked.  Beer froth.  Blonde’s hair.  Where’s the 

refinement gone?  Not far.  It’ll turn up next time it’s needed.  Bail 

writes an apparently featureless prose which is in fact making 

adaptations all the time, like the genus he purports to be talking 

about.  He’s chosen them – it – because they (it) give him good 

cover.  He can slip from one tree to the next, talking about anything 

he feels like, telling you about the changing trees as a way of hiding 

from you the fact that his subject matter, his topic, is changing too, 

wildly, arbitrarily, humorously, seriously, each topic that comes to 

his mind being dealt with when he’s ready.

Eucalypts cover much of Australia, the river red gum being 

the most common, and they change all the time, adapting to 

whatever’s provided by the earth, recalling the old saying, ‘Things 

must change in order that they may remain the same.’  So much for 

the reformist’s mind!  ‘Things must change in order that they may 

remain the same.’  Are we any closer to the elusive Bail?  Perhaps, 

perhaps not …

So where is he then?  Answer, behind his story, pulling 

the strings.  Holland is a cardboard figure, allocated human 

characteristics.  If we took it seriously, his promise of his daughter 

to the man who can name the trees on his property would be a 

monstrous act.  Does Ellen have no wishes, no feelings, of her own?  

She doesn’t rebel, or not in any way that Holland notices.  She does, 

however, have conversations, she walks and talks with a man who 

begins to hang around the property.  I speak of the man with whom 

she will leave at the end of the book, the man she prefers to Mister 

Cave, who names all the trees and stays to claim his bride, only 

to find that she’s growing weaker every day.  This sickness, this 

weakness, is her protest at what’s to become of her, but when she 

needs the stranger most, he stays away.  Then he comes to her, after 

she’s told her father she’ll speak to Mr Cave in the morning.  This 

other suitor lies beside her, then she’s persuaded to get up, dress, 

and leave with him.  If – it’s Murray Bail’s book, so we have to say 

‘if’ – if, in this moment of decision, this reassertion of her needs over 

her father’s wishes, she’s going with the stranger, what does this 

mean?  What makes him preferable to Mr Cave?
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I think this takes us to the heart of the book.  There are two 

points to make about the stranger.  The first is that we actually met 

him, many pages earlier, when Holland was going to put metal 

plaques under each of his trees, identifying them, as in a botanical 

garden.  This man knows the trees as well as Mr Cave.  He is, in that 

restricted, peculiar, but, in the terms of this book, comprehensive 

sense, the equal of the ever-so-knowledgeable Cave.  But he is 

also a story-teller.  The book Eucalyptus is as full of stories as it is 

of trees, and it is an elaborate way of setting up a conflict between 

two types of thinking, both of them largely though not essentially 

male.  The first way of thinking is that of classifying, differentiating, 

identifying, as stated earlier; the second way is via stories.  You 

look, and you classify, or, you understand, and then reveal.  It is the 

latter which wins Ellen’s heart, and Mr Cave will be a sorry man 

when he comes to claim her, because she’ll be gone.  Bail being the 

sort of storyteller he is, you know that even if he were forced to add 

another chapter, Cave and Ellen’s father would have no hope of 

recapturing her, once she’s made the choice.

Notice that Bail is true to his fairytale form in that he doesn’t 

give Ellen the capacity to formulate these choices for herself: they’re 

presented to her, they are the situation she’s pushed into, and then 

she has to decide how to get out of the situation.  This she does 

by choosing.  She goes with the stranger, the man with no name, 

whose stories are more liberating, at least potentially, than Cave’s 

knowledge, which like her father’s knowledge, is not so much 

liberating as something one needs to escape.  That, the basis of that 

decision – narrative before scientific description – is, I think, the real 

subject of the book and the reason for its appeal.

 Narrative before scientific description: why do I rank them 

thus?  That’s easy enough.  There’s life in narrative, and it has to be 

clamped, kept still, made ready for examination, before science can 

get to work on it.  This is, of course, no small thing.  Investigative 

science, descriptive, analytical science, has made huge contributions 

to mankind’s life in this world.  It’s probably the major contribution 

of European – now global; remember E.Globulus? – civilisation.  

No small thing, as I say.  Nonetheless, it’s a way of understanding, 

and the forms of life, be they dragons, sharks, spiders or what you 

will; even humans, if you’re feeling bold – the forms of life don’t 

much care whether they’re understood or not.  In fact, they would 

probably prefer not to be understood because understanding is 

a means to control, and to control may mean to wipe out, as any 

threatened species could tell you.  When understanding rules, 

humans have the whip hand, and this question of control underlies, 

in my view, most of Murray Bail’s Eucalyptus.  Urbane as the 

narrator may be, some of the stories he introduces have something 

harsher to show.  Let’s have a look.

Over time the River Red Gum (E.Camaldulensis) has become 

barnacled with legends.  This is only to be expected.  By 

sheer numbers there’s always a bulky Red Gum here or 

somewhere else in the wide world, muscling into the eye, as 

it were; and by following the course of rivers in our particular 

continent they don’t merely imprint their fuzzy shape but 

actually worm their way greenly into the mind, giving some 

hope against the collective crow-croaking dryness.  And if 
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that’s not enough the massive individual squatness of these 

trees, ancient, stained and warty, has a grandfatherly aspect; 

that is, a long life of incidents, seasons, stories.

Casual this may be, introductory – we’ll get to Naples in a 

moment – but it’s also borrowing for the narrative something of the 

stubborn, weather-resisting dignity of a tree that survives where 

most of us could not.  The genus eucalyptus is an adaptable form of 

life and the river red gum, as noted before, is the most widespread 

species and therefore the most adaptable.  Non-human nature 

has a lesson for humans there.  Survival has always been the first 

problem for settlers in Australia; think of the convict settlement 

at Port Jackson, in the years after 1788, when they simply didn’t 

know how long they could last, who would die, and who would 

be alive to see the next English boat.  Those early Englishmen 

were stubbornly, stupidly, English in their certainty that they were 

superior to the blacks when commonsense should have planted it 

in their minds that they were not.  Bail, in choosing as his central 

figure the quizzical Holland, who has no apparent way of making a 

living out of his extensive land, is, in his joking way, setting him up 

as admirable because he plants gum trees instead of ripping them 

out, as his predecessors on the same property did.  It is a quirky 

book!

Curiously, for all its wide distribution in Australia, the 

River Red Gum was first described in the literature from 

a cultivated tree in the walled garden of the Camalduli 

religious order in Naples.  How did this happen?

Bail has set the scene for his tale, one of the many tales within 

the tale, to begin.  ‘Late in the nineteenth century a paddle-steamer 

captain – Irish, a widower, based in Wentworth – vowed to kill his 

own daughter!’

This wild Irishman – who’s never named – has a knack of 

navigating the Darling River, and he normally, like Holland, has his 

daughter beside him.  Then she’s not there any more, and he begins 

to make mistakes.  He runs his steamer aground, loaded with wool 

bales.  He’s suspicious of his daughter, and he’s right because she’s 

pregnant to a local grazier’s son.  The couple flee.  The grazier’s son 

disappears from the story at this point, but nature, the region and 

the river, with all its trees, do not.  Here’s how Bail describes the 

river-man’s suspicions:

… suspicions which were always aggravated by the sight at 

Wentworth of the Darling River flowing into and becoming 

one with the stronger Murray River.  Unless he was mistaken 

his daughter’s appearance had subtly altered.

The daughter disappears, and the father sets out to follow.  Years 

pass, and he tracks her down in Naples, where the Camaldulensians 

have an order.  He finds her scratching the soil with a hoe.  He 

questions her.  ‘Either in anger or relief to get a word out of her – 

nobody knows – he took her by her shoulders.  They struggled in 

the garden …’

This is when Bail’s tale within a tale becomes conscious of 

itself:

It was then, the story goes, a Red Gum seed dormant in the 

river man’s trouser cuff spilled onto the ground.
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The seed takes hold, much as happened when the daughter 

conceived her child, long taken away.

… soon after he left, shaking and exhausted, a green shoot 

appeared.

The daughter tended it until it grew into a healthy sapling, 

and she lived with the Camalduli order long enough to see 

the sapling become a tree, then a full-grown River Red Gum, 

a tree of great girth, dominating the garden, its water-seeking 

roots cracking walls and sucking dry the vegetable plots, the 

same tree that lined for hour after hour the Darling River, 

which she would never again see.

If we look for the source of the nobility which has suddenly 

entered the book, it’s as much in the tree itself as in the passions 

of father and daughter, and it’s strongest, I think, in the distance 

covered by the story, the sheer arbitrariness of the event.  ‘A green 

shoot appeared.’  A tree which didn’t belong had found a new place 

to grow.  That, after all, is how every species finds its limits, and the 

places where it’s most at home.  I began this essay by referring to 

my early interest in eucalyptus trees; that was in my twelve years as 

a teacher in East Gippsland.  I found it amazing, driving about, to 

observe that trees not only knew when a place was right for them, 

they crowded out the other species growing near.  Spotted gum, 

E.Maculata, grew in a tiny area south-east of Buchan, nobody knew 

why, but there they were.  Not far away was a larger patch of a close 

relative. E.Maculosa, a white-barked tree that made you white too if 

you rubbed against it.  Maculosa had another home, on the Dargo 

road …  All these trees had homes, places, restricted, some of them, 

vast in other cases, which seemed to be the natural, given home 

of the species.  Some force, mysterious to humans, regulated the 

habitats of species, and this force, hard for humans to understand, 

seems to be operative in Murray Bail’s book.  That, I think, is why 

his opinions, whenever they get to be stated, seem so tentative.  

The real controls of life, the underlying ground rules, are not those 

articulated by humans, but the operative forces of nature: narrative 

forces, rather than scientific laws, laws that are better known in the 

telling than by their measurement.  It’s a most unusual novel we 

have in hand!

Another story.  Diversicolor.  That’s the name for Karri, one of 

the tallest trees in Western Australia, famously hard and durable.  

The genus eucalyptus is of astonishing variety.  Some of its species, 

by the standards of a European or American forest, are scrubby 

little bushes, hardly better than weeds to an aristocratic eye.  These 

are the ones that produce the most amazing flowers.  The grandest 

trees, reaching to the sky, are unimpressive when they flower, but, 

when surrounded by ferns and perhaps some drifting fog or cloud, 

have a way of joining people at their feet to some dimension that 

releases them from the burden of being human.  They offer an 

escape, and they offer it to all.  Democratic trees, the eucalypts; 

rather like horses and dogs, they don’t care who you are but they 

know if you’re treating them badly.  One suspects, at times, that they 

can read our intentions; one shouldn’t go among them carrying an 

axe.  Or a chainsaw!

Diversicolor.  Karri.  In this story – it’s one of the narrator’s own, 

not one told by a character in the book – a salesman comes to a town 
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‘out west of Sydney’, books into a hotel, but for some reason takes 

his breakfast at a café run by Greeks.

The Greek had moved his family inland, as far from the sea 

as possible.  This was to prevent his daughter being seen 

in a bathing costume.  It was rumoured that a part of her 

body was disfigured by a wine-dark stain, though no one – 

certainly none of the hoons who sat around every night in 

the café – had seen such a mark with their own eyes.

As to the nature of this town, Bail is summary.

There was never much going on in town.  The few young 

men who remained spent the most vital years of their lives 

talking about cars and hazarding guesses about the waitress, 

only to clam up and grin when she came to their table.  If 

one of them was lucky enough to take her to the pictures or 

for a drive to the next town her father wanted her home by 

11pm, and she herself had never allowed anyone to see what 

lay underneath her blouse and jeans.  She’d grown up with 

these young men …

The visiting salesman hears reports about the marks on the 

woman’s body, and wants to see for himself.  He takes all his meals 

at the Greeks’, but his usual approaches to women, of flattery, jokes, 

and so on, have no effect.  He sits in the café drinking coffee, but 

the waitress shows no interest in him.  ‘If anything, she became 

downright suspicious, hostile even.’  He decides to give himself 

one more night.  ‘He couldn’t stay in this dump forever.’  Or so 

he thought, but as we shall see, that is what fate had in store.  

Diversicolor.  The Karri tree, producing great lengths of good timber, 

is often used for telegraph poles.  On the salesman’s last night he 

leaves after his meal, not bothering with coffee.  He places himself 

where, if he climbs a picket fence, he will be able to see into her 

window when she knocks off.  When she undresses, ready for bed.

Her light comes on.  The salesman watches from the dark.  She 

takes off her clothes, and turns.  He sees her naked, he climbs a little 

higher, and sees the dark stain on her legs, ‘as if she was up to her 

knees in ink.’  Then a very strange thing happens:

At that moment she faced the window.  Although she didn’t 

cry out, he stepped back; or so he thought.  Something solid 

met him from behind.  He couldn’t move.  There was no 

point in struggling.  He could still see into the room and the 

waitress’s pale body.  His arms disappeared into his sides.  

And he felt himself merge into something altogether hard 

and straight; unusually tall.  Foolishly, he realised he should 

be getting back to his home in Sydney.  His head became 

cold.  He then began to hear voices.

From the waitress’s muscular legs the stain was transferred 

across the short distance of chicken wire, bottles and tins, 

lengths of useful timber, etc., over the grey splintered fence 

to the base of the new telegraph pole, Karri, which would 

stand in all weathers with a clear view of the Greek waitress 

in her room, regularly naked.

She of course lived, happily ever after, sometimes enjoying 

the company of men.

We move at once to section 28, Decipiens.  It’s only a few lines long:

To this day examples continue of a man coming across a 

woman undressed who is simply unable to avert, let alone 

shut, his eyes.  Very common within the species.  At any given 
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moment it happens somewhere in the world.  Accidental?  

More than likely an essential deep-seated mechanism is at 

work here; and as the eyes possess the unprotected body, 

a secondary mechanism is activated which can produce 

unexpected consequences, on occasions, retribution.

The next section, Neglecta, follows immediately.  Has Bail said, 

in section 28, all he wants to say?  We must assume so.  The man 

who’s turned into a telegraph pole – diversicolor, remember: Karri – 

was changed by the activation of a secondary mechanism, and from 

what we’ve heard about, and been chilled by, as well as fascinated, 

he suffered an unexpected consequence.  A retribution?  Yes, we 

have to say, but what brought it about?  Bail doesn’t pretend to know.  

What he does know, and exploits as a writer, is that stories can let 

loose forces which humans simply don’t understand.  Humans can 

be shocked by unpredicted forces rushing through them via the 

channels of those things in themselves which they least understand, 

and sexual desire, and curiosity, are two of the most potent of these.  

If humans are to achieve any sort of wisdom, maturity, balance, they 

must be in control of themselves, and most of us are only in control 

when we’re living within our rules.  Decency, propriety, restrict us, 

and nobody likes to be restricted, but, Bail’s little horror-tale tells us, 

if we try to outwit the restricting forces, they may surprise us.  It’s 

fitting, I think, that the salesman’s disaster is an outcome of spying 

on the Greeks of a little town, because Bail’s story has something 

about it of the legends of Greece, wherein people are often struck 

by unexpected forces.

This is a way of thinking which lies outside the formulae of 

nineteenth century Australiana, but it’s present in our society today, 

and several decades of multiculturalism have made available to 

us many, many modes of thought.  Bail’s book would appear to 

be determinedly parochial, nationalistic, in its outlook, but those 

endlessly restrained observations, pointing our minds in any 

number of new directions, are nudging us, all the time, towards 

giving new thoughts a go.

I am inclined to think, then, that Eucalyptus is a novel disguising 

the fact that it’s an endless social commentary, a novel setting up 

incidents, events, for the opportunities they provide for observation 

and comment.  Is that what the book’s about?  I find myself 

likening it to a train, travelling along lines laid down by engineers 

and surveyors, carrying loads of wheat, cattle or manufactured 

goods, iron ore, coal, or possibly some passengers.  Some of these 

passengers spend their time looking at the country they see through 

the windows, while others travel inside their own thoughts, hardly 

looking out at all.  Some do both.  I think this comparison shows 

that a book may have more than one meaning, just as a train carries 

hundreds of people all making journeys that are different, one 

from another.  I think that Eucalyptus is both a very prescriptive 

novel, and a most un-prescriptive book, at one and the same time.  

I’m sure many readers will think this a strange thing to say, and I 

suppose it is, but I’ll stick to it.  The story about the suitors coming 

to name all the trees in hopes of winning the beautiful woman 

is, on the one hand, quite silly, unlikely, based on nothing but 

fantasy of one sort or another, and, as stated earlier, it rests on the 

impossibility of getting all six hundred (or so) species to grow in 

the one place.  I say impossible; it would be possible if we think 
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that Holland’s property is in fact the whole of Australia; if, that is, 

his property is a way of understanding the nation.  You may think 

of it that way if you please but it’s a little too far-stretched for my 

understanding.  I don’t think any inconsistency about the scope, the 

extent, of Holland’s property is in Murray Bail’s mind, or, if it is, he 

doesn’t seem to be worried about it.

What is he doing, then?  He’s contrasting narrative with scientific 

classification, a point made already and more than once.  And since 

we’ve all seen identifying plaques, cards and so on, beside plants 

in nurseries, flower shops and in grand botanical gardens, Bail can 

take it for granted that we understand the idea of classifying and 

identifying.  They’re activities we’re used to.

Similarly, we’re used to stories, and we understand the nature 

of narrative very well, since we’ve all given our minds to it, right 

from our earliest years.  But have we thought what a difference it 

makes to our understandings whether we extract the essence of a 

story or simply go along with it?  Have we trained ourselves to use 

stories well, to extract their honey, shall I say?  Bail’s approach in 

Eucalyptus suggests that he thinks we need a lot of training; hence 

his endless supply of stories.  There are at least as many in the 

book as there are classificatory adjectives – pulverulenta, desertorum, 

regnans, sideroxylon, illaguens, and the rest.  Here’s Ellen thinking 

about the strange suitor who emerges from the trees, often when 

least expected:

The way the stories began in a time-worn way had relaxed 

her.  It was his way.  ‘There was an old woman who lived at 

the foot of a dark mountain …’  ‘The quality of miracles has 

declined over the years …’  ‘Late in the evening of the 11th 

…’  ‘There was once a man who …’  These old arrangements 

of words caused Ellen to smile secretly and return to the 

trees, at which point she grew thoughtful and began to frown 

– another version of day replaced by evening and night.

Earlier in this essay I commented that Eucalyptus doesn’t begin 

with ‘Once upon a time …’  Bail does introduce a couple of phrases 

which are very similar in those pages which he’s using to get his 

story started, but I now think that he decided not to use the fairytale 

formula at the beginning because the book he’s giving us is both a 

fairytale and something very different; it’s a journey, a narrative, 

experienced by a variety of minds, of ways of looking at things.  

To begin with ‘Once upon a time …’ would have been to settle on 

one side of the ship, as it were, before seeing what the view was 

like from the other side.  So what is the book about?  It’s about 

the many ways there are of seeing things.  It’s about the futility of 

classificatory systems, however useful and/or sophisticated.  It’s 

about the variety of fortunes handed out to human beings, and how 

they sometimes are and sometimes are not related to our structural 

place in things.  Are we fathers?  Daughters?  He says little enough 

about mothers, except insofar as they have to get to that position 

through being daughters first, and in Bail’s view this is formative 

and inescapable.  Even to think about these things leads us to the 

question, what are the ties that bind us, and it seems to me that 

Bail’s response to that or any other question we could dream of 

would be to tell a story.  He’s the writer most unlikely to give us an 

answer based on systems of reward and punishment, handed out 

according to a morality-based definition of vice and virtue.  May 

we all be spared such systems of thought!  They make life simple, 
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but they imprison us.  Stories release.  Stories give us independence, 

though they teach us that we’ll have to pay for pleasures taken, and 

if we don’t pay for them, someone will, possibly someone innocent 

and uninvolved.  Stories are brutally realistic, and they feel no 

responsibility to look after those they mention in any well-disposed 

sort of way.  No, it’s devil take the hindmost in a world where stories 

are the only guidance, and that’s the world which Bail is offering us, 

in that basket-full of observations he reaches for whenever the main 

story – the eucalypt-naming – is in abeyance.

The ending of the book is such a moment – of abeyance, that 

is.  Cave has named all the trees.  All six hundred, if that’s the total.  

Clever man, eh?  Holland’s stuck with the bargain he offered, even 

though he must be ashamed when he sees how miserable Ellen 

is.  If Cave was halfway decent, he’d say to Holland, ‘I don’t think 

she wants me!’ but there’s no evidence of him thinking that, nor of 

Holland trying to make him say it.  The daughter’s to be handed 

over … except that she escapes.

To what?

Really, we haven’t the faintest idea.  And nor has she.  The 

second suitor hasn’t made any promises and, such is the nature of 

Bail’s presentation, we feel that he’s to be respected for that.  If he 

made a promise we’d know straight away that it wouldn’t be kept, 

because that’s the nature of promises when found in stories.  If the 

promise is kept, you don’t have a story, you have only a moral tale, 

that is, a tale which supports an idea already present in the mind, 

whereas real stories probe into the darkness surrounding whatever 

it is that humans think they understand.

Hence, I think, the tentative nature of Bail’s observations when 

he’s not actually telling a tale, something he does with rare skill.

It was not always necessary to tell a story, although Ellen 

preferred them.  On account of its thickish leaves the Grey 

Gum of southern Queensland is called Leather Jacket.  This 

was enough for him to say the bikies who sit astride their 

heavy machines are the modern, necessary equivalent to 

medieval knights on horseback.  Bikies too stagger under the 

weight of protective gear, the helmet and visor, their boots 

resting on stirrups.  The machines they handle and accelerate 

away in small groups are powerful, draped in leather and 

chains; a large motorbike is a version of a sturdy horse in all 

its power and heat underneath.

At this point Ellen’s thought, as so often in this book, changes 

direction.

… Ellen could have asked about the small snick below his 

eye, the History of a Scar; there was a story written there: but 

he had already moved onto the next tree.

So restful, so vague, sifting through like this.  It was at a 

half-conscious level, just below the brighter waking surface; 

paddling in the shallow of her private river, as it were.

We are not going to get an over-arching statement from novelist 

Murray Bail.  It’s enough to have traced his ways of working.  The 

paths he’s cleared for his thought.  The sorts of high ground he uses 

for observation.  Or, to return to our travelling train metaphor, the 

moments when he releases himself from his own thoughts to have 

a look at the country he’s passing through.  For those who know 
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their eucalypts well, the species, or combinations of species which 

make their home in a particular place are its best expression.  What 

more can we say of an area than that it’s box-ironbark country, 

it’s redgum forest, it’s an area where messmate – obliqua, did you 

remember? – grows on one side of the range and silvertop ash – 

E.Sieberi – on the other.  Or the soil’s deeper on the wetter side of 

the range, and E.Regnans can reach into the sky, an expression of the 

earth it’s in.  I feel sure that Bail sees this indicative, metaphorical, 

expressive aspect of the eucalypt, a quality that’s almost out of sight 

of anyone not familiar with the trees, but can nonetheless be felt by 

anyone, however uneducated, who’s responsive, and, although he’s 

given us a book about classification and naming he’s indicating to 

us, through all sorts of signals coming via stories, that we should 

look elsewhere for the decision-making influences on anything that 

really matters.
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The interior as a state of mind: something of a shame, really

Early in my re-reading of Voss I found myself wondering if it was 

an historical novel, and found that I couldn’t deal with the question 

because I wasn’t sure what the term meant, or if it meant anything 

definite at all.  The question arose from two sources: a statement 

on the back of my copy that ‘the true record of Ludwig Leichhardt, 

who died in the Australian desert in 1848, suggested Voss to the 

author’, and a feeling I gained from the early pages that White was 

recreating early Sydney with considerable skill.  He seemed well-

informed as to what the place had been like.

I read on, wondering whether the question mattered; White had 

such a powerful imagination that I felt sure – indeed, I remembered 

from earlier readings, years before – that, insofar as White would 

draw upon matters previously described by historians, he would 

transmute them into something personal.  It was, as far as I knew, 

the way his mind worked.  My latest reading, however, has left me 

somewhat puzzled; Voss is strong in ways I’d forgotten and, for this 

reader, problematic in other ways, mostly internal to the mind of 

the explorer and his colleague, Frank Le Mesurier, who dies in the 

desert before Voss meets his end.  (The dying Voss is beheaded by 

one of his aboriginal guides, Jackie by name, who cuts the throat 

of the explorer, hacks his head off, and throws it at the feet of the 

tribesmen who prompted Jackie to do this un-aboriginal deed.  

More of this anon.)

Is Voss an historical novel?  Yes, it can be seen that way, if we 

focus on the opening third of the book and the last fifty or so pages, 

that is, on the weeks when the exploring expedition is getting itself 

organised and making its early moves, still within the bounds of 

the uncertain civilisation which is New South Wales in 1845; and 

then on the same colony, twenty years after the expedition’s failure 

to return.  White handles his colonials very well.  There is Mr 

Bonner, a merchant who is perhaps the expedition’s main backer, 

and there is Colonel Hebden, who goes out, twice, to search for 

the lost party.  There is Mr Sanderson, proprietor of a handsome 

estate which one imagines is based to some degree on the White 

family’s holdings in the Hunter Valley; we meet Mr Sanderson in 

his maturity and later, when he has been simplified but refined 

by old age.  Joining the beginning of the book to its end are Laura 

Trevelyan and Belle Bonner (later Radclyffe), who give the book 

most, though not all, of the femininity it possesses.  Belle is lovely as 

a girl, with no complexities to baffle anybody, so beautiful that she 

de-complicates the pages she inhabits, whereas Laura, both early 

and late, is a handful, if we may use the word, because, like Voss, 

indeed perhaps far more than Voss, she sees into the heart of things, 

ready to consider the uncertainties of a new country.  Laura’s mind 

is open while the society of which she is a part is so desperate for 

the ordered civilities of the old country that they will settle too 

quickly for temporary solutions offered as if they are permanent, 

when permanence is a quality the new country hasn’t yet achieved.  

A desert song, or is it?  Voss by Patrick White
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Sydney’s society is a transplanted British society but many of the 

customs that prevailed as if by law in the old land don’t work so 

well in the new.  Laura, with her powerful intellect, seems less 

troubled by these uncertainties than most.

At the end of the book Laura is the headmistress of a tiny but 

respectable school, held in high regard but posing problems for 

Sydney society because they possess no categories for the likes of 

Laura, and never will because they don’t understand her.  One of 

White’s finest achievements in this novel is his creation of Laura as 

a woman whose self-understanding is a work in progress.  She is 

as deep in her thoughts at the end as she was at the beginning, and 

we feel, as the book reaches its final page, that the involvement with 

Voss which possessed the young Laura has become an acceptance 

of mystery which means that life’s questions will be forever open, 

for her.

‘I have been travelling through your country, forming 

opinions of all and sundry,’ confessed Mr Ludlow to his 

audience, ‘and am distressed to find the sundry does 

prevail.’

‘We, the sundry, are only too aware of it,’ Miss Trevelyan 

answered, ‘but will humbly attempt to rise in your opinion 

if you will stay long enough.’

‘How long?  I cannot stay long,’ protested Mr Ludlow.

‘For those who anticipate perfection – and I would not 

suspect you of wishing for less – eternity is not too long.’

Mr Ludlow finds the idea of eternity in the new country not to 

his liking.  He changes the subject to the stewed crow that he was 

offered in somebody’s humpy.  And yet, a line or two later, Laura 

has him listening again.  Mr Ludlow:

‘Oh, yes, a country with a future.  But when does the future 

become present?  That is what always puzzles me.’

‘Now.’

‘How – now?’ asked Mr Ludlow.

‘Every moment that we live and breathe, and love, and 

suffer, and die.’

This leads Ludlow to raise with her the question of Voss, to 

whom a statue has now been raised; White observes, tartly, that he 

‘was hung with garlands of rarest newspaper prose.  They would 

write about him in the history books.  The wrinkles of his solid, 

bronze trousers could afford to ignore the passage of time.’  White 

is, it seems to me, not attempting anything very different when he 

gives Laura Trevelyan, prompted by Mr Ludlow, the last words on 

the matter.

‘Voss did not die,’ Miss Trevelyan replied.  ‘He is there still, 

it is said, in the country, and always will be.  His legend 

will be written down, eventually, by those who have been 

troubled by it.’

‘Come, come.  If we are not certain of the facts, how is it 

possible to give the answers?’

‘The air will tell us,’ Miss Trevelyan said.
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Laura may be hard to fathom, but she’s taken responsibility for 

that part of Voss which cannot be cast in bronze – the idea of him, 

we might say.  In a sense she has always had that burden because 

in her handful of meetings with the German before he set out, and 

in her imaginings ever after, she has accepted her share, a good half, 

of the problems which he has gone to face.

For Voss, no matter what publishers put on book covers, or 

critics write, or even, perhaps, White himself may have imagined 

occasionally, is no explorer.  A more hopeless, clueless wanderer 

through the outback it would be hard to imagine.  He does say, 

early on, and again in the middle of the book, that he intends to 

cross the country from one side to the other.  Apart from that, he 

never knows where he is, or how far in front is his nameless goal.  

Broome?  Derby?  Port Hedland?  Geraldton?  The reader hasn’t the 

faintest idea and she will search White’s pages in vain for any sign 

that the expedition is going somewhere.  They are not.  They are 

exploring the mind, the worldview, the problematic considerations 

of Johann Ulrich Voss, and so is Laura, loyal, indeed complicit, as 

she is.  Somewhere in his biography of White David Marr observes 

that Voss is a book of the Egyptian desert, not the Australian.  

(White had spent some of World War 2 in Egypt.)  Marr may well 

be right, but if he is I think he is probably basing his remark on the 

fact that White had not made the forays and preparatory excursions 

which someone writing about such an undertaking might be 

expected to make.  I think that the desert Voss is exploring is a 

notion of humanity that White discovered in his own mind, and 

felt was worth, or needed, examination.  Let us look into this a little 

further.

The Oxford Dictionary says of ‘desert’: ‘an uninhabited and 

uncultivated tract of country; a wilderness; a desolate and barren 

region, waterless and treeless, with but scanty herbage’, and the 

dictionary also gives ‘abstractly. Desert condition; desolation.’  By 

these definitions White’s book never enters any desert because 

the voyagers – we can hardly call them ‘discoverers’, since they 

discover nothing – have aborigines close at hand throughout the 

latter part of their travels.  In fact, I rather think that ‘desert’ is a 

reaction of incompetent or semi-competent Europeans to conditions 

which aboriginal groups handled with skill.  Burke and Wills come 

to mind, dying of starvation while healthy blacks surrounded them, 

helping them at times.  Death and exhaustion, as White understands 

very well, are matters of mind as much as of body, and one can say 

of Voss that he died of not being able to solve his problems, since 

he could always have turned back, as half his party did.  Indeed, 

this division of the expedition raises further questions about what 

it is that White is pursuing in this book, because Colonel Hebden, 

going out twenty years later, finds Judd, the emancipist whom 

White regularly - and offensively, to my mind – calls a convict: Judd 

did not die at the moment described by White when we, as readers, 

were certain that he’d reached his end, but was, apparently, rescued 

by blacks, and lived with them for twenty years.  Judd is another 

William Buckley (the convict who escaped from the 1803 settlement 

near Port Phillip Heads, and lived with the blacks for the next three 
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decades) and therefore far more interesting to modern Australia 

than Johann Ulrich Voss, who discovered nothing.

I think the reader can reasonably ask of Patrick White why he’s 

bothered us with Voss when Judd is so much more interesting.  

Why?

Why?

Why Voss rather than Judd?

The German is an outsider, he embodies mystery, and he’s 

beyond the understanding of the Sydney people backing him; 

beyond everyone’s understanding but Laura’s.  As for Judd, he’s 

been transported as a convict, though he’s competent now in all the 

local ways.  I can’t imagine that White ever considered making him 

the central figure because he’s not the sort of person White would 

have chosen.  And why not?  Because White, looking at Judd, would 

have found no personal connection.  He couldn’t embody White’s 

own journey, his own struggle to conceive of himself in ways that 

would give him a place of honour in the world.  White’s mother 

had determined that her son would be a writer, and a writer he 

became.  He railed against her often enough, but he turned her into 

Elizabeth Hunter in The Eye of the Storm.  What has this to do with 

Voss, you may say.  My answer is that, for White, the business of 

writing a novel was one of taking the events he was considering 

inside his imaginative workshop and rebuilding them according 

to the rules prevailing therein.  White had begun writing early, but 

had taken years to develop; he was not, even in his war years, a man 

who mixed easily.  There is almost always, in his novels, satirical 

observation of people who don’t qualify for his acceptance.  Such 

people are often treated savagely as they’re turned into characters, 

but they are at least spared the sometimes frighteningly penetrating 

scrutiny he turns on those with whom he can identify.  Johann 

Ulrich Voss is a creation right from the centre of White’s mind, 

and the position of Laura is vital: without her, he could not exist.  

The man is difficult enough, but the fact that Laura can find links 

between her own complexities and his, makes him bearable for the 

reader, allowing us to be patient with him, to withhold judgement, 

and wait to see what he’ll do, or think, next.

Do, or think.  Voss, unlike most of this country’s better explorers, 

doesn’t keep a journal which is quotable.  For this aspect of an 

explorer’s duty, White gives us Frank Le Mesurier, whose writings 

take us to the cortex of the expedition’s mind, always assuming that 

it has one.  Surely it does?  A group of men, with attendant animals, 

are in unforgiving country for weeks, they are surrounded with the 

unanswered questioning of their supporters back home, and they 

have the blacks keeping pace with them, towards the end, as they 

grow weaker.  Even if, out of dispute, or inside such communalism 

as a leader-centred party is able to manufacture, concensus is 

weak, it still exists.  They have some sense of sense as they move 

ever further from the social agreement forged in Sydney.  They are 

exploring.  It’s their job to find new country, to appraise it, and 

report on it to their backers.  The fact that their leader feels little 

responsibility for these duties is a hazard for the others who must, 

in some way, feel the responsibilities as theirs.  All the more so if 

Voss, the leader, isn’t carrying them out.  Otherwise, what are they 

doing where they are?  Why not go home?  Why not die?
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So Le Mesurier’s thoughts, which we will examine shortly, are 

important.  Besides, they exist.  For the reader of Voss, they are a part 

of the journey from first page to last, and cannot be ignored.  But let 

us stay a little longer with the way the party conducts itself under 

its unpredictable but strangely formidable leader.  Voss, before the 

expedition is properly underway, observes that an understanding 

is forming between Judd and Palfreyman; this causes a reaction in 

him which needs to be examined:

Why, then, have I been foolish? the German asked himself; 

no man is strong who depends upon others.  And as he went 

inside, he thought of the contempt he bore Palfreyman.

‘No man is strong who depends upon others.’  The leader of a 

party can’t exist with such ideas in mind.  Voss is not an expedition’s 

natural leader, only a man with an obsession.  Who picked him?  

Why?  Didn’t they test him first?  No, no, no …

The previous quote was from page 138 (Penguin Modern 

Classics edition, 1963); here we are on page 212:

Voss, who had felt more exposed on some less physical 

occasions, despised all sickness; he despised physical 

strength; he despised, though secretly, even the compassion 

he had sensed in the ministrations of Judd.  His own strength, 

he felt, could not decrease with physical debility …

And a few lines later:

But when the fellow [Judd] had gone away, he continued to 

suspect him of exercising great power, though within human 

limits.  For compassion, a feminine virtue, or even grace, of 

some sensual origin, was undoubtedly human, and did limit 

will.

So it is will that is the driving force in Voss, and he is exercising 

it in a landscape where the very idea, surely, is one of the least 

suitable, least necessary, importations of European thought.  Will!  

I asked earlier why White didn’t prefer Judd over Voss for his 

central figure, and one answer is that he associates the German-

ness of Voss with the central notion of will.  I say central, but this 

is only so if you allow me a further assumption – that the assertion 

of will is both highly important, and can be linked to the urgency 

of the matter which is of highest priority in the writings of Frank 

Le Mesurier, mentioned before.  Here are a few samples from the 

man’s notebooks.

Man is King.  They hung a robe upon him, of blue sky.  His 

crown was molten.  He rode across his kingdom of dust, 

which paid homage to him for a season, with jasmine, and 

lilies, and visions of water.  They had painted his mysteries 

upon the rock, but, afraid of his presence, they had run away.  

So he had accepted it.  He continued to eat distance, and to 

raise up the sun in the morning, and the moon was his slave 

by night.  Fevers turned him from Man into God.

A little later:

Then I am not God but Man.  I am God with a spear in his 

side.

And again:

They chase this kangaroo, and when they have cut off his 

pride, and gnawed his charred bones, they honour him in 

ochre on a wall.  Where is his spirit?  They say: It has gone 

out, it has gone away, it is everywhere.
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O God, my God, I pray that you will take my spirit out of 

this my body’s remains, and after you have scattered it, 

grant that it shall be everywhere, and in the rocks, and in the 

empty waterholes, and in true love of all men, and in you, 

O God, at last.

When he reads this, Voss says ‘Irrsinn!’  Madness.  We may 

agree, but Mesurier’s madness is a companion to Voss’s own.  Voss 

lies down after reading Mesurier’s journal, but can find no comfort, 

telling himself that he is exhausted, physically exhausted, and that 

is all.  White adds:

There remained his will, and that was a royal instrument.

Royal?  It seems we must add White himself to the madmen 

wandering in what they think is desert, when it isn’t.  The word is 

a condemnation.  Many years ago, travelling towards Innamincka, 

in the top right corner of South Australia, my wife and I came upon 

sandhills, stretching as far as the eye could see.  The track was easy 

enough, and we stopped the car for a look.  It was mid-morning, 

and the light was filtered by thin cloud.  The sandhills, we saw, were 

covered with golden daisies, from where we stood to the furthest 

horizon.  It was as wonderful a sight as I’d ever seen.  That was 

desert?  Only if you say so, and it was gibber plains that came next.  

It dawned on me that day that my country was a long procession 

of ecosystems, each operating in its own way, demanding and 

rewarding.  It was harsh, but it gave as much as it took, if you had 

the combination of strength and spirituality, the awareness and the 

capacity to respond to a world offering nothing except harshness 

and beauty.  Certainly not any sense of overlordship.  The very 

idea of God seemed silly to me amid the flowers that morning, 

and so it does today.  ‘God’ is a localisation, a putting together in 

one place, powerfully compressed, of things in the world around 

us that compel reverence and respect.  We do not need the concept 

because the thing it attempts to consolidate, and therefore express, 

is around us, everywhere and all the time.  The black people knew 

this, and must have wondered why the whites built churches and 

got dressed for services inside them.  Clothes could add little to 

what the naked body received, and felt, surrounding it.  One of the 

reasons why white people needed to feel superior was that they 

felt their notions of spirituality challenged by the way the blacks 

lived.  Nowhere can this have been more obvious than when a party 

of explorers came in contact with people settled in places they’d 

known for thousands of years.  I think it must be clear by now that 

I pull back frequently when reading Voss: it’s a book which I wish 

had not been written in the way it is.

My discomfort increases, though, when I realise that White is 

putting down, sharply, with his usual penetration of insight, those 

thoughts on the same matter which are his.  I said earlier that I 

thought that Voss was created in the centre of White’s mind.  He 

has taken the proudest, most obtuse and difficult parts of himself 

and given them to the explorer, then sent him into the ‘desert’ to 

work things out.  When I see it this way I find it moving.  Then I 

bring to mind all that I’ve read by and about our country’s better 

explorers – Mitchell, Sturt, Giles, and so on – and my exasperation 

recurs.  I can scarcely contain my fury that White’s Voss should be 

considered to be representative of this group, a leader, when the 
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men I’ve named wouldn’t have chosen him to be a member of their 

disciplined parties.  What could you do with a man like Voss?  Take 

him into the outback and lose him?

It is possible, of course, if the reader can step around the above 

outburst, to see Voss as the very embodiment of the superior 

whitefella attitudes that I am repudiating.  That is to say, we can 

see Voss as possessing the faults of European Christian man, and 

realising a need to be purged of them.  Looking at him in this way, 

we would see his suffering and eventual death (but the means 

of it, the means!) as a necessary precondition for the incoming 

white civilisation to rid itself of the attitudes and philosophies 

veiling their eyes, preventing them from seeing the land properly, 

and grasping the earlier and still-existing understandings of the 

people who, as we well know, regarded themselves as custodians, 

caretakers, those whose life patterns taught them to fit in with the 

land and its ways and not to imagine that they were God, Christ, or 

Man with a capital M when lower-case would be enough.  Have a 

look at the word:

man

It looks fairly harmless, doesn’t it, when presented modestly?  This, 

one might say, is the Judd spelling, not that of the German.  Early 

white settlers looked among the black people for chieftains, and 

often enough, if they found someone satisfying their idea of what 

they were looking for, they presented him with a silver-plated 

plaque inscribed ‘King Billy’ or something of the sort.  Europeans 

were obsessed with power and the management, or transfer thereof.  

Power.  It is a major factor in human life, certainly, but it seems to 

have been more subtly managed by our black people than we’ve 

given them credit for.  The very word ‘God’, as I was saying earlier, 

is a concept of concentrated power.  God, the English word, is 

more fearful than numinous.  One wonders, to be frank, why any 

discussion of ‘God’ should be part of a book about an exploratory 

trek, but that was the great European problem when they considered 

their colonies.  God the unknown was equated to some degree in 

the European mind with the unknown, unexplored country that lay 

beyond their limited, because imported, certainties.

Hence my discomfort when trying to put the pieces of Voss 

together.  Let me return to my initial consideration of whether Voss 

is/was an historical novel.  For the sake of convenience I will take 

this to mean an account which can usefully be checked against, or 

compared with, historians’ coverage of the same events or period.  

History plus imagination, we might say.  As I said earlier, I think we 

can regard the first third of the book in this way, and if we do we 

must concede that it is splendidly done.  Voss, the man, is restrained 

by having his backers close to him, questioning and talking, he is 

to some degree managed by the thoughtful eyes of Laura, whom 

he will, in spirit, take with him, and of course he is busy with 

preparations.  Civilisation may be raw in New South Wales but 

Voss is well and truly inside it.  This is the civilisation that wants 

to know what’s beyond itself, and that’s for Voss when he’s no 

longer restrained.  The last fifty pages too, I think, are excellent, as 

we see the slightly more developed Sydney, the city being studied 

by Englishmen like Mr Ludlow, who wonder when a ‘real’ city will 

emerge from its period of crude, energetic growth.  As Laura tells 
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him, the development he’s looking for is happening every day, and 

those who are alive while it’s happening can’t voluntarily throw 

their lives away as contributions to something that won’t emerge 

until later; they must, rather, swallow with acceptance what’s 

happening in their own time.  Pioneers aren’t simply statues; they 

exist as fully as those born later.  Laura, I think, would be aware that 

for every gain there is a loss, and to her credit, and her creator’s too, 

she accepts both the qualities and the shortcomings of her period.  

This is a point where White’s art is more expressive than his many 

utterances, delivered over decades with memorable scorn, about 

the quality of the culture surrounding him.  Laura’s awareness, late 

in the book, of the failings of her society in no way diminishes her 

stature or the quality of her personality.  Our surroundings are not 

always superior to the qualities we present to them.  People can, if 

not change, then at least influence their times, and it’s done via the 

quality of the lives they lead.  An historical period is no more than 

the quality of the lives led inside it, and in that sense our period 

– yours, mine – is created by what we do with ourselves.  Here, I 

think, we reach the limit of the applicability of the term ‘historical 

novel’: White is asserting that every period is made by those who 

live in it.  This means that if standards are constant – and they’re not, 

but perhaps they should be; White was conservative in this regard 

– then all periods can be judged in the same way.  Laura, now that 

Voss has been written, will live as long as his statue.  Bless her!

So the problem is not in the first third of the book, nor in the 

closing fifty pages?  No.  It’s in the middle, when the expedition 

is doing, or not doing, if you feel as I do, its exploring.  Voss in 

the inland is hardly even observant.  He has no eye for country.  

Birds, trees, soil, teach him nothing.  He doesn’t read a landscape 

geographically.  Where does its water come from?  Where does it 

reside?  How would one describe the seasons of the places where 

they go?  If the land is so difficult for whites, while tractable enough 

for blacks, what comparison does that enforce about the two 

civilisations?  Two, yes, two.  Voss was quite memorably set as an 

opera by Richard Meale (libretto by David Malouf), and I recall a 

pronouncement sung by Voss: ‘I do not accept the terms.’  Voss, the 

man, in both novel and opera, wants to set the terms for himself, and 

I think White is complicit in this, whereas, critical as I was of other 

well-known explorers (see Interlude 6: the otherness of Australia), I 

think we can see, from reading the journals of Giles, Mitchell, Sturt, 

et cetera, that they realised, or were forced to realise, that the terms 

of their travel would be set by the land they were moving through.  

It’s significant, I think, that the only time when the Voss party is 

happy with its ‘terms’, that is, its relationship to what’s around 

them, is at Mr Sanderson’s Rhine Towers, the property based to 

some extent on the former White family holdings.  

In Australia, the land will always dictate the terms, and most 

Australians have come to realise this.  As I write, our society is 

having to come to terms – terms – with climate change and the 

degradation of river systems due to too much water being taken out 

for irrigation and not enough being left to maintain environmental 

character.  It’s perhaps unfair to criticise a novel published in 1957 

for not presenting the thinking that’s developed in the ensuing half 
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century, but that is how we judge books and art movements, is it 

not: what do they say to us today?

Having made that point as firmly as I can, I want now to move 

to White’s treatment of the aboriginal people in Voss.  Perhaps the 

simplest observation to make is that they are only there when the 

Voss party sees them.  What else they may be doing and where 

they may be doing it is beyond the reader’s view.  Let me put my 

objection this way: if you can’t see the land then you can’t see the 

people, because the black people’s lives were tied to the land and 

everything that lived on it.  When Voss was written that wasn’t 

obvious to its author.  The local people are only presented insofar 

as they impinge on the explorers.  At this point you may reasonably 

remind me that all books are written in this way: that is, there is a 

ruling viewpoint, a central point of focus, from which everything 

is seen.  I accept this, indeed I must since I am a writer whose 

works are subject to the very same law, but I am saying that it is a 

limitation of Voss, a limitation of the period when it was conceived, 

that it is not a book of two civilisations, as it would be if it were, let 

us say, about events of the British raj in India.  It’s a book about one 

civilisation only, with blacks on the fringe, which is how the people 

of Sydney in 1845 saw things.  Their historical understanding is 

reproduced, and I think this is a limitation.

On the other hand, White writes benevolently enough about 

the blacks when they appear.  One of the admirable qualities of 

his patrician (not meant to be a joke) outlook is that he is objective 

about people different from himself.  There must be good reason, 

he makes us feel, why they have been made as they are.  There is, 

however, a limit to this detachment, as I wish to show.

The Voss party has two blacks assisting it, Dugald and Jackie.  

Before very long they are outside the area they know: the area where 

they have any right to be.  This makes them dubious assets, and each 

strikes a blow at the party’s leader, though White makes no attempt 

to blame them.  Dugald asks to return to where he came from, and 

Voss agrees, giving him a letter to take back to Jildra, from where, he 

hopes, it will be sent to Laura, his spiritual companion.  Laura never 

sees this letter, because Dugald first discards it, then tears it into 

tiny pieces.  There is something wrong with this.  Tearing paper into 

pieces is something white people do, not black.  I don’t know why 

the letter isn’t simply dropped.  Or ignored.  Tearing it up seems 

to be a requirement of whitefella narrative rather than something a 

black man would do.

This may strike you as trivial, but the death of Voss is not.  

Jackie, at the behest of men of whose tribe he is not a member, cuts 

the throat of Voss, then hacks his head off.  Hacks the head off and 

throws it at the feet of those whose will – if that’s the word! – he 

is obeying.  The death of Voss is thus ritualised in a way more 

appropriate to Macbeth than to the customs of our aborigines.  

I cannot accept this dismemberment of the German.  I think it 

happens because of an hysterical wish in the mind of Voss’s creator, 

who needed, required, something as shocking as this to happen.

Why, I cannot say.  Let us move elsewhere before we bring this 

essay to a close.
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Sydney in the final pages of the book seems a little more mature 

than it was at the beginning.  This may be no more than the reader’s 

acceptance of the events of the book, sad as they are.  Or it may be 

in the writing, making us come to terms – that word again – with 

all that’s happened.  Belle, if you remember, gives a party, held in 

the evening of the day when the statue of Voss has been unveiled.  

She and Laura are still close; it’s not in Belle’s nature to re-build her 

intimate friendships.  Others, knowing Laura only by reputation, 

which is hardly more than gossip, feel excluded by her valuation 

of things.  They take revenge in thinking that Mercy, the girl she’s 

brought up, must be her bastard daughter.  This is made possible 

by the fact that Laura has never explained Mercy’s origins, which 

are known only to a few.

One might point out here that Mercy’s real mother, the servant 

girl Rose, was introduced to the story for no purpose other than to 

produce Mercy, the child who would then be moved into the care of 

Laura.  Mercy is the child that Voss and Laura never conceived, and 

Rose, who brought her into the world, was removed by the author 

when she was no longer needed.  It was her misfortune to contract 

Novelist’s Disease, for which there is no treatment, let alone cure!  

White does give Rose one touching moment when she gives her 

child its name.  Belle and Laura are a little surprised by her choice, 

and Laura suggests that Rose give the baby a second name; Mary, 

perhaps.  But Rose is unmoved, and we have a feeling that the name 

she’s chosen is by way of a prayer she’s embodied in the child’s life, 

which she won’t live to see.

So Belle gives a party, and Laura, though not dancing, stays to 

the end, with Mercy beside her for much of the night.  The final 

pages of Voss are a virtuosic performance by Patrick White, because 

he gets the evening function started, then reverts to the statue’s 

unveiling, earlier in the day, when Laura is presented with a rather 

confused and forgetful Judd, then resumes the evening party, with 

a retiring, indeed withdrawn Laura the centre of the gathering.  In 

doing this, White is very sure of his way of handling the culture – 

men do, women interpret.  Mr Sanderson is there, Colonel Hebden, 

Ludlow the visitor from England, but White, with consummate skill, 

draws the energy of his narration from Laura’s thoughts, her words, 

the reactions people have to her.  The book balances delicately, at 

the end, and it does so by making us realise that Laura, within the 

confines of a ladylike life, that is, a life lived at home, and with the 

responsibility of a daughter to care for, has found – or rather, has 

never stopped looking for – the answers to the same questions that 

troubled Voss, and drove him into the wilderness to find, or try to 

find, his answers.

There is one other moment in the book that I would like to 

mention, when the explorers are still at Rhine Towers.  Voss goes to 

the slab hut where Judd, who is to join his party, lives; Judd is not 

at home but Voss encounters his wife.

‘What will you do when your husband goes?’

‘What I always do.’

She was washing the butter.  The lapping of the water would 

not allow the silence to wrap her for very long.  She reduced 

the butter, then built it up again, a solid fortress of it.

‘I will be here,’ she said, ‘for ever now.’
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‘Have you no wish for further experience of life?’

She was suspicious of the words the stranger used.  An 

educated gentleman.

‘What else would I want to know?’ she asked, staring at her 

fat butter.

‘Or revisit loved places?’

‘Ah,’ she said, lifting her head, and the shadows hanging 

from it, slyly sniffing the air at some ale-house corner, but 

almost immediately she dropped the lids over her searing 

eyes.  ‘No,’ she said sulkily.  ‘I do not love any other place, 

anyways enough to go back.  This is my place.’

There is a finality about this which makes Mrs Judd a balance 

for, perhaps a commentary on, everything else in the book.  The 

expedition is hardly begun, and here it is being reduced, not by 

a wise judgement, for Mrs Judd would never claim to be wise: 

simply, she is as she is and exploration, much as it may be in her 

husband’s line – he is forever staring at the stars with a telescope, 

she tells Voss – is not for her, because she knows where she belongs.  

She appears on three pages only of a longish book, then, when her 

husband appears, she goes inside, leaving an indelible mark.  It is 

a sign of White’s confidence in his theme that he can allow it to be 

contradicted, then march on as before.
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Broken Song: T.G.H.Strehlow and Aboriginal possession by Barry Hill

TGH (Theo, or sometimes Ted) Strehlow had an upbringing which 

made him close to unique.  He was the son of German missionaries 

at Hermannsburg, west of Alice Springs.  The mission was built on 

the land of the Aranda people (variously spelt as Arunta, Arrernte 

and so on; I’m following Barry Hill here), and the boy grew up with 

Aranda children around him.  He spoke Aranda, quite literally, like 

a native.  He spoke German with his parents, and English to all 

and sundry, making him triliterate from the beginning.  The black 

people seemed to think of him as one of them, while he …

… went on to a troubled life, with a mixture of success and 

failure, rarely finding peace with himself and the world, unless 

it was in his early years of manhood, when he was travelling 

through vast reaches of Aranda country, on camels, accompanied 

by Tom Ljonga, his mentor and guide, meeting native groups, and 

collecting.  It was a harsh life, but the Aranda were used to it, and 

so, in his own way, was he.  He knew that the ways of the Aranda 

were breaking down, and that the amazing completeness of their 

world-view, the extraordinary way in which they brought mythic 

time into fusion with present time, was not always being handed 

on.  Initiation rites were left unperformed, often because men felt 

contempt for their successors, who, after contact with the world of 

the settler-whites, no longer had fear and respect for their elders.  

New forces were breaking into the once-complete world of the 

Aranda, nothing would ever be the same again, and he, Strehlow 

reckoned, was recording and collecting in a sunset-time.  Nobody 

would ever see again the things that he knew about, because 

the rituals, the performances, the songs and dances, were being 

forgotten.  Not handed on.  He, he knew, had a rare opportunity to 

gather the mysteries of a way of life in the moments before it was 

gone.

If we turn from the young Strehlow, back in Central Australia 

after doing well at Adelaide University, to the ageing man, living 

in Adelaide again, with a second wife, and estranged from his first 

family, and if we then cast a glance at the nation surrounding him 

before we try to assess his achievements, we see that the native 

people, so crushed for so long, were beginning to stand up for 

themselves; we see, here and there, that the ways of the aboriginal 

peoples across the country were by no means as completely lost as 

Strehlow once thought; we see that dispossession (whites taking 

whatever they wanted) was giving way to native title claims on 

large areas of land, and that the white society which once swamped 

natives without mercy or comprehension, was now a little more 

disposed to hear what they were saying.  TGH Strehlow lived from 

1908 to 1978, and the world had changed around him, but Ted, 

as a few friends – he never had all that many – sometimes called 

him, had not kept up with change.  The last chapter of Barry Hill’s 

book shows us an embattled man struggling to operate in a world 

he didn’t care for.  Strehlow is not the sort of person who arouses 

Possession, dispossession, what about re-possession?
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much sympathy– he’s too inclined to demand it for anyone, ever, 

to want to give it – but to look at him in his later years is to realise 

how much had happened to the society around him and how hard 

it was for him to adapt, once he’d been fully formed.

Let us go back to the beginning, now, and come forward again 

to that miserable time at the end, trying to balance not only the 

things that Strehlow was doing, and the forces struggling with 

each other inside him, but the changes slowly taking place in the 

surrounding society.

The beginning is at Hermannsburg, a Lutheran mission.  At 

once we are in a world of ambivalence.  Here’s Baldwin Spencer on 

the subject.

To attempt … to teach them ideas absolutely foreign to their 

minds and which they are utterly incapable of grasping simply 

results in destroying their faith in the precepts which they 

have been taught by their elders and in giving them in return 

nothing which they can understand.  In contact with the white 

man the aborigine is doomed to disappear: it is far better that as 

much as possible he should be left in his native state and that 

no attempt should be made either to cause him to lose faith in 

the strict tribal rules, or to teach him abstract ideas which are 

utterly beyond the comprehension of an aborigine.

Yet Carl Strehlow, Theo’s father, was much loved by the Aranda 

people at the mission, providing them with a haven relatively safe 

from the whites operating cattle stations in the area, and he in 

turn loved the people for whom he was caring – or so he thought.  

Strehlow senior and the other Lutherans felt it incumbent on them 

to learn as much as possible about the natives with whom they were 

working.  They felt that Christianity – pace Baldwin Spencer – had to 

be made comprehensible to the natives, and that, in turn, meant that 

the missionaries needed to know the beliefs, the understandings, 

that they were trying to lead people away from.  The missionaries’ 

wish to understand their people was, then, a tactical move, but it 

still contained a fair measure of respect.  Yet there were limits.  Barry 

Hill on Strehlow senior:

… there was an absolute barrier to the flow of contact.  His 

Christianity prevented him from going anywhere near 

the pagan ceremonies.  The naked dances, the throbbing 

painted bodies of the ecstatic men in their initiation rituals, 

the spectacle of their celebration of totem, their union with 

nature, their simulations of procreation, their imaginative – 

no, their actual – entry into the erotic processes of the world 

at a celebratory level, without shame and with song, always 

with song – this he could not permit himself to face.  He was 

compelled to withdraw, turn his back.  More than that.  He 

was doctrinally obliged to declare such ceremonies taboo.  

That was a condition for the privilege of settling at the 

mission and eating of its rations: that the pagan dances cease, 

that the pagan songs not be sung, on penalty of banishment 

from the mission refuge.

The sexual Puritanism of the Christian was at the heart of 

the matter …

Theo, TGH Strehlow, was the youngest of six children.  ‘The 

school at the mission was really for natives,’ Hill tells us.  Carl 

Strehlow, and Frieda, his wife, decided to take their children to 

Germany and leave the first five with other members of the family.  
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This they did, in 1910-11, and when they returned to central Australia, 

they had only Theo, their youngest, with them.  Carl Strehlow, the 

Lutheran pastor, never saw his first five children again; it was 

years before Frieda, their mother, was reunited with them, after her 

husband’s death, when she felt Theo no longer needed her, and as 

for Theo, it was only after an even longer separation that he saw 

those of his siblings who were still alive.  These separations were 

deepened by the animosities of two world wars, with Germany and 

Australia on opposing sides.  Theo Strehlow, TGH, was never to feel 

an insider in the country of his birth.  Life on a mission station was 

lonely, and surrounded by the resentment of cattle station operators 

who coveted the land ‘wasted’ on a mission, and scorned the hand-

outs to lazy, useless blacks.  There is a lovely moment in ‘Journey to 

Horseshoe Bend’ (I’m referring to Andrew Schultz’s musical cantata 

based on Strehlow’s memoir of the same name) in which Njitiaka 

says to the fourteen year old Theo, ‘You one of us.’  The child draws 

himself up to reply that he is his father’s son; perhaps he was both, 

but neither was much help in giving him a feeling of belonging 

in the white society of his day, whether in Central Australia or in 

Adelaide.  Besides, he was never initiated into Aranda society – that 

would have been unthinkable to his parents – and for that matter he 

was never exactly initiated into white society either.

So I began this essay by referring to TGH Strehlow’s almost 

unique origins, a blend of German, Aranda and English-language 

Australian influences; these were the internal forces he had to deal 

with, and he was to find that they didn’t always sit easily together.

Barry Hill takes Strehlow’s ideas seriously, spending many 

pages on the complexities of his thought, the origins of his ideas and 

the ways his thinking and practice caused him to resemble, and to 

differ from, his father.  I mentioned that Theo was never initiated in 

the Aranda way; it could also be said that his father, in dying when 

Theo was barely fourteen, deprived his son of the opportunity 

to work through their differences, to rebel where necessary, to 

make journeys far from the Hermannsburg homeland, to find 

places, activities, and people who developed him, affectionately 

and thoughtfully, in ways that weren’t available to people on the 

mission.

A mission is a strange place to grow up.  Hermannsburg was 

an energetic source of faith, certainly, but young Theo’s position 

was made difficult by the powerful presence of his father.  Barry 

Hill again:

Theo’s idealisations of his father compound his distance 

from the actual man.  ‘The uncrowned king of Central 

Australia’ – this from the much respected policeman of the 

region, Sergeant Stott.  Strehlow reports this proudly, as well 

he might, since it makes of him a prince.  Ingkata, ceremonial 

chief – this according to the Aboriginal congregation at the 

mission.  There are other epithets: ‘fearless white champion,’ 

‘great Aboriginal father figure,’ ‘great rockplate.’

This is the father who died before the development of his final 

son – the only one still with him, in Australia – was completed.  

After Carl Strehlow was buried at Horseshoe Bend, Theo and his 

mother went to a German family in the Barossa Valley, then to 

Adelaide, and boarding school for the boy.  Later, Frieda Strehlow 
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took on the role of matron at a co-educational school in Adelaide, 

and had Theo with her again, until he went to university, where 

he did well, but what the father took out of his life could never be 

replaced, except by Theo borrowing from the father’s personality, 

struggling with it, doing the same things and doing different things, 

reaching his decisions after internal struggles because he rarely had 

friends to act as sounding boards and when he did he took little 

enough notice of what they suggested.  It is as if the Aranda people, 

and the country that he knew almost as well as they did, were the 

resonances that he knew he had to respond to.  One could never be 

certain of other advice or expectations because they were likely to 

be corrupted in some way.  Impure.  He was a man of the inland 

and others, based in the cities of the coast, or Canberra, lacking 

the knowledge that might rival his, could only produce ideas 

that worked against, or did little for, the people he felt had been 

entrusted to his care.

The first job of his adult life was as a Patrol Officer, a sort of 

disempowered policeman who was also a welfare officer, and the 

area he had to cover, a huge slice of Central Australia, had at its 

heart the Aranda people with whom he’d grown up as a boy.  Before 

we look at this stage of his life, however, I want to step forward to 

the point in Barry Hill’s book where Strehlow’s unusual character 

is brought into sharp relief against three other men of the inland – 

Xavier Herbert, Ion Idriess and Bill Harney, three men with the gift 

of the gab, men who were rare in their place and time, but never 

doubted that they were in touch with the people around them, 

white or black.

These men, and the Hobart-born art teacher Olive Pink, took 

their bearings from the mixed-race people surrounding them.  

White men, they all knew, wanted to have black women, but when 

a white man had a white wife, it was unthinkable to imagine her 

taking a black man as a lover.  If sex is seen as predatory, all the 

raids were by whites into the territory of blacks; sexual conquest 

repeated the taking of land in that the white man got his way 

regardless of the effects of his actions.  The price was paid by the 

half-caste children, whose position in both the black world and the 

white world was insecure.  There are many reasons for this, but the 

most obvious is the lack of social learning acquired by young half-

caste people.  If they lived in Central Australia they might drift in to 

Alice Springs (formerly ‘Stuart’) on the sandy Todd River, and their 

black role models were drunks, outcasts living from hand to mouth 

on wretched government rations, while their white role models 

were the sorts of men prepared – or forced, perhaps – to live far 

from the relatively cultivated cities of the coast.  The half-caste was 

likely to be a de-cultivated person, knowing little of either culture, 

and certainly not the sustaining, life-giving strengths.  Nonetheless, 

the half-caste could be a fine person. Ion Idriess:

I have had some splendid mates among the half-castes, men 

who were as well educated as I and as mentally alert.  As to 

having ‘guts’, well, a half-caste mate has saved my life more 

than once.  In war I have fought beside him, and seen him 

die with a smile on his face.  And yet we won’t give him a 

chance to make good.  If he is trained to do good honest 

work, then he responds to that training as we all do.  If he is 

decently educated, then his mental powers are developed for 
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a responsible job, just as ours are.  City folk have no idea of 

the bitterness with which the half-caste regards the whites.

Bill Harney was a ‘combo’, a white man married to a mixed-

blood woman; this caused him to lose the hospitality of many 

station owners, leading him to camp on riverbanks.  His partner 

died of tuberculosis in Katherine hospital in 1932, leaving him with 

two young children.  He had, Barry Hill tells us, bitter memories of 

who had helped and who had not.  He also said, and this contrasts 

with Strehlow, ‘To me the best stories in the bush are those which 

cannot be printed.’  One can see in that statement an acceptance of 

situations as they existed, not as they were approved or deplored 

by those wanting to lead people to some form of respectability.  

The existence of mixed-race people showed that respectability had 

fallen down.  Mixed-race people are a problem, but only if you 

think of them that way: they are also a considerable possibility.  The 

problem of mixed-race people is that fully initiated blacks, on the 

one hand, and educated or half-educated whites, on the other, will 

look down on them, pushing them to the fringe of both cultures.  

I’ve brought Harney, Idriess and Herbert into my remarks because 

all three were content to take people, if you’ll excuse the cliché, as 

they found them, to respond to people and situations out of their 

own feelings and not from an articulated policy.

Where does that leave Strehlow?  In a missionary position, I 

would have to say.  And, hostile as he may have been to Baldwin 

Spencer, he was to some extent in an anthropologist’s position too.  

He loved the black people, he was able to love the black people, 

because he had something to offer them, and one of the reasons why 

he loved the black people was that they had a good deal to offer him.  

He knew what they were like; he knew what they had been.  Like 

his father, he would protect them.  Indeed, he would go beyond his 

father in his understanding of the Aranda culture.  He would collect 

their tales, their songs.  He would record them chanting, and film 

them dancing.  He would encapsulate them, in all their primitive 

magnificence, in the white man’s understanding.

He would do what nobody had done to his satisfaction before.   

He would collect the multitude of verses which make up Songs of 

Central Australia.

You’ve never heard of it?  Neither had I until I read Barry Hill’s 

book in 2002.  Many pages are spent on Strehlow’s travels, collecting 

verses of the Aranda songs, and then on the extremely complex 

matters involved in translating.  Here’s Strehlow on translating:

This attempt to differentiate between the root meanings 

of poetical terms which have been used as synonyms in 

the songs brings out clearly one of the chief difficulties in 

translating aboriginal verse into English.  The native love 

for parallelism introduces a host of poetic synonyms into 

aboriginal verse; and these poetic synonyms are differentiated 

in meaning by the associations and the imagery introduced 

by their root syllables.  Many of these native roots have no 

exact equivalents in English, and have to be paraphrased 

extensively.  The associations and the imagery conjured up 

by the native roots are frequently not identical with those 

conveyed by their English equivalents even where the basic 

import is the same.  The two languages do not ‘cover’ each other 

very well …
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The very idea of translating derives from a confidence, a trust, 

perhaps, that there is enough in common between two cultures – 

Spanish and French, let us say – to allow the thinking of one to be 

moved across to the other.  In my Spanish/French example, this is 

certainly possible.  The two cultures are close enough in concepts 

and kind.  The links between the two peoples’ daily habits and 

their overarching framework of belief are both strong, and similar.  

If a Spaniard wishes to talk about transubstantiation, resurrection, 

redemption or some dissonance in the soul, she can do so with 

confidence that similar thoughts are entertained by French minds.  

It is a mistake, I think, to imagine that translation is a word for 

word undertaking: it is, of course, but, and also, it is not.  In a 

long-established language, words reverberate against each other.  

Words call other words to mind.  Words have been ‘fixed’ in their 

meanings by famous usages in the literature of which they form 

a part.  ‘To be or not to be; that is the question.’  The languages 

of the world depended on their internal resonances long before 

anyone thought of dictionaries, or tried to build up a collection of 

definitions from aardvark to zymurgy.  Translation is an attempt by 

someone who straddles both cultures to make the thinking of one 

available to people whose minds reside in the other.  Normally, this 

is done as a page by page exercise, perhaps, in more difficult cases, 

it will be offered line by line.  As if this is not complex enough, we 

must now take into our minds the considerable differences between 

oral and written traditions.

The Aranda didn’t write.  They remembered, they sang, and 

they danced.  When they looked at the night sky, they didn’t 

think of galaxies or solar systems, they thought of ancestor beings, 

connected by stories to places on their own grounds.  Their 

ceremonial life linked the two.  To the European mind, observing 

them, it seemed that they had no regard for morality, the rules of 

right and wrong.  They only had custom, and its moral base, if any, 

was not apparent to Europeans; hence the invaded people could 

be, and were, called savages.  Since their system of thought was 

not apparent to the outsider, the outsider considered that it did not 

exist.  It seems to me that Strehlow, in translating the songs of an 

ancient people, was trying at the same time to construct a lexicon 

whereby some equivalents – and non-equivalents, or impossible-

equivalents – between Aranda and English could be related to each 

other.  You could hardly have a translation of a song if the two 

languages, considered as underlying systems of thought, had not 

been brought within range of each other.

This may not have been possible, of course, because it implies 

that meanings are relatively fixed, and I wonder if that is the case 

in an oral tradition, especially one such as the Aranda’s where the 

most intense and important meanings are made from a fusion of the 

contemporary and the original (the dreamtime) happenings.  Barry 

Hill’s account of Strehlow’s translating makes it clear that many 

words in the songs were so old that they had dropped out of daily 

use among the Aranda people, and needed explanation from the 

senior men to the junior, in order that they could be understood.  I 

say ‘explanation’; this is close to ‘translating’, is it not?  Something 

similar happens with the English language when people discover 

that they cannot understand Shakespeare, let us say.  Nobody has 
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ever written English better than Shakespeare, he’s had an immense 

and lasting influence on the language, yet for many people today 

he’s only a figure (safely ignored by those who wish to) in the history 

of our language.  I mention this matter of the loss of Shakespeare 

from modern minds as an example of language evolving over time, 

and I bring it to the reader in the context of Aranda thought, in 

which the original and the contemporary are brought together in 

ritual: found to be, because made to be, one and the same thing.  

If this was done, as we believe today, over sixty thousand years, it 

must have been that aboriginal thinking, both about the dreamtime 

– the alcheringa – and about the contemporary, must have evolved.  

It’s another case of things being compelled to change in order to 

keep doing what they had always done.  If I am correct in this 

line of reasoning, then it means that Aranda ceremonial was not 

a representation of something, but the means of making that thing 

happen.  The nearest Christian, or modern European controversy 

I can think of over such a matter would be the argument over the 

communion service (the mass, to catholics).  Bread and wine are 

consumed.  Do they ‘represent’ the body and blood of Christ, or 

are they the body and blood?  As a young man, reading about this 

dispute, I thought it foolish, but now, thinking about the Aranda 

people, for whom the magical had not been brought under the 

control of science, the question takes on another life.

By and large, the Aranda, overpowered in almost every way, 

fell into despair.  They stopped believing.  Their systems of thought 

had broken down.  The whitefellas couldn’t be kicked out of what 

used to be Aranda country and even if it had been possible, the 

fact would remain that they had been there, showing that another 

way of life was possible, one in which blackfella rules didn’t 

work.  Whitefellas could break the laws and get away with it.  The 

blackfellas’ belief systems, a vast and intricate network of ancient 

ritual, practice and prohibition, a carefully managed steps and 

stairs of initiation and control of secret knowledge, had crumbled.  

Every part of the ancient structure had supported every other part, 

and now there was nothing still holding.  In the words of Chinua 

Achebe, a black man of a different continent, ‘Things fall apart’.

This brings us to the tjurunga, the secret-sacred pieces of wood 

and stone which white men went looking for when the Territory 

was settled; which Strehlow collected, and which, late in his life, put 

him in increasingly stupid and offensive positions.

Let us return to the young TGH Strehlow, back in the centre 

after some years in Adelaide, at school and university; Strehlow 

the patrol officer, looking after the people whom he, at least as 

much as his father, liked to think of as his.  Accompanied by Tom 

Ljonga, a Christianised Aranda, he moved through vast distances 

on camels, encountering small groups of natives here and there, 

getting them to sing him verses whenever they could be persuaded. 

The Aranda were impressed that Strehlow was not only interested, 

but understood.  They appear to have thought that their dying 

traditions could be entrusted to an uninitiated white man, perhaps 

because he was that rarity among the invaders, someone who could 

ensure that the mystery of their tribal ways would endure if placed 

in his care.  They began to give him their tjurunga.
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It’s almost impossible to explain this term, and it may well 

be that it’s an untranslatable idea; suffice it to say that in an oral 

tradition, where most meanings emerged from or disappeared into 

ceremonial activities, the tjurunga, stones or carved pieces of wood, 

kept in places which only the senior men could visit, were almost 

the only physical embodiments – apart from the black people 

themselves – of identity and whatever needed to be concealed by 

mystery.  Carl Strehlow was protective of the natives’ absorption 

in their tjurunga, but Barry Hill describes Carl, the father, showing 

Theo, his son, a tjurunga and talking about it with him.  This would 

have shocked the Aranda men, had they known, and it foreshadows 

the dreadful situation Theo got himself into, late in life, when 

he declared that Kathleen, his second wife, was a keeper of his 

collection as much as he was, and that after their deaths, ownership 

would go to their son Carl, a child unknown to the people whose 

sacred objects – and meanings – he would hold.

I find it extremely difficult to continue this discussion, because 

I’m trying to maintain several lines at once, and one of those lines 

of thought – the Aranda way of thinking about things – is almost 

beyond me, despite my interest and sympathies.  I keep looking at 

something Barry Hill tells us about Pastor Liebler, who took over 

the Hermannsburg mission during the period when the Strehlows 

returned to Germany.  Liebler was more inclined than Carl Strehlow 

to acquire and distribute native artefacts.

… between 1910 and 1913 Oscar Liebler gathered more 

than 2,000 artefacts and sold them to British and German 

museums, as well as to Adelaide.  Liebler’s awkward English 

account is also redolent with a sense of things ‘secreted’: ‘As 

never the blacks show ceremonial tjurunga marks’, he once 

observed, ‘to white strangers nor their wives, they only in 

dark nights secretly bring those specimen articles to us to sell 

it for money or large amounts of rations.’  Liebler managed 

to observe, however, something that others had not: that the 

tjurunga did not so much belong to the Aranda men as the 

men belonged to the tjurunga.

I referred earlier to the difficulties of translating between 

dissimilar societies; the dissimilarity of Aranda and German/

English/Australian Christians is here manifest; the key ideas in the 

above quotation, I think, are ‘ceremonial’ and ‘belonging’ (which 

I call possession, elsewhere in this essay).  We are today inclined, 

I think, to say that ceremonial is at least mildly ridiculous, a form 

of play, or ‘dressing up’, and therefore innately childish.  At other 

times and places, however, it has been much truer to say that 

human eyes can’t see the major concepts or structural definitions of 

a society, and that it is only by participation in ceremonies that one 

can know what a society’s major meanings are.  In such societies, 

this is rarely a matter of choice.  If you’re present at, you participate 

in, the ceremonies, then you not only accept but you are part of the 

meaning.  Why?  How can this be so inescapable?  Because you were 

one of those who made the meaning by acting out the ceremony.

 The life of the Aranda people was created, as stated earlier, 

inside an oral tradition.  This meant that the Aranda relied on 

memory; it also meant that tradition had to be created, over and 

over, by ceremony.  As tradition sickened, the urge for ceremony 

weakened, and the Aranda, and other peoples, found their tjurunga 

caves being robbed, or, worse still, they began to think that if 
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they could sell their sacred objects to the white people then they 

might, by acquiring money, or food, take on some of the force, 

the invincibility of the invaders.  Nothing could better show how 

reduced they’d become as a result of contact with the whites.

Should Strehlow not, then, have accepted their offers?  Sitting 

at my desk in 2008, my answer’s clear.  He should have told his 

Aranda friends to keep their tjurunga.  He should have said that 

they would eventually recover from the shock of a new culture 

swarming all over them and everything they held dear.  He should 

have told them to hang on for dear life until they’d worked out 

ways to counter the influx, to get themselves ready for a new age of 

relativism when their system of ideas could not stand alone when 

there was another system visible to their young.  Et cetera …

But he didn’t say these things, although the sight of Aranda 

men clutching their precious objects to their stomachs, mourning 

for what they were losing, was very moving for him.  I think he 

felt that the triumph of the whites, desperately sad as it was for 

him, brought up as ‘one of us’, was inevitable, so that, insofar as 

he was his father’s son, a missionary, God’s ways were outlasting 

the pagan, and, insofar as he was an anthropologist, a Spencer, an 

Elkin, a Berndt, the white man’s ways were so powerful that the 

obliteration of the black was inevitable.  Hadn’t Spencer himself 

said the same thing, years before?

He collected, he accepted.  He guarded, making suitable 

promises because he understood better than most what these things 

meant to the men who were giving them up.  He was, though he 

didn’t know it, lowering himself toward the traps that closed on 

him in later years.  I’m thinking of Strehlow’s offer of almost three 

hundred photos, colour and black & white, to the German Stern 

magazine, which paid him $6 000 and ‘published a sumptuous 

sixteen-page spread on secret-sacred Aranda ceremonies’.  Reaction 

in Strehlow’s country, the Aranda country, was intense.  Here was 

the last custodian of sacred things selling their images to a foreign 

magazine!  Strehlow had a lot to say, mostly to his diary, but the 

outcome was clear; he’d been digging in for years, presenting 

himself as the only one to be trusted with what nobody else could 

understand as he did, and time had rushed past him.  The aboriginal 

people of Central Australia, and elsewhere, were struggling back 

onto their feet.  They knew as well as Strehlow how much had been 

lost, but their pride in being black was beginning to grow.  They 

needed Strehlow to help them rebuild their knowledge, or create a 

new knowledge perhaps, but if he could sell things that weren’t his 

(they said) to people who had no right to see them, let alone spread 

them around to the uninformed and the never-to-be-initiated, then 

he’d broken the faith he’d once had with their ancestor-people.

The long association of the ancient Aranda people, the Lutheran 

pastors and the secular Australian anthropologists had broken, 

leaving Strehlow with nothing but his second wife, their child, 

Carl junior, and what remained of his friendships with university 

colleagues.  His life was all but done, and he collapsed when 

speaking at the opening of an exhibition of maps, artefacts etc of 

the Strehlow Research Foundation in Adelaide, in October 1978.  

Strehlow had reached his three score and ten, and the last word he 
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uttered was ingkaia, the name of the rabbit-eared bandicoot, known 

today as the bilby. 

Was that a trivial, ridiculous last thing to say, or did it reach 

into the past of the people whose secret knowledge he’d cherished 

for so long?  Barry Hill doesn’t talk about Strehlow’s funeral, 

who was there and what they said about him.  He lets the story 

end with ingkaia, the bilby.  But the story doesn’t end there, as 

we find somewhat earlier in the book, when Strehlow returns to 

Hermannsburg in 1977 to celebrate the centenary of the mission.  

He’s confronted at one stage by an Aranda man called Armstrong, 

who refuses to shake Strehlow’s hand, argues with him, and spits 

on the ground by way of taking his leave of the famous pastor’s 

son.  As Barry Hill sees it, Armstrong’s displeasure concerned the 

tjurunga and other material which Strehlow was treating as if it was 

his to display or keep out of sight, and his to pass on to a woman 

that the senior aboriginal men didn’t know.  That was an unpleasant 

encounter, no doubt, but an even bigger surprise came to Strehlow 

on a drive to Gilbert Springs, west of the mission.  Strehlow had 

been talking to the driver, Gary Stott, and superintendent of the 

mission, about the tjilpa, the native cat or western quoll, a creature 

almost extinct, that was the centre of one of the region’s most 

powerful dreaming stories.  As the white men talked, Malbunka, a 

black man sitting in the back whom Strehlow believed had left his 

traditional culture behind, as so many others had done, began to 

sing, softly.

Strehlow tuned in.

Malbunka was singing the native cat song.

Strehlow could not believe his ears, but it was true: Malbunka 

knew some tjilpa verses.  He sang some on the way to Gilbert 

Springs, and some on the way back.

When Strehlow expressed his astonishment to Stott, he 

was told, ‘They need things to go on with.  Their parents 

continued to teach them some things, otherwise they’d be 

living really ignorant.’

Of course we have to ask, ignorant of what?  Every single 

one of us is ignorant in areas of human understanding.  Nobody 

knows everything, so we must value what we know and try to 

diminish our ignorance a little, when the opportunity arises.  It’s 

only thirty one years since Malbunka sang his verses, thirty seven 

since Songs of Central Australia was published (after fifteen years of 

delay, shortage of money for the project, and so on), and what has 

happened in those years?  First, I’m sure that the verses, the songs 

that Malbunka and no doubt others knew haven’t died out; I’m sure 

they’re still retained in memories here and there, Australia-wide.  

I’m equally sure that Strehlow’s compilation hasn’t yet had the 

influence it must one day have.  As I write, in 2008, aboriginals are 

better known for their footballing ability than for their songs.  The 

unity of aboriginal cultures hasn’t yet been identified as something 

for the wider, non-aboriginal areas of society to emulate.  European 

culture, American capitalist culture, still thrive on separations, 

dissent, the fruitful (if often wasteful) dualisms we take to be natural 

in our thought, good and evil being the dichotomy of greatest 

force.  We are still waiting for the black cultures of our country to 

join the white.  Instead of rejecting them, as earlier settlers did so 
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often, we’re now inviting them to join us but that means nothing 

unless it means that we’re wanting to be invited to join them too.  

Anthropology is a fascinating ‘science’, but it’s a discipline (if it 

is) created by the European mind, not the native.  We are still so 

evolutionary in our thought that we are willing to classify cultures 

as superior or otherwise (‘stone age’ is a good example of a name 

that carries condemnation).  It’s always our assumption that we are 

the cutting edge civilisation, while they, the culture identified for 

observation, can be known by us in a one-way examination.  This 

is vile diplomacy and desperately damaging for the culture being 

studied.  Things could be turned around, by questions such as, how 

did you learn about us?  What did you reject and what did you 

like?  What would you like us to absorb from you?  How can we 

create new pathways, modern trading paths, or ‘songlines’, to use a 

somewhat suspect word, for you to find ways into our society and 

for us to find ways into yours?  Questions like these come flooding 

to my mind, and no doubt yours too, dear reader.  We need to think 

about them, grateful for insights because ‘answers’ can’t be expected 

at this still-early stage in the interaction of civilisations, with the 

older one grievously damaged by what the newer one has done, 

consciously and deliberately, but also in ignorance.  Above all, the 

lesson to be drawn, in my view, from the lives of the Strehlows and 

the anthropologists, professional and amateur (Spencer & Gillen) 

who were the Strehlows’ contemporaries, is that anthropology and 

religion – yes, even religion – must become two-sided conversations 

with the ‘native’ or ‘primitive’ side being taken as having as much 

to contribute as our side.  Reading Barry Hill’s book makes me 

glad that that first period of contact, with all its destruction, and its 

sharply learned lessons too, is over.  The second period will have 

to be different, won’t it, if the native people are ever to feel that 

the invasion was, after all, and with its many ghastly deeds and 

consequences, actually worthwhile, in the end.

There’s never an end, but there are always new beginnings, and 

Broken Song: T.G.H. Strehlow and Aboriginal Possession, in examining 

the thinking of one period so thoroughly makes it possible for 

another period to begin.  We could start with those Songs, I think: 

don’t you?  I’d like to hear a few at the start and end of each 

day …
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Much of the action of Carpentaria takes place in or around the mixed-

race settlement of ‘Desperance’, close to the Gulf of Carpentaria.  

Think Burketown or Normanton, if you’re looking at a map.  But 

be prepared to think big, very big indeed, and in an almost entirely 

new way, because this is a novel the likes of which we have never 

seen before.  There is a serpent, far underground, who is arguably 

the book’s foundation, though it has nothing to say.  It stretches in 

a diagonal across the continent, which puts its tail near Esperance 

on the south coast, at the western edge of the Bight.  Australia is 

built on a mighty scale, and for white Australians, one theme of 

our history is hope, which, via the language of the French, gave 

Esperance its name.  At the biting end of the serpent, in a remote 

settlement building its hopes on the prosperity of a company called 

Gurfurrit (Go-for-it?), white and black miners do the bidding of 

a New York-based multinational, while other blacks, loathing the 

operation, and taking up the concept of native title, try to block its 

progress.

Thus it may seem that the book is about a struggle between 

the miners and their opponents, the modern world of international 

capital and an earlier way of life …

… and it is, and yet again it’s not.  There!  I’ve stated the 

contradiction which is at the heart of my view of Carpentaria, and 

I’d better say straight away that the book is so new to me that I’ve 

only had it a few weeks and read it no more than twice.  Those 

who know the book better than I do will notice shortcomings in 

this essay, I’m sure, but the book is so innovative, so exciting a 

development in our literature, that I want to set down my first, not-

yet-matured thoughts while they’re fresh.

Esperance and Desperance: hope and something like despair.  

The mayor of Desperance is a man called Bruiser, rough, tough and 

smart.  He lords it over the local cop, runs the town, and sees that 

blacks stay in the scrub on either side.  There’s a western mob, of 

whom we learn a great deal, and an eastern mob, and they don’t 

get on.  Bruiser knows that if you divide the blacks the centre rules.  

And so it is for most of the book, but, and amazingly, by the end 

of the conglomeration of stories which makes up Carpentaria, the 

whites have fled, Desperance is destroyed, and fires set off by a 

party of raiders have wrecked the mine.  Late in the book, as gulf 

waters flood the town, Will Phantom, son of the almost-eternal 

Norm Phantom, flees the hotel where he’s been taking refuge.  He 

looks back and sees ‘not a hotel left far behind but a small castle for 

the recreation of spirits’.  At this point, and not for the first time, 

we realise that spirits of one kind or another are the very substance 

of the book.  These spirits, in the mind of Alexis Wright’s people, 

are much more than the superannuated spectres of the white 

imagination.  

It was at this point he realised how history could be 

obliterated when the Gods move the country.  He saw history 

rolled, reshaped, undone and mauled as the great creators of 

the natural world engineered the bounty of everything man 

Singing the country: a first look at Carpentaria by Alexis Wright
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had ever done in this part of the world into something more 

of their own making.  Was he shocked?  Bugger the hotel, he 

thought, it could go with the rest.  The bulwark of the spirits 

rose from the waters, and he saw nothing monstrous or 

hideous in this new creation taking shape, moving, rolling, 

changing appearance, and beauty in its strident crashing 

back into the water.

The sight of the devastation was nothing short of salubrious 

as far as he was concerned.  The macabre construction 

resembled a long-held dream of the water world below 

the ground where the ancient spirits of the creation period 

rested, while Aboriginal man was supposed to care for the 

land …

Whitefella reporters sending accounts of this Desperance-

dammerung to the cities of the south would probably talk about 

‘an unparalleled natural catastrophe’ or something of the sort, 

it being necessary for the European mind to separate man from 

nature.  Alexis Wright’s people will have none of this.  As she says, 

Aboriginal man was supposed to care for the land, and this had 

better be done well because if the spirits wake in a fury at what they 

see, all hell will break loose.  As it does!

This is perhaps the moment for my first attempt to ‘place’ 

the book, or at least its creator’s viewpoint.  In an earlier essay 

I discussed Barry Hill’s account of Theo Strehlow’s life; both 

Strehlow and the Aranda men of his time knew that an ancient way 

of living and knowing was being destroyed.  Yet, late in the book, if 

you remember, Strehlow is amazed to find that much of the ancient 

culture has survived.  The old knowledge may be scrappy, it may be 

held in the minds of people who only know part of its operation, the 

old knowledge may be jumbled in with whitefella knowledge, but 

it’s still there, hanging on, informing the lives of those who know it, 

however inadequately.  There is something left to build on.

This is the situation throughout most of Carpentaria.  The 

blackfellas may be mixed-race-fellas, but they know who they are.  

They’ve all got people, and they’re all connected to the spirits whose 

world crowds on their own, pressing them to live the right way.  

The amusing and sometimes very amusing thing about it is that 

whitefella and blackfella concepts are jumbled; thus, we have not 

only the spirits already referred to, but also Buckingham Palace, 

Handel’s Messiah, UFOs, a stack of Tim Winton novels to be studied, 

elves and fairies, Queen Elizabeth’s Christmas Message, boats 

with oars and outboard motors, helicopter gunships, the whole 

catastrophe!

We have the whole wide world with the word ‘globalisation’ 

thrown in!

So what don’t we have?  What’s left out in this new, aboriginal, 

blackfella piece of story-making?  Eh?  I point my lips, you’d better 

be watching my signal.  What’s not there?

To raise this question is to realise what an unusual book 

Carpentaria is.  So much of what we, with our European minds, 

expect to be in a novel, is missing.  And surprisingly, the reader 

hardly notices.  It all seemed so necessary, but after reading 

Carpentaria, it no longer seems needed.  The blackfella mind and the 

whitefella mind have been brought closer by this book.
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What’s not there?  Freudian psychology, motivation, ‘character’, 

as we’ve defined it in the past.  There are any number of characters, 

quite a line-up in fact – Norm Phantom, Will Phantom, Elias, 

whose body dominates whole chapters of the book, Angel Day, 

Mozzie Fishman, Joseph Midnight and Danny the Oirish priest, 

not to mention Mayor Bruiser and Truthful the cop.  These people, 

especially the last three, may seem like caricatures – and are they 

ever! – but they are also – particularly the blacks – closer to the 

figures in some ancestor tale.  That is, they are well on the way 

to being spirit people themselves.  Their comings and goings, 

appearances and disappearances, their movements over land and 

the seas to the north, are produced by, they follow, not the inner 

propulsions of a mind schematised by European analysis, but the 

lines produced by tale-tellers down the thousands of years when 

the blackfellas looked at the land with their feet and the night skies 

with their imaginations, their eyes leading their minds and not the 

other way around.

Who’s in charge of this book?  Who’s running all this?  The first 

page tells readers that Alexis Wright is a member of the Waanyi 

nation of the southern highlands of the Gulf of Carpentaria.  I 

take this to mean the Barkly Tablelands, though one can’t be sure.  

Wright’s voice is very distinctive, but it’s the voice of a people, not 

a person seeking individual tribute.  This is signalled at the very 

beginning:

The ancestral serpent, a creature larger than storm clouds, 

came down from the stars, laden with its own creative 

enormity.  It moved graciously – if you had been watching 

with the eyes of a bird hovering in the sky far above the 

ground.  Looking down at the serpent’s wet body, glistening 

from the ancient sunlight, long before man was a creature 

who could contemplate the next moment in time.  It came 

down those billions of years ago, to crawl on its heavy belly, 

all around the wet clay soils in the Gulf of Carpentaria.

This is not conceived, and neither is it punctuated, in the way of 

the whitefella; notice how it goes on:

Picture the creative serpent, scoring deep into – scouring 

down through – the slippery underground of the mudflats, 

leaving in its wake the thunder of tunnels collapsing to 

form deep sunken valleys.  The sea water following in the 

serpent’s wake, swarming in a frenzy of tidal waves, soon 

changed colour from ocean blue to the yellow of mud.  The 

water filled the swirling tracks to form the mighty bending 

rivers spread across the vast plains of the Gulf country …

The serpent, the narrative voice tells us, creates many rivers, 

then one last river, the place where it will live.

This is where the giant serpent continues to live deep down 

under the ground in a vast network of limestone aquifers.  

They say its being is porous; it permeates everything.  It is all 

around in the atmosphere and is attached to the lives of the 

river people like skin.

This is, I must assume, the Waanyi people’s equivalent of the 

Book of Genesis: the story of how it all began.

This tidal river snake of flowing mud takes in breaths of a 

size that is difficult to comprehend.  Imagine the serpent’s 

breathing rhythms as the tide flows inland, edging towards 

the spring waters nestled deeply in the gorges of an ancient 
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limestone plateau covered with rattling grasses dried yellow 

from the prevailing winds.

Alexis Wright, the Waanyi spokesperson, takes her time, but she 

makes sure we understand the irrelevance, the piffling nature of 

Desperance in this cosmic scheme.

… a town intended to serve as a port for the shipping trade 

for the hinterland of Northern Australia.

In one moment, during a Wet season early in the last century, 

the town lost its harbour waters when the river simply 

decided to change course, to bypass it by several kilometres.  

Just like that.  Now the waterless port survives with more 

or less nothing to do.  Its citizens continue to engage in a 

dialogue with themselves passed down the generations, on 

why the town should continue to exist.

For a while, we’re told, the settlement saw itself as a barrier to 

the Yellow Peril, but when that danger ceased to exist, a more 

contemporary reason for existence had to be found.

To keep a good eye out for whenever the moment presented 

itself, to give voice to a testimonial far beyond personal 

experience – to comment on the state of their blacks.  To do 

so was regarded as an economic contribution to State rights, 

then, as an afterthought, to maintaining the decent society of 

the nation as a whole.

I think I am correct in reading a challenge in those last words, 

not only to whitefella hypocrisy, but also to the alleged – claimed 

– superiority of the whitefellas as a whole.  This brings us to the 

dangerous frontier where cultures judge other cultures according 

to standards they’ve created within their own boundaries but 

feel free to apply outside, always a mistake.  Empires are created 

within a thunder of propaganda, blocking people’s ability to think 

outside the prescribed way.  Those who are being overcome are 

ridiculed, and certainly not listened to because to listen might lead 

to understanding, and understanding to a different settlement 

entirely.  This is why Carpentaria is such an important book.  Like 

the work of the Papunya painters, and other indigenous artists 

around the country, it pushes its way into the thinking of white 

society, creating revisions, and divisions, as it goes.  What does 

white superiority rest on?  The noise of its own claims?  What does 

white superiority rest on?  Do the black people really believe that 

they, together with their underground serpent, are superior to the 

Lord God of Hosts?

Or is this a wrong way to think?

How can we think, once we’ve begun to digest the messages 

and the many assumptions of Carpentaria?

I think the arrival of this remarkable book is a sign that we are 

in a time of synthesis, that is, a time when two cultures, having 

understood each other to some extent, begin the process of merging, 

each borrowing the strengths of the other and, inevitably, discarding 

a few weaknesses along the way.  It’s my view that this has been 

happening since 1770 (James Cook and his Endeavour), but very few, 

white or black, have seen the interaction of the races as a synthesis 

until recently.  Why?  Because the blacks felt defeated, too aware of 

what they’d lost, too aware, also, of the overweening pride of those 
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who saw themselves as victors, and the whites were too certain 

of their supremacy to bother much about the achievements of the 

blacks.  Cultures always nominate the features in which they are 

most successful as the priorities of civilisation, stepping around the 

fact that civilisations can be created in any number of ways.  I was 

reminded of this a couple of years ago when staying with friends 

who had a house at the edge of settlement, that is, on the fringe of 

bush.  Every afternoon, about four o’clock, kangaroos would come 

onto the lawn, nibbling grass.  An hour or so later, they’d disappear.  

Where were the kangaroos when we got to open a bottle of wine, 

and talk about books?  I didn’t know.  They’d gone …

… except that they hadn’t gone at all, they were simply 

somewhere else.  Their days, their lives, were cyclical, involving 

endless movement.  Birds are the same, and fish.  They don’t have 

homes, they have patterns.  The pattern is, for them, what a home is 

for us.  The black people were, at any time of year, somewhere in their 

pattern, and their lives were also an interaction with the patterns of 

other creatures whose world they shared.  This is neither ‘simple’ 

nor ‘primitive’; it seems to my mind to require more sophistication 

than the European habit of assuming the dominance of mankind, 

up there close to God.  I find the writing, the voice, of Carpentaria 

fascinating; I like watching to see what the narrative voice hears, 

notices, and either does or doesn’t bother to tell us.  Let’s take a few 

examples, starting with Joseph Midnight instructing Will Phantom 

when he’s setting out on  a journey.

From a borrowed car, Will unloaded into the boat the gear 

he needed to take to sea.  It was simple fare, several water 

containers, fishing gear, some canned food, spare clothing.  

The old man gave him the directions to the safe place of his 

far-off country – a blow-by-blow description sung in song, 

unravelling a map to a Dreaming place he had never seen.  ‘I 

grew up in the hard times – not that any bugger cares.’

Will knew.  The stories of the old people churned in  his 

guts …  Yet, old man Midnight remembered a ceremony 

he had never performed in his life before, and now, to his 

utter astonishment, he passed it on to Will.  He went on 

and on, fully believing he was singing in the right sequence 

hundreds of places in a journey to a place at least a thousand 

kilometres away.  ‘Sing this time.  Only that place called such 

and such.  This way, remember.  Don’t mix it up.  Then next 

place, sing such and such.  Listen to me sing it now and only 

when the moon is above, like there, bit lower, go on, practice.  

Remember, don’t make mistakes ...’  The song was so long 

and complicated and had to be remembered in the right 

sequence where the sea was alive, waves were alive, currents 

were alive, even the clouds.

‘Will, remember, you will only travel where the sea country 

will let you through.’

An oral culture has to be ready to accept, and make use of, huge 

bulks of information at critical times, and the recipient, the would-

be user, has to be ready.  Rules of readiness, of acceptance, had to 

be learned, presumably at the time of initiation.  As in whitefella 

warfare, the first test is the critical one.  The lessons of survival have 

either been absorbed, or they haven’t; this is as much a matter of 

imagination as of intellect.  I find myself very curious to know how 

the black people maintained this balance.  Let’s look for another 
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example.  Here’s one where modern, whitefella thinking provides 

a weather report and the blackfella tradition gives us something 

else:

The day he had left old Midnight and taken his boat to sea 

he had heard the report of a cyclone hanging south-south-

east of Cape York, somewhere in the Coral Sea.  What 

happened to that?  The weatherman ended with a short 

statement about a tidal surge due to the cyclone activity in 

the region.  Will closed his eyes and saw the tremendous 

fury of the winds gathering up the seas, and clouds carrying 

the enormous bodies of spiritual beings belonging to other 

worlds.  Country people, old people, said it was the sound 

of the great spiritual ancestors roaring out of the dusty, 

polluted sea all of the time nowadays.  Will believed this.  

Everyone clearly saw what the spirits saw.  The country 

looked dirty from mining, shipping, barges spilling ore and 

waste.  Something had to run a rake across the lot.

Now another, shorter one, though surprising to the whitefella 

mind:

… it was the familiar Will Phantom’s easy stance.  On first 

glance the Fishman was reminded of Norm some thirty years 

ago, standing in front of him with the same ease: calling it 

quits to their dual leadership on the religious road.

‘You remember Elias’s boat?’  Will spoke quietly into 

Fishman’s ear – lest the wind heard and told the trees.

‘Lest the wind heard and told the trees’: is this to be taken 

metaphorically, or literally?  White people, after all, know that if 

they so much as whisper a secret, it will get out; aboriginal society 

can’t be any different?  Or are we being asked to accept that wind 

and trees actually talk to each other?  I can’t say, but I find the 

proposition fascinating.  It may be that ‘knowledge’ as a concept 

will have to be unpacked one day for a more careful restatement.  

Any number of creatures react to their surroundings with what 

appears to be understanding, even though whitefella science says 

they have no consciousness such as we have.  Did the black people 

understand this boundary differently from ourselves?  Quite likely.  

Will they tell us, and can we learn?

Who knows?

A few words now about the prose of Carpentaria.  It has a 

wonderful roll to it, a litheness, or ease of movement which I 

much admire.  My Giramondo edition (Sydney 2007), has huge 

drop capitals, six lines deep, at the start of every chapter, to give 

the coming pages a push-start.  I like this boldness, and yet the 

prose itself seems to borrow much of its vitality from a talkative 

tradition.  Some of the chapters start, not with a full sentence, but 

the statement of a theme.  Chapter 7:

Last wishes …

The fishroom never kept the silence of the dead.  For years 

Norm Phantom knew this …

Chapter 8:

Secrets …

Thousands of dry balls of lemon-coloured spinifex, uprooted 

by the storm, rolled into town and were swept out to sea.
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Chapter 9 is a little different:

Oh!  Magic big time.  A land full of tricks.  The sea full of 

spirits.  Poor land woman devil Gardajala.  The sea woman, 

whose name must not be mentioned because she might be 

listening, far out at sea, was spinning herself into a jealous 

rage.  She was almost cyclonic …

It is as if, in a story-telling tradition not designed for the printed 

page, the group has to settle, be directed a little, perhaps, before the 

narrative can move with the fullness and force it will require.  Again 

and again Alexis Wright brings this about through referring to the 

spirit world, or through using one of those major characters named 

earlier.  Here’s how we meet Elias.

Once upon a time, not even so long ago, while voyaging 

in the blackest of midnights, a strong sea man, who was a 

wizard of many oceans, had his memory stolen by thieving 

sea monsters hissing spindrift and spume as they sped away 

across the tops of stormy waves grown taller than the trees.

The mariner, robbed of fear, his navigation birthright and 

his good sense, did not call to his God, but cursed the raging 

sea in the foulest language of his homeland.  Unheard by the 

tempest, an austere cyclone called Leda that came this way 

from across the seas in a once-in-a-hundred-year storm, the 

man chased after her black wind to recapture his memories.  

Like a man possessed, he flew through towering banks of 

waves whose crests collided and rolled with the spirit clouds 

of the heavens above.  Open-mouthed waves roared with 

thousands of others in that terrible, deafening nightmare 

of the troubled sea, and rolled poor old Elias Smith down 

into the crushing depths of hell before throwing him back 

up again, flinging him to and fro.  And he?  Mouth agape, 

hoarse throat yelling nothing but silence, he kept on chasing 

the black wind before losing his memory forever.

Elias, as I said before, haunts the book, but he’s not, to my 

understanding, inscribed with a meaning; he’s simply a force 

of a certain sort, viewed with awe by all who see him.  He and 

his ally Norm Phantom, another man of the sea, are figures of 

huge dimensions, but are not characters as conventional novels 

understand and create them.  Though they travel the same earth 

and sea that are recorded on our maps, they seem to have stepped 

out of another world, the place where legends live.  Silly as it may 

seem, I keep thinking of the change Ned Kelly made to the way 

we think of him once he donned that iron suit and stepped out to 

challenge his pursuers.  They brought him to the ground quickly 

enough, but by issuing his challenge in the way he did, he changed 

his status forever.

I feel much the same about the characters Alexis Wright gives 

us.  Here’s Norm Phantom, for instance:

Normal Phantom turned away from the glory of the storm 

clouds lacing the sea, to look in the eye, grab by the horns, all 

the grey-coloured calamities of a man’s life.  Behold the sight 

of welcome home, embedded in the never-ending rattling 

corrugated-iron shanty fortress, built from the sprinklings 

of holy water, charms, spirits, lures acquired from packets of 

hair dye, and discarded materials pinched from the rubbish 

dump across the road.
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Norm and his family live next to a rubbish tip, they raid it all 

the time, and if the things they want are not always to hand, isn’t 

that how they and their people have lived for thousands of years, 

endlessly opportunist?  White people are inclined to think that 

physical squalor – a word of our invention – means that mental and 

spiritual squalor are present too.  Norm Phantom and the people 

living on the edge of Desperance are not sucked in by that!  Norm 

has an art, a craft, a hobby … a vocation of turning dead fish into 

jewel-like and idealised representations of what they once were, 

when they lived in the waters that eventually swamp the town.  

He cuts them open, stuffs them, stitches them together again, then, 

dipping into endless pots for chemicals and colours, he re-creates 

them as creatures of the imagination; they hang by the hundreds on 

lines in Norm’s room, which I must assume is a shed of warped and 

leaky corrugated iron.  Norm’s not inferior because he doesn’t want 

what the whitefellas want, he’s marvellously his own man, he’s 

thunderous, he paddles his boat for days at a time until he reaches 

the patch of sea he’s seeking, and he understands those clouds and 

waves which are so talkative for him.  Here’s Norm setting forth in 

a boat that also carries the body of his friend Elias:

It was a long journey Norm Phantom had set upon into a 

world that by day belonged to the luminescence of the ocean 

and above, to the open skies, and by night, to the spirits 

who had always haunted this world.  They say this faraway 

place belonged to the untamed spirits of fishes, women and 

sea creatures.  This was the realm of mischievous winds and 

other kinds of haughty souls from above.  Who goes there? 

The quiet wind asked.  The following wind answered.  It 

said there came a man of pain and another, who looked 

disinterestedly at the world as though it did not exist.

Things do exist in the world of Carpentaria, but on the terms of 

the Waanyi people, not the terms of European, now global, scientific 

understanding.  How then are we to understand the reversal of 

fortunes at the end of the book, when Desperance is swept away by 

floodwaters, with the white inhabitants driving at full speed to get 

out in time?  This is the hardest part of the book for the whitefella 

to understand, because it seems as if one side in a battle has been 

overwhelmed, except that the forces overwhelming them haven’t 

been fully engaged; that is to say, we have an outcome, a result, 

when we haven’t yet had the battle.

In the sense that I have just tried to propose, Carpentaria is 

grossly, deliberately partial: it’s not even-handed at all.  From the 

Waanyi point of view, the later pages of the book show a restoration 

of at least some of the order that prevailed before whitefellas came.  

What looks like a disastrous defeat for the white forces is no more 

than an evening-up, a restoration of some of the balance that had 

prevailed before the invaders buggered things up.  I referred earlier 

to the Waanyi story of creation as an equivalent of the Christians’ 

Book of Genesis; I don’t think there is any biblical equivalent for 

the restoration of order that takes place at the end, but it is a happy 

ending, for all the loss and destruction, because it’s a restoration of 

an order known only to a chosen few.

In his heart, Norm knew he had no more journeys to make.  

Well!  Not for the moment.  He continued walking ahead, 

down his memory of the main street of Desperance.  He was 
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met by the bony, hollow-ribbed, abandoned dogs of the town 

that had run to the hills and back again after the cyclone.  

Now, having appeared from nowhere, they roamed along 

streets that no longer existed, searching for their owners.  

They did not bark or howl.  The shock of the cyclone had left 

them like this: speechless, dumbfounded, unable to crack 

a bark.  Unable to emit a sound out of their wide-opened 

mouths.  Hurling a string of abuse, Norm sent them back to 

their invisible yards where they sat miserably, waiting for 

him to go away.  He put Bala down on the ground and they 

walked towards Westside.

‘One day,’ he said to the boy, ‘your Mum and Dad are going 

to come and get you after the grass grows green, and when 

the clouds of grasshoppers have come and eaten the grass 

down and died in the wintertime, and when you have 

caught one big, fat barramundi in the lagoon.  Can you wait 

till then?’

The boy thinks he can wait, so he and Norm set off for home.  This 

is fascinating, because, in terms of buildings, it no longer exists, 

but in other terms, those of its placement, its existence in the hearts 

of those who’ve known it, and in its relationship to the serpent 

underground, it’s there as much as it’s ever been.

It was a mystery, but there was so much song wafting off the 

watery land, singing the country afresh as they walked hand 

in hand out of town, down the road, Westside, to home.

Home exists in the mind at least as much as in the bricks or 

corrugated iron that form it; home, as stated earlier, is as much a 

pattern as a place, and a home is better for the extirpation of all the 

excrescences that have been added to it.  Norm’s in no doubt that his 

existence is better for the destruction of Desperance.  All he needs is 

a shed or two, and a life at peace with the spirits that surround him, 

us, all the time.  White people call black people nomadic, perhaps as 

a way of avoiding definition of the numerous ways in which white 

civilisation causes its people to move all the time, exchanging one 

set of polarities for others.  This may seem a strange way to look at 

the dominant civilisation of our times, but there is so much strength 

in the worldview of Carpentaria that one is forced to take on board 

what it says, doesn’t say, and suggests.



210

Some thoughts about Eve Langley’s The Pea Pickers (1942), Eve 

herself, and what happens when life is turned into art.

My heart is heavy as I begin this essay, yet something tells me I 

should be exultant because many readers won’t have read The Pea 

Pickers – such a modest title! – so they won’t know what’s in store 

for them.  I say ‘in store’ knowing that it’s an ominous-sounding 

expression, and knowing, also, that it’s appropriate for Langley’s 

troubled life, with its wretched, solitary end.

 I’ll start with my first encounter with this book.  I was 

teaching in Bairnsdale, East Gippsland, and the town’s librarian 

was Hal Porter, Gippslander extraordinaire.  He spoke highly of 

The Pea Pickers, so I read it.  I knew its places, and I understood its 

crops well enough to appreciate that roaming bands of pickers were 

needed for the harvest.  I’d explored for myself any number of half-

settled and previously-settled areas so I understood what Eve was 

talking about when she wrote:

We ... collected all the old boots around the hut, finding 

about twenty.  They are the flowers of the Australian forest.  

In some places you won’t find a blade of grass, but you’ll 

always pick up an old boot, as hard as stone, its little round 

tin-metal-edged eyes gleaming malignantly at their bad 

treatment.

I was at the time too much a high-culture person to see this as 

literature, but it was amazingly vital, and I was pleased that I’d 

encountered her little curio, as I thought it then.

It cannot have been much later that I listened to Hal recounting 

a day he’d spent with Eve Langley, revisiting her haunts of thirty 

years before.  He describes Eve and this day in The Extra(1).  Have 

a look if you want to enjoy one master’s account of meeting 

another.  (The male version of the noun is appropriate for Langley, 

as we will see.)  Listening to Hal’s description of the day, I noted 

how important it had been for him, and became aware of literary 

tradition as something alive and close to me.

Years passed, I wrote about Gippsland myself, and, after living 

in Melbourne a few years, I felt a need for another reading of Eve’s 

book.  I took it much more seriously this time, since I too was 

looking back on a period which, for me as for Eve, would never 

come again.  I remember thinking about this second reading that it 

hadn’t helped me ‘place’ the book.  That is, perhaps, the problem I 

want to tackle with this essay, but let us see ...

When The Extra came out in 1975, I read Hal’s account of the 

day he’d spent with Eve.  ‘The bravura of her style enthrals me,’ 

he says, ‘but most inspiriting is the stance she takes.’  He’s a fan of 

her book, ‘and not merely because it’s about the part of Gippsland I 

lived in in the 1920s.’  I don’t think I realised it at the time, but Hal 

is pointing to there being at least one other way of reading the book, 

a reading in which Gippsland is not so much central as the location 

of the central drama of Eve’s life.  More of that later.

At a literary conference a few years later, I heard Joy Thwaites(2) 

giving a talk about the last part of Eve’s life, her wretched existence 

Gippsland’s first great book
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and eventual death – alone, alone – in a hut not far from Katoomba, 

in the mountains west of Sydney.  She showed us photos of the 

dwelling, such as it was, which Eve had named Iona Lympus.  We 

saw Eve when young, and in her last years.  The face had filled 

with madness and despair.  I thought of Hal, years before, mocking 

himself as he shaved before a mirror: ‘Is this the face that launched 

a thousand ships?’  How could the writer of The Pea Pickers have 

been brought so low?

Having recently reread the book for the purpose of writing this 

essay, and having reread Joy Thwaites’ biography, also by way of 

preparation, I find myself asking, ‘How could anyone brought so 

low (mostly by herself) ever have climbed so high?’  Surely The 

Pea Pickers was beyond the capabilities of the woman whose life 

was one long spiral of confusion, delusion, and incapacity to deal 

sensibly with relationships, children, cooking, or anything else?

Readers may wonder at this point which of my various readings 

of The Pea Pickers, or observations on the book and its writer, I am 

asking them to consider.  My answer is that I am trying to lay out 

the various reactions I have had to the book in order to ask myself 

why I now think it is so wonderful, and  - even more difficult – to 

try to establish the best way of reading this improbable work.

Where shall we start?

We could start with Macca, because he is the soul of Gippsland, 

or the feature of the region which/who becomes focal in Eve’s/

Steve’s need ... for whatever it is she is needing.

Or we could do it more simply, by saying that once upon a time 

there were two young women who wanted to find adventure far 

from home, so they called themselves Steve and Blue, they dressed 

as men, they left their mother (Mia) in Dandenong and travelled 

by train to Gippsland.  They were going to be pea-pickers.  From 

Bairnsdale, they caught a little steamer down the lakes to Metung, 

and they worked in the fields around the Gippsland lakes.  They 

were poor as church mice, they shot rabbits occasionally, they stole 

from the cupboards of other pickers, they ate puftaloonies (!) or 

anything else on offer in the homes to which they were invited, 

and they were, at least on some levels, wondrously happy.  Their 

mother, Mia, had been a Gippslander, but she married an outsider, 

they never had any money, he died, and she was both poor and 

excluded from such family inheritance as she might have had.  Thus 

Steve and Blue feel that they are Gippslanders as well as outsiders, 

or, to put it another way, they are spiritual Gippslanders even if 

they possess no more than a few of those old boots in the bush.

They are in search of all the things that the young go looking for 

– adventure, fortune, love, experience, identity, characters to bounce 

against, and, in Steve’s case, the sensations and the moments that 

will feed her yearning for materials to weave into the miraculous 

fabric which she wants her writing to be.  Steve (Eve) is writing as 

she goes, and the book is full of poems or parts of poems that she 

dashes down.

She meets Macca, he’s fascinated, he quotes Adam Lindsay 

Gordon to her, he hangs around, as we say today, and, if we may 

try to see things in his way – hard to do when Eve is writing about 

Steve – he wants to be her lover.  Macca is both insightful, and 

conventional.  He loves Steve for her poetry, yet he isn’t looking for 
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the life of a poet, even to be joined to.  His way is what most people 

think is the natural way, and it leads, as Steve (or Eve) puts it ...

... to perambulators.

Steve is not having this.  Neither is Eve, the writer.  She tells 

Macca, ‘I wish to circle above things, unhurt and not hurting 

anyone.’  Then she asks this man who does, in his way, love her, 

or at least is deeply curious about her, ‘What are the women like, 

whom men love?’ and he answers, ‘They’re different Steve.  They 

know more; they can hide themselves.  In fact, they have a hold on 

themselves and you haven’t.’

The strange thing about these words which Eve puts into the 

mouth of Macca – or perhaps the real Macca said them to her, years 

earlier, for the happenings related in The Pea Pickers took place in 

1927-28, and the writing of the book appears to have been done 

between March and May of 1940 – is that Eve, the writer, shows 

awareness of what she is and why people find her so problematical.  

Perhaps this is only possible because the book is a reflection on 

a summer well over the horizon.  And yet there is an amazing 

immediacy in the writing: this is the miracle of the book, yet we 

have to wonder, after reading Joy Thwaites’ account of Eve’s life 

between the idyllic summer and her chaotic situation at the time 

she started the book, how she found sufficient distance, objectivity 

of a wildly fluttering sort, to create the perfection – or perhaps the 

necessary improvement of reality – she wanted, once and forever, 

and only once, to set down.

I think it best to introduce at this point another complicating 

factor, namely the nature of the writing that went into The Pea 

Pickers, and the editorial work done on it before it became a book.  

Joy Thwaites again:

It was a task she loved, a journey into the past, into the 

magical Primaveras of health and youth, a collation of 

old letters and journals, cherished for years and now 

painstakingly cut and pasted together, the ‘broken bits’ ... 

of memory re-forming in her imagination, re-creating her 

old life, her beloved Gippsland, her image of herself as 

free, masculine and poetic, a vivid contrast to the hapless 

Mrs Hilary Clark and the trials and tribulations of a shaky 

marriage.

Eve was a notoriously messy writer, able to type away with an 

almost ink-less tape in her machine, on pink paper, her work single-

spaced and double-sided, to the despair of the editors at Angus & 

Robertson in Sydney, the famous trio of whom Joy Thwaites has 

this to say:

She worried, too, that Angus & Robertson would mutilate 

her treasured story with sub-editing.  Indeed, the manuscript 

in the hands of Nan McDonald, Beatrice Davis and Rosemary 

Dobson, had to be submitted to skilful and sympathetic 

reshaping.  Langley had been correct in assessing its rough 

state ... but now she feared to have it altered.  It took a long 

and tactful correspondence to produce the final edition.

The A&R editors were famous in their day and long afterwards 

for their skill, tact, and delicacy, but also for firmness in maintaining 

their company’s standards.  Even the most insistent authors found 

them daunting.  They worked in an age when few households 

possessed a typewriter, and editors were used to coping with 
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masses of handwritten pages, possibly chaotic in nature, produced 

by writers who weren’t experienced in the processes of publication.  

One imagines that many of the manuscripts handled by these 

editors wouldn’t even be considered by modern publishers, but 

the famous trio were acknowledged by almost everyone who knew 

them as the very heart of their company: indeed, they oversaw 

most of what was called Australian literature in their day.  I am 

reminding the reader that if we delve into The Pea Pickers of 1942 we 

have to imagine a pile of paper thrust together by the chaotic Eve to 

be sorted out, tidied, by the famous A&R editors with all their skills 

of stitching, snipping, and threading things into a coherent whole.  

I have never seen the original manuscript, and I think I am content 

to read it as the famous editors gave it to the world, even though, 

in general, I think writers should not be dependent on professional 

improvers ... but that’s an argument for another time.

It’s time now to look at what Eve and her editors produced.  

Here we go!

I raised a handful of the dust to my nostrils and smelt it.  

“Ah, that aboriginal smell!  We tread on the soft black dust 

of lost Gippsland tribes, Macca!  Yes, I should like a bit of 

land and some stock to drive slowly to the Bairnsdale yards 

every week or so, and I would become soaked in the old 

traditions of Gippsland.  The heroes of my Odyssey should 

be Thorburn, Baulch, McAlister, McDougal, Frazer, Bill Grey, 

Alec Cain, Jack the Packer and old Blind George.  Gippsland, 

Gippsland, I love you.  I want to make you immortal, and die 

in you and be loved by you.”

As I sit smiling over this passage, conscious of how my own 

efforts to describe the same region also drew on family names with 

their memories and associations, it does not escape my eye that 

the passage is impeccably punctuated and ‘Odyssey’ is italicised, 

something that I don’t think it would have occurred to Eve to do.  

Her editors, unobtrusive as they aimed to be, are not entirely, not 

absolutely, out of sight!  Eve again, on a train, this time:

In the corner by the landscape window sat a frail young 

man, with his white chin in his bony hand, drawn along, 

dreaming, through the dawn which had lit a fire for itself on 

the edge of the country and was sitting around it, warming 

a pair of cloudy hands.

Naturalistic description, we can see, is not her way of dealing with 

things:

A hotel, long, dark-browed, silent under a drooping brown 

hat of a roof, returned the look of travellers with as great a 

variety of malevolence as could be achieved by odd doors 

and windows.  It seemed that the early colonizers had felt 

some need to declare the place a township and had made 

their statements in sentences composed of wooden rails and 

vine-like houses to which bits of leaf clung.  A gentleman 

called Dust, who could be imagined as sailing up the main 

street all summer, had taken to bed and lay moist under 

a sheet of water on the roads, through which local sulky 

wheels splashed and into which rain fell sadly.

Here’s Steve with Macca, watching as men burn the carcase of a 

dead horse in a fire which they’ve started a little too close to a tree:

From the pyre, the flames had run and caught hold of the 

lowest branch of the dead tree.  One little flame, shaped 
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like a hoof, laid itself on the bough and took hold of the 

trunk.  It beat there in a rapidly galloping movement for a 

few minutes, while the men shouted below.  Then one long 

foreleg rose right out of the fire, and a great head, maned 

with fire, shaking bridles of flame, rushed at the tree.  The 

fire followed, laying hold and galloping up the dry white 

wood.  It rushed to the top, light and airy, breaking into 

restless reeling shadows down on the ground.  The entire 

fire in the shape of a blazing horse leapt up the tree, crackled 

from the craggy top in neighing defiance, and, shaking its 

mane, set to work to graze a little nearer the stars.

It may seem to the reader that treating the fire as an embodiment of 

the dead horse is fanciful, but Eve, once alight, can move her images 

well enough:

“The horse beat them after all,” said Macca.

“Ah, if only you loved me,” I mourned.  “Yes, when I am 

gone, it will be the end between us.  Last night, the gold-

robed heavens married us, but what has it meant?  You teach 

me how to keep a firm hand on my love.  You will not even 

kiss me.”

“Because you don’t understand life, Steve.  To you, it is a 

dream of poetry.  To me, a kiss might mean, as you said once, 

‘a procession of perambulators’.”

“Then you do love me?” I asked, wrestling with the ancient 

hold of women to extract the final cry from him.

“Yes, yes, oh yes.”  He sighed.  “My poor cara sposa ... my 

Steve Hart, I am poor; but my love is rich as the sea.  If you 

had a net you might gather it; if I had a net I would gather 

it for you.  But nets are dear, and we are only pea-pickers, 

Stevie Talaaren.’

When Eve wants to embroider new meanings onto her name, 

she calls herself Steve Hart, after the bushranger; Macca calls her 

Stevie Talaaren, the name is a decoration, a piece of embroidery in 

endless creation, like life itself, like the wondrous time, the days of 

1927 and 1928, after which everything is an aftermath.  The wonder 

of the book is that readers can’t help following Eve, drawn into the 

magic she perceives in a time before most of us were born.  Eve, 

who was there, testifies that there was once a time when poetry was 

the norm.  Here’s a passage where she sums up some snippets she’s 

been quoting:

A poet named Francis Ledwidge wrote that.  Dead, too.  You 

don’t know how I have mourned for them.  I came out into 

the world expecting to find all men like the poets I loved; 

that’s the reason for my madness and confusion, you see.  

The world is here, but the poets have fled it.

As we walked through the moonlit bush, the plovers high in 

the sky cried in thin Russian (as I fancied) their song of the 

silver shower and the little bell.  Down fell their voices like 

the ghost of rain, and in a hollow among the fern the curlew 

wept alone, saying piercingly “Eo ... Eo ... Eo!” so poignantly 

I stood still and was heart-broken by the sad wild cry.  Oh 

to be loved!

A moment later, Steve rushes inside to find her (stolen!) copy of 

the Aeneid and reads a few lines to Macca, commenting, “Those are 

words for you!”  He asks for the translation and she shows him; 
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Macca is surprised to find correspondences between his own world 

and the one in Virgil’s verse.  He says he can’t get over it.  Steve is 

terse, because such links are the way her world is put together:

“Well!”  (The usual Australian “Well!”)  “Macca, I must go 

to bed.  We’ll be out late tomorrow night.  Jim has found his 

long lost uncle at last.  He is a fisherman, I believe, and we 

have been invited out to tea with them.  His name’s Edgar 

Buccaneer and, like Jim, he is of Nordic blood.  From what 

we’ve heard of him from Jim, he’s rather a grand figure.”

“I must get to know them, too, Steve.”

“Good night then, Macca!”

“Good night, Stevie, ... Stevie ... Talaaren.”  His voice broke 

into the rollicking cry of the peewits.

Thus one section of the book ends, to continue, a line-space later, 

with ‘In those days, we were almost inseparable’ and Eve’s narrative 

surges on.  This makes it time, I think, to speak of shape, or form, 

and the work of Eve’s trio of editors.  The Pea Pickers as we have it 

today falls into four parts, and each part plays its role in relation 

to the others with a discipline, an objectivity, which I am inclined 

to believe may be more the editors’ work than Eve’s.  I stress that 

this is no more than surmise on my part.  The first part is called For 

the Best!  For the Best! and is all about the excitement Steve and 

Blue feel about taking their lives in their hands and heading off on 

youth’s search.  The second part, the core of the book, and perhaps 

Eve’s life, is called The Glitter of Celtic Bronze Against the Sea, and I 

don’t imagine that that title came from anyone but Eve.  This second 

part tells of the awakening of Steve’s love for Macca, their unsexual 

but poetic intimacy, the season when their love is ripe and ready 

to be harvested, except for Eve’s wish to live on a level far above 

the ordinary, something she achieves for a hundred and seventeen 

magical pages.  In the third part, No Moon Yet, she is working in 

the north-east of Victoria, out of Gippsland, though Macca’s still in 

the holy place, and she holds out hope of resuming their love when 

she returns to Gippsland ... in the spring.

The fourth part is called Ah, Primavera!  Spring has returned, 

and with it, the reckoning.  Macca doesn’t come back, he’s working 

at Black Mountain, to the north, far from the lakes and the flats 

surrounding them.  Their great shared experience is behind them, 

is now no more and no less than the magical thing that Eve has 

created.  Her heart cries out for Macca, but he has seen, as she has 

not, that their love has limits, and, having run its course, can run 

no more.

Except that it does, of course, in Eve’s (Steve’s) restless mind, 

and in the pages of The Pea Pickers forever.  Joy Thwaites quotes Hal 

Porter:

She writes incessantly about that time as though she had 

been bewildered like a princess – you know, fallen asleep for 

a hundred years, bewitched in that era.

... it was always Gippsland about the 1928 period, stuck there 

forever.

Hal may, when he says ‘stuck there forever’, be thinking of 

what I shall call the sequel to Eve’s famous first book; twelve years 

later, in 1954, Angus & Robertson were prevailed on to publish 
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White Topee(3).  This has the same locale as the earlier book, but the 

mood, the preoccupations, are not quite the same.  Eve had been 

sending piles of pages to Angus & Robertson, and her editors 

felt that none of this work equalled what she’d done before, but 

eventually they yielded, and published the sequel, even accepting 

a strange passage about the birth of Oscar Wilde, whom Eve had 

adopted as another of her personae.  Oscar Wildes, as readers will 

observe, if they read the Eve Langley pages in Porter’s The Extra, 

may be found everywhere!  By the 1950s Eve was a disturbed 

figure; she’d been incarcerated in Auckland’s Mental Hospital for 

seven years, had been released, re-committed and released again, 

and was unable to get back to the captivating, if strange, woman 

she’d been.  Nonetheless, her writing did carry her forward; at the 

end of White Topee she is about to ride a horse out of Gippsland 

and through the alps, the great dividing range, to the north-west 

of Victoria, a locale she and her readers visited in the period of The 

Pea Pickers.  I understand that this journey is described in one of her 

never-published manuscripts.  Other, even later manuscripts take 

her life further on again.  So it is both true and not true to say that 

she was stuck in the period 1927-28.  I think that Lucy Frost(4) would 

say that it is we who are stuck in that time because publishers have 

kept her later work from us, or perhaps because we, as readers, 

have been unwilling to accept her working methods and follow her 

explorations into her later life.  Eve Langley is a difficult writer to 

come to terms with.  My feeling about the three hundred pages of 

her New Zealand writing edited for us by Lucy Frost and offered in 

Wilde Eve is that while the writing is interesting it rarely rises above 

what I shall call compulsive writing (for oneself) to become artistic 

writing which may be done for the writer’s self but is pitched at an 

aesthetic level where the public can engage with it too.  I think she 

only ever achieved this in The Pea Pickers and why this should be 

so and why she was only ever able to do this once is, I think, the 

question I am trying to answer with this essay.

The Pea Pickers is unique.  The A&R editors knew this and did 

their best to discipline the wonderfully unruly, spontaneous surge of 

its writing just sufficiently to stop Eve from distracting readers with 

her own interpolations on herself, if I may put it that way.  I think 

they worked out the function of each of the book’s four parts and 

ensured that the writing worked at all times to clarify, to support 

and to fly with those aims in mind.  Books have minds of their own 

and I think the A&R editors gave The Pea Pickers its freedom from its 

author-mother, whose mind was chaotic, however inspired.

And yet, something in me warns me not to take this line of 

thought too far, for one has only to catch the book in flight to 

want to join it, on the winds, by the ocean, swirling with the 

prose through that endangering element known as time.  Eve is 

ever aware of time passing, time receding, being lost, vanishing, 

in disguise almost, into moments.  Huge chunks of time may be 

appropriated, consumed, by those with scope, and reach, to use it 

well, but time may also prefer to show itself in tiny morsels, like 

glitters of gold in a prospector’s pan.  Here are Steve and Macca, 

getting ready to part.

“No.  I shall not see you here when I return.  We are parting 

now forever.  And you don’t grieve at all.  You don’t mourn 

for all that I stand for, although it is passing.  Don’t you 
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see that I am not woman, but youth, your youth, and it is 

passing.  With me will go some of the safety and happiness 

and innocence of your life.  Why are you not grieving?  ‘Why 

art thou silent?’  Well, I shall never marry.  You will all marry; 

yes, that’s true.  I feel it.  Blue will marry; Jim will marry, and 

you too.  But I, no, I shall never marry.  All my years shall be 

dedicated to mourning for our youth.”

Macca has this to say in reply:

“Our love has been pure; I’ve clung to that word ever since 

we spoke it together.  And now I haven’t any more love 

to give you.  What I gave was rich, as rich as the sea, and 

as pure as the long-awaited Gippsland rain.  But now I’m 

emptied of it, and your love to me seems too sickly sweet 

and sentimental.  I want a cold feeling from a woman, for a 

change.”

Their discussion goes on; it is the heart of the book.  Steve again:

“... I have been thinking that when, at last, you die, I shall 

hear and not care.  It will have been too far away and long 

ago.  That’s really terrible ... terrible to think that all our self-

importance is just really self-preservation gone mad.  Every 

day that I have spent here I have used up my entire mind 

in an effort to chain this part of my life to me so that I shall 

never lose it.  I cling to every moment with a pitiful passion.  

A certain grain of earth, a peculiar wind blowing, a look on 

your face, the very sole of my shoes, with their polished 

edges, haunts me.  I am astounded by the intricacy of their 

being.  Don’t you feel all this, too?”

Macca replies with surprising honesty:

“Steve, I have never heard anyone talk like that before.”

This interchange takes place a few pages before the end of 

Part 2 of the book (‘The Glitter of Celtic Bronze ...’).  The lovers who 

haven’t taken those steps that lead to perambulators (!) are about to 

part.  They see each other a last time.  She takes him by the arm, but 

he withdraws, telling her he’s been in Bairnsdale lately with a girl 

he knows, and he can get that sort of love from her.  ‘But from you 

I want the pure perfection of the mind.’  He says he will write; she 

says, ‘I am content.’  But is she?

They have both to be up early.  It’s time for him to go.  She walks 

with him as he leaves, and, ever the writer, she records her thoughts 

as they walk this final time:

Even so, in the old pioneering days, my grandmother walked 

beside my grandfather in this country of Gippsland.  Have 

I failed them?  They walked through life together, facing 

it gamely.  They married early, at eighteen and nineteen.  

My grandmother had two children when she was my age.  

She had fifteen before she was finished.  And here I am, 

anxiously, honestly, wanting to walk through the hard days 

of our country, in just such a fashion, with this Gippslander, 

but I’m not wanted.  It’s true.  The Gippslanders don’t want 

me.  Gippsland doesn’t want me.  I am despised because I 

work in her fields, and her sons cannot understand me.  I 

bewilder them, and they weary me.

This is not the self-pitying passage it may seem, because Eve has 

another layer to reveal:

I wept as I walked with him across the soil of Gippsland, and 

through my eyes I saw the Southern Cross glittering, and the 

luminous fire of the Milky Way above seeming to roar aloud 
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in the heavens, to be spuming and foaming over with light.  

My heart ached.  O Time, how vast you are and how pitiless.  

Well, fly then with me to the end, and from these human eyes 

blot out the moon and the stars and the human faces I have 

loved.  Surely I shall find escape in the spirit!

At the end of the book, Steve’s sister Blue accepts a proposal 

and she goes home to be married.  Steve stays in Gippsland.  She 

says goodbye to her sister, she returns to the hut where they have 

been living.  It’s night, and ‘the galvanized iron walls of the hut 

went “Spink ... spink” as they contracted after the heat of the day.  I 

opened the door and went in.  I was alone.’  Her book is ended.  She 

has mapped out the rest of her life, has considered it, and as best 

anyone can, she has, I think, accepted it, intellectually and artistically 

at least.  That is why The Pea Pickers is such an extraordinary book: 

it is a record of a writer facing her fate.  This is why, I believe, it’s 

important to consider how Eve achieved it.  Her marriage was in 

parlous condition in 1940 when she turned to her past.  Something 

in her remembered how much joy she’d known, in that journey 

to her mother’s past, with her beloved sister Blue; something told 

her, back in 1928, that this might be as good as it would ever get 

for her; she wrote, I must presume, her usual convulsive notes at 

the time; she must often have looked back on them as her life grew 

ever more entangled and unhappy; she thought of how desperately 

she wanted fame, and honour as a writer; something, perhaps that 

glittering prize on offer – three hundred pounds! – suggested that 

she could fly again, as she’d flown years before, in her mother’s 

country; and she did something mysterious, which we can’t unpick 

without the closest study of her original manuscript and what her 

editors turned it into – she went to the joyful notes of years before, 

and added to what was already there - the happiest notes she was 

ever to record – the later consciousness, the acceptance of her fate.  

The wildness – nothing to do with Oscar – the ecstasy of her life 

was achieved by coupling that happiness with her awareness of 

what the decisions made in 1927-28 had brought her to already and 

where they were likely to take her.  We can find her doom presaged 

in The Pea Pickers but also, I think, an acceptance of the dreadful 

awarenesses that came with that happiness.  Setting off to fly, she 

knew, The Pea Pickers shows us, that her return to earth would 

be a shocking, shameful experience, yet she flew.  Eve has, in this 

spectacular verbal flight, given her country one of the bravest books 

it’s got.

(1) The Extra, Hal Porter, Nelson, Melbourne, 1975, pp 139-151

(2) See The Importance of Being Eve Langley, Joy Thwaites, Angus & Robertson, 

Sydney, 1989

(3) White Topee, Eve Langley, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1954

(4) See Wilde Eve: Eve Langley’s Story, ed. Lucy Frost, Random House Australia, 

Sydney, 1999
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In Patrick White: A Life(1) David Marr has given us a comprehensive 

account of the Nobel Prize winner’s life: at the end of the book he 

describes his subject reading what had been written about him.  ‘He 

confessed he found the book so painful that he often found himself 

reading through tears.  He did not ask me to cut or change a line.’  

White, who had spared nobody, least of all himself, in pursuit of 

what he needed to do, was big enough to grant his biographer 

the same freedom.  This breadth, this acceptance, is something we 

have learned to expect of the novelist from Marr’s pages; yet we 

have also been shown White in his tantrums and his way of being 

unable to restrain himself from thinking that his dramas were 

central to his time when for those who were not part of his circle, 

they were nothing of the sort.  The public became inclined to think 

of White, towards the end of his life, as a genius (because people 

who seemed to know said he was), a generous if somewhat bitter-

tongued addressor of public issues, and an egotist of torrential 

scale.  Humility is not a word the public is inclined to fix on White, 

yet, as we have seen in an earlier essay(2), White’s pride needed the 

balance of humility, and frequently had it.

That lifelong, ever-present duality of pride and humility, is not, 

however, the point from which I wish to start my consideration 

of The Tree of Man.  This book, the first of his works to bring him 

anything much by way of fame in Australia, comes from the time, 

beginning in 1948, when White and his partner Manoly Lascaris 

were working a tiny farmlet at Castle Hill (known to White’s 

readers as Durilgai and Sarsaparilla), north-west of Sydney.  The 

Tree of Man, with its pioneering overtones in the early chapters, 

takes place within a cooee or two of Parramatta and other places 

which are almost synonymous with Sydney.  This is an aspect of the 

book which I will take up later.

I want to begin, however, with an humility that isn’t the pair or 

partner of high pride, but is of another sort.  I refer to the fact that 

The Tree of Man is, although a long book, centred on the lives and 

circumstances of a man and a woman who are deliberately shown 

as Every-people, while their children, a boy and a girl, are almost 

anybody’s kids, that is, the family is chosen for representation, not 

because they are singular in some way, but because they are not.  

It is the ordinariness of Stan and Amy Parker that causes White to 

choose them.  His subject matter is the daily experience of humble 

people, sure enough of themselves to insist on the rightness of their 

ways, but modest, and poor, so that it would never occur to them 

that they were in any way representative, or models of a certain 

historical type.  They are simply themselves, living quietly in a place 

that’s only bush when they take it up, and thinly developed outer 

suburbia by the end of their lives.  White needs his five hundred 

pages, so he can string out the markers and events of the Parkers’ 

lives in a way that makes us feel that there’s never anything much 

happening while allowing us to see, by the time the book ends, 

that a generation or two have done their work, the country’s been 

Strangely humble: The Tree of Man by Patrick White
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opened up, and any number of thoughts and events have sunk into 

the compost of their country’s life.

Perhaps I should have said ‘their country’s spiritual life’ because 

no consideration of White’s methods in this book can ignore his 

aim, which is to rewrite something that other writers in his country 

have done before him.  Let me make a comparison, though it 

may seem an unlikely one.  I cannot imagine that Ben Huebsch, 

of New York, or the readers at Eyre & Spottiswoode in London, 

would ever have compared Patrick White’s account of the Parkers 

with the people in Steele Rudd’s On Our Selection, but writers like 

Rudd, Henry Lawson (‘Water Them Geraniums’) and possibly even 

Barbara Baynton, both are and are not the forebears of the Parkers.  

They are and they are not their literary ancestors, and I shall try to 

develop the themes of my approach by looking for the differences 

and the similarities, and what these tell us about White’s intentions.  

Let us go to the opening of The Tree of Man.

A cart drove between the two big stringybarks and stopped.  

These were the dominant trees in that part of the bush, rising 

above the involved scrub with the simplicity of true grandeur.  

So the cart stopped, grazing the hairy side of a tree, and the 

horse, shaggy and solid as the tree, sighed and took root.

Took root?  What on earth is White giving us?  Horses don’t take 

root, even though it’s common to speak, as his book’s title does, 

of mankind’s life as being in some way tree-like.  Horses aren’t 

human, though dogs and humans share characteristics, as White 

shows us with the red dog and the man who is named ‘Stan Parker’ 

for us at the top of page three.  White appears to be unaware that 

he’s surprised us.  He moves on without explanation:

The man who sat in the cart got down.  He rubbed his hands 

together, because already it was cold, a curdle of cold cloud 

in a pale sky, and copper in the west.  On the air you could 

smell the frost.  As the man rubbed his hands, the friction of 

cold skin intensified the coldness of the air and the solitude 

of that place.  Birds looked from twigs, and the eyes of 

animals were drawn to what was happening.

What, exactly, was happening?  White gives us three statements, 

complete with full stops and capitals as if they were sentences, 

when they are not.  They are happenings:

The man lifting a bundle from a cart.  A dog lifting his leg on 

an anthill.  The lip drooping on a sweaty horse.

The first of these is a step in the man taking possession of this bit of 

bush; the second is incidental to it, the dog being part of the man, as 

it were; the third is merely an impression.  Merely?  White uses such 

impressions all the time to pull us away from conventional ways of 

seeing things, or expectations on our part, as readers, that he will 

give us expected, usual, things to sustain our interest.  He has no 

intention of so restricting himself.

Then the man took an axe and struck at the side of a hairy 

tree, more to hear the sound than for any other reason.  And 

the sound was cold and loud.  The man struck at the tree, 

and struck, till several white chips had fallen.  He looked at 

the scar in the side of the tree.  The silence was immense.  It 

was the first time anything like this had happened in that 

part of the bush.

‘It was the first time anything like this had happened in that part 

of the bush.’  This again is an impression; White doesn’t tell us 
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how far we are from any earlier settlers, or even where we are.  

He gives us, instead, an almost biblical moment of beginning.  It 

would be ruinous to the atmosphere he’s creating to tell us about 

the activities and energies of the city of Sydney, which is not far 

away.  Nor does he ‘locate’ Stan Parker socially; instead he reverts 

to a time before Stan was born, and his mother had thought to call 

him by another name, but her husband laughed, so Stanley the 

child became, because it ‘was, after all, a respectable sort of name.  

She remembered also the explorer, of whom she had read.’  Within 

a few lines we move on to his mother’s reading, her timidity, and 

her making two requirements of her young son: he’s to promise that 

he’ll love God, and that he won’t ‘touch a drop’.

“Yes,” said the boy, for he had experience of neither, and the 

sun was in his eyes.

So God appears on the third page of the book, and the fourth, 

and thereafter is never far away, no matter how worldly, or secular, 

the matters of the narrative.  The book is famous for a passage close 

to the end, when a young evangelist breaks into the thoughts of 

the elderly Stan Parker to talk about the glories of salvation.  Stan 

thinks to himself, though he doesn’t say:

If you can understand, at your age, what I have been 

struggling with all my life, then it is a miracle, thought the 

old man.

Stan spits on the ground, and a moment later he points with his 

stick at the gob of spittle.

“That is God,” he said. 

As it lay glittering intensely and personally on the ground.

That would appear to conclude the argument, if it has been an 

argument, of the book, but there is a short final chapter, which 

begins: ‘In the end, there are the trees.’  It goes on: ‘These still stand 

in the gully behind the house, on a piece of poor land that nobody 

wants.’  We recall at once the trees at the beginning of the book.  

Trees there are at the end, and soon after a ‘rather leggy, pale boy’ 

comes into the bush.  He is Stan Parker’s grandson, disturbed by 

having been in the house containing his grandfather’s body, so he 

has come down to the bush.  He has it in mind to write a poem of 

death, but his mind changes and he decides what he wants to do:

So he would write a poem of life, of all life, of what he did 

not know, but knew.  Of all people, even the closed ones, who 

do open on asphalt and in trains.  He would make the trains 

run on silver lines, the people still dreaming on their shelves, 

who will wake up soon enough and feel for their money 

and their teeth.  Little bits of coloured thought, that he had 

suddenly, and would look at for a long time, would go into 

his poem, and urgent telegrams, and the pieces of torn letters 

that fall out of metal baskets.

This book, forming in the child’s mind, is, one feels, not at all far 

from the book we’ve been reading.  The boy’s thoughts develop:

He would put the windows that he had looked inside.  Sleep, 

of course, that blue eiderdown that divides life from life.  His 

poem was growing.  It would have the smell of bread, and 

the rather grey wisdom of youth, and his grandmother’s 

kumquats, and girls with yellow plaits exchanging love-talk 

behind their hands, and the blood thumping like a drum, and 

red apples, and a little wisp of white cloud that will swell 

into a horse and trample the whole sky once it gets the wind 

inside it.
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By now we are within a few lines of the book’s end.  The boy 

can’t, as yet, write these thoughts that are mounting in him, so 

he scribbles on ‘the already scribbled trees’, and goes back to the 

house where his grandfather has died, taking with him his thoughts 

– ‘his greatness’, White says – leaving us in the same bushland, 

considerably altered no doubt, where the book began.

So that in the end there were the trees.  The boy walking 

through them with his head drooping as he increased in 

stature.  Putting out shoots of green thought.  So that, in the 

end, there was no end.

So we have an ending that is no ending, but rather an 

affirmation, not only of continuity, but also of the ephemerality 

of human life.  White wishes us to know, I think, that, ephemeral, 

inconsiderable and frequently trifling as life may be, some grandeur 

can also be seen if we can only get back far enough to see it whole, 

as The Tree of Man has attempted to do.  The book’s claim may be 

huge but it has been modestly made, and this is consistent with its 

central characters, whose lives we have followed over many years.  

At this point the reader may reasonably ask why I linked this book 

to writings by Steele Rudd, Lawson, et al.  I did this because I think 

there are places where White’s deliberately modest approach to 

the lives of rather scatty early settlers is not so far from the writers 

named in my perhaps unlikely comparison.  Take Chapter 10, 

where Amy Parker visits the O’Dowds in response to a note from 

Mrs O’Dowd, who isn’t married to O’Dowd, but uses the name 

for convenience, because she isn’t going to leave him, despite the 

querulous and sometimes dangerous nature of her situation with a 

man who drinks himself crazy.  O’Dowd, by the time Amy arrives, 

is reduced to drinking eau de cologne and clinging to a shotgun.  

This is only for show, Mrs O’Dowd says, but a minute later White 

gives us a farcical scene with Amy running around the house and 

its surrounds – garden is no word for the mess surrounding the 

O’Dowds’ place – some distance ahead of her neighbour who is 

perhaps under more immediate threat, with the rear brought up 

by O’Dowd who has exchanged the shotgun for a cleaver.  This 

continues until it occurs to the drunken man that if he turns in the 

opposite direction, those who are fleeing will be brought face to face 

with him.

And so it happens, and O’Dowd comes to something like his 

senses, and peace of a sort is restored.  Amy tells Mrs O’Dowd 

that she wouldn’t stand for such nonsense from any man, even her 

husband, but Mrs O’Dowd, who is apparently used to scenes of 

the sort, says that she likes her husband (who isn’t her husband) 

and that they are suited to each other.  It’s a funny scene, White 

clearly revels in it, and in some sense it lies more easily within his 

range than another of the novel’s major scenes, one which would 

apparently suit him better.

I refer to the bushfire that follows the floods in the area in the 

traditional Australian way, something White, not so long before an 

expatriate of many years’ standing, accommodates easily.  White 

keeps his distance from both these dramas, but not so great a 

distance that he can’t show us, sometimes quite satirically, the ways 

of Durilgai-folk, especially the men, when handling, welcoming, 

these challenges.  One bunch of men is fighting the fire with words 
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and vehement attitudes as much as with bags and sticks (!) but an 

old man called Peabody tells them there will be a change.  The men 

see no sign of it:

“Change!” said somebody.  “We shall be changed all right, 

with the fire lickin at our arses.  We shall be changed into 

jumpin monkeys.  Up the hill and over.  With the smoke 

comin out.”

But Peabody is right, the wind changes, and the fire, turned back 

on itself, dies among some rocks.  It would appear that normality 

will resume, but this fire has only been a prelude to another to 

follow, threatening Glastonbury, the large home of the ex-butcher 

Armstrong, who, with his wife, have important, meaning wealthy, 

connections in Sydney.  The Armstrongs have a son who will die in 

World War 1, when the book gets that far into the century, but the 

son, Tom, is currently the fiancé of the beautiful but inexplicable 

Madeleine, whom we have encountered once or twice, riding 

through the district, something about her, high on a horse’s back, 

indicating her view of herself in relation to lesser beings, including 

Amy Parker who is in some way besotted with her, or perhaps with 

something Madeleine represents which Amy knows is beyond her.

By the time Stan Parker gets to Glastonbury, spectators have 

gathered to watch the efforts to save the grand home.  One feels, as 

the flames approach, that the battle to save this place which only 

the Armstrongs care about is something of a set piece, and so it 

turns out, but in an unexpected way.  The beautiful, the haughty – 

or is she? – Madeleine is still in the house as it starts to burn.  Why 

she’s in the house, why she’s been allowed to remain there, is not 

explained.  There would be no such gap in Steele Rudd or Henry 

Lawson.  White is quite extraordinary in his way of glossing over 

things he doesn’t want to bother about.  Madeleine is in the burning 

house because Stan Parker, brave and cool-headed, is going to 

find her, to try to lead her out, to be blocked by flames in the back 

stairs, and then further flames on the grand front stairs, Madeleine 

is going to reveal something that lesser writers would call a death-

wish, and she is going to be saved when Stan takes her in his arms 

and carries her out of the flames to a welcoming set of onlookers.  

This is when Tom Armstrong, who is to die in France a few years 

later, will rush up to claim his fiancé, only to find that something 

in her experience – something never really explained – has turned 

her life in another direction.  She doesn’t want Tom Armstrong.  

She staggers into the darkness; White tells us that her hair has 

been burned off.  This, like almost every ‘factual’ point in a Patrick 

White book, is an invention suddenly imposed by the writer.  Many 

writers, one feels, perhaps one knows, are at the mercy of the subject 

matter they’ve gathered from here and there in their experience or 

imagination.  In White’s case, his writing being as subjective as it is, 

the world he creates is something that’s been willed.  One feels that 

the burning of the Glastonbury homestead is in some way a brief 

morality play enacted by White for insertion into the long stretches 

of narrative that lie between the trees that open the book and the 

trees that close it.

The mansion at Glastonbury has a further function in the book, 

something that White handles with extraordinary skill.  Before the 

fire, it is the centre of social activity, not for people of the district, 



224

but for upwardly mobile people from Sydney’s social scene; after 

the fire, life’s energies depart.  Madeleine disappears from view, 

rebuilding ceases when Tom Armstrong is killed in war, Armstrong 

senior, his face disfigured by a stroke, visits only occasionally with 

his wife to collect a few roses and go away.  Stan pays a brief visit 

to have a look, and finds a half built staircase leading to an open 

sky, vines growing inside the walls, sexual yearning scribbled near 

the ashes of a swaggy’s fire, and excrement smeared on a wall.  The 

Armstrongs have left a ruin, perhaps even the ruin of a folly, to be 

swallowed and regurgitated in Durilgai’s folklore.  We are a long 

way from such optimism as existed at the opening of the book, 

but White has ended a period and left room for the beginning of 

another, all this done with simplicity and ease, because he leaves it 

to the reader to see the implications inherent in his description.  It 

is a pleasure to see him working with such breadth, and skill, just 

as it’s infuriating to see him unable to prevent himself mentioning 

hairs on a man’s belly or the backs of his hands as a sign that 

the character so described has incurred the novelist’s distaste.  

He’s also interestingly ambivalent when he shows Mrs Gage, the 

postmistress, showing her late husband’s paintings to some friends.  

I find myself struggling to know how to read this scene, or the 

sequel to it, which is another visit by Amy Parker to the O’Dowds 

(of shotgun and cleaver fame).

Reading should be easy by this stage, because the book is 

beyond its halfway mark and its general movement appears 

fairly clear, then the oil painting scene draws out something 

almost malevolently satirical in White’s presentation of his people, 

something which all-female groupings seem to prompt him to 

write.  Some of Mrs Gage’s friends have no sympathy with or 

understanding of oil paintings (the word ‘oil’ appears to signal 

that the paintings lie between being pretentious and mysteriously 

significant), whereas Amy ‘was opening to an experience of great 

tenderness and beauty’.  Mrs Gage, having revealed the mind 

of the husband who hanged himself, appears to have reached 

some finality on the matter of the paintings, but they stir Amy on 

to another visit to the O’Dowds, who are drinking home-made 

rotgut, and somewhat later, to a brief sexual affair with a travelling 

salesman who visits the Parkers’ home.  My difficulty with these 

scenes is that they appear, to me, as rather arbitrarily chosen, partly 

to display satirical moods that weren’t present at the beginning 

of the book and aren’t present at its end, and partly because they 

cause me to think that what I’m reading is not so much a narrative 

as an agenda for later writing to explore.  It is as if a different part 

of White’s mind has taken over for a time, before he returns to his 

theme of life unfolding such shape and purposes as it possesses in 

his normally quite delicately observed writing.

This leads me to ask myself for some judgement on his treatment 

of his themes.  I’ve already referred to White’s way of controlling 

what goes into his narratives and his exclusion of aspects which 

other writers would think needed to go in.  It’s interesting to me 

as a parent that he appears not to take up any position on whether 

or not Stan and Amy are in any sense responsible for the lives of 

their children, Ray and Thelma.  I’m not suggesting that there are 

any simple answers to such questions, but it’s a fact of parenting 
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that fathers and mothers are inclined to think themselves to some 

degree responsible or in some way causative of what their children 

are able to make of themselves.  Everyone knows that some children 

‘copy’ their parents, and others ‘react’, and doubtless there are any 

number of other set sequences that might be set out as applicable 

in this case or that.  White’s skill in showing the contrasting 

developments of Ray and Thelma, each of them contrasting with 

and occasionally continuing the characteristics of the parents, Stan 

and Amy, is considerable; what appears to me to be lacking is any 

great curiosity about how Stan and Amy deal with these matters of 

continuity and responsibility in relation to their children.

Let me take this matter a little further.  At the beginning of 

chapter 19, Thelma and her husband – the Forsdykes – go to visit 

Stan and Amy.  At the bottom of the same page we discover, as if it’s 

a matter of little consequence, that Stan and Amy were not present 

at their daughter’s wedding.  Why not?  White offers no more than 

this:

If they had not been to the wedding, it was because, 

obviously, it might have been embarrassing.  But on an 

afternoon visit, alone, they were appreciative and hushed.

A chapter or so later, Ray marries Elsie Tarbutt, a devout Methodist.  

Stan and Amy, who have seen little of Ray over the years, attend 

this ceremony.  Elsie has a child, also called Ray, who is, I think, a 

necessary creation because he will be needed for the very end of the 

book.  At this point I begin to develop doubts about the nature of 

The Tree of Man, a phrase, quoted in the book, from A.E.Housman.  

Is it a book about the cyclical nature of human life, going on and 

on, endlessly repeating, endlessly different, or is it something else?  

I have already said that I think some incidents are included in the 

book because they are agenda items for later writing by novelist 

or dramatist White.  We have already met the O’Dowds; they are 

vulgar enough, in White’s judgement, to allow him to deal with 

them in a prose where satire, savagery, contempt and an extra layer 

of human feeling can all come into play.  Amy Parker makes a last 

visit to the O’Dowd’s, and holds her once-friend’s hand as she lies 

dying.  White rises to the drama that he will enjoy creating:

Great gusts of wind rocked her in the little trap.  Her cheeks 

were soon plumped out.  Down the funnel of her throat 

poured the wind, till she was big with her mission.

Amy finds her friend, ‘or what remained of her, on the high pillow 

of a bed.’

For Mrs O’Dowd had sunk in, and was all for dying, now 

that her body was a strait space.  She had suffered that day 

– was it the worst? – she did not yet know.  Although weak, 

her gums could still bite on pain and draw the blood out of 

it.  Her cheeks were quite gone.  But her eyes, to which the 

spirit had withdrawn, were big cloudy things.  They were 

not her own, or rather they were that part of man which is 

not recognizable in life.

Clearly, we are in for a deathbed scene, but White redoubles the 

effect by introducing ‘a fellow called Cusack’, also called ‘the man 

from Deniliquin’, who makes just the one appearance in White’s 

long novel, for no other reason – and no less a reason – than to tell 

the story of him accompanying his dead father home from a whore-
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house on the back of a water cart.  White seems to need vulgarity 

as a balance to his own refinement.  Theatrical narrative, theatrical 

presentation, gives him a release that his normally allusive prose 

can’t achieve.  The man from Deniliquin’s narrative is a phase of 

this novel where it forgets, or perhaps deliberately changes, its 

mode of presentation.  The man from Deniliquin takes over, for two 

and a half pages, the management, the character of the book, and 

when he falls silent, and we return to Mrs O’Dowd, her hand held 

by Amy Parker, death is in the room.  Is it a rule of White’s writing 

that only when coarseness has been given its head that we can be 

sure that basic facts have been established?  In the later chapters 

of The Tree of Man there are a number of passages, events, where I 

feel the satirical, scornful, some would say elitist, Patrick White is 

chewing on events, characters, details, which a part of him despises, 

but knows must be included if his book is to have the completeness 

that he’d planned to give it.  Late in the lives of Stan and Amy, they 

go to Sydney at the suggestion of Thelma, their daughter, and they 

attend a performance of Hamlet, which Stan read as a boy.  Seated 

high in the theatre, they watch the events of the famous play rather 

like the King and Queen watching the play within a play performed 

by the visiting troupe.  In this way, and with enviable skill, Hamlet 

is turned by White into the play that is within his own ... play?  

The Tree of Man is a novel, but the novelist’s methods, in the later 

parts of the book, are more dramatic than novelistic.  Stan Parker, 

whose perception of God in the blob of spittle has already been 

discussed, died that same day.  Mrs O’Dowd’s death has already 

been described so Stan’s death is brought to our attention, and 

his daughter’s attention, as the aftermath of a visit she makes to a 

concert.  One notices White’s surgical gloves being pulled on for his 

description of the concert:

There were several pieces of programme music that Mrs 

Forsdyke [Thelma] had learned never to listen to, and would 

treat even with disgust.

The main item is a violin concerto – whose, we aren’t told – and 

it is played by a Jew.  It’s made clear that he gives a brilliant 

interpretation but there’s an element of distaste in the prose 

each time he’s mentioned that suggests some link between the 

vulgarities of the death-bed scene we’ve earlier witnessed and the 

musical farewell which Stan Parker, unaware because he’s dead by 

now – is being given.  Thelma goes home, she’s met by the glow 

of her husband’s cigar, and she hears that her father has died.  The 

funeral will be the following afternoon, and Thelma, who was to 

attend a dinner at Government House with her husband, decides 

that Government House must take second place to her father.  Elsie, 

Ray’s partner – Ray is dead by now, having abandoned his moment 

of respectability with Elsie and their child – is already at Durilgai, 

with young Ray, her son, and the tree of Stan’s life has been brought 

down, but the little boy discovers that there are still trees enough, 

and he realises that he will ‘write a poem of life, of all life, of what 

he did not know, but knew.’

The Tree of Man is a most ambitious book, and has many 

marvellous passages, but such unity of vision as the book proposes 

– I use the word deliberately – seems to me to be more notional 

than actual.  The beginning and the ending are as appropriate to 
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each other as two book-ends – I think Patrick might have liked that 

comparison – but it seems to me, as I’ve already said, that the many 

matters and incidents that separate these book-ends are not entirely 

or altogether of a piece.  Sometimes, when White’s treatment of 

them seems appropriate, as when he turns savagely farcical for 

the O’Dowd scenes, I’m cheerfully accepting of the book finding 

a second, a separate, a new voice appropriate for its material.  At 

other times, notably when the man from Deniliquin takes control of 

the narrative, or when the Parkers go to the performance of Hamlet, 

it seems to me that White is culling through some op-shop collection 

of materials he’s gathered in his mind to give variety to his vision, 

even though the way he begins and ends the book implies a unity 

of vision that he’s not yet able to display.  This forces me once 

again to consider the opening: what is happening, and where?  

Something about the writing suggests that we are at the outer 

edge of civilisation, yet we are not terribly far from Sydney.  White 

probably didn’t think, at the time he wrote the book, that Sydney 

was the centre of anything very much, because he was, I’m sure, 

acutely aware of what he’d separated himself from by returning to 

Australia.  In putting Stan and Amy where he does, White is not 

really recreating the scenes of Steele Rudd, as I suggested at the 

beginning of this essay, he’s expressing an opinion, fiery of breath 

and scornful of brow, on the place where he is working ...

... with unusual humility to re-start his life and his writing 

career.  In the years when he was writing The Tree of Man, he and 

Manoly were working long and hard on the tiny farm and Patrick 

was getting up in the night to do his writing.  Lording it over 

anybody who thought they were anything in Australian arts and 

society didn’t start until rather later.  The early Castle Hill days 

were a time of austerity, work, and devotion, both to tasks and to 

each other.  The best way to see The Tree of Man, I think, is to see it 

as the groundwork of the career that would make White famous.  

It resembles none of his later books, though it contains a good deal 

that would be developed later.  The difference, the reason why I say 

the book doesn’t resemble those that came later, is that White, for 

the most part, disciplines himself to stay at the level of his central 

characters, to see the world in their way, and to restrict himself and 

his writing to the visions, enjoyments and pains of common people.  

In that sense, at least, the writer and his book are true to the breadth 

implied by his title.

(1) Patrick White: A Life, David Marr, Random House Australia, Sydney, 1991

(2) See ‘The Eye of the Storm: but what is the storm?’ in The Well in the 

Shadow, literary essays, Chester Eagle, worldwide web publication 2008 via 

trojanpress.com.au  (see OZLIT menu item)
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A tale – a moral tale - of two brothers, a half-caste son, of blackfellas 

and whitefellas, frontier men and women, endless roguery, probing 

cops, a railway of a sort, crashes, booms and more roguery, booze, 

unionists, people wanting to get rich ... and the sort of book it takes 

to make us know these things.

In my edition of Capricornia(1), the word ‘civilisation’ first appears 

on page 3, but the first two pages are also focussed on the arrival 

of this phenomenon in Australia’s Northern Territory.  Civilisation?  

The blacks resisted it more sternly than in the south, Herbert 

tells us, and his immensely zestful account of life in Port Zodiac 

(Darwin) and places within a couple of hundred miles thereof 

makes you wonder whether ‘civilisation’ was the word for what 

arrived beyond the tropic-line which he uses as his name for the 

region.  Civilisation?  The book is also about the Shillingsworth 

brothers, Oscar and Mark; Oscar dies three-quarters of the way 

through, while Mark is still there at the end but the family line has 

been continued by Mark’s yeller-feller (half-caste) Norman, a clever 

young man with considerable engineering skills who gradually 

moves to the centre of the book insofar as Herbert’s storytelling 

allows it to have one.

A paradox about this novel (if that’s its category; I’ll discuss 

this in a moment) about Australia’s north is that its first draft was 

written in London.  Frances de Groen’s biography of Herbert (2) 

suggests that it was written there between March 1931 and his 

return to Australia late in 1932.  It’s tempting to think of Herbert 

choosing this locale for writing in a mood of colonialist rebellion 

against the mother country, but we should bear in mind that British 

readers of the imperial heyday had an appetite for tales from the 

frontier; magazines as well as book publishers catered for this 

desire for adventures not available in their island home.  Frances 

de Groen suggests also that what Herbert wrote was a reworking of 

an earlier story called ‘Black Velvet’, which suggests that the sexual 

imbalance between male and female whites which is everywhere in 

Capricornia was in his conception, if you’ll excuse the word, right 

from the beginning.  In the book as published, it only takes Herbert 

twenty-four pages for a black woman called Marowallua to bring to 

birth the yeller-feller child called Norman (Naw-nim, or No-name) 

whose father is Mark Shillingsworth.  Herbert is quick to set out the 

main lines of his narrative: a (reasonably) respectable brother who 

comes into possession of a large station called Red Ochre, south of 

Port Zodiac, and a footloose brother whose life and associations 

take us through those parts of Territory life which are beyond the 

pale of respectability – meaning most of them.

Herbert is a yarn-spinner, and Capricornia is a vast agglomeration 

of yarns told to entertain us, as they do.  Is it also a novel?  My 

answer is yes and no.  A novel is a social fixture of sorts, containing 

or implying a certain way of looking at society as a whole, and a 

novel is written by someone whose understanding of society and 

his/her characters is both far-ranging and deeply penetrating.  If, 

Capricornia
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with these thoughts in mind, we search the book for passages on 

the inner life of the main characters we will look in vain, and yet, 

rough and sometimes raucous as the book may be, and cheerfully 

as Herbert gives us the various surprises, wriggles and contrivances 

of his plot, we do know we are in a novel as I understand it for 

most of the book’s considerable length because we are aware of 

the book’s moral dimension almost all the time.  Herbert is too 

good a teller of tales not to provide something so important to his 

readers’ understanding, and there is more to it than that: Herbert is 

aware, as most of Australia was not at the time he wrote the book, 

that the black people, and perhaps even more the half-castes, the 

yeller-fellers, are people too, with thoughts and feelings as deep, as 

important to themselves, as those of anybody ever considered in a 

literature.  Norman is the book’s focus and its subject is everything 

that ever happened and/or is happening in the vast area north of 

that line that gives the book its name.  By way of comparison, think 

of a book being called ‘Germany’, ‘France’, or ‘The Upper East Coast 

of the USA’.  If the book is raucous, crass, lacking in inner analysis, 

sprawling and/or unrefined, so is Herbert’s subject.  What you are 

getting is true whether or not you like it, and somehow, give or take 

a few rough spots and things ignored because the narrative (or those 

listening to it, in Herbert’s mind) needs to move on, it all works.  

Things happen, or don’t, by the skin of somebody’s teeth.  Before 

he took ship to England, Herbert had spent time in the north and 

he knew what he was about.  Personal identity, personal coherence, 

consistency of the parts of a personality were not as necessary in 

the Territory as they were in the cities of the south, and the young 

Herbert – he wasn’t calling himself ‘Xavier’ at that stage – found 

himself, in the north, in the sort of place where he could be what 

he was and if anyone objected to what he revealed of himself, he 

could fight them or forget them according to his inclinations.  Any 

uncertainties about himself – see de Groen’s biography for more 

on this – aligned him all the more closely with those he saw about 

him, most of all, perhaps, with the mixed race people who were 

everywhere, scorned by the whites who nonetheless used them to 

the hilt, and regarded as lesser people by the fully initiated blacks 

of whom there were still plenty in the Territory, even by Herbert’s 

time.  Here’s Herbert developing his theme through the words of 

Andy, a white man of sixty talking to young Norman:

... ‘D’you know, Sonny, I like to think that the Great Bunyip, 

the Spirit of this Southern Land of ours, the Lord of your 

Aboriginal forefathers from the beginnin’ of time, and now 

the Lord of us who are growin’ up in your forefathers’ place 

and goin’ the same old manly, carefree way, wants to keep a 

bit of the place in its aboriginal glorious wild state, and has 

chosen this here Capricornia for it.  If that’s so, good luck to 

Him, says I.

Andy has a lubra living with him, wearing an expensive green 

satin dress when Norman meets her, and she is ‘adorned with 

good jewellery’.  Andy calls her Velvet, thinks she’s wonderful, 

knows that just as she’s getting nice and fat and cheeky one of 

the blacks will sneak her back, but this troubles him not at all 

because ‘I’ll soon get another’.  He laughs at old Alfie Alcock of 

Bonnidinka who gets trackers to help him chase runaway lubras; 

the trackers lead him a dance and he never sees his black woman 
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again.  He’s a fool, says Andy: ‘comicalest thing you ever seen’.  

The names in this passage catch one’s eye; ‘Alcock’ is as obvious 

as Herbert could make it, and ‘Bonnidinka’ takes us back to a 

time when it was common for a cyclist to give another person a 

‘dink’, meaning two people on one bike.  I think I am correct in 

seeing Herbert as using this word in a sexual sense; he’s certainly 

laughing, as we can see by looking at the names of some of his other 

characters, especially those he wishes to satirise, such as policemen 

(O’Crimnell, O’Theef, Robbrey, Tocatchwon), clergymen (Reverend 

Simon Bleeter, Reverend Theodore Hollower), or men of law (Judge 

Pondrosass or Alexander Nawratt, lawyer of Port Zodiac).  You 

may think these names crude but they show clearly enough that 

Herbert’s sympathies are with those who live their lives trying to 

avoid the grip of what’s virtuous, and I want to repeat, here, that 

although that includes all the rough and ready white men of the 

Territory, his strongest sympathies are reserved for the blacks and 

the yeller-fellers.  Much the same can be said of the central character 

Prindy in Poor Fellow My Country, but that’s far too big and complex 

a book to be considered here.  Capricornia will give us quite enough 

to think about.

 So what do I think about it?  I think it’s a wonderful creation, 

and perhaps it’s an anti-novel as much as it’s a novel, and why?  

Because what it describes is as much an anti-civilisation as it’s the 

civilisation its controllers – policemen, southern legislators, official 

spokespeople like the clergy, and so on – try to make it.  So many of 

those who are in the north are renegades from the south, the Empire, 

and the ways enshrined in law, that the regulations, enforced as 

they may be by those in control, sit on top of all the other impulses 

of a society that doesn’t respect things set up to govern it.  Society 

is an agreement, after all, and the agreement north of the Tropic 

of Capricorn is far from the social settlement of the south.  One 

feels this in Herbert’s names for Batman (Melbourne) and Flinders 

(Adelaide); something about his throwaway use of these names 

suggesting that the places are to some extent risible to Capricornia’s 

author.  His choice of an incident to mark the end of combat in 1918 

shares the same mood of scorn: he follows up one tragedy on the 

railway line with another.

Mick went to look, saw, gasped, goggled.  When the truck 

was lifted and the crumpled mass freed from the wheels 

and springs and rails and laid on a blanket on the cess-path, 

he bent over it, kissed its shattered head, wept over it like a 

mother over a dead baby, crying again and again, “Oh Joe, 

man dear! – Oh wirrah man wirrah!  Oh whoy did ye do it!  

Oh whoy did ye doye so harrd?”

Four days later, while riding up to Town on the trike to 

report certain visions of delirium tremens to the Roadmaster, 

Mick was struck by the mail-train, was run over and cut to 

pieces.

So the Great War ended; and the weary nations knelt before 

the Throne of God and bespoke God as though they never 

expected to have trouble with Him again.

I’ve already referred to a scene involving Andy, the landowner, 

and young Norman, who will himself become a landowner later 

on, courtesy of his uncle Oscar.  In the same scene Andy prevails 
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upon a man called Joe Mooch (there’s never much respect in 

Herbert’s whitefella names) to play on his concertina and sing.  We 

get ‘Waltzing Matilda’ from first line to last, and also a reminder of 

another favorite:

Oh don’t you remember Black Alice, Ben Bolt,

Black Alice so dusky and dark,

That Warrego gin with a stick through her nose,

And teeth like a Moreton Bay shark –

Australian folklore is mostly disrespectful, and insofar as Herbert 

is addressing fellow-Territorians, as he is most of the time, I think, 

in his imagination, he lets his sympathies flow where his audience 

would expect.  There are moments where he simply lacks the skill to 

do what he wants to do, and plenty of other moments when he has 

no trouble presenting his readers with what he feels like showing 

us.  Two examples follow; one where he sets out to describe a 

Territory station, and one of a wedding.  The station is Oscar’s 

‘Red Ochre’, and Herbert devotes something more than a page to 

presenting it.

At times he loved it best in Wet Season – when the creeks 

were running and the swamps were full – when the multi-

coloured schisty rocks split golden waterfalls – when the 

scarlet plains were under water, green with wild rice, 

swarming with Siberian snipe – when the billabongs were 

brimming and the water-lilies blooming and the nuttaguls 

shouting loudest – when bull-grass towered ten feet high, 

clothing hills and choking gullies – when every tree was 

droning with humming birds and native bees – when cattle 

wandered a land of plenty, fat and sleek, till the buffalo-flies 

and marsh-flies came and drove them mad, so that they ran 

and ran to leanness, often to their death -

The passage goes on, dashes succeeding dashes because a lyrically 

descriptive prose is beyond Herbert, who is so concerned to list the 

riches of a place he loves to the point of fascination, until he’s dealt 

with the wet season (I delete his caps) and does it all over again 

for the Dry (dry).  His subject matter – the wonder of a place that’s 

close to his heart – is beyond his capacity to make prose work for 

him.  Everything in his style is geared to narrative of a certain sort 

and he can’t adjust or put it to one side, which is another way of 

saying, I suppose, that his narrative has a certain speed which he 

hasn’t many means of varying.

Here’s another passage where he’s at ease with what he’s doing:

The first watery whistle of the engine brought the crowd 

from the house, headed by bride and groom, he in whites 

and topee, she in satin and veil.  All were agreed that they 

were the Bonzerest couple ever seen.  Arm in arm they 

walked in front of Trooper O’Theef and Pat O’Hay, who 

played the Wedding March on fiddle and concertina.  They 

climbed into the brakevan in a blizzard of confetti and rice, 

and amid a hurricane of cheering from the crowd and a 

cyclone of whistling from the engine, were drawn away into 

the mystery of the future.  Then Mrs McLash and Blossom 

buried their faces in each other’s fleshy necks and mingled 

the attar-drops of their hearts.

The total cost of the success to Tim, after deducting the 

amount he secured for the sale of two crates of butter dishes 

and one of biscuit-barrels to a Chinaman in Town, was 308 
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pounds, 13 shillings, and 7 pence.  He did not smoke for six 

or seven months.

Herbert’s at his best when he can work simply.  He shows 

Norman getting angry when someone at Red Ochre calls him a 

half-caste, and, knowing somewhere in his being that it’s true, and 

that he must reconcile himself to his situation, he leaves the station. 

Unfortunately, it’s the Wet season, and before long he’s lost in 

jungle, surrounded by water, and can’t think of anything to do but 

bash on through the scrub.  At some stage he shoots a turkey and is 

trying to cook it when he sees ‘a savage’, as Herbert calls the man, 

naked but for a belt of human hair, striped by paints, and carrying 

an armful of spears. To the surprise of Norman, and the reader, the 

‘savage’ recognises Norman, and is in turn recognised by the lost 

young man:

“Me Bootpolish,” replied the savage.  “You no savvy?”

“Bootpolish,” breathed Norman.  “W-what – old Bootpolish 

work longa Red Ochre?”

“Yu-i,” said the savage, and skipped to the fire and retrieved 

the burning bird.

Norman caught him by a shoulder, and looking wide-eyed at 

his death’s-head face, cried, “Bootpolish – Bootpolish – what 

you doing here?”

Bootpolish grinned and answered, “Belong me country.  Me 

go walkabout.  Me fella bin hearim rifle, come look see.”

Norman is quick to make it clear that he needs to get back to the 

station, and then to the South, as he calls it, or he’ll lose his job.  At 

this stage, in a careless piece of writing, Bootpolish introduces other 

black men, including one called Muttonhead, who makes it clear to 

Norman that, the Wet being what it is and the country being what 

it is, he’s stuck where he is for four or five moons.  Much better, 

Muttonhead makes clear, for Norman to stay with the people who 

know the place:

“More better stop.  You harcarse.  Plenty harcase stop longa 

bush longa blackfella.”

“I – I mean I gotter .”

“Proper good country dis one.  Plenty kangaroo, plenty 

buffalo, plenty bandicoot, plenty yam, plenty goose, plenty 

duck, plenty lubra, plenty corroboree, plenty fun, plenty 

ebrytings.  Number-one good country.  More better you sit 

down all-same blackfella – eh Norman?  Dat lo-ng lo-ng time 

you gotter wait – You gottim plenty baccy?”

This is hardly very elegant writing, but I think even the white 

reader can feel that Muttonhead is putting the obvious case for 

the blackfella’s life.  Norman stays in the jungle four months, 

presumably enjoying its gifts, as listed for him by Muttonhead, 

before he returns to Red Ochre.  He’s quickly back, literally, in the 

saddle, taking a mob of cattle to Port Zodiac for shipment to the 

Philipines, but the boat which was to transport them gets wrecked, 

and Norman has to return.  On the way back to Red Ochre he stays 

at ‘Gunamiah’ and enjoys the hospitality of Andy and his lubra 

Velvet, as already mentioned.  Andy has a good deal to say about 

the situation of the white man in the Northern Territory and I feel 

that he provides Herbert with the means to deliver himself of some 

broadsides to unsettle those of his readers who haven’t come to 
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terms with Capricornia as he has had to.  What looked like the 

crudity of the passage beginning ‘Proper good country dis one’ 

looks like simple truth when it’s recalled twenty pages later.  This 

is Herbert’s way of telling his readers that Capricornia, the region, 

will change them if they go there and submit to it; the whole book 

is an account of submission to the north, the tropics, and that 

submission, that encounter with Capricornia, won’t even have 

begun until the wisdom of the blackfellas has been acknowledged 

and the situation of the half-castes considered.  Those policeman, 

clergymen and southern legislators referred to earlier who insist on 

trying to make the ways of the south apply in the north are forever 

swimming against the tide of locally-based experience.  Norman, 

who has been raised as a son by Oscar at Red Ochre, and has been 

educated in Batman, has, in a sense, been deprived of the wisdom 

which is properly his, and he has to learn it all the hard way.  The 

book ends with him learning the hardest, nastiest lesson of all.  Let 

us now look for a time at the last chapters and what Herbert is 

telling us in them about the North and the South.

It’s hard to find a suitable point of entry for considering the finale 

of the book, because Herbert is developing and inter-threading its 

strands for so many pages, but the late chapters are centred, much 

of the time, in courtroom dramas, especially the murder charge 

brought against Norman for allegedly shooting Frank McLash.  

Having already followed the events leading up to the death of 

McLash, we know Norman is innocent, but innocence is not always 

easily proved, especially when there are various associated guilts 

which the accused person would prefer to keep hidden.  Norman, 

in this case, is the father of a child born to Tocky, another half-caste, 

who has escaped from ‘lawful’ custody in Port Zodiac and is living 

with the black people at Red Ochre, now Norman’s property, and 

sometimes in the house with him.  Alarmed by the presence of 

some police troopers and the questions they put to him, Norman 

tells Tocky to hide herself and her child in the empty tank of a 

windmill not far from the homestead.  She will be out of sight, and 

safe, he thinks.  Soon after, he himself is taken from Red Ochre to 

be charged with the murder of McLash who was actually shot by 

Tocky – a story too complicated to be recounted here.  The case 

against Norman looks ominous, and he’s persuaded to employ 

‘the Shouter’ to defend him: the Shouter is a brilliant barrister 

from Batman, and a past-master in analysing cases and influencing 

juries.  In this case, though, the case will be decided by two judges 

on the bench, not by a jury (the Shouter having pulled that trick in 

an earlier matter!).  The Shouter’s reconstruction of the death by 

shooting is quite brilliant, and Norman is found not guilty by the 

judges.  Norman, however, has hardly time to feel relieved before 

he is presented with the Shouter’s bill and associated expenses.  

The Shouter knows Norman hasn’t got the money to pay but 

offers to relieve him of Red Ochre station by way of compensation, 

and it appears, for a moment, that this is likely to happen.  Enter 

Nibblesome, another legal practitioner of Port Zodiac, who has 

become aware that the Shouter (real name Bightit!) has already 

purchased two other stations in the area and has begun to examine 

the situation of the meatworks, currently closed for want of export 

markets.  Nibblesome warns Norman not to enter any agreement 

with the Shouter and goes off to make inquiries.  When he returns, 

he tells Norman that the Shouter is acquiring Northern Territory 
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stations at bargain prices because he has formed a company down 

south to buy the meatworks, because the Australian government has 

secured a five year contract to supply canned and frozen meat to the 

French army and navy, there’s been a recovery in the meat market 

in the Philipines, and Argostinia (Argentina), a rival of Australia as 

a meat producer, has had a series of earthquakes.  There’s money to 

be made and the Shouter means to make it.

Norman has to pay for this advice, but with any luck he may be 

on the way to wealth and a change of fortune at last.  Not so.  When 

he gets back to Red Ochre he discovers the skeletons of Tocky and 

her baby in the tank where he’d told them to hide.  He’s alerted to 

this by the cawing of crows hanging around the tank.  How, exactly, 

did this happen?  We’re not told.  Herbert’s wiped out any idea of a 

happy, or promising, ending with this catastrophe.  Norman’s line 

of descent has been broken.  What will he do now?  The book has 

no more to say.  ‘Kah, Kaaaaah!’ say the crows, given the book’s last 

sentence.  We’ve followed Herbert’s yarning through any number of 

incidents and adventures but they lead inescapably to despair.  The 

meatworks will reopen, the Shouter will make money, but fortune 

is always manipulable, and those who need its blessings most – 

the blacks and the half castes – will always miss out.  Bightit, the 

Shouter, is a brilliant man, and he’s on top of the management of his 

life, something that rarely if ever happens for the blacks and yella-

fellas, who are always struggling, as are all the station and railway 

workers we’ve been reading about, except that they are usually a 

rung or three above the coloureds.  I said at the outset that Norman 

is the centre of the book insofar as Herbert’s storytelling allows the 

book to have a centre.  I meant by this that Herbert’s characters 

aren’t developed to the extent, common in Shakespeare, where 

what happens to them is a function, perhaps a dictate, of what they 

do.  In Herbert’s presentation, characters are two-dimensional, and 

subject, first of all, to movements of the plot, and it is the plot, the 

arrangement of the narrative with all its constituent stories, which 

embodies Herbert’s world-view.  You want to know what Herbert 

thinks?  Examine what happens.  Herbert the yarn-spinner is fond 

of introducing characters who give the reader a lecture; Andy, 

already discussed in this essay, is only one of Herbert’s characters 

who directly address the reader with the views Herbert wants to 

get across.  Such passages can be treated sympathetically or not, as 

you please.  What is inescapable, and makes Herbert a much better 

writer than the surface of his prose would suggest, is the effect of all 

the interlinking stories stitched together, very skilfully for the most 

part, in his narrative.  There’s nowhere to get out, halfway through.  

The reader’s bound by some agreement of narrator and listener to 

see it through to the end, and the end, which is by Herbert’s choice, 

arrives at a dismal moment when those who ought to benefit, ought 

to be in fortune’s favour for once, have run out of luck, and energy, 

completely, and those who, like Bightit, ought to be discredited, and 

are, perhaps, in the readers’ eyes, are prospering as never before.

Kah!  Kaaaaah!

(1) Capricornia, Xavier Herbert, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, A&R Classics 

edition 1996 reprinted 2000

(2) Xavier Herbert: a Biography, Frances de Groen, University of Queensland Press, 

St Lucia, 1998
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Anyone interested in the lives of the writers behind our literature 

can read fascinating accounts of the three writers discussed so far.  I 

refer to Xavier Herbert: a biography by Frances de Groen, University 

of Queensland Press, St Lucia, Brisbane, 1998; to David Marr’s 

Patrick White: a life, Vintage (Random House), Sydney, 1992; and 

to two other books: The Importance of Being Eve Langley by Joy L. 

Thwaite, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1989, and Wilde Eve, edited 

by Lucy Frost, Vintage (Random House), Sydney, 1999.  All four 

books set us thinking about the relation between famous works 

of fiction and the history and sociology of the societies, and times, 

which such works depict.  All writers have lives of their own to 

lead, all readers know that there is commonly, perhaps usually, 

connection between the lives of writers and life as they write about 

it, and yet it is notoriously tricky to make connections between the 

actual and the fiction.

And yet (again) the connection is there.  This is perhaps most 

easily discerned when the writing is political:  Power Without 

Glory is an obvious example, because it set out to depict certain 

realities of the life of Melbourne, Victoria, including the power of 

John West (Wren), the Catholic from Collingwood who used the 

money he made to spread the corruption on which he depended.  

Frank Hardy, the author, was encouraged to write the book by 

the Communist Party he worked for so hard and so loyally, he 

did it willingly because he wanted to attack the Roman Catholic 

Church and those it influenced in the political world, and because, 

despite his personal sympathies leading him this way and that, 

his understanding of politics, and the influence of literature on 

the understanding of politics, was, at the time he wrote his most 

famous book, fairly simple.  By the time he got to writing But the 

Dead Are Many his grasp of the relationship between politics and life 

in general had deepened considerably.

I’ve chosen to contrast Hardy with another Frank, Frank 

Moorhouse, who has an entirely different way of linking the 

political with things social and personal.  In Grand Days and Dark 

Palace, as we shall see, he treats the League of Nations as a vast and 

endless conference, the conference and the human behaviours it 

allows and almost enforces being an alternative way of life to the 

normal and the everyday.  Life in Geneva in the days of the League 

was never the same as life in the states and cities which the League 

hoped to control.

If Moorhouse’s political understanding is different from Hardy’s, 

so too is his way of seeing and then recording the personal, with a 

new understanding of sexuality breathing through almost every 

page of his writing.

When we look at Moorhouse and Hardy we can see clearly 

enough the connections between the social and personal on one 

hand and the political on the other.  But what of writers such as 

Eve Langley, Patrick White, and Xavier Herbert, for their books are 

not purely personal; they too are social, they too have something to 

Interlude 7:  The writer and the culture
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offer in helping us to understand the world around us.  Something 

to offer, but what?

I think we can move no further without introducing the 

word ‘imagination’, a word that scholars are usually wary of, 

because imagination is seen as being pretty well uncontrollable.  

Undisciplined.  Too hard to define and too hard to use.  Perhaps that 

is why the imagination is so valuable in helping us to understand 

areas of life that are normally ‘understood’ politically, or via the 

use of psychology, criminology or any other field of study ending 

with the same suffix.  Imagination liberates the mind from the 

restriction of disciplines, so that’s why it isn’t trusted, nor perhaps 

should it be, because the effects of liberation are almost impossible 

to quantify.  Fiction writers ask of us that we yield to their way of 

seeing, their world-view.  If we’ve chosen our book well, this should 

be an enriching experience, because our imaginations, spurred on 

by the writing in front of us, are enabled to see the world in new 

ways, with consequences, connections and outcomes we may not 

have been aware of.  Of the three novels mentioned in the first 

paragraph, Capricornia is easiest to accept as adding an imaginative 

dimension to its readers’ grasp of Australia.  It’s about a certain area 

largely unknown at the time of its writing, and still not well known 

today, despite tourism to its famous sites.  Herbert had a unique 

understanding of the Territory and made it available via his book.  

It’s not so easy to make the same sort of link for The Tree of Man or 

for The Pea Pickers, but the links are there.  Stan and Amy Parker, 

and the horse that took root in the ground that Stan was making 

his own, are convenient markers for anyone seeking to understand 

the lives of simple people undertaking the complex tasks of early 

settlement, and Eve Langley’s pea-picking sisters are two more 

of the same type, their souls full of the poetry of what they were 

doing.  It’s a poetry we might never have been aware of if Eve 

hadn’t written.  A society’s understandings of itself are poverty-

stricken unless they include the imaginative projections – creations 

– of those whose imaginations are most eloquent.  This, I hope, will 

be the theme of the essays in this collection.
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Frank Moorhouse gives us a look over the shoulder of a young 

woman working for the League of Nations.

Grand Days begins on a train.  Edith Campbell Berry is travelling 

to Geneva to take up a modest position in the headquarters of the 

League of Nations, the hope of the world after 1918.  She shares 

lunch on the train, the rest of the trip, and many later days and 

nights with Ambrose Westwood, a doctor, a British Major, and a 

somewhat more senior employee of the League.  Two thumpingly 

thick books later, they share the misery of rejection as the League 

is replaced by the United Nations, on American soil this time, the 

League’s achievements virtually ignored by the new creation.  Edith 

Campbell Berry has put two decades of her life, her highly developed 

working methods and diplomatic skills, into an organization that 

the world has chosen to forget, but Frank Moorhouse has brought 

it to life again in Grand Days(1) and Dark Palace(2), two books that 

summate his long-term fascination with conferences.  It might be 

said that Moorhouse specialises in bringing together the public and 

the personal, and it seems to me that his greatest strengths and his 

greatest limitations as a writer join at this very point where public 

and private encounter each other.

Take the first chapter (they’re not numbered) of Grand Days.  

Believing, as we do after reading the jacket blurb, that the book’s 

subject is the League of Nations, we have to ask why the opening 

is concentrated, not on the state of the world, but on two people 

encountering each other and recognising an attraction?  The chapter 

ends with a kiss and the firmness of an erection; what is this the 

start of, in the fortunes of the world?  In the endless rearrangements 

of life which will one day be sifted through and written down as 

history?

I have no simple answers to these questions, and this must 

therefore be the starting point, and probably the ending point too, 

for my consideration of the League of Nations books.  I recall that 

I was a little surprised, on my first reading, that Grand Days began 

as it did, and, rereading several years later, having been to the end 

of the journey with Dark Palace, I was even more surprised that the 

opening of the double-book should be given over to two people 

who could at best be regarded as ‘representative’ of the League.  As 

you see, I still believed that the League was the subject, the focus, 

of Moorhouse’s writing.

As, of course, it is, and yet Moorhouse’s methods are so 

noticeable that one feels that his way of going about things is as 

much his subject as the matters that are the focus of these methods.  

I refer mainly, I think, to what people call his ‘discontinuous 

narrative method’, something which he has used in earlier projects 

(Grand Days appeared when he was fifty-five).  I’ve not read an 

explanation of this method and am loath to take on the task, beyond 

saying that it appears, to this writer, to be a means for the author 

to dislodge the weight of God-like knowledge and responsibility 

which was once expected of narrators, and novelists in particular, in 

Questions of scale: a term in Geneva, starting in 1926
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favour of offering a series of cameo-observations which the reader 

must put together for him/herself.  It is as if the writer leaves to 

the reader the work of building an interpretative structure from 

the evidentiary materials supplied.  Moorhouse uses this method 

with great skill in Forty-Seventeen(3), where the reader is put in 

the position of interpreting the narrator’s life from the late years 

of schooling to somewhere in mid-life and mid-career.  I don’t 

think the discontinuous narrative method is as severely tested by 

Forty-Seventeen as it is by the two League of Nations novels for 

which the method, I think, has had to be somewhat adjusted.  In 

the earlier book, breaks are inserted wherever needed, whereas 

the League novels are broken into chapters, many of which have 

to accommodate a variety of content, so that the shaping hand of 

the God-novelist can be sensed from time to time.  One wonders 

sometimes, particularly in the second of the novels, whether the 

author may, perhaps, have allocated blocks of material – incidents, 

characters, scenes – to certain chapters in a process of preliminary 

allocation, followed by the business of shuffling, juggling, fitting in.  

I don’t make that suggestion as a criticism, since big books require 

a good deal of organization, management, if they are to work, but 

I noticed, as my recent re-reading passed the halfway mark of the 

second book, that the chapters had a remarkably even distribution 

of weight, as if they were structural elements of something like a 

bridge, designed by an engineer who intended each part to carry a 

share of the total load, and with no part allowed to carry more than 

its share.

Another noticeable feature of Moorhouse’s writing is that it 

is post-Freudian.  I don’t think any of us are yet in the position to 

evaluate what European civilisation lost and gained by adopting 

a Freudian viewpoint on human behaviour, but Moorhouse’s 

writings suggest, to me, that Freudian emphasis on motivation and 

the unconscious surfacing in unexpected times and places is either 

taken for granted as one of the many thought-offerings available – 

and one which is as likely to be rejected as accepted – or it has been 

allowed to recede into the recent past, not necessarily rejected, but 

no longer vitally important.  In this respect the subject matter of 

Grand Days is a guide, in matters both public and private.  Again 

and again, in the League novels, Moorhouse’s characters, especially 

but by no means exclusively Edith Campbell Berry, are forced to 

consider procedures.  The League is a new institution, it is dealing 

with new challenges in new ways, and its methods of working – 

with the diplomats and politicians of its member states – have to 

be considered in all their aspects and implications.  This is a matter 

that requires the formulation of new rules and procedures, not a 

practice without formalities:

She believed in the formal occasion, where all the rules were 

known to all.  The casual was too demanding, the rules too 

ambiguous for relaxed pleasure.  The casual required blatant 

behaviour to ensure that understanding had occurred.  The 

formal allowed subtlety to play within its firm boundaries.

The first word in that quote reminds us of another development 

since Forty-Seventeen; the central figure of the League novels is a 

woman.  This suits Frank Moorhouse uncommonly well, despite 
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the Hemingwayesque features of the central male in Forty-Seventeen; 

placing a young woman at the heart of the books gives marvellous 

scope for two complementary sides of his writing: the endless 

exploration, the satisfying of curiosity, which gives his work much 

of its impetus, and the definition, labelling, categorisation of modes 

of operation and diplomatic necessities.  Edith, like Bartou and Sir 

Eric Drummond, her immediate superiors, is forever examining 

Latin tags or other summarisations of ways of seeing things.  They 

are forever in search of useful ways of thinking, and this is one of 

the ways by which Moorhouse puts us in a position, suitable for 

us and suitable for him, whereby we can see, or at least try to see, 

the work of the League, in all its immense complexity, through the 

eyes of a handful of those who work for it.  I referred earlier to 

my surprise that the opening chapter, in presenting us with Edith 

and Ambrose, appeared to think that it was also introducing us to 

the League.  To this moment I am not entirely comfortable with 

this but I have to find that Frank Moorhouse is consistent in his 

use of Edith (especially) and Ambrose as both participants and 

commentators, analysts also, of the League.  The League, however 

it may have been described at the time by people of many nations, 

was a creation of the best minds that worked for it, and this meant 

that essentially it was always a work in progress, something that 

was being brought into being at every moment of its existence 

and eventual decay.  Edith, Bartou, Sir Eric, Herr Stresemann, the 

pre-Nazi German envoy, and all the rest of the characters, both 

fictional and drawn-from-life, are not only actors on the League’s 

various stages, but creators of the League because creators of the 

tools of thought it uses.  This is something Moorhouse develops 

in our understanding of the League through his examination of it 

via a long chain of chapters; what he is giving us is not a history of 

the League, with dramas, failures and achievements, so much as a 

meditation on the nature of the League via the minds of those who 

thought most and most deeply about it.  This excludes the various 

dictators and despots around the world for whom the League was 

simply a nuisance, and concentrates on those most committed to 

seeing the League succeed.

But, of course, it failed, unable to override the rampant 

nationalisms of the period.  To us, today, World War 2 seems an 

inevitable follow-up to the unfinished business of World War 1.  

The forces let loose in 1914 hadn’t been contained, the League 

couldn’t restrain them, they broke out again, worse the second 

time, if possible, and when World War 2 ended with the dropping 

of the most awful weapon ever devised, Europe’s dominance of the 

world had ended.  Hence the transfer of the UN across the Atlantic.  

It is perhaps asking too much of Edith Campbell Berry, Ambrose 

and the rest of the League-loyalists to see this far into the rhythms 

and delimiting forces of their time; their job was the very difficult 

but slightly simpler task of keeping the League alive in some of its 

functions at least until the second great conflict had ended.

We do feel, I think, when Dark Palace reaches its end that 

a chapter in the world’s history has been brought to a sad but 

inevitable conclusion and I think this is a triumph on Moorhouse’s 

part.  I find my way of looking at the world has been changed by 

the experience of reading these two novels.  I want the world to be 

able to manage, to control, itself; I want turbulent countries to be 
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kept in restraint by their neighbours; I want national policies, all 

too often the policies of madmen, made subject to the advancement 

of humankind in general.  Globalisation has advanced considerably 

since the years between 1926 and 1946, the period of these books.  

In ordering these years, in reminding us of all the work done in the 

decades he’s covered, in making us feel for the many people working 

for the League – and reminding us of others resisting it – Frank 

Moorhouse has done us a noble service.  We are wiser for having 

worked through his thousand or so pages; we’re better informed, 

we’ve got a base for thinking about the efforts of peacekeepers 

today and in years to come.  There is a saying that all that is 

required for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing; we 

might reasonably reply that if good people are to triumph then they 

should be well-informed about the things Moorhouse treats in these 

novels.  Something of this feeling that humanity has taken some 

steps forward over the decades covered by the novels derives from 

the altered power balance achieved by the book – by Edith! – in its 

latter half.  As indicated above, Edith is junior to Ambrose in the 

early chapters of Grand Days, but by the later chapters of Dark Palace 

they make jokes about her employing him, and the jokes are true.  

Edith has a job and Ambrose is dependent on her, so much so that 

it’s actually quite hard to recall, as the second book wears on, that 

in her early days at the League she did some silly things.  She was 

impulsive, hadn’t learned the limits of her powers and capacities, 

and hadn’t yet learned that anyone wanting to shape events has to 

wait for, and recognise, those moments when opportunity presents 

itself.  The later Edith, the Dark Palace Edith, has learned these 

things well.  One can’t put the second book down without realising 

that Edith has developed mightily since the opening chapter of the 

first, and, one realises on reflection, that this development has come 

about because she’s realised that the closest possible attention to the 

forms, the working methods, the procedures in all their minutest 

detail, is what creates a successful organization, and that the lives 

of individuals – their happiness, their sense of themselves, their 

fulfilment – depend on the lives of the organizations of which they 

are a part much more than they do on the inner workings of their 

own psyches.  If you have a problem, we might extrapolate from 

the character of Edith, don’t introspect or analyse too far: change 

your way of working to make yourself more productive.  To put it 

another way, to change yourself you must change the organization 

of which you are a part.

I imagine that in thinking along these lines I am getting a 

little closer to the reasons why Frank Moorhouse has decided to 

open Grand Days with Edith and Ambrose meeting one another, 

disconcerting as I find this way of starting.  I am forced to the 

conclusion that I put society and individual in a different balance 

in my thinking than Frank Moorhouse does, and since I am writing 

about his work, I must respect his way of seeing.  It comes naturally 

to me to look at society first, and locate individuals within it, 

whereas the writer of these novels conceives Edith and Ambrose 

as both fields of force and also vantage points for looking at, for 

thinking about, the League.

This brings me to the question of Edith’s marriage.  As Grand 

Days wears on, the name Robert Dole crops up more and more; he is 

a journalist and he’s interested in Edith.  Later, of course, he marries 
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her, and later again they separate, but before any of this can happen 

Ambrose has to be moved out of the way.

 The trigger for this is Edith’s realisation that her lover is 

sending messages to the British Foreign Office about happenings 

at the League.  Edith’s loyalty to the League’s ideals make this 

intolerable, even from her lover.  Moorhouse’s account of this shock 

to her system, and what she then goes on to do about it, move 

the personal lives of Edith and Ambrose onto the plane where the 

League itself takes its actions.  Edith puts her problem to Under 

Secretary General Bartou, who moves it, with admirable skills of 

analysis and diplomacy, back to Edith.  She searches Ambrose’s flat 

and finds what she finds.  She tells Bartou.  Ambrose is demoted 

to lesser activities of the League – building maintenance, furniture 

and cleaning.  Bartou recruits Edith as his personal assistant.  She is 

on the way up.  Bartou comes out very strongly as an intelligence 

and a character in this section of the book.  He has been a Swiss 

diplomat and he tells Edith that he has a very great curiosity about 

the English and their empire.  She, on the other hand, comes from a 

part of that empire, which means that her family’s origins lead back 

to the same formative influences that have produced Ambrose.  It 

cannot be easy for her, Bartou says, to turn against him.

Your soul came from the same place but it has been altered.  

Altered by the sun and by the pioneering and by the distance 

in under 150 years.  I am interested in what happens to the 

national soul when it’s transplanted.

It’s worth saying that the two books are full of such moments, when 

whatever’s happening in the foreground of the narrative squeezes, 

forces, some such observation from one of the League’s people.  

I’ve already referred to the League as a work in progress; it’s in 

such reflections, observations made on the run, that we can see the 

League’s inner life, see it working itself out according to whatever’s 

happening.  I think we can say that Moorhouse creates the League 

as it creates itself: this is a marvellous achievement.  The League 

is not only an organization, it’s an organism, alive and struggling 

to remain so, whatever the world throws in its direction.  Edith’s 

loyalty to the League is great; it’s the ideal of her life, and she works 

so hard to embody its aims and the perfections it aspires to that she, 

largely unaware of what’s happening, shifts away from her own 

Australianness.  In the year that Grand Days was published, it was 

entered for the Miles Franklin Prize, but rejected by the judges as 

not being sufficiently to do with Australian life.  Scornful as I may 

be of the prize-culture in our literature, I was at the time and remain 

today quite amazed at the judges’ reading of Grand Days; I can think 

of no other book so aware of national characteristics and their place 

in the struggle for human improvement.  Edith’s life in the twenty 

years she spends with the League is one long test of the usefulness 

and the limits of national characteristics.  After Bartou makes the 

remark, quoted above, about Australians as transfigured British, the 

two of them have a long conversation, he offers her a job with him, 

and she, in her turn, asks him if he would have made the offer if she 

hadn’t ‘exposed’ Ambrose Westwood.

He thought about it.  ‘This matter has brought you into my 

focus.  I like the way you handled it.  There was no “clean” 

way of handling it.  You rolled up your sleeves and did the 

job.  I imagine that’s an Australian characteristic.  And a 

Swiss characteristic also.’
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Edith points out to Monsieur Bartou that he is ‘seemingly still on the 

soil of your own country but legally in a diplomatic nether region.’  

This is something he understands very well.  ‘I can never be Swiss 

again in the same way.’  Working for the international, or supra-

national, organization is something new in human experience.  

The waters are uncharted; this is why the Latin tags and various 

legalisms from here and there are brought out from time to time 

and examined.  There must be some relics from the past that give 

guidance?  This is why the character Edith, or certainly the later 

Edith, can be used as a window on the life and the thinking of the 

League.  Edith’s development perhaps justifies that exposure at the 

very start of the first of the two books as being representative of 

more than herself.

Which brings us to Ambrose, the Molly Club he frequents, his 

disgrace, his replacement in Edith’s heart by the journalist Robert 

Dole, and by the failure of that marriage and the return of Ambrose 

to the inner sanctum of Edith’s affections.  This is a process that 

spans many pages and dominates the later part of Grand Days and 

the first half of Dark Palace.  As I made clear at the start of this essay 

I have difficulty in finding a way to link the personal lives of Edith, 

Ambrose, Robert, with the broader narrative of the League.  In an 

attempt to quantify the size of my problem, I turn to the pages 

(lists) headed ‘Who is Who in this Book’.  At once we discover a 

remarkable thing.  Most of the characters, personalities, are real 

people, identified with names, nationalities, responsibilities and the 

like, and therefore historically verifiable, but – but – the weight of 

the narrative is borne by the people Moorhouse has made up.  The 

book is, as he himself says in a note at the front of Grand Days, ‘a 

work of the imagination’.

Does this, then, or does it not, give Moorhouse the choice of 

characters – the sorts of people they are, and the way they are 

shown – for his novels?  Having given himself the responsibility 

of showing, and frequently quoting, his historical figures, may he 

not choose his own foreground people, against whom the historical 

figures are set?  Put this way, the question has to be answered in the 

affirmative.  He does.

Do I, then, find anything wrong in his choice?  Of Edith?  Of 

Ambrose?  Of Robert Dole?  Of other League people, such as 

Josephine, whom Edith uses shamelessly when it suits her, and 

Caroline (a novelist whose writings about the League, read by 

her in a self-indulgent setting, caused me to smile; I sensed that 

Moorhouse was in playful mood when writing these parts)?  This 

question is not answered so easily.  I am least comfortable with 

Robert Dole, so will begin with him.

Dole is not a foundation of the books, as Ambrose is.  Dole 

wasn’t there at the beginning.  He turns up much later as a minor 

character, but we notice his name occurring with a certain regularity 

and it is evident that his importance is on the rise.  He is a journalist, 

and well-informed.  Presumably he has sources here and there 

around the world; the knowledge of these people, their perceptions 

and suspicions, could be of interest to the reader and of value to 

Edith in her work, but Robert Dole isn’t used in this way.  Let me 

clarify the line of thought that I am taking here.  At a certain stage 

of the first of the two League novels, Edith’s affections and attention 



243

shift from the disgraced Ambrose, whose loyalty to the League 

was wanting, to a knowledgeable and competent journalist whose 

viewpoints and contacts might easily be used to enrich the book.  

Robert could have been used by his creator to provide news and 

views of the League and its activities from virtually anywhere in 

the world.  He might bring to Edith’s and the reader’s attention any 

number of things not visible to someone with a Geneva base.  Robert 

Dole offers the possibility of a wider understanding of the League 

than we have had so far.  Used well, his character and occupation 

could have provided a base for the books’ deeper examination of 

the League, but Moorhouse doesn’t take this opportunity which 

he himself has created.  Edith’s love for him dwindles, he’s away 

from their Geneva home for long periods, he’s dislikeable when 

he returns, but he refuses to see himself as not possessing his 

marital rights (!) and, to be frank, this reader wonders why Edith, 

practical and determined as she is, doesn’t have the lock changed 

on her apartment so he can’t break in on her with Ambrose, as he 

does one night.  This unpleasant scene is so obviously and easily 

avoidable that we are forced to consider that the author wanted 

it to happen and therefore made sure that no steps were taken to 

prevent it.  Then, as it seems to the reader that Robert is about to 

disappear from the scene, he suggests to Edith that they have a 

child.  She decides against this course, this life-changing decision, 

but not without considering it, and it occurs to this reader that the 

whole business of Robert’s presence in the book might be a device 

to present the possibility of motherhood to Edith, so that she can 

reject it – decide against it – more decisively than by simply going 

ahead with her by now revitalised relationship with Ambrose.  In 

this sense I think that Robert Dole is not so much a character in his 

own right, a force in the book with capacities and mobilities of its 

own, so much as a representation of an aspect of Edith that needs to 

be dramatised in order to be rejected.  Robert, in my view, is not a 

path with a validity of its own, but rather he is the path not taken by 

Edith.  He’s there in the book to show us what Edith chose not to do, 

even though – for she did marry him, didn’t she – she was attracted 

to it.  That other path, that collection of meanings represented by 

Robert, needed, apparently, to be shown, to be seen by the reader 

and by Edith, so that her return to Ambrose and their mutual paths, 

is both understood by and credible to the reader.

One has only to open the book anywhere and compare a scene 

where Edith and Ambrose are together with an Edith/Robert 

scene to realise how much better suited Edith is to Ambrose.  Their 

minds meet ever so much more easily, they dress and undress each 

other with a tenderness that is a pleasure to consider, and it is a 

tenderness that the reader remembers when Robert, returning from 

wherever it is he’s been in the ever-troubled world, wants to speak 

scornfully of the man in Edith’s apartment – Ambrose.  The reader 

swings automatically behind Ambrose and also behind Edith’s 

choice of him over Robert.  This is done so convincingly that the 

writing pushes aside the opportunity mentioned earlier on about 

the novelistic possibilities of using Robert’s worldwide contacts as 

a way of adding to the author’s League of Nations theme.  With 

Robert dismissed, and motherhood abandoned, Edith has fewer 

choices; she’s committed to the League until the end, and when the 
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end comes, on page 657 of Dark Palace, she and Ambrose wonder 

what they will do tomorrow.

Tomorrow?  Ambrose talks about Haydn’s Farewell Symphony, 

one of those cornerstones of European thought, where the players 

leave the stage, one by one, until, not only is there no music, there 

are no musicians either.  He hums a few bars.  What will they do 

tomorrow?  Tomorrow, Ambrose says, they will find a place in this 

new world.  Edith, as ever, is stronger than he.

She took a deep breath. ‘No. We will make ourselves a place.’

And so the second book ends.  Ambrose and Edith, whose coming 

together initiated the first book, have seen it through, and, shattered 

as they may be, they are still, while holding each other, talking 

about tomorrow.  Tomorrow, of course, must look after itself, but the 

reader doesn’t feel the desperate hope of Edith that something can be 

discovered, resurrected, or whatever for them to do.  Characters live 

in the imaginations of their readers.  When books end, readers put 

them back on the shelves, while the characters, those drawn with 

sufficient verve and vitality by their creators, live on for a time in 

the minds of those who’ve read about them.  Edith Campbell Berry 

is a character who’ll live in our minds for a long time, but only for 

what she’s done in the pages Frank Moorhouse has written for us.  

I don’t find myself thinking of future steps and stages in her life to 

come.  For me, she dies when the League dies.  Her period ends 

when the League ends.  She added a few bricks to the wall which 

we call world government, and this was an honorable thing to do, 

but, her moment of being somewhere near the spotlight having 

passed, she slips into the darkness which history’s lights can’t, or 

don’t bother to illumine.  This may seem to bring this discussion of 

Grand Days and Dark Palace to an end, but there are still a number 

of things I want to look at, and will do so after we take a look at the 

work of that other, and equally political, Frank who gave us Power 

Without Glory and Legends From Benson’s Valley.

(1) Grand Days, Frank Moorhouse, Pan McMillan, Sydney, 1993

(2) Dark Palace, Frank Moorhouse, Random House, Sydney, 2000

(3) Forty-Seventeen, Frank Moorhouse, Penguin Books, Melbourne, 1988
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The position of the working class, as understood by the Communist 

Party, and as depicted by Frank Hardy in Power Without Glory and 

Legends From Benson’s Valley.

You may think this trivial, but in writing the above sub-heading 

(‘The position of the working class ...’) I was unsure which title to 

put first, although this would seem simple; Power Without Glory(1) 

was published in 1950, while Legends From Benson’s Valley(2) was 

published in 1963.  Problem solved: the first book should come first.  

But if we look at the stories in the Benson’s Valley collection, we 

see that they include ‘The Load of Wood’, and if we search a little 

further and discover the (undated!) The Man from Clinkapella and 

other prize-winning stories, we’re told that ’The Load of Wood’ was 

included in the 1946 Coast to Coast collection (Angus & Robertson), 

and most of the Benson’s Valley collection feel as if they come from 

the same cast of mind, if not the same period.  The Benson’s Valley 

stories pre-date the outlook of Power Without Glory.  In fact, the last 

story of all, ‘The Stranger from Melbourne’, appears to have been 

placed at the end of the book for the purpose of making a transition 

between the worlds of Benson’s Valley (Bacchus Marsh, Victoria) 

and Collingwood (renamed Carringbush), also in Victoria.

Benson’s Valley, at the time of Hardy’s stories, is in the grip 

of the Great Depression.  It’s a small town, it’s been reasonably 

prosperous, but it has an agricultural working class whose people 

are vulnerable.  They’ve little enough to fall back on, and, although 

they’re not so very far from Melbourne, their world is cut off.  They 

live in a valley and places like Melbourne and Ballarat are over the 

horizon.  They are peculiarly helpless because, though they may 

blame wealthier locals like Squatter Fleming and Shire Engineer Tye 

(‘There’s only two bastards in this town ... Tye the Shire Secretary 

and Tye the Shire Engineer’), for their situation, those men are 

no more directly responsible for their suffering than they are 

themselves.  Indeed, is there a sense in which the Benson’s Valley 

locals are responsible for themselves?

Surely not?  Hardy began his writing in a world where there 

was clearly something wrong, and it might be said that he spent his 

life telling stories that showed the world’s wrongs or promulgating 

answers to the question of what brought those wrongs into being.  

Later in his life these simple questions became more complex ... but 

we will leave discussion of works such as But The Dead Are Many to 

the second of these essays devoted to his work.

Back to Benson’s Valley.  The economy’s depressed, the town’s 

depressed, nobody sees any way out except to leave, but that 

means either joining all the other jobless tramps on the road or 

losing oneself in the metropolis to the east where, by all accounts, 

the problems are worse.  Hardy’s stories all have at their centre 

the viewpoint of working men beset by problems they cannot 

solve.  It’s beyond them to make their situation any better.  This 

is what makes ‘The Load of Wood’ so heroic.  Darky and Ernie 

Lyle (roughly representing the author, and even to some extent the 

Another journey with another Frank
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reader) use a borrowed truck to steal firewood one night from a 

paddock belonging to Squatter Fleming.  ‘Squatter’: this is Hardy 

making it clear where our sympathies should lie.  Noisy as the two 

men are, with their chopping and splitting, and tossing bits of wood 

on the truck, nobody interrupts and they get away with the wood.  

Darky insists that he’ll take half and sell it, thus making some 

money, because he’s out for himself, he says, but his actions belie 

his words.  The narrative is simple, obvious, and moving.  He tosses 

bits of wood into the yards of people who need it, keeping only the 

last two or three for himself.  Darky, a thief in the eyes of the law, 

is shown as a very good Samaritan indeed, and this is probably as 

close as Hardy the writer ever got to welding his Catholic Christian 

background to the communism he embraced.

The last story in the collection, ‘The Stranger From Melbourne’ 

links the two worlds, or perhaps it provides a bridge from the 

earlier to the later, larger world where Hardy was to enact his life 

and find new sources for his writing.  It’s a simple connecting piece 

rather than a story in its own right.  A bunch of workers – Darky, 

Ernie Lyle, and the rest – are visited during their lunch break by 

a stranger selling The Workers’ Voice at a penny halfpenny a copy.  

Darky welcomes him with the last of his tea – ‘Cold tea and sugar; 

the working man’s champagne.’  The visitor is working locally but 

will soon be going back to Melbourne.  He seems to have a broader 

view of the workers’ position than the Benson’s Valley men.  ‘Don’t 

forget to read that paper,’ he says to them as he leaves.  The narrator 

scans the paper during the afternoon tea break: ‘It seemed to speak 

of many things remote from Benson’s Valley, of new horizons, new 

ideas.  It seemed to speak, above all, of the stranger.  It aggravated 

a feeling of discontent that had been with me lately.’  The narrator 

sees his valley township differently as he rides home that afternoon.  

He has to leave, or life will pass him by.  The story ends with a 

passage that might have been written by Alan Marshall:

Suddenly, I knew that I must go away, out into the big world 

where life was exciting, where people were interested in 

finer things, where the sun rose over great cities, where 

people faced the conflicts of life without flinching, where 

you might even get a decent job.

Conscious of The Workers’ Voice in his hip pocket, he rides down the 

hill into town, passing 

the familiar signboard: GOOD-BYE TO BENSON’S VALLEY 

– A GOOD REXONA TOWN.  And I found myself laughing, 

head high, hair in the wind, exultant and defiant.

It’s his farewell to the place where he grew up and learned at 

least the basis of his later values, though it’s still a long way to the 

ruthless investigation of John West in Power Without Glory, but I 

don’t want to leave Legends From Benson’s Valley without a look 

at the first story in the collection, ‘The Cockie in Bungaree’.  It’s a 

narrative response to a folk-song which begins the story:

‘Come all you weary travellers that’s out of work, just mind,’ Arty 

MacIntosh sang through his nose.  ‘You take a trip to Bungaree and 

plenty there you’ll find.’

Arty and the narrator are working for Old Hungry Phillips.  

They’re served beer at the Bungaree pub by a barmaid called Mabel, 

the pivot of the story.  She’s nervous, we don’t know it yet but she 
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has a three year-old son in Melbourne, and she’s attracted to Arty 

MacIntosh, and vice versa, yet, ridiculous as it may seem to the 

two young workers, she’s also being courted by Hungry Phillips, 

and he brings her to his farm, where he treats her miserably, in his 

wretched, penny-pinching way.  Arty looks on with a mixture of 

confusion and contempt, certain that he has more to give her than 

the old man. Hardy shows us ‘two men and a woman, the triangle 

as old as civilisation, Mabel waited on Arty MacIntosh with flaunted 

attentiveness, smiling at his jokes.  Old Hungry’s eyes never left 

her.’  Two men and a woman; the overlapping triangles are those of 

class warfare, workers versus their boss, and the wishes of a young 

woman, conflicted because she’s desperate for a place to bring 

up her child, while she’s also intensely desirous of the younger 

man who wants her.  She leaves Hungry in the night to satisfy her 

passion for Arty, yet not before a scene, a passage, which is unusual 

in Hardy’s writing, where the narrator, going up to the house to fill 

a waterbag (and to stop Arty precipitating trouble by going to the 

house himself) sees Mabel naked before a mirror, considering her 

body.  The writing manages to suggest that she is balancing her 

future carefully, trying, presumably, to find a way whereby she can 

proceed in these conflicting directions.

She does.  She leaves the house in the middle of the night and 

joins Arty in the workers’ shed for an hour or two of passion.  Yet 

she overcomes Hungry Phillips and somehow manages to force 

him to concede that she will run the household as she thinks fit and 

then, to the reader’s amazement, Hungry gives her ten pounds to 

travel to Melbourne and bring back her son.  He will have a home, 

there will be a little money, and Hungry will endeavour, we feel, at 

least for as long as he feels threatened by the possibility that Mabel 

may leave him again, to make her happy if he can.  The narrative 

follows Arty and his mate back to Benson’s Valley, with Arty still 

singing lines from that song about Bungaree, a song which Arty 

announces is banned in future.

I watched him change, grow more introspective, less ironic 

in humour, less keen on cruel practical jokes, kinder to 

women.

Neither Arty MacIntosh nor I ever returned to Bungaree.

The story, the first in the collection, is a negation of much, 

perhaps most, that Hardy wrote later.  It’s told from the point of 

view of the two working men, agricultural workers, as in the other 

tales in the collection, and their opponent in the story is Hungry 

Phillips, for whom the reader has little sympathy, yet Mabel, by 

her very presence, implies that neither the Church nor any political 

movement for the betterment of mankind is of much significance 

beside a woman’s needs; Mabel wants passion, but has an even 

stronger need for a situation which will allow her to mother her 

child properly.  Hungry Phillips may think that he has triumphed 

over Arty MacIntosh – in the long run, if not for a couple of hours, 

one lustful night – but he too is made subservient to Mabel’s needs 

as woman and mother.  This is something Hardy is able to imply 

against the grain of his natural method of storytelling: quite an 

achievement.  The very first of his Benson’s Valley stories gives 

a woman more power and importance than Nellie West ever 

achieved in Power Without Glory, although it could be said that 
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John West’s position at the end of Hardy’s book about him is all the 

more pitiable because of the way he’s been able to overrule his wife 

and children, reducing them to unwilling witnesses to his ghastly, 

regrettable power.

I am conscious that in making these remarks I am to some extent 

reading back into Hardy’s writings of the mid-twentieth century a 

feminist, or feminised, way of thinking that wasn’t widely available 

when Hardy’s work first appeared.  As we will see when we examine 

Power Without Glory, Hardy came to consciousness in Australian-

Irish Catholic family circumstances which were later influenced by 

left wing thought, notably the Communist Party (when there was 

only one, and it took its orders from Moscow).  We have only to go 

back to the shearers’ strikes in 1890s Queensland to be reminded 

how the Australian working class was willing and able to organise 

itself to resist the imposition of overworked poverty as its lot; the 

Australian working class was largely though far from entirely Irish 

Catholic in origin, and influenced, therefore, by the Church; it also 

received heady doses of its thought from the international labour 

movement, notably the Communist Party, an organization which in 

many of its doctrinaire and hierarchical ways resembled the Church 

it despised – and vice-versa.  These two sources of the radicalism of 

the Australian working class were always likely to split, to conflict, 

and Frank Hardy’s working life spanned the years when this conflict 

erupted.  It was the bursting bubble, the gaseous fermentation 

inside the working class which brought Hardy and his work to the 

surface of Australian readers’ attention, he knew this and made the 

most of it, as we can see if we read not only Power Without Glory but 

also his reflection on the writing of that book, with its subsequent 

court case, in The Hard Way: the story behind Power Without Glory(3), 

T. Werner Laurie, London, 1961.

One last look at a Benson’s Valley story from a feminist 

viewpoint, before we move on.  ‘Good as Ever’ is again about 

Darky, and it’s the second last story in the book, immediately before 

‘The Stranger from Melbourne’.  Darky’s daughter Kathleen has 

been made pregnant by a man called, significantly, Younger.  He 

won’t acknowledge responsibility.  Darky determines that for the 

honour of his daughter he must fight Younger.  He does.  The fight 

is brutal.  Ghastly.  Nonetheless, Darky is standing at the end, and 

Younger on the ground, unconscious.  Darky’s proved that he’s as 

good as ever he was.  He says so, even if he isn’t.  And what does 

that matter, we ask?  Hardy’s last paragraph gives this answer:

With that he turned and led Kathleen into the darkness.  His 

left hand still circled her shoulders as if he thought it could 

shield her from all the tragedy and sorrow that life held in 

store.

Darky’s defeat of Younger hasn’t helped anybody, least of all 

Darky.  We assume he’ll never fight again.  Kathleen’s got her life 

ahead of her and we hope she’ll find a man to share her parenting.  

Perhaps she will.  Again, it won’t be the Church or the Communist 

Party that fixes things, though a little faith may help.  There’s a limit 

to what can be achieved by systems of thought, however rigorous 

or carefully created.  Hardy’s awareness of this, as shown at two 

crucial points in his collection, make us aware that there’s more to 

this writer than ideology.
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This is, I believe, an important warning to consider before 

undertaking an interpretation of Power Without Glory, written, as 

far as we know, at the behest of the Communist Party.  I say ‘as far 

as we know’ because the Party left few written records about its 

decisions, and most of those that existed have long been destroyed 

or put out of sight.  It appears that the Party funded research and 

Hardy himself for several years.  (See chapter 3, ‘The Genesis of 

Power Without Glory’, in Frank Hardy and the making of Power Without 

Glory, by Pauline Armstrong, Melbourne University Press, 2000.)  

This matter of the Party’s commissioning of the work must join the 

circumstances of Hardy’s criminal libel trial as problematical factors 

in determining how we, today, read and understand the book.  Very 

soon after the book was first distributed, sheets of names began to 

circulate, telling readers the real names of characters in the novel, the 

most obvious being John West = John Wren, Archbishop Malone = 

Archbishop Daniel Mannix, Snoopy Tanner = Squizzy Taylor, and so 

on.  Clearly, those who created these lists saw the book as a roman a 

clef, and we note that Hardy put at the front of the book a quotation 

from Horace: ‘Let fiction meant to please be very near to truth.’  

This was a daring, perhaps provocative, thing to do.  To suggest the 

book offers (uncomfortable) truths was to put it within range of libel 

charges, and as everyone knows, the Wren family or its connections 

were able to persuade the Victorian police and government of the 

day to resurrect the ancient charge of criminal libel and bring it 

against Hardy.  Hardy was brilliantly defended in an absorbing 

trial, the evidence against him appeared overwhelming, but to the 

amazement of many, inside and outside the court, the jury only took 

an hour to find him not guilty.

As my head appeared above the courtroom floor, I was 

struck like a blow on the face with an air of tension.  The 

court had assembled awaiting the Judge and jury.  Rosslyn 

sat pale and tense by the radiator in the corner near the door.  

Surely the jury hadn’t reached a decision so quickly!  If it has, 

I’m a goner! (3)

But Hardy was to be amazed.  A drink or three later, he became 

jubilant, exultant.  In The Hard Way, he says:

We retired to the Cecil Hotel on the opposite corner to 

the Court, but soon decided to adjourn to the Lygon, our 

favourite haunt.  No matter how long I live, those will be the 

good old days, the best years of comradeship, of useful work 

and good cheer of mates together!

Hardy had been cleared, the book could be sold again, and in a 

way, the nature of the book had been changed ... not forever, but 

for the generation alive at its birth and subsequent controversy.  I 

think it is still difficult, today, to read the book as if the controversy 

surrounding its origins and reception had not occurred.  It is as if 

a reader is being asked to take sides with or against Wren himself, 

the Archbishop, the rogues and the honest men in the Victoria 

Police, the rogues and idealists in the Australian Labor Party, and to 

make some decision about the workers in those many years when 

John Wren’s influence could be felt not only on racetracks and in 

boxing rings but in the legislation that was and wasn’t passed in 

the parliaments of two or three Australian states.  Wren had had 

a hand in so many things.  He was, as Power Without Glory makes 



250

clear, a man from a poor Catholic background who’d battled his 

way to wealth and influence via a long and struggle-ridden road, 

with bribery and corruption at every turn.  He used everyone he 

needed to, and sometimes – Archbishop Malone/Mannix is a good 

example – he was used, cunningly enough, in his turn.  There is 

a lovely passage in the book about a Saint Patrick’s Day parade 

organised jointly by West (Wren) and Archbishop Malone (Mannix); 

the Melbourne City Council refuses permission for the march but 

Wren gets around them by inviting a dozen VC winners to lead 

the parade, followed at a discreet distance by the Archbishop in 

his car.  The Council, in ceding permission for the march, insist 

on something they think will gall the Archbishop, but they don’t 

reckon on his guile:

When the head of the procession reached the top of Bourke 

Street, Archbishop Malone alighted from his car and took 

the salute on the steps of Parliament House.  He stood erect, 

his heart athrob with emotion.  This was a grand day, the 

answer of Australian Catholics to their enemies – a display of 

strength which had drawn his flock around him and struck 

a blow for Mother Ireland.  After the returned soldiers’ 

column had at last passed by, he stepped into the car again 

and was driven to the Exhibition grounds a few hundred 

yards away.  The Exhibition was packed out long before the 

end of the procession had left the rallying point and tens of 

thousands could not obtain admission to the speech-making, 

the singing and the display of athletics and dancing.

Daniel Malone added a sarcastic final touch to his day of 

triumph: ‘We were instructed by the Melbourne City Council 

to carry a Union Jack at the head of the procession.  I could 

not get an Irishman to carry it, so I paid an Englishman two 

shillings to do the job.’

It’s worth pointing out that practically all the characters in 

Power Without Glory are depictions of real people; this makes it 

political in a different sense from Frank Moorhouse’s League of 

Nations books, where the foreground is enacted by fictional figures.  

Reading it as someone half a generation younger than Hardy, but 

with a reasonable idea of my country’s history, I have no trouble 

identifying characters.  Summers has to be Prime Minister Scullin, 

Ashton is Frank Anstey, Red Ted Thurgood is Theodore, and so 

on.  The actual names of other characters are not known to me, so I 

read along quite contented to accept these people as fictions, even if 

they aren’t.  In other cases I half-know who’s being represented, but 

either because I’m unsure or because I’ve never known much about 

these people, I find myself looking at a broad tableau of Australian 

history and trying to settle on a way of treating what I read in front 

of me.  Fiction or reality?  Commonsense would suggest that as the 

years pass the book will become more fictional to readers who were 

never part of the realities being described.  This means that Hardy 

has both more and less control over his characters’ effect on readers 

than has Frank Moorhouse, who is rather better placed to manage 

the effects of his writing.  This opens up the question of how certain 

Frank Hardy was about what he was doing; if you read The Hard 

Way, or had you listened to any of the speeches he made at the time 

he was trying to sell both the book and an interpretation, a reading, 

of it to the public, you would feel invited to take part in the class 

warfare which he says he is describing.  As a communist he would 
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probably have said that he was enlarging readers’ understanding 

of things political, or ridding their minds of the false consciousness 

imprinted there by the capitalist press, by conservative members of 

parliament (Labor and National), and so on.  But is this what the 

book does to its readers today, when memories of those years of 

struggle are fading?  I am inclined to read the book, today, in the 

light of the quotation at the head of Part One: 1890 – 1907 – ROAD 

TO POWER:

A working man who deserts his own class, tries to get on and 

rise above it, enters into a lie.  (Charles Kingsley)

John West (Wren) was/is a working class man.  He became rich 

and, within limits, very powerful.  He bought a splendid home 

on a hill in Kew, overlooking Collingwood (Carringbush) and 

had it further extended.  He was a neighbour of the Archbishop 

and although West refuses to practice Catholicism until late in the 

book, he and the Archbishop have a lot in common, beside their 

considerable talents for exercising influence.  On the numerous 

occasions when Hardy shows them together we recognise the 

strange kinship they have with each other, two men manipulating 

the working class for their own purposes.  John West, the book’s 

dominant figure, never leaves behind his origins, desperately as he 

tries to do so.  If he’d given his children more freedom and had the 

courage to absorb himself in the worlds they opened for him, he 

might have done so, but he’s surrounded at the end of the book as 

he was at the beginning, by yes-men doing his bidding.  In West’s 

mind, there are few favours that can’t be bought.  At the beginning 

of the book he lures a policeman into accepting a bribe by spinning 

a sovereign into the air in front of him; later, as we see many times, 

he pulls out a roll of notes or writes a cheque.  The sums grow 

larger as West grows richer, but the approach to getting what he 

wants hasn’t changed.  At the beginning of the book, Wren is both 

desperate and determined; at the end, he is lonely, still trying to 

dominate, but out of his depth because he doesn’t know how he 

looks to others.  They still fear him, he yearns for so much more, 

yet all those instincts developed for escaping poverty trap him.  

The grand house near the Archbishop’s residence is an unhappy 

one.  No love flows to him from his family.  He sleeps at night with 

a gun under his pillow.  In his old age, and his wealth, he’s as wary, 

cautious, watchful, as he was when he was fighting off cops trying 

to close his tote.  All he’s ever known is the worst side of human 

beings.  Many, many people along his path have been generously 

treated by John West, but always because he senses advantage to 

himself.  There’s little enough altruism in the man.  Protected for 

most of his life by men we might call hard cases, he is himself a 

sad case, to be pitied rather than envied.  What has he done for the 

working class he’s tried to leave behind?  He’s given them trotting, 

boxing, foot running, horse racing, and wrestling, he’s corrupted 

their policemen and their politicians, he’s done next to nothing to 

enrich or broaden their lives at all.

Why not?  Hardy shows a man who quite lacks that vision 

without which, it is said, the people perish.  John West is a racketeer 

who climbs out of the muddy river-flat suburb of Collingwood 

(Carringbush) to the high land of Kew, from a wretched shanty 

to one of the city’s grandest homes, but it’s never been anything 
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but a selfish, personal struggle for betterment.  West changes 

nothing except for his own advantage.  He encapsulates the evils 

of parasitism, partly because he understands only too well the 

temptations that lie before those of the poor, who, like him, try 

to rise out of the situation of their class.  Police will take bribes.  

Politicians need money and they need votes.  Both can be delivered.  

Everything, in the mind of John West, can be bought at a price, 

and he has that roll of notes in his pocket or his drawer ready to 

peel off the necessary amounts.  Hardy seems obsessed with this.  

His manner of recounting West’s doings is not so much a matter 

of moral outrage as of fascination.  The book contains scores of 

characters, most of them identifiable from one of those name-sheets, 

if we can get hold of one – if we feel we need it.  Scores of characters, 

yet it’s West who dominates the book.

Why?  He challenges both the Church and the Communist 

Party.  They struggle to be clean enough, ideologically and morally 

pure enough to do their work in the world, and West refuses to be 

troubled by their castigations, though their political manoeuvres 

may make things difficult for him.  He buys them off, he cedes 

them things, he seeks their opinions in order to subvert them or get 

around them, via whatever opening his cunning can discern.  In the 

end, or as a final judgement, I think Power Without Glory is a moral 

tale, showing how hard it is to make life better for any group of 

believing or non-believing humanity.  It’s easier, because simpler, 

to corrupt.  Corruption, in the eyes of West, as revealed by Frank 

Hardy, is more natural than social improvement.  There’s a lesson to 

be learned about West, and the society that made him rich, if we look 

at his brother Arthur and Arthur’s friend Dick Bradley – the only 

man on earth that Arthur trusts, or likes, or is humanly connected 

to, a connection brought about by the fact that both these men were 

lashed when they were in jail.  The awful thing that was done to 

them linked them as long as they lived.  I think Frank Hardy the 

communist might take more pride out of his portrayal of these two 

criminals than from almost anything else in his famous book.  These 

two men did dreadful things, dreadful things were done in turn to 

them, and neither could escape what had been made of them, any 

more than John West could escape what he’d made of himself by 

buying a mansion on the high ground overlooking his past.

The last pages of the book are very moving, so long as we’ve 

stayed with Hardy’s portrayal of West loyally enough to see that 

our sympathy is being called for.  West’s wife Nellie is in another 

room, where she’s slept, separately, for years.  West has had a 

heart attack and is lying in his bed.  He gets his beads and says 

his rosary, then he remembers the revolver he’s forgotten for the 

first time in fifty years.  He hears a piano downstairs and thinks 

he hears his daughter Mary’s voice, though she is dead.  He sees 

his mother before him, pleading with him not to go the way he’s 

gone.  He sleeps, eventually, after a fashion, and he cries out in his 

sleep, beyond redemption.  He has, in his own strange way, been 

brilliantly successful, but it’s as clear as Hardy can make it that his 

life’s failed utterly, and there’s no hope for him now.

So why did Hardy write about him?  Because the Communist 

Party wanted an expose?  Yes, that seems to be what he was asked 

to do.  Because he wanted to show what the Church and the 
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Labor Party had and hadn’t done for the people they purported 

to speak for?  Yes, that seems likely to be the case.  Because he 

wanted to expose corruption and so to advantage the progress of 

the Communist Party, which, much as it wanted to regulate the 

thoughts of its supporters, did so on the grounds that they would 

be led to a betterment, a freedom, that nobody else was likely to 

give them?  Yes, yes, yes, all those things too.  But what does the 

emotional movement of the book, particularly in its third and last 

phase, Part Three: 1935 – 1950 : DECLINE OF POWER tell us was 

the heartfelt reason for, the force behind, Hardy’s writing of Power 

Without Glory?

I think what Hardy had most need to express, by the time he 

was near enough to the end of the book to get his final thoughts 

prepared, was his horror that so much energy and determination 

to rise above the sadness of John West’s poverty-stricken origins 

could lead to such a morally stricken end.  What he has shown us 

is virtually the opposite of the hopeful thoughts in the young man’s 

mind in the last lines of Legends of Benson’s Valley: you remember?  

A young man laughing, head high, hair in the wind, exultant and 

defiant!  Power Without Glory, much as Hardy extolled its revelatory 

qualities to anyone who’d listen – or might buy the book – offers 

a warning to the world rather than a path to be followed.  There’s 

little to be learned from it other than not to do things West’s way.  

We’re meant to be shocked and disgusted rather than to find any 

sign of moral uplift in its pages.  It’s a condemnation rather than a 

lesson in positive thought.  Reading it again more than fifty years 

after it was published, it is still extraordinarily strong.  When I 

first read it, I was a university student of English Literature and 

I thought it was uncommonly badly written.  Rereading it today, 

I can’t imagine how I ever thought so.  There are occasional signs 

of haste and awkwardness, but for the most part Hardy’s simple 

viewpoint and direct expression provide a clear pane between his 

message and our minds.  The book is also a fascinating piece of 

historical writing, subverting much of the standard way of looking 

at our country’s past.  This aspect of the book is so strong that one 

is inclined to add it to the fact that the novel is a roman a clef and say 

that it’s hardly a work of imagination at all, except that Hardy’s grip 

on the limited, obsessive mind of John West (Wren) is so strong that 

those final pages make us realise how tightly we’ve been gripped 

by the man, and how much that grip – an obsession, in turn, of ours 

– has been created in the mind and feelings of Frank Hardy who, I 

think we can say, taught himself to write a novel by writing one.

(1) Power Without Glory, Frank Hardy, Realist Printing and Publishing Co., 

Melbourne, 1950

(2) Legends From Benson’s Valley, Frank Hardy, T.Werner Laurie, London, 1963

(3) The Hard Way, Frank Hardy, first published by T.Werner Laurie, London, 

1961; quotations from Fontana (Collins) Sydney edition, 1976
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Some thoughts about Dark Palace by Frank Moorhouse

Dark Palace begins in Geneva.  The story of the League is already 

well advanced, though the darkness of the title lies ahead.  It’s 

1931; Moorhouse tells us this in the second line.  It’s not a date he 

would have featured at the beginning of his two-book undertaking 

but he’s entered the period for which he can expect his readers, the 

older of them at least, to recognise the significance of dates.  I say 

this even though the Great Depression, which was at its worst in 

1931, is hardly mentioned.  This reminds me that by the time we 

get to 1946, when World War 2 is over and the League is all but 

washed-up, he’s made no mention of atom bombs dropped on 

Japanese cities, indeed virtually no mention of the war in the Pacific 

at all.  His concentration on the vestigial League’s skeleton staff in 

Geneva has been very disciplined, and he’s able to do this because 

for most of Grand Days he’s taken it for granted, I think, that some 

sense of the war’s events and those leading to it is lurking in the 

minds of his readers.  For instance, before the book has reached 

its midpoint he starts a chapter with ‘Australia, 1936’, and I find 

myself supplying, as many readers will, even must, my own sense 

of the country and the period he’s introducing.  Several chapters 

and a fifth of the book later, he returns us to Europe simply by 

announcing ‘1938’ and we know from the date alone that we are 

entering the darkness referred to above.  The events chronicled in 

the book are minor, almost trifling, in comparison with the storms 

rageing around them, but the details in front of us and the events 

of the wider world are endlessly connected by Moorhouse; it’s part 

of his skill that he makes the connections by making us make them 

for ourselves.

Let me give one example of his use of a handful of people to 

indicate the state of the world.  Lester, an Irishman, has taken over 

the role of Secretary-General, replacing Avenol, who’s returned to 

France, not without losing the trust of those who worked with him.  

Lester approaches Edith, because of her connection with Ambrose 

who is very much part of the Molly Club – it surprises her that 

Lester knows this – and because Bernard Follett, who runs the 

Molly Club, is a man of considerably increased importance.  The 

false identities, the cross-dressing and so on which once made the 

club a thing of the night, now resemble everyday life in wartime.  

Contacts are everything.  Bernard’s busy.  Lester, the League’s third 

and last Secretary General, knowing of Edith’s links with the club, 

is looking for a way to help James Joyce, the Irish writer who is 

living in Switzerland.  Joyce’s daughter is in an asylum in France, 

mentally ill, and he wants her near him.  Can this be arranged?

Bernard says he will see what he can do.  He makes it clear that 

nobody will be told what’s happening.  ‘If possible, the girl will 

simply arrive at his doorstep.’  Edith explains that the daughter 

is violent, and that if she is travelling she will need attendants 

to handle her.  ‘Mother of God,’ Bernard says, and runs a hand 

through his hair.  ‘Is there no end to it all?’

How the world failed the League of Nations, then began again
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There is.  Moorhouse ends the chapter thus:

James Joyce died in Zurich.  His daughter stayed in the clinic 

in La Baule.  Switzerland was not invaded.  And there in the 

Palace of Nations they watched the Germans gradually face 

defeat.

The next chapter is another of those beginning with a date: 1945, 

this time, and everyone is waiting for Prime Minister Churchill to 

make an announcement.  But the speech, when it comes, is made 

by Lester to what’s left of his staff in the library of the Palace of 

Nations.  Moorhouse does some foreshortening of time and events 

at this point.  No mention is made of Russia’s army moving towards 

Berlin, and what that country’s conquest of eastern Germany will 

mean.  Japan and the Pacific aren’t mentioned.  (Those bombs 

haven’t been dropped yet.)  Nonetheless, Lester mentions that 

he will soon be going to San Francisco to attend a conference on 

arrangements for what he calls the ‘New League’.  His optimism 

reads a little oddly, today.  Had he no idea what sort of world, and 

world organization, was likely to form?  I find myself admiring 

the skills of Frank Moorhouse but not quite knowing how to 

take what’s happening before me.  Moorhouse gives the book 

two endings.  The first is bitter-sweet, with a feeling of a period 

running out while trying to tell itself it isn’t, while the other puts 

us down hard.  As stated earlier, the UN has no wish to inherit 

the League’s memories.  The UN, beneath its rhetoric, has in all 

probability decided that the League was a failure and doesn’t want 

to be associated with it, so much so that it’s determined to create a 

new identity without connection with the old.  So much for the last 

chapter.  In the second-last, before the League people are made to 

feel the shame of their situation, they see themselves as those who 

carried the flag – held up the world’s banner, as Lester puts it – 

while the rest of the world was fighting.  Proud of themselves for 

having kept something of the world’s hopes alive – or that’s how 

they see it – they hold hands and sing.

[Edith] still held Jeanne’s hand as she looked around the 

crowd, but Jeanne’s hand seemed cold.

She knew which of the crowd would stay on and which 

would now go home never to return – go away to start their 

ordinary lives which had been postponed during the war.

Go to their banal and happy lives.

Her eyes came back to Jeanne.  She’d lost Jeanne.

That couldn’t be helped.

They let go of each other’s hands.

‘Going back to Paris, Jeanne?’

‘As soon as I can.’

‘Good.’

‘Go well, Edith.’

‘Go well, Jeanne.’

Edith is still expecting the League’s resurrection, though I think 

it’s made clear to the reader, three hundred pages earlier, that the 

world has lost faith in the League.  I refer to a speech Edith makes 

at Sydney University on her return home in 1936.  Italy has invaded 

Ethiopia.  Edith explains the steps taken by the League.  ‘Firstly, it 
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had to determine whether a state of war existed.’  Edith has made a 

reputation at the League for being meticulous with procedures but 

it’s obvious to everybody in her audience that a state of war must 

have existed: Ethiopia’s been taken over, hasn’t it!  Edith moves 

on to explain the various stages of sanctions against an aggressor 

nation, and reverse sanctions to assist nations that have been 

attacked.  Her presentation is knowledgeable, even sophisticated, 

but her audience can’t see it working.  Indeed they know it’s failed.  

The League, in the minds of her audience, is a dead duck.  A man 

suggests this to her, directly; the chairman rules him out of order 

because it’s his third question.  The meeting is about to close, and 

Edith, knowing this is by way of relieving her, restarts her speech.  

‘The League of Nations is a college as much as it is a political 

instrument.  We are all learning,’ she says.  People clap, but they’ve 

seen the world situation more accurately, and more nastily, than 

she’s presented it.  Has she then come home in order to be forced 

to face the truth?

The answer’s yes.  The people at Sydney University see what 

she doesn’t want to see.  I have no doubt they feel she’s trying to 

sell them the party line and they’re not swallowing it.  I would go 

further and say that this part of the two books – the long section 

back in Australia, with a copy of D.H.Lawrence’s Kangaroo in her 

bag, to be read as she travels around - is the most problematical 

of all.  Travelling by train to meet her father, on the south coast of 

New South Wales, she finds she doesn’t like the look of the place.  ‘It 

was grim in its barren repetition.’  ‘The bush was grim and the bush 

was dull to the eye.  And dangerous.’  She feels that she’s being 

disgustingly disloyal and that the disloyalty is ‘an embarrassing 

and gaping hole in her heart’.  Then she gets off the train and meets 

her father, who says, as they embrace, both of them weeping freely, 

‘I’ve missed you something dreadful, Edith ... something dreadful.’  

Edith’s missed her father too, and tells him so.  Twelve or thirteen 

pages later he asks whether she and Robert – her husband; he’s 

still on the scene, publicly at least – are ready to retire to Jasper’s 

Brush; he wants to be looked after.  Edith sees the problem clearly 

enough.  If she takes a position in Canberra he could join her there.  

This seems feasible to her father, but he says he’s too old to travel 

to Geneva.  Jasper’s Brush, he says, is a good place to raise kids.  

He’s sketching in a life she isn’t going to lead.  Ambrose has already 

indicated his willingness to move to Canberra, but he knows as well 

as Edith how unsuited he would be for the bush capital.

Edith does, however, visit the capital, as she’s told Ambrose she 

would.  It happens in a chapter called ‘To The Unfinished City’.

From Geneva, one of the civilised world’s oldest cities, 

she’d travelled to the world’s newest, most unfinished and 

unhewn of cities.

Capital of one of the still uncompleted nations.  Although 

she was beginning to think that all nations were incomplete.  

Had changes yet to be made.  Had to continuously evolve.

But she had come to the world’s most baffling city, baffling by 

its not being there.

She has an appointment, and orders a taxi.  It doesn’t come.  

She makes another call, but still it doesn’t come.  She retreats to her 
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room, calms herself, then walks.  A man cycling past, a civil servant 

such as she may become, if she’s offered a job, and accepts, offers 

her a ride.  A ‘dink’, as it was called in my childhood.  She gets on, 

and, remarkably, they’re both going to External Affairs, and she 

enjoys the ride.  Again I think Moorhouse is amusing himself, and 

he’s certainly amusing me!  Yet somehow the incompleteness of 

Canberra is seen less sympathetically than is the League, another 

work in progress.  Canberra is the capital of a nation still forming 

itself, as the League is forming itself, but Edith succumbs to the 

feeling of security which Europe – despite the dramas and chaos of 

its history – manages to suggest to her is available in Switzerland.  

This, even though Europe is about to tear itself in pieces all over 

again, having done so quite thoroughly in the war that led to the 

League being set up.

In raising this point I am adding it to the abandonment by 

Frank Moorhouse of the theme he raised a hundred pages earlier – 

the question as to what Edith will do about her father’s needs as he 

declines.  That chapter ended on page 280 and that was when her 

father, though we didn’t know it at the time, and received no signal 

to that effect, dropped out of the book and as far as the reader is 

ever told, from Edith’s life.  This problem has arisen before, in the 

earlier book, when Edith’s mother is made aware that she hasn’t 

long to live.  She writes to Edith, as does Edith’s father, telling her 

that there’s nothing she can do if she comes home, and her work in 

Geneva is too valuable to be interrupted, so Edith stays where she 

is.  This is sensible, justifiable, and it’s what her parents told her 

to do, but I can’t read that section of Grand Days without feeling 

that something more, just a little more, is needed.  These doubts, I 

find, remain buried until Edith does return home, has an emotional 

reunion with her father, senses his need for her, then abandons him.  

Or is the abandonment by the novelist rather than the character?  In 

the earlier of these two essays about Frank Moorhouse I avoided 

giving a definition for the term ‘discontinuous narrative’; I did 

this because I can’t know how Moorhouse would explain his own 

methods.  I can only sense that he operates according to some 

principle – which isn’t mine - of how readers will react to, and 

use, what he gives them.  During my first reading of Dark Palace, 

becoming aware of this problem, I re-read the Australian chapters, 

thinking that perhaps the author had been stuck for space, and 

forced to leave out things that might otherwise have gone in.  After 

this re-reading it was clear to me that this was not the reason for 

dropping Edith’s father.  Scraper, the returned serviceman with 

the ruined face, who persuades an unwilling Edith to give him 

the ‘pleasure’ of masturbation with her gloved hand, has more 

pages devoted to him than does Edith’s father.  Why?  Scraper’s 

appearance in the novel might be termed gratuitous.  Nothing 

depends on him, and once he’s gone nothing of him remains 

beyond the displeasing feeling that the book has turned an ugly 

corner, and contains a section, now, and fortunately, behind us that 

we won’t be asked to revisit.  What is Scraper doing in the book, 

and why isn’t Edith’s father, an important part of Edith herself, kept 

before us as his destiny works itself out?

I can’t answer these questions, I can’t see any answers in the 

book(s), and I am left wondering why the author approached these 

things as he did.  The League novels are huge in their scope, of 

course, and not everything can be put in; I notice that when Dark 
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Palace returns to Europe (1938!) things are as if the return to Sydney, 

the south coast of NSW and even Canberra, the capital that isn’t 

there, had never happened.  The world doesn’t take much notice of 

Australia because it isn’t forced to.  Edith herself, who sometimes 

senses, in Geneva, that she’s reacting in an Australian way, is all the 

more an internationalist for having returned for a while to her place 

of origin.  She is a world citizen and it’s one of her jobs, or perhaps 

it’s the ultimate direction of everything she does, to take the world 

with her to the new high ground she and the people at the Palace of 

Nations occupy.  If she had ever put it this way to herself she might 

have seen how unlikely it was that the League would succeed.  

What they were about was simply too early in human history to be 

achievable.  Too many dark forces had to be worked through before 

the League’s aims were even thinkable.

This becomes clear in one of the finest sections of the two books, 

wherein a young German called Dieter arrives in Geneva, wanting 

refuge from his Nazi bosses, and bringing news of his government’s 

plans to wipe out Jews, homosexuals, and gypsies.  ‘Arbeit macht 

frei’ is already becoming more than a slogan.  Testing’s taken place.  

Extermination can be made to happen.  The world doesn’t know 

yet, but the very nature of the war, the moral balance we might say, 

has changed, and the side hostile to the Germans is picking up the 

first signals of change.  The arrival of Dieter in the book, a not very 

pleasing young man, alters the characterisation of Germany, which, 

in the earlier book, was at least to some extent embodied in Herr 

Stresemann.  Not any longer.  People drink with Dieter, Ambrose 

goes to bed with him (!), and his story’s out.  Edith uses the secret 

phone number that Anthony Eden gave her, and gets the discovery 

through to the British Foreign Office.  Moorhouse handles this most 

convincingly, especially when the officer assigned to probe Edith’s 

account turns out to be an old mate of Ambrose.  This comes at 

the end of the phone calls and it sets a seal of success on what 

Edith’s done, in a very British way that reinforces the affection we 

have come to feel for Ambrose.  Edith and Ambrose are both well-

bonded and re-bonded by now, and the pair of books is as much 

theirs as I imagine Moorhouse intended when he began the story of 

the League’s journey with their meeting.

I’ve already praised the skill with which young Dieter is used 

to remind us of the Nazis’ worst excesses and bring at least the 

overtones of their actions into the creation, in our imagination, of 

things set before us by Moorhouse in his prose.  He doesn’t have to 

tell us, show us, everything.  We can do most of that for ourselves.  

Or can we?  Will we?  Most readers, I think, will use Dieter’s 

presence in the novel to remind themselves of what they already 

know about Germany’s actions in World War 2, meaning that they 

probably won’t revisit or re-examine the reaction of Germans to 

their defeat in World War 1.  What was World War 1 about?  Was 

it a struggle for dominance in Europe?  A struggle for dominance 

between a vast (British) empire and a much lesser German one?  

However we answer this question, we have to recognise that the 

League failed because it simply couldn’t stop the rivalries of the 

earlier war breaking out again in a second and finally decisive later 

war.  Events, once war breaks out, run out of control.  This means 

that the League, in trying to manage events and minimise the 

damages done, is in a reactive position, unable – pace Edith’s speech 

on sanctions – to control the forces wielded by great powers while 
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having few powers of its own.  Moorhouse, although presenting us 

again and again with the thinking of League people, can only leave 

it up to us to see what the League can and can’t do, because he’s 

writing a novel, not a thesis of historical analysis.

This dichotomy, of novel and political/historical analysis, is 

fundamental to the way we read Grand Days and Dark Palace.  I 

find it’s a conflict in myself because, even though I’m a writer and 

sometimes a novelist myself, I can’t stop myself trying to read the 

two books in terms of a statement about a certain reasonably recent 

period of the world’s history.  I find myself wanting to interrogate 

the book, asking its author ‘Are you saying this?  That?’ when 

I know that if I myself were being interrogated I’d be replying, 

‘I’m telling you a story, or interconnected set of stories, and all my 

political and historical comment is incidental to my story.  Follow 

the story,’ I’d say, ‘and pick up everything else along the way, as it 

comes in at the edge of your perceptions ...’

Historical novels are supposed – supposed! – to recreate the 

past.  Grand Days and Dark Palace may only very loosely be termed 

historical novels.  For all I know, Frank Moorhouse mightn’t want 

that term applied to them at all.  He might reasonably say that they 

are contemporary novels wearing the dress, the costumes, of an 

earlier period, but only as a device to fix them more firmly in the 

contemporary mind.  I think this is the best way to read the two 

books.  Why do I say this?  At once I’m scratching my head.  As I 

search for my answer, I find my mind circling around the character 

of Edith.  She was 39 in the year 1939; this means – if you think 

about it; Moorhouse doesn’t mention it – that she was born with 

her century.  She is, in that sense, an artefact of her times, and as her 

century progresses – that awful century whose story we know only 

too well! – she moves with it, embodying it, or aspects of it, as much 

as any single person can (unless they are a Stalin, Hitler, Roosevelt 

or Churchill, names that are synonymous with the various forces 

that they both wielded and represented).  We are getting somewhere 

near the limits of the human mind, here, because we, as a race, find 

it hard to understand ourselves, despite the various human sciences 

we’ve devised for this very purpose.  (Fictions are as good as most, 

hence people’s liking for novels; they’re by no means an easy way 

out of thinking!)

I was speaking of Edith.  Should we think of her as an historical 

person (brought into existence by a novelist), or perhaps as a 

contemporary figure, imagined by a contemporary novelist, and 

sent time-travelling back into a period when he, the novelist, hadn’t 

been born or was too young to know what was happening?  Is she, 

perhaps, a modern woman, used to explore a time before her own?  

A sort of Doctor Who, running between the time she belongs in and 

the past she’s been sent to explore?

I think the books, especially the second one, read more easily 

if we think along these lines.  It need no longer trouble us if 

sometimes Edith feels a little more like us than she’s like them. Like 

many other readers I find Edith a delightful central character, a most 

successful creation by Moorhouse, convincing, even admirable in 

her knowledge, foresight and frequent pedantry over procedures.  

If small things are done correctly, and well, so too will larger 

things, or that’s how Edith makes us feel.  She is the heart of the 

two novels.  When Ambrose is with her she springs even more 
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keenly to life; something about his ambiguity, or adventurousness 

as a male enlarges her, makes her adventurous too, bigger in mind, 

in a way that simply doesn’t happen when she’s with Robert 

Dole, the journalist she marries.  As I said earlier, Robert’s work 

as a journalist might have been used to enrich this novel about 

the League, but I find myself forced by my own thinking to realise 

that it takes Edith to bring the League alive for readers and it takes 

Ambrose, with all his sexual ambivalence to bring Edith to life for 

us too.  As readers, we can’t do much for Edith but look at what 

she’s doing, and admire; it takes her love-life with Ambrose, their 

partnership, to bring her to life for herself; we stand, I think, on the 

brink of discovering that the two of them, by giving each other the 

freedom to be selfish, make themselves unselfish each to the other.  

So that it seems that I was wrong when I questioned at the start of 

my essay on Grand Days Moorhouse’s way of starting his journey 

with these two League workers finding each other on a train.  The 

journey of the two books is their journey, and it’s the energy of Edith 

with Ambrose and vice-versa that brings the League to life for us.  

In this sense the two novels, pleasingly huge, tell the story of an 

unusual love, one that generates not children but a well-energised 

viewpoint, not onto the present, leading into the future, but onto 

a piece of the past which I think Moorhouse feels is inexplicably, 

perhaps disgracefully ignored.  It takes Edith and Ambrose to make 

us transport our minds over the years of the League, and when, at 

the end of Dark Palace Edith says goodbye to Jeanne – going back 

to Paris as quickly as she can – it occurs to me that Jeanne’s story – 

at the League; or perhaps after she leaves Geneva, as she is about 

to do, on page 633 – Jeanne’s story might well have made another 

book, even another pair of books, if Moorhouse had known as much 

about the young Parisienne as he was able to make himself know 

about a young woman from the south coast of New South Wales, 

Australia, someone born in 1900 with the whole world, and a whole 

century, in front of her.  Earlier in this essay I introduced the slightly 

unsuitable term ‘historical novel’; I say unsuitable because to call a 

book an historical novel is to suggest that it tells you about some 

period, whereas, as I hope I have managed to show in these two 

essays, what Frank Moorhouse has done in Grand Days and Dark 

Palace is to repossess a piece of everybody’s history, to refurbish 

and rearrange it precisely, procedurally and aesthetically – the way 

Edith might have made it presentable – so that we, his readers, can 

possess it imaginatively, and make it our own.



Award-winning Australian author Chester Eagle journeys through Australian 
literature offering engaging essays on the works of writers including Miles 
Franklin, Patrick White, George Johnston, Beverley Farmer, Helen Garner and 
Alexis Wright. As Eagle says in his introduction: ‘The essays are not introductory. 
I consider them rather as a sharing of one writer’s reflections with the thoughts of 
readers who are looking for something new to add to their thinking. What the 
fellow-writer has to offer is the insight that comes from having also been at the 
heart of the risky business of creating and imagining. Writers can see what other 
writers are up to because they face the same problems and use the same tricks.’

These entertaining essays are linked by the essential notion of what it means to 
be a writer in Australia, and as such offer up valuable insights into our literature 
and country. A Writer’s Journey through Australian Literature

Chester Eagle

Chester Eagle

Essay/Literary Criticismwww.transitlounge.com.au

The Well in
the Shadow

Th
e W

ell  in th
e sh

a
d

ow


