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INTRODUCTORY





Sydney has not always given me an easy ride, since I first made its acquaintance in 1962. My persona in those days was unlikely to open arms for me down under, being that of a bloody Pom journo fresh out from Britain, and writing about God’s Own Country for that pinko rag the Guardian – strewth, what could I expect?


I was young and brash, though, and in a series of articles for my paper I did not hide my opinions about Sydney, either – I did not much like the place, and said so. In 1962 this was playing with fire, and the fury of resentment that fell upon me did not subside for years, and was even detectable when thirty years later I set about writing this book about the city.


In a way I wish I could say that its reception was just as vivid, but we had changed by then – and when I say ‘we’, I mean the city and me. I was not half so callow and precipitate, measured my responses more steadily, thought a little less of myself and knew the great world better. And Sydney – well, by 1991 Sydney was a different city. From a fairly unlovely ex-colonial, very provincial state capital it had stormed its way into the ranks of the truly great cities, much admired, beautiful to see, enviable to live in and even, if I dare say it, tolerant of foreign criticism.


One gentle Sydneysider, back in 1962, wrote to the Guardian to hope that I would return to Sydney one day, spend a little more time there and then, ‘with care and circumspection’, reach more valuable conclusions. Well here I am in these pages, kind Mr Martyn Corbett, half a century on and still trying!

















VIEWPOINT





ON A SUNDAY AFTERNOON IN LATE SUMMER TWO ELDERLY people in white linen hats, husband and wife without a doubt, and amiably married for thirty or forty years, stand at the parkland tip of Bradley’s Head on the northern shore of Sydney Harbour in Australia – a promontory whose eponym, Rear-Admiral William Bradley, RN, was sentenced to death in 1814 for defrauding the Royal mails. She wears a flowery cotton dress, he is in white shorts, though not of the very abbreviated kind known to Australians as stubbies. They are leaning on a rail below a white steel mast, the preserved fighting-top of His Majesty’s Australian Ship Sydney, which sank the German sea-raider Emden in 1914. In front of them a Doric column, protruding from the water, marks the beginning of a measured nautical mile; it used to form part of the portico of the Sydney General Post Office. Across the water the buildings of the south shore glitter from Woolloomooloo to Watson’s Bay. Both husband and wife have binoculars slung around their necks, both have sheets of white paper in their hands – lists of bird species, perhaps? – and even as we watch them, with a sudden excitement they raise their binoculars as one, and look eagerly out across the water.


At such a time – Sunday arvo in the Australian vernacular – Sydney Harbour is prodigiously crowded. It is a kind of boat-jam out there. Hundreds upon hundreds of yachts skim, loiter, tack and race each other in the sunshine, yachts slithery and majestic, yachts traditional and experimental, solitary or in bright flotillas. Stolid ferry-boats plod their way through the confusion. The Manly hydrofoil sweeps by. An occasional freighter passes on its way to the Pyrmont piers. A warship makes for the ocean. Distantly amplified guide-book voices sound from excursion cruisers, or there may be a boom of heavy rock from a party boat somewhere. And presently into our line of sight there burst the 18-footers of the Sydney Flying Squadron, which is what our dedicated pensioners have really been waiting for – not bower-birds or whistle-ducks, but furiously fast racing yachts.


They are hardly yachts in any ordinary sense. Their hulls are light rafts of high technology with immensely long bowsprits, and they carry overwhelming, almost impossible masses of sail. Their crews, laced into bright-coloured wet suits, faces smeared with white and yellow zinc, lean dizzily backwards from trapezes. Their sails are emblazoned with the names of sponsors, the Bank of New Zealand, Xerox, Prudential, and they come into our vision like thunderbolts. Dear God, how those boats move! It makes the heart leap to see them. Foaming at the prow, spinnakers bulging, purposefully, apparently inexorably they beat a way through the meandering traffic, sending more dilettante pleasure-craft hastily scattering and even obliging the big ferry-boats to alter course. They look perfectly prepared to sink anything that gets in their way, and so like predators from some other ocean they scud past the Sydney’s mast and the pillar from the GPO, sweep beyond Bradley’s Head and disappear from view.


Romantics like to think that the 18-footers have developed from the hell-for-leather cutters of rum-smugglers, and in evolving forms they have certainly been a beloved and familiar facet of this city’s life for more than a century. Behind them, in the harbour mélange, we may be able to identify a smallish ferry-boat pursuing them up the harbour: this is a beloved and familiar facet too, for unless it has lately been raided by plainclothes policemen, its passengers include a complement of punters, elderly people many of them, who go out each Sunday to place their illegal bets on the flying yachts before them – and some of whom, we need not doubt, were once themselves those sweating young toughs, brown as nuts, agile as cats, driving so tremendously before the harbour wind.


I choose to start a book about Sydney with this scene because I think it includes many of the elements which have created this city, and which sustain its character still. The glory of the harbour, the showy hedonism of its Sunday afternoon, the brutal force of the 18-footers, the mayhem aboard the gamblers’ ferry-boat, the white-hatted old lovers – the mixture of the homely, the illicit, the beautiful, the nostalgic, the ostentatious, the formidable and the quaint, all bathed in sunshine and somehow impregnated with a fragile sense of passing generations, passing time, presents to my mind a proper introduction to the feel of the place.




 *





Books about Sydney are innumerable, but they are mostly guide-books, works of civic history or social analyses, and they have nearly all been written by Australians. No foreigner has tried to write a full-scale study or evocation, and this is not surprising; it is only in the last years of the twentieth century that Sydney has joined the company of the great metropoles. To inhabit a ‘world-class’ city was always an aspiration of Sydney people, but it took them two centuries to achieve it.


Of course everyone had long had an idea of the city – if the world thought of Australia at all it generally thought of Sydney. Its harbour was popularly ranked for beauty with those of San Francisco, Rio de Janeiro, Hong Kong, Naples, Vancouver and Istanbul. Its sad origins as an eighteenth-century penal colony exerted an unhealthy fascination, and fostered many a gibe about criminal tendencies. Its accent was a gift to humorists. Its harbour bridge had been one of the world’s best-known structures since 1932, and since 1966 its Opera House had provided one of the most familiar of all architectural shapes. Bondi beach was an archetypal pleasure beach, the quarter called King’s Cross was an international synonym for Rest and Recreation of the racier kind, and the interminable suburbs of Sydney, so vast that in built-up area this city is twice as large as Beijing and six times as large as Rome, had long figured in travellers’ tales as an epitome of urban error. As for the people of Sydney, they had impressed themselves upon the universal fancy as an esoteric sub-species of Briton – sunburnt, healthy, loud, generous, misogynist, beery, lazy, capable, racist and entertaining, strutting along beaches in bathing-caps carrying banners, exchanging badinage or war memoirs in raw colonial slang, barracking unfortunate Englishmen at cricket matches they nearly always won.


It was a vivid image, but it was essentially provincial. Sydney was thought of, by and large, as second-rate – far from the centres of power, art or civil manners, of uncouth beginnings and ungentlemanly presence. Throughout the twentieth century visiting writers, mostly British, had been variously condescending and abusive about the city. At the turn of the century Beatrice Webb the radical thought it chiefly notable for its bad taste: its people were aggressive in manner and blatant in dress, while its Mayor and Aldermen were one and all ‘heavy common persons’. In 1923 D. H. Lawrence, who spent two days in the city, declared it no more than a substitute London, made in five minutes – ‘as margarine is a substitute for butter’. Robert Morley the actor, in 1949, thought the city misnamed – ‘why didn’t they call it Bert?’ Neville Cardus the music critic, in 1952, said it was just like Manchester, except that the harbour was at the bottom of Market Street instead of the River Irwell. Denis Brogan the political philosopher, in 1958, thought the old-fashioned ladies’ underwear on display in the big stores revealed ‘all too plainly the acceptance of a non-competitive mediocrity’. ‘By God, what a site!’ cried Clough Williams-Ellis the architect in the 1950s. ‘By man, what a mess!’ And nobody was ruder than I was, when I first went to Sydney in the early 1960s. It was, I wrote then, no more than a harbour surrounded by suburbs – its origins unsavoury, its temper coarse, its organization slipshod, the expressions of its society ladies ‘steely, scornful, accusatory and plebeian, as though they are expecting you (which Heaven forbid) to pinch their tight-corsetted behinds’. It was five full years before the last letter of complaint reached me from down under.


The world turns; societies, like authors, age and mature; today Sydney really is, by general consent, one of the great cities of the world. Its population, though still predominantly British and Irish in stock, has been alleviated by vast influxes of immigrants from the rest of Europe and from Asia. Modern communications and the shifts of historical consequence mean that it is no longer on the distant perimeter of affairs, but strategically placed upon the frontier of twentieth-century change, the Pacific Rim. Its prickly old parochialism has been softened by a perceptible ability to laugh at itself, and a flood of Sydney talent has been unleashed upon us all, greatly changing perceptions of the city. When in 1988 the bicentennial of European settlement in Australia was spectacularly celebrated around the harbour, with fireworks and operas and tall ships, a new vision of Sydney, resplendent, festive and powerful, was once and for all stamped upon the general imagination.


I have often visited and written about the city since that reckless foray of 1962, and I return now primarily as an aficionado of British imperial history. Having commemorated in a series of books the rise and decline of the Victorian Empire, having written its elegy in a study of the last great colony, Hong Kong, I wanted to conclude my imperial commitment with a book about something grand, famous and preferably glittering left on the shores of history by Empire’s receding tide. Pre-eminent among such flotsam, it seems to me, is the city of Sydney – not I think the best of the cities the British Empire created, not the most beautiful either, but the most hyperbolic, the youngest in heart, the shiniest. I do not entirely retract my judgements of thirty years ago, but like the rest of us I have come to view Sydney in a different light, and I think now that of all the strangers who have written about the city, since it first emerged from the origins I was fool enough to emphasize then, perhaps the poet Charles Causley got the municipal flavour most nearly right in his HMS Glory at Sydney,  1951, which celebrates all the mixed offerings of a shore leave in this city, barmaids and tram rides, theatres and hangovers, besides the beauty of a sea-entrance:








O! I shall never forget you on that crystal morning!


Your immense harbour, your smother of deep green trees,


The skyscrapers, waterfront shacks, parks and radio towers,


And the tiny pilot-boat, the Captain Cook,


Steaming to meet us …











Back to Bradley’s Head; and as we watch the 18-footers storm out of view, that crystal light and smother of trees is all around us, and the skyscrapers look back at us from over the water (though alas the elegant Captain Cook long ago sailed its last). And to add to the authenticity of the scene, now it turns out that our friends in the white hats have a little money on the boats too. ‘Betting?’ they say with poker faces. ‘We don’t know the meaning of the word.’ But those papers in their hands are race cards, not bird-spotting charts, and when Xerox and Prudential disappear behind the trees they cheerfully hasten down the woodland track around the point, the better to follow their fancies. The contest lasts for another couple of hours, and sends the boats twice scudding up and down the harbour along courses dictated by the weather; thus making sure that whether it is the dry west wind that is blowing that day, or the maverick they call a Southerly Buster, or a humid nor’-easter out of the Tasman Sea, in one direction or another the Flying Squadron is sure to go pounding through, as our old enthusiasts might say, like a Bondi tram.

















GENESIS





A GAP BETWEEN ROCKY SCRUB-COVERED HEADLANDS, ABOUT a mile wide, is the entrance to Sydney’s harbour and thus the sea-gate to the city itself and all its history. It stands at longitude 151°112' East, latitude 33°52' South, and the welcome it offers voyagers is allegorically benevolent. Outside, the Tasman Sea stretches away towards South America, New Zealand, South Africa and the Antarctic; inside, the landlocked haven promises every kind of comfort, navigational, climatic, sensual and domestic. Sydney Harbour is really a twisted valley, flooded by the sea a few millennia ago. It has two principal arms and a myriad smaller bays, and it disperses in the west into two channels which, though they are really more sea-inlets than fresh-water streams, are called the Parramatta and the Lane Cove Rivers. The harbour is 16 miles long, covers an area of 21 square miles, reaches a depth of 160 feet and, despite the presence of the great city that lies around its shores, remains organically antipodean. Inland the low line of the Blue Mountains, for years the frontier of white settlement, still seems to speak of a wilderness beyond, especially when a golden-grey haze, like the suggestion of a desert, masks the suburbs at its feet, or when a bushfire smokes and flickers on the horizon; and even within the easy limits of the harbour itself, to a stranger from the north matters can feel sufficiently esoteric.


Over Sydney Harbour the moon wanes and waxes topsy-turvy, and on its shores, as everyone knows, water goes the wrong way down the plug-hole. The climate is benign in reputation and enviable in statistic (mean averages range from 22.3° in February to 12.3° in July), but in practice rather queer. It is said most closely to approximate that of Montevideo, in Uruguay, and can be disconcertingly capricious – hot one moments, cold the next, wet in one part when it is dry in another, with abrupt rainstorms and terrific winds which suddenly blow everything banging and askew, or instantly make the temperature plummet. It never snows in Sydney, but on average there is rain 140 days each year, and while the winter can be superbly bracing the summer often drags on week after week in muggy debilitation. Allergies and asthmas are common; in earlier times, before the European metabolism was acclimatized perhaps, Sydney people often complained of chronic sleepiness – ‘born tired’‚ they used to say.


Then the green which is still the predominant colour of the harbour shores is a peculiarly Australian olive-green, overlaid sometimes with a pinkish veil which is said to come from the vaporous essence of gum trees, and interspersed with a drab primordial grey of rocks. Many of the trees look to a foreign eye somehow inside-out, with a ghostly glint of silver to them, and an indolent drooping of leaves: eucalyptus trees of many kinds, cabbage palms, blackboys, iron-barks, turpentines, mangroves, trees whose barks look as though they have been scribbled all over, trees bearing huge squashy figs, mighty pines of the South Pacific, strangely mixed with old familiars like limes and chestnuts and often encouched in ferns, orchids and casuarinas, or attended by plants with strange and lovely names – milkmaids, parrot-peas, lilly-pillys. Botanists still find surprises here: the scraggy pseudo-oak Allacasuarina portuensis was first identified in 1989, and only ten specimens have yet been discovered.


Swathes and patches of evergreen foliage are everywhere around the harbour. Wild ravines survive below busy streets, tangles of scrub lap commuters’ houses. There are fine windy headlands above the ocean cliffs, and the Great North Walk, a 160-mile bush track, starts in the heart of the suburbs. Heaven knows what fauna you will encounter, if you explore these glades, gulleys and inlets. Possums will certainly be about, and wallabies perhaps, and multitudes of cackling, shouting and coughing birds – manas, cockatoos, kookaburras, lyre-birds, egrets, languorous pelicans, sea-eagles, the Red-Whiskered Bulbul, the Black-faced Cuckoo-Shrike, or most maddeningly a kind of cuckoo called the Koel, which emits for hours on end a tuneless cry like a small boy’s early attempts at whistling. There may be koalas, or bandicoots, or possibly even duck-billed platypuses. The cicadas will be shrilling in the various timbres attributed to their kinds – the Black Princes in one key, the Yellow Mondays allegedly in another. Crayfish skulk on the beds of streams. At night squirrel-like marsupials called sugar-gliders saunter from tree to tree. Even the Sydney gulls seem to me particular to the place: in grassy spots I have sometimes seen them staring fixedly between their legs for minutes at a time, yawning a great deal and settling themselves amply in the green like hens.


Some of these creatures sound alarming. Watch out for the Tiger Snake, which has enough toxin in it to kill 6,000 mice.1 Beware the nephila spider, whose web can be strong enough to snare a small bird, or worse still the Sydney funnel-web spider, which lives only in these parts, and is one of the most venomous arachnids on earth. An awful fish, the goblinfish, swims the Sydney waters, carrying poison in its spines. And the terrible star of all Sydney creatures is undoubtedly the shark, which is surrounded by legend, fear and wry humour. Frequently pieces of human limbs have been discovered in the bellies of sharks, or regurgitated from them, and more than one murder case has been linked to a shark’s digestion. A Maginot Line of permanent nets, stretched across twenty-three beaches, protects Sydney from this monster, but still the most persuasive of Sydney injunctions is the one in many languages, accompanied by a grisly picture, warning people that there may be sharks about.


For the most part, though, it is a kindly enough strangeness that informs the Sydney setting. Very few people are really vomited by sharks. You are extremely unlikely to be stung by the goblinfish, or to feel in yourself the twitching of muscles, the profuse flow of sweat, tears and saliva that shows the funnel-web has got you. Sydney Harbour’s allegory is just: it really is a haven, for people as for ships.




*





We are told that natives of Australia have been living in the region of the harbour for 20,000 years, but no literate person is known to have set eyes on the Sydney Heads, the sea-entrance, until 1770. In that year Lieutenant James Cook, Royal Navy, accompanied by the scientist Joseph Banks and Daniel Solander the Swedish botanist, brought HMS Endeavour to this coast, made the acquaintance of its native tribespeople, and called it New South Wales.2 He spent a week ashore at a large inlet some ten miles south of Sydney Harbour, and that he called Botany Bay.3 When he sailed on to the north he passed the Heads and, noting that there appeared to be a safe anchorage within, named it Port Jackson.4 However he was doubtless in a hurry to get home after many months at sea, and did not enter the haven.


It was accordingly Botany Bay, rather than Sydney Harbour, that the British Government had in mind when, seventeen years later, it dispatched a fleet to colonize New South Wales in the name of the Crown. No European had been there in the meantime, and Cook was dead by then; but it had been decided that this arcane far corner of the world would be a suitable site for a penal settlement. The American colonies having lately been lost, the West African colonies being generally more lethal than even villains deserved, a new dumping-ground was needed for Britain’s felons. The prison hulks of the Thames and Medway were hideously over-crowded, and there were thousands of miscellaneously convicted criminals, rebels, layabouts and ne’er-do-wells that the British Establishment wished only to be rid of. Botany Bay was far away, relatively temperate and might one day prove strategically or commercially useful; that it was already occupied by its native people was no handicap, in the political morality of the time; for a start 775 luckless misfits, 582 males, 193 females, average age twenty-seven, were packed into six chartered transports and sent to the Antipodes.5


Many of them were habitual offenders, though their crimes were mostly trivial. Their sentences were for seven years, fourteen years, or life, but good behaviour might earn them tickets-of-leave before the expiry of their sentences, giving them limited freedom within the settlement, and the right to a grant of land. They might indeed be pardoned altogether at Government’s discretion, but for the vast majority transportation to Botany Bay meant perpetual exile – very few would ever accumulate enough cash to buy a passage home. The convicts were accompanied by a couple of hundred marines, with twenty-seven wives and twenty-five children, and by miscellaneous livestock.6 With the transports sailed two small warships and three ships carrying supplies.7 The route took the First Fleet of Australian history via Rio de Janeiro and the Cape of Good Hope – 13,950 miles in all – and never before had so many people travelled so far together.


For most of the convicts, never having heard of Captain Cook, let alone read his reports (for they were almost all illiterate), it must have been like sailing to the moon. It is hard to imagine a more violent contrast, between departure-point and destination. In England Jane Austen was at work, the Marylebone Cricket Club had lately codified the rules of cricket and the House of Commons was considering a motion for the abolition of slavery. In New South Wales the cicadas chafed, the parrots squawked and Aborigines speaking unknown tongues hunted inconceivable marsupials. Cowering in their creaking ships, often in chains, the prisoners of the First Fleet went all unknowing from one to the other.


Thus it was that on 21 January 1788 the first Europeans passed through the Sydney Heads. The First Fleet’s commander, Captain Arthur Phillip, RN, was also to be Governor of the colony, and he had very soon decided that Botany Bay was not after all the right place for a settlement, being wan of vegetation and short of fresh water. Instead he took a party of three boats northwards along the coast to investigate Port Jackson, and spent two days exploring its waters.


We have a contemporary description of him in a boat – ‘his face shrivelled, and his aquiline nose under a large cocked hat, gathered up in a heap, his chin between his knees’ – and so perhaps we may imagine him as his boat-crews of sailors and Marines rowed up the harbour towards a historic landfall. I suppose that after all those months at sea any coast looked pleasant, and Port Jackson was certainly more welcoming than Botany Bay. Even so, with its low and featureless shores covered all over with dense green, its rocks, as somebody said at the time, like bones that have had the fur rubbed off them, it must have looked desolate and monotonous enough. Here and there a park-like effect gladdened the English eye – the tribespeople regularly burnt brushwood, to make hunting easier – but for the most part the bush was thick and forbidding. A few naked black people stared impassively as they passed, standing with fishing-spears on rocks, or hunched over cooking-fires in flimsy bark canoes. There were flashes of strange birds, no doubt, and perhaps glimpses of grey wallabies. Otherwise, only the rocks, the water and the changeless bush: to one of my own temperament Sydney Harbour in 1788 would have offered a discouraging spectacle.8


Not, however, to the naval eye. As he was later to report, Phillip realized this to be ‘one of the finest harbours in the world, in which a thousand sail of the line might ride in perfect security’. Persevering well past Bradley’s Head, almost to the mouth of the Parramatta River at the western end of the harbour, presently the boat-crews found a place where fresh water ran into an anchorage down a gentle declivity in the bush – ‘a small snug cove on the southern side’, is how Captain Watkin Tench of the Marines described it. They called this V-shaped inlet Sydney cove, after the Home Secretary, Thomas Townshend, first Baron Sydney of Chislehurst;9 and on its banks on 26 January 1788, they ran up the Union Flag and founded a city. They intended to call it Albion, but somehow or other it became known as Sydney too.




 *





No great city, not even Rome which was founded by wolf’s sucklings, has had more unlikely beginnings, and the first years of Sydney were predictably tough and lonely. The merchantmen of the fleet soon sailed away, three to China to pick up tea, five to England in ballast, leaving only one storeship and the two little naval vessels. The convicts were set to work building – houses for the officers, huts for themselves – but there were few skilled craftsmen among them, and at first mud, reeds, wattles and unseasoned wood were their only materials, together with lime made from crushed mussel shells. The soil was poor. The fauna was unnerving. The natives, belonging to a tribe called the Iora, proved largely incomprehensible. A second fleet-load of convicts, arriving in 1790, discharged a horrifying complement of dead and dying, and for a time it seemed that everybody might starve – a convict was given 1,000 lashes for stealing three pounds of potatoes, and dinner guests at the Governor’s table had to bring their own victuals. The whole colony was in a state of dejection, and there were moments when even the most sanguine of Phillip’s officers thought it might be better to give up. It was the poorest country in the world, wrote Lieutenant Ralph Clark of the Marines. Nature there was nearly worn out, wrote Major Robert Ross. There was hardly anything to see but rocks, reported the Reverend Richard Johnson, chaplain to the colony, and hardly anything to eat but rats. The first suicide soon occurred: an aged perjurer named Dorothy Handland, said to be the oldest person in the colony, hanged herself from a gum tree.


Yet Phillip himself was convinced that one day this miserable settlement might outgrow its origins to become a free British nation on the other side of the earth. Bolstered by this conviction he held things together until he went home in 1792, and by the turn of the century the worst was over. The place was still generally known in England as Botany Bay, as the penal colony always would be, but in fact the city of Sydney had taken root. It was no longer the only Australian settlement – it had founded its own subsidiary penal colony on Norfolk Island, a thousand miles out in the Pacific. Nor was it now utterly isolated in the world at large, because trading ships had begun to find their way there in the wake of the transports. A third convict fleet from England had raised the population to rather more than 7,000, including some 500 free citizens, and around the cove a proper town had arisen, built by now largely of brick and the local reddish-brown sandstone. The rivulet that had first attracted Phillip to the site had been channelled into small reservoirs and named the Tank Stream, and a stone bridge had been built across it; this formed a rough boundary between more disreputable quarters on the west side of the cove, more respectable on the east – a social demarcation which was to linger for a century and more.


A bumpy sandstone outcrop formed the western arm of the cove. Along its edge ran a track called Sergeant-Major’s Row, and in lines above stood the huts the prisoners had built for themselves, single-room houses put together of mud, wood and thatch in the old English way, with small gardens and lines of washing. There were a few more sizeable houses up there too, and a hospital of single-storey buildings, one of them brought out in prefabricated parts from England. Not far away were the gallows, and the stocks, and the barracks of the New South Wales Corps, which had by now replaced the Marines as a garrison and police force. On the promontory at the end stood a signal tower, a simple observatory and a gun embrasure. At night a beacon fire burnt for the guidance of ships.


On the other side of the cove, the bourgeois side, lived the Establishment. There were no quays then, ships anchoring offshore, but to the east of the Tank Stream a jetty protruded, announcing the portals of Sydney officialdom. On the slope immediately behind it the Governor occupied a two-storeyed white house with a veranda, looking over a garden to the water and picturesquely supplied with tame wallabies; nearby were substantial houses for his chief officials. The Superintendent of Convicts lived there ex officio, and the Garrison Commander, and the Chaplain, and the Surveyor General, and to the east, over a low ridge, gamely struggled a Government Farm, where the first attempts had been made to grow European vegetables in an uncongenial soil.


Beside the bridge a guardhouse protected one half of the town from the other. Near it was the Government Lumber Yard, where convicts worked at saws and forges, and beyond it the settlement straggled away to the south, meandered through by mud roads. A pair of windmills crowned the higher ground behind the waterfront, together with the tower of Sydney’s only church: it was named St Phillip’s, with two Ls, in honour of the first Governor.10 On the northern side of the harbour there were a few houses, too, and from them tracks went off to the infant farming settlements already established on the Hawkesbury River, twenty miles to the north. To the west the first proper road in Australia, shaded by thick foliage, led to the ancillary village of Parramatta, where the Government had a second experimental farm, and the Governor a second Government House. By now there were about a thousand head of cattle in the settlement, together with 6,000 sheep and 4,000 pigs, and several thousand acres had been sown with wheat, corn and barley.


Pictures of the time make Sydney look quite elegant and well-ordered, with ships on the stocks at the Government shipyard on the cove, neat rows of cottages, boats scurrying here and there, the hospital spanking and Government House gracious above its gardens. Decorous natives generally appeared in these scenes, and sometimes well-dressed stockmen drove cattle down pretty lanes. However all this was largely artistic convention, and was often heightened when, far away from the discomforts of Sydney Cove, on-the-spot sketches were turned into engravings. In reality those buildings were rickety, amateurish, riddled by white ants and spongy with wet rot. Government House was horribly damp, besides being plagued by vile and unexplained smells from its foundations, while the hospital on the ridge, which looks so commendable in the pictures, was appallingly filthy and overcrowded. Sydney was a prisons, but a kind of open prison; the only gaol was a primitive lock-up, and the convicts were still left to house themselves as best they could. Their home-made cottages were generally no more than hovels, often simultaneously serving as ad hoc taverns and brothels; many of the more feckless transportees lived in caves among the rocks, in seashore crannies or even in holes in trees. The bush around was still like a sombre green cage. Convicts who ran away into it generally returned disoriented, and no European had ever crossed the Blue Mountains, only thirty miles to the west.


Besides, we must add to our mind’s picture the truly extraordinary features of everyday life in Sydney, c. 1800, which seldom show in the watercolours: tatterdemalion gangs of male convicts clanking about in irons, incorrigible female prisoners screeching ribaldry and obscenities, soldiers everywhere with high hats and enormous fixed bayonets, petty offenders sitting in the stocks, sex-starved sailors raunching around the grog-shops and Aborigines wandering stark naked or in cast-off English finery. Wallabies and chickens strayed here and there, caged cockatoos screeched, and in the public cemetery pigs and goats scavenged among the graves, the pigs sometimes interrupting themselves to eat the goats. Hundreds of ragged homeless children mooched through the streets; on the island called Pinchgut, off the cove, swung the skeletonic remains of a hanged Irishman, as a memento mori for the rest.11


The convicts formed an extremely rough and ready proletariat. Many of them had no idea where they were, and some thought that China lay just beyond the Blue Mountains. Governor John Hunter, in the 1790s, said of them that ‘a more wicked, abandoned and irreligious set of people had never been brought together in any part of the worlds’‚ and they were kept under control largely by the use of the cat-o’-nine-tails, with which a quarter of a million strokes were administered in an average year. If they remained intractable they could be sent off to still worse punishment on Norfolk Island, the end of the road. The soldiery, their guards, were hardly more reassuring than the felons. The rankers were brutal riff-raff, the officers, scoured one assumes from regiments not anxious to retain their services, soon congealed into a rapacious clique of opportunists, and grabbed a near-monopoly of the colony’s commerce. The local Aborigines were already being debased with alcohol, mockery, abuse and condescension, besides being decimated by smallpox and other diseases. There were virtually no machines, and few draft animals; almost every labour had to be done by hand, with the help of the flogger’s whip.


It is easy to conjure up the look of early Sydney. Probably no city has ever been so meticulously pictured from the day of its foundation, by naval and military officers professionally trained to sketch and map, and by variously gifted amateurs. The atmosphere, though, is quite another things, and perhaps we can never quite conceive what it was like to live in such a place, where the gentry were gaolers, where the people were prisoners, where the natives were like creatures out of another age, and where the terrible sound of the scourge was heard so often above the cries of the birds, the parade-ground shouts and the wind through the gum trees all around.12
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All changed in the Victorian century, as further British colonies were founded one by one elsewhere in Australia, and Phillip’s dream was fulfilled. There was a slight coup d’état in 1808 – the so-called Rum Rebellion, when Governor William Bligh of Bounty fame was deposed in a military putsch. Order however was soon restored and Sydney became a thrusting enclave of capitalism in the south. A civilian establishment took over from the military. A thriving sea-trade developed. The merino sheep, imported from Spain, gave the colony a profitable commodity. A Governor of artistic leanings, Lachlan Macquarie, gave it some sense of style. Penal transportation to New South Wales was ended in 1840; by then about 83,000 convicts had been shipped in, but they were almost balanced by some 70,000 free Britons given Government-subsidized passages in the cause of imperial development. Soon both categories would be outnumbered by native-born Europeans. The illimitable bush still hemmed in the town – when his parishioners left church after evensong, the vicar of St Thomas, North Sydney, once remarked, their hurricane lamps disappeared into the empty valleys ‘like stars into infinity’ – but there was a road across the Blue Mountains now, and the town had a well-populated hinterland. No longer were these alien people fumbling their way through the strangeness of climate, fauna and flora; a generation had grown up that felt at home with the land, and knew the tricks of survival.


In 1856 Sydney became the capital of the self-governing Colony of New South Wales. Its economy was distinctly of the boom-and-bust variety, and in size and wealth it was rivalled by Melbourne to the south, but still, as the imperial century proceeded towards its apogee, and Victoria the Queen–Empress towards her Golden Jubilee, the former penal settlement matured into a proper imperial outpost, peer to Toronto and Singapore, Durban and Madras. The poor indigenes had all but disappeared; the British had made a city in their own image. In the second half of the century Sydney’s population increased by about 100,000 in every decade. By the 1880s, the centenary decade, it was approaching 400,000, and the city Government moved into a new Town Hall proper to its responsibilities, a mile or so to the south of the cove. This was almost excessively municipal, extravagantly towered and housing a terrific organ, and beside it stood a hardly less diocesan Anglican Cathedral, with three towers and much stained glass. Here was the nexus, functional and symbolical, of High Victorian Sydney.


As a very simulacrum of Britishness in the age of free trade and imperial expansion, the Sydney of the 1880s was intensely self-conscious. Among the professional people, the civil servants, the landowners who maintained their town houses in the city, life seems to have been almost suffocatingly genteel. All the paraphernalia of Victorian decorum flourished. Etiquette was severe, morality ostentatious, social behaviour was derived directly from the example of what was still generally thought of as Home, or the Mother Country. Families competed in splendour of transportation and fashionableness of costume, and we read of incessant visiting among the ladies, of busy club life, political activity and sporting enthusiasm among the gentlemen, the whole revolving around the Governor in his new and far grander Government House in the green Domain above the harbour. People from Melbourne thought it all absurd, and called Sydney Sleepy Hollow; visitors from England thought it rather charming.


The central city looked very British, too. ‘The houses,’ Charles Dilke had written sourly in the 1860s, ‘are of the commonplace English ugliness, worst of all possible forms of architectural imbecility.’ Sydney’s chief park was called Hyde Park, its lovely botanical gardens looked consciously towards Kew, its university was a transplanted fragment of Oxbridge and its best shops were modelled on the London style – W. H. Soul the pharmacists, for instance, blue-and-white and heraldically crested, or David Jones the draper, which prided itself upon its silky service.13 A mighty Post Office, with a Renaissance tower and elaborate decoration, stood in the heart of the business district. Overlooking Sydney Cove was a solid Customs House with a bust of Queen Victoria above the door, and behind it sundry great Government buildings had arisen, portentous in golden sandstone and rich in symbolisms. The Treasury Building had a portico with Ionian columns, just like something in Whitehall. The brand-new Lands Department building had an onion-domed tower and was equipped with forty-eight niches for statues of famous citizens. The Colonial Secretary’s Office was guarded by images of Wisdom, Justice and Mercy. The Legislative Assembly and the Mint were housed in some of Governor Macquarie’s ambitious Georgian buildings, and Macquarie Street upon which they stood was lined with handsome town houses, some of them very opulent, looking out across a green expanse of parkland in genuinely English style.


Utterly English too were the villas which now speckled the outskirts of town, and were implanted on suitable promontories throughout the harbour – white-gardened mansions in classical style, with ornamental gates, leafy drives and lodges. The Chief Secretary lived in one such pleasant house, the Bishop of New South Wales in another, and sometimes there were cottages appended for servants, for all the world like an English estate. In less advantageous parts of town the middle classes occupied pleasant terraced houses, and the better-off artisans lived in rows of cottages that were often charming, and were decorated ornately with iron filigree.


All the symptoms of British imperial system were apparent. Big warehouses dominated the harbour front, and around Sydney Cove had been built a modern landing-place, the Semi-Circular Quay – later, though if anything squared up rather by then, renamed the Circular Quay. There were steam trams in the streets, and steam ferries across the harbour, and trains to Parramatta. There were up-to-date hospitals and water supplies, and the Tank Stream had been diverted into underground channels. A brand-new sewerage system discharged its effluent not into the harbour, but into the open sea. There was an Illustrated Sydney News, and a Sydney Punch.


But of course, here as in Victorian Britain itself, behind these complacent scenes there teemed an underclass, some of it extremely raw. Slums festered, for all the civic propriety. Public health was terrible despite the sewage system. Society was still full of mayhem and corruption – political shenanigans, drug abuse, prostitution – and most vices were legal. As a contemporary said even of the Imperial Temperance Hotel in King Street, ‘there is no knowing what you can do, if you only know how to work the ropes’. And if you could sin at the Imperial Temperance in King Street, just think what you could do at the sailors’ taverns at the Rocks, that sandstone outcrop above the Cove where the convicts had built their huts! Down the years the Rocks had developed into one of the Pacific’s most notorious sailortowns, where some of the toughest people in the world lodged hugger-mugger among the courts and narrow alleys, drinking furiously, banding together in ferocious street gangs, living by thievery and prostitution and frequently given new blood by deserting seamen and peripatetic rascals from all the oceans.


The Bishop and the Chief Secretary lived handsomely enough in their villas; the poor of Sydney lived miserably enough down below, despite the sunshine, the space and the freedom. ‘Drifting past, drifting past, To the beat of weary feet’, is how Henry Lawson the poet thought of them, ‘In the filthy lane and alley, and the cruel heartless street’. Perhaps, after all, the city had not quite transcended its beginnings; sometimes, as we read about its aldermanic pride and prosperity, the grand celebrations with which it greeted its own centennial and Victoria’s fifty years upon the throne, we can just see poor old Dorothy Handland still swinging from her eucalyptus.
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Not for much longer. The Rocks were largely demolished when in 1900 a bubonic plague fell upon Sydney. The worst of the slums disappeared then, most of the vices were made illegal, and in a generation or two the physique of Sydney working people almost miraculously improved. In the new century, as the various Australian colonies banded themselves together into a Federal Commonwealth, Sydney became an epitome of the Workers’ Paradise – as democratic a city as any on earth, with powerful trade unions to fight the poor man’s cause and a burning sense of social equality. Its standards of living were said to be higher than those of any British or American city, and its people had developed, said a local writer in 1907, ‘a sort of clever hecticness, an almost unnatural sharpening of the wits in the furious race for wealth, and a constant and all but unappeasable itching for excitement and amusement and change for its own sake’. When the city’s young men went to war, in 1914, they went with terrific brio. In Victorian times they had been described as ‘wanting in power and weight’; now John Masefield, the English poet, could compare them to ‘kings in old poems’.


Australia became a nation, people still like to say, upon the battlefields of Gallipoli, and the Sydney that emerged from the Great War was a different Sydney too. Conscious of itself as an Australian city, no longer just a transplanted city of the English provinces, Sydney had acquired an urban character of its own. Although its people were still 98 per cent British in origin, by now they looked, sounded and dressed differently. Let us visit them finally at the start of the 1930s, when the Great Depression was falling upon Sydney as it was falling upon every city of the capitalist west. All the miseries of the slump were visible here then, the shanty towns and the soup kitchens, the unemployed thousands sleeping in parks, at railway stations, on ramshackle houseboats, the mothers with their children scavenging among the seashore flotsam. Communism was strong. Organized crime was rampant. Mutilated survivors of the Great War haunted the city streets, reproachfully begging. Amidst this unhappiness the personality of the community, now more than a million strong, had reached some kind of climax.


The economy had been more or less stagnant throughout the century, but the city now extended in immense swathes of suburbia far out from the Town Hall: beyond Parramatta towards the Blue Mountains in the west, down to Botany Bay in the south, joining up with the old Hawkesbury River settlements to the north. At the same time the beach culture was developing fast – the Sydney preoccupation with sun, sand and surf, exemplified in bright ocean-front suburbs, and in the competitive pageantry of the life-savers. The city felt more southern, more Pacific than it had seemed in the 1880s, as though it were consciously changing direction. Even the architecture, so slavishly British fifty years before, had acquired extra sub-tropical mannerisms – eaves, overhangs, arcades, verandas, and the canopies over sidewalks, supported by iron wires to keep the sun at bay, which had become characteristic of the Australian urban style.


After generations of sunshine and general plenty, the people themselves had been mutated, too. The women were tall and robust, the men had acquired that somewhat louche, shambling, easygoing but powerful gait that for a time was to be their hallmark. This was the real heyday of the dinkum Aussie – the Aussie of the slouch hat, the long-short trousers and the knee-length socks, with his Sheila who stuck with the rest of the girls at the far end of the room, and his well-known place at the bar. It was a macho, philistine, cocky Sydney, or as Kenneth Slessor the poet preferred, ‘gaslight, straw hat, bunch-of-bananas, tram-ride Sydney’.14 ‘In things of the mind,’ declared the Sydney cartoonist Will Dyson in 1929, ‘we show about as much spirit as a suburban old maid.’


It was Sydney at its most truly provincial. Inevitably the place half thought of itself still as an imperial metropolis, and figured in works of imperial self-gratification as the Second City of the Empire. But it was really neither one thing nor another. Though it was still a State capital, now it was only one of six in a self-governing Australia whose federal capital was at Canberra, 180 miles away. Its governing classes remained, by and large, almost ridiculously royalist and conventional, but many of its working people were generally indifferent to the British link, often republican of tradition, often Communist of sympathy, militantly organized and Irishly inclined.


It was not really much of a place, by international standards. Its Victorian landmarks and Georgian relics had been swallowed up in run-of-the-mill commercial development, of no particular style. Its suburbs, often cruelly deprived of trees, were mostly unlovely. Since the Great War hardly a public building had gone up which was worth a second look, or would seem in future decades worth preserving. The cockiness was probably largely chip-on-shoulder, and I would think it fair to say that the early 1930s were Sydney’s nadir. The city looked back still with bitterness to its squalid start; it was torn between a sickly imperial loyalty and a raucous independence; one would hardly guess, surveying its philistine parochialism and sense of resentment, that within another fifty years it would have burst into the buoyant post-imperial prodigy that this book is going to describe.
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Yet only two years later, in a gesture of anomalous exhilaration, at the worst time of the depression Sydney opened its Harbour Bridge, one of the talismanic structures of the earth, and then by far the most striking thing ever built in Australia. At that moment, I think, contemporary Sydney began – perhaps definitive Sydney. Another World War, a few more booms and slumps, confirmed Sydney’s economic status. The decline of the British Empire shifted its attitudes to the world. A tremendous migration of continental Europeans and Asians drastically altered its manner. We have arrived at our Sunday arvo of the 1990s, with the 18-footers storming past Bradley’s Head, and the skyscrapers gleaming on the foreshore.


Sydney people often say their city lacks a sense of history, but I do not find it so. I find the past more easily retrievable in Sydney than in most cities, so familiar to us are the people who founded this place, whether we know them by name or simply as generic figures, and so easy is it to imagine the scenes of earlier times. Many a monument of the Victorian age stands grandly Victorian still. David Jones now claims to be ‘The Most Beautiful Store in the World’, and W. H. Soul the Pitt Street pharmacy offers a SOULCOLOR fast film service. The Treasury’s cortile now shelters the coffee shop of the Intercontinental Hotel. The Land Department Building still has vacant niches for twenty-five heroes. When George Street (né Sergeant-Major’s Row) swerves near its northern end, it is avoiding the vanished boundary of the original Government shipyard; when it veers to the east and back again by the Town Hall it is shying away from the ghosts of the first city graveyard, where the pigs molested the goats. The unpredictable street-pattern of downtown Sydney relates still to the site of Phillip’s malodorous little mansion. The Tank Stream, sometimes fierce with storm-water, still empties itself into Sydney Cove beside Pier 6 at Circular Quay. Graffiti remain from the days of the First Fleet. Often in the evenings, around the harbour, I see solitary meditative figures sitting on rocks just as the Aborigines sat long ago; and after dark, when the riding light of some small fishing-craft swims across the water, I find it easy to expect one of those elementary canoes to come paddling out of the night, with a naked black woman in the stern, and a cooking-fire burning amidships.


And the bush survives. We will end this skim through the Sydney past with a glimpse of the wild present – more than mere rus in urbe, more nature indestructible. We stand on a road bridge in one of the northern suburbs, looking down upon one of those tangled gulleys of bush far below the sidewalk. It is dusk. A full moon is rising, and little groups of people, in twos and threes, are fitfully assembling on the bridge. The traffic is light, the evening is sultry, there is not much sign of life in the houses which are scattered among the trees. Below us the river glints through huge ferns. A youth with tattooed forearms throws a cigarette end over the bridge, and it floats into the gulley in a scatter of sparks. A couple of small children race each other up and down the sidewalk. We are waiting for the Sydney fruit bats, the big flying-foxes, which nest somewhere down there in their hundreds of  thousands, allegedly emitting a frightful vespertilian smell.15 Each evening they leave their perches in the wood to go foraging through the city, all over the northern suburbs and far across the harbour, where they are often to be felt, rather than exactly seen, fuzzily passing apartment windows. They are among the southernmost fruit bats, the largest community in Sydney, and they have survived everything that history has been able to do to them. Today they have many admirers, and I went once to a protection-society meetings up the road in the well-heeled suburb of Gordon, whose enthusiasm the bats themselves would have been astonished to discover – bat friends of all ages were there, wearing bat badges and bat-ornamented T-shirts, listening to zealous bat lectures, examining a bat skeleton in a glass case and distributing bat pamphlets with missionary zeal.


Night begins to fall. The little audience crowds to the parapet. Out of the murky bush there emerges a solitary Pteropus poliocephalus, flapping over our heads and wheeling southwards towards the harbour. After a minute or two another follows, and then a couple more. It seems a desultory progress, and the children begin to lose interest, and start racing up and down the pavement again. ‘Is that all?’ says a girl to her young man. ‘Fucking hell,’ says the youth with the tattoos. But after a few minutes the pace theatrically quickens, the bats appear in threes and fours, and then in batches, and then in squadrons, and then in fleets, until the whole darkening sky is full of them, and they pour out of the bush in an apparently endless stream, hundred upon hundred, thousand upon thousand, like a furious reassertion of old supremacies.


After a while their interminable passage into the night becomes a bit of a bore, and long before the last bat has flown over that bridge the children have seen enough of them, and are clamouring to go home.




1 Or in the case of the most prolific recorded specimen, milked of its venom in 1934, enough to kill 40,000.


2 Mysteriously, it may be thought – there is no record of his having seen South Wales, the coast is very different, and there was a New South Wales already, on Hudson’s Bay in Canada – but the name was apparently chosen as a favour for Thomas Pennant, the Welsh patriot and botanist, who was a great friend of Banks, and perhaps really means the New Wales of the South.


3 More obviously, since on its shores Banks and Solander collected scores of plants hitherto unknown to science.


4 After George Jackson, a Secretary of the Admiralty, who presently spurned this gift of immortality by changing his name to Duckett.


5 I take these figures, which are uncertain, from Mollie Gillen’s The Founders of Australia, Sydney 1989.


6 Including the chaplain’s cats.


7 Including, for instance, 40 wheelbarrows, 747,000 nails and 250 women’s handkerchiefs.


8 As it certainly did twenty years later to the littérateur Barron Field, who came to Sydney as a Supreme Court Judge, thought evergreen trees inimical to the poetic urge, and said he could ‘hold no fellowship with Australian foliage’. When. Field left Australia in 1824, the British Dictionary of National Biography delicately tells us, ‘the complimentary address of the lawyers did not represent every shade of public opinion’.


9 And last, the title dying with him. Why he called himself Sydney the Dictionary of National Biography does not say, and it suggests that were it not for the Australian city named after him he would probably be best-remembered by a line of Oliver Goldsmith’s about Edmund Burke: ‘Though fraught with all learning, yet straining his throat/To persuade Tommy Townshend to give him his vote.’ However citizens of Sydney, Nova Scotia, founded 1785, might disagree.


10 A common imperial practice: St Stephen’s at Ootacamund, for example, is named not for the proto-martyr, but for Stephen Lushington Esquire, Indian Civil Service.


11 Pinchgut is said to have got its original name either because of the poor convicts deposited there in punishment, and fed only bread and water, or (more probably) because the harbour narrowed around it. It is now officially called Fort Denison.


12 We shall return to the penal environment; for a complete evocation of convict Australia Robert Hughes’ The Fatal Shore (1986) has no rival.


13 And which was founded, like several of the great London stares, by a ‘Cardi’ – a Welshman from Cardiganshire.


14 From his text for the picture-book Portrait of Sydney, 1950.


15 Transmitted, I am told unnervingly by one who has tried, into the sweat of those who eat them.
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book available on the enigma that is Sydney.’
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