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         “One of the world’s most famous human-rights lawyers showcases his immense talents with typical gravitas, grandstanding and gossipy insight.”

         SUNDAY TIMES, BOOKS OF THE YEAR 2018

         
             

         

         “Legal memoirs are rarely memorable. Rather His Own Man is a rare exception, a legal autobiography that entertains, informs and inspires.”

         DAVID PANNICK QC, THE TIMES

         
             

         

         “Riveting. [Robertson’s] contemporaries at the bar will read these memoirs with envy; others with almost as much enjoyment as his eminent entourage attests to on the dustjacket.”

         THE SPECTATOR

         
             

         

         “If you are seeking inspiration, look no farther than Rather His Own Man … Provocative, witty, engaging and at times laugh-out-loud funny. His tone slickly transits from gossip splashed around his celebrity pool to full battle cry. Kick back and enjoy the ride.”

         THE TIMES, BEST BOOKS FOR SUMMER

         
             

         

         “Rather His Own Man is thoroughly entertaining. Robertson is an epic raconteur and name-dropper, revelling in his own dinner parties no less than invitations to the Palace. It’s a book that might persuade a young person that the law need not be a dull profession.”

         DANIEL JOHNSON, SUNDAY TIMES

         
             

         

         “A rollicking read, with some laugh-out-loud lines … A useful primer to some of the great legal arguments of our age.”

         LAW SOCIETY GAZETTE

         
             

         

         “The master of the legal memoir mounts an impassioned and wickedly entertaining defence of the first and founding principles of our justice system. The success of Rather His Own Man rests in its raw honesty and unrestrained decency; a vital and timely reminder of the meaning and value of our human rights, and how fortunate we are to have lifetimes such as that of Geoffrey Robertson QC devoted to their defence.”

         THE SECRET BARRISTER

         
             

         

         “An amazing life, with gripping expositions of his milestone cases in human rights.”

         AMAL CLOONEY

         
             

         

         “Geoffrey Robertson is iconic in the law. Fierce in the pursuit of justice, fearless in protecting the rule of law, and utterly independent. A legal colossus!”

         HELENA KENNEDY QC

         
             

         

         “If Robin Hood, King Arthur, St George, Florence Nightingale and Oscar Wilde were compressed into one witty, brilliant and compassionate lawyer they still wouldn’t come close to approximating that heroic champion of our laws and liberties that is the great Geoffrey Robertson. What a life and how crackingly well told. When a heart-stoppingly unputdownable comedy thriller turns out to be a truthful account of a real life, you know you’re onto a winner.”

         STEPHEN FRY

         
             

         

         “Before I read Geoffrey’s brilliant book, I thought a barrister was a guy who made expensive coffee. I’m much wiser now.”

         BILLY CONNOLLY

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            To the memory of my mother and father

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            ‘All change in history, all advance, comes from the non-conformists. If there had been no troublemakers, no dissenters, we should still be living in caves.’

            A. J. P. TAYLOR
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         I remember – I cannot forget – my first case at the Old Bailey in 1974, when I was still possessed of the hardened vowel sounds acquired by growing up in Australia, the kind that nasalise the ‘a’ in words like ‘Frānce’ and ‘brānch’. I was appealing the conviction of my client for wearing an indecent T-shirt, before a reactionary and sarcastic judge. Nervously, I stood to explain: ‘This case is about an allegedly indecent T-shirt, m’lud. Its logo reads “Fuck Art, Let’s Dance”.’

         There was a terrifying silence, and then a judicial boom: ‘Fuck art let’s WHAT, Mr Robertson?’

         ‘Dānce, my Lord. Dānce.’

         Another silence, then an exaggerated sigh.

         ‘Oh. You’re an Australian. What you need to say, Mr Robertson, if you want to succeed at the English Bar, is “Fuck Art, Let’s DARNCE”.’

         There was sycophantic laughter from the well of the court, and Mr Justice Melford Stevenson was so pleased with himself at humiliating another young barrister that he acquitted my client.

         Appearing at the Bar of the Old Bailey had been a far-fetched career goal inspired, during my school days at an outer-Sydney comprehensive, by reading a banned book. The Prime Minister, Sir Robert Menzies, had announced that despite the acquittal of Lady Chatterley’s Lover in England he would not allow his wife to read it (Australians, at least, did not much bother about their servants). So the novel was banned, and for good measure his government also banned a Penguin Special containing the transcript of the Old Bailey proceedings, The Trial of Lady Chatterley. A samizdat copy fell into my schoolboy hands, desperate in those days for anything about sex, but entrancing me instead with the story of two QCs, Gerald Gardiner and Jeremy Hutchinson, whose forensic tactics and rhetorical skill had struck such a blow for liberty against an establishment almost as repressive as the one I was suffering in Sydney. To follow them into the lists at the Central Criminal Court became, at age sixteen, the dream that I followed, eventually to meet Lord Gardiner (who helped in the defence of Spycatcher) and to have the joy of being Jeremy’s junior in Old Bailey triumphs like that over the spooks (the ‘ABC’ case) and the censors (The Romans in Britain, of which more later). I have given some account of these early cases in a previous memoir, The Justice Game, published in 1998, and have tried in this autobiography not to plagiarise myself (if that is legally possible), although there is some overlap – curious readers could treat the earlier work as a companion volume. Now, with twenty more years under my wig, I can emerge from the Old Bailey to tell of the struggle for human rights in courts around the globe.

         Any autobiography is, by definition, an egotistical exercise. One of my clients, Julian Assange, was so horrified when he read his own that he tried to stop its publication, although his ghost-writer came back to haunt him. Most authors justify themselves by pleading a didactic purpose – look how I handle fame / love my mum / learn from my mistakes – and this may indeed help sales of their books. My reason for writing The Justice Game was that its exposure of the inadequacies in British law and practice would enhance the case for a Bill of Rights – vouchsafed by the Blair government shortly after its publication. In this book, I have tried to explain my concern for human rights not only in Britain but in the wider world. Through the arcane prerogative that comes from being a British QC, I have been able to parachute into Commonwealth courtrooms to assist defendants, sometimes saving their lives by taking their cases to the Privy Council – that curious court of last resort for men sentenced to death in the Caribbean. Then there are cases from the newly established UN tribunals (including the UN Special Court in Sierra Leone, where I served as President). This is all a far cry from the Old Bailey, but the international human rights circuit provides a dimension to a modern barrister’s life that has not yet been the subject of a television series.

         The Bar is a lonely profession: you live in your head, even when you are on your feet. Your trade is to juggle laws and precedents while reaching for scraps of old wisdom from the grab-bag of past cases to construct an argument to favour your client or your cause. You go into battle with no army to lead or supporters to rally or speechwriters and researchers to back you up. Your efforts may influence social progress more effectively than other blatherers, like MPs or bishops or media commentators – but you must not expect to be loved, especially when those you defend are perceived, at the time, as non-conformists or troublemakers.

         John Mortimer, who became my forensic father, created in Rumpole of the Bailey a barrister everyone could love, but I could never be that barrister. I took John to Strasbourg to show him the wonders of European law, but in the storyline that emerged for the next novel, Rumpole was not impressed and would, I expect, have voted for Brexit. He was the first truly ‘Dickensian’ character on British television, but is now an echo from the self-contained world of English criminal law that I entered in 1974, venturing later to the libel and public law courts and then, on wings of silk acquired in 1988, for a legal world beyond the Old Bailey.

         There are plenty of books – both fiction and non-fiction – which portray advocacy under wigs and gowns in the setting of a jury trial, but few which describe the very different exercise of persuading an international court in Geneva, or The Hague or in war-torn Sierra Leone or even the Privy Council in London, to produce a verdict in favour of freedom. While I have reminisced about battles at the Old Bailey against police corruption, moral panic and unfair prosecutions, I have endeavoured to explain the purpose behind the establishment of Doughty Street, a barrister’s chambers dedicated to human rights work, and how to invoke universal standards to protect not only the underprivileged in England but oppressed people elsewhere in the world.

         Just as autobiographies of sports and movie stars and politicians tell stories of sports and movies and politics, so this account of a barrister’s life must delve into the more arcane milieu of the law. Our memoirs are always in danger of sending non-lawyers to sleep because our tricks and our tragedies and our triumphs so often depend upon intricate rules that have taken us years to learn and which defy quick explanation to a general reader. I have consciously tried to write a book that will not take a law degree to understand. Readers who wish to find out more – and perhaps a different perspective – on the cases I recount, will find them in the footnoted references. Despite their factual complexities and legal technicalities, I have tried to be simple without (I hope) becoming simplistic.

         Another word of warning. My pronunciation has changed through years of grovelling before English judges; I am what Private Eye has described as ‘an Australian who has had a vowel transplant’. The British press never allows me to forget my antipodean origins. In order to fund return visits to see parents in Sydney I developed a television presence there, and have managed (with some difficulty) a career in both countries. I am a dual citizen, which has some advantages – I have my prostate felt in Harley Street and my teeth fixed in the Sydney equivalent (the English are not renowned for their smiles). I am not aware of any inconsistency in giving my loyalty to both counties – growing up in Australia was much like growing up in the Isle of Wight, without the pop festivals. The only time my allegiance is torn is by boyhood sporting loyalties, impossible to erase. For that reason I will always fail Norman Tebbit’s ‘cricket test’ for Commonwealth citizens seeking nationality – I am psychologically unable to support England when it comes to the Ashes.

         I have removed some accounts of local politics and politicians that feature in the Australian edition of the book, to give greater space for cases involving British identities (‘no one here has heard of Arthur Scargill’ came a plaintive note from my Australian editor, although everyone there had heard of Cynthia Payne). My neighbour in north London is Dame Edna Everage, and we sometimes talk about spending our ‘dementia years’ in an Australian ‘Twilight Home’, but at least it will open onto a warm beach, with cold beer. It is perhaps the highest tribute that Australian expats have paid to the genial and intellectually stimulating life in Britain, at least prior to Brexit, that we have chosen to forsake our sunburned country for the ice-age miseries of English winters.

         I have now reached three score years and ten – the biblical allotment of sentient life, so this book is written in my anecdotage. Barristers notice the passing of time – the policemen get younger, the judges more polite. I have done my best to produce reliable memoirs, but I warn – as I have had frequently to point out to prosecution witnesses – that memory is always skewed and self-selective. I make the occasional digression into what I am told is the stuff of autobiography – family and favourite music and what I like for breakfast – but have tried to hold to the thread of human rights, which is the nature and content of my practice and my beliefs. I have tried to explain how and why I have dedicated my workaholic life to this pursuit, although I do pay tribute – insufficiently – to friends and lovers who have done their best to relieve the loneliness of the long-winded lawyer.

         A word about the title, Rather His Own Man. Some years ago, a minister in the Blair government decided to appoint me to an important European judicial position. He told his permanent secretary, one of the breed so accurately personified in Yes Minister by Sir Humphrey. ‘What a brilliant idea, Minister,’ said the permanent secretary, with feigned enthusiasm. ‘But… he is… rather his own man, isn’t he?’ In other words, I could not be trusted always to do what the UK government might want. As the minister explained to me later, he could not find a way around civil service opposition. But I was rather taken with Sir Humphrey’s tribute to my independence, which would presumably for ever disqualify me from a government job. I thought then that I would have his remark engraved on my tombstone, but since an autobiography is the literary equivalent, here it is.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter One

            Who Do I Think I Am?
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         The first Rhodes scholar to sell his semen to a sperm bank with the avowed purpose of propagating his intelligence (and the unavowed purpose of making money) was William Shockley, a Nobel Prize-winning scientist. His theory was that IQ was genetically inherited, though he had already fathered three exceptionally dull children. When asked how this squared with his theory, he replied that his wife was stupid.

         I have always been a believer in Dr Spock rather than Dr Shockley. It is nurture, not nature, that shapes who we are, the qualities that really matter in our character – integrity, morality, decency, compassion, consideration for others and so on. This lifelong belief has not been shaken by developments in genetics: DNA obviously shapes our physiognomy, our health and may explain our predilections for our own or another sex, or for alcohol or nicotine, but we are essentially influenced by upbringing and education, by life experiences and by what we make of ourselves. Heredity is no guide – a hereditary monarch, as Tom Paine pointed out, is as ridiculous as a hereditary mathematician or (to update) a hereditary airline pilot.

         My very first political instinct was republican, when as a sun-struck schoolboy I was crammed into Sydney Cricket Ground on a sweltering summer’s day in 1954 to wave limply at Elizabeth II as she sped past in her royal jeep. The idea that she might be a distant relative (of which more later) never occurred to me. Heedless of heredity, I married into Australian royalty. My wife could boast an impeccable convict lineage: a drunken burglar from the first fleet who had married another convict – a thieving lady’s maid – who came out on the second. Kathy Lette had enough common blood – she really was la crème de la crims – to shock Dr Shockley.

         I spent most of my life in a state of deliberate ignorance about my ancestry, uninterested in anyone I had not met. Knowledge of my forebears went back no further than to my dear, undistinguished grandparents, and nothing about my ancestors had piqued my curiosity until Who Do You Think You Are? made me an offer I decided not to refuse. This programme’s trick is to take well-known people back to their roots, confronting them with the carefully researched behaviour of their distant relatives, who would turn out to be heroes or criminals or slaves, or whatever could elicit a great-great-grandchild’s joy or tears, caught on camera. The show proved an absorbing way to understand history, in particular the social history of ordinary folk, and for that reason I agreed to be one of its first Australian guinea pigs. Its systemic weakness was that it concentrated on people with a degree of celebrity – actors, singers, sports heroes, newsreaders and the like, and rarely on surgeons or politicians or lawyers. The latter were in fact invited to participate, but usually declined for fear that researchers would turn up something unpleasant that would damage their self-esteem. My mother expressed a concern – ‘What if they find a dark secret in our family?’ I was aware of none, and rather wanted to bone up on any skeleton in our closet. A former girlfriend, Nigella Lawson, had done the show and been delighted to find herself descended from a minor criminal. Besides, the production company were offering all-expenses-paid travel not only to the Isle of Skye but (intriguingly) to Berlin and Potsdam. Which thread of DNA, I wondered, would trace back to Deutschland?

         
            * * *

         

         My last relatives in the UK were Alexander and Christine Robertson. They were poor Scottish crofters, who with others of their like came out to Australia from Skye in 1837. They had lived, and almost died from hunger, on this island of the Inner Hebrides which had been hit like the rest of the Highlands by the great potato famine of 1835. In desperate straits, they rented an acre of land from a rapacious absentee landlord, eking out their rent with a few sheep and goats, with whom they shared their hovel (literally – I was shown a small dwelling in which they would have lived, with their creatures at one end and they themselves at the other). Their annual potato harvest was stored to last them throughout the year. Except there were no potatoes in 1835, and by 1837 men, women and children were dying of starvation throughout the Highlands. The government of Britain – wealthy beyond measure as the industrial revolution churned out its profits – was well aware but entirely unconcerned until the Reverend Norman MacLeod, moderator of the Presbyterian Church, came down from Glasgow to challenge London society with a fire and brimstone sermon at London’s Mansion House. Something had to be done, he threatened, or those in government would go to hell for their inaction.

         This remarkable event became historic, thanks to the presence of a young Presbyterian clergyman from Sydney, the Reverend John Dunmore Lang. As he listened to MacLeod’s speech, a profound idea came to him. He had been much exercised by the corruption that infested the exercise of power in Sydney: the officers of the ‘Rum Corps’ who had ousted Governor Bligh (of Bounty fame) were back in control, with the help of a gang of former convicts, mostly Irish. These were godless men, and Lang had already called for a ‘Protestant immigration scheme’ to counter their corruption. Now, he realised that this pool of poor, devout Presbyterians might, with government assistance, be brought to Sydney to combat the criminal Irish. These two goodly and godly men were observed in earnest conversation, and subsequently MacLeod used his influence to make Lang’s hopes a reality. The government advertised for contractors to take impoverished Scots, as assisted voluntary migrants, to Sydney town, and in due course the William Nicol anchored in the harbour at Skye and Alexander and Christine Robertson embarked, with 300 other destitute Highlanders. The greedy contractors (paid per passenger head) had massively overloaded the vessel and did not stow sufficient food, water or medicine: on the two-month journey to Cape Town, ten children died from diarrhoea and other curable ailments. There were complaints, but the contractors brushed them aside – critics ‘did not understand the habits of the peasants’.

         It was with great relief that the Presbyterian pilgrims came ashore in Sydney, refugees from a country that preferred to get rid of them rather than to feed and clothe them. Dunmore Lang and MacLeod had planned for these shiploads of Bible-bashing Presbyterians to impose a measure of decency and civility on vice-ridden old Sydney town, but they reckoned without simple human psychology – the need felt by lonely émigrés, halfway across the world, to recapture at least the atmosphere of their homeland. Alexander and Christine and their shipmates were born and bred beneath mountains capped with snow, and they soon set off to find the equivalent – some 700 kilometres away from Sydney, by the Snowy River, in the shadows of Mount Kosciuszko. There they found fertile land, so much more impressive than their rack-rented acre in Skye. So Alexander and Christine built a makeshift house and raised two sons – ‘Sandy’ and ‘Red Bill’ – called after their hair colour. (‘Red Bill’, my great-grandfather, handed down his follicles: when I grew my hair fashionably long in the ’60s, my sideburns came out red. Indeed, I was sometimes called ‘Red Robbo’ – but that was because of presumed left-wing tendencies.)

         Sandy and Red became wild colonial boys, daredevil horsemen of the mountain ranges, cowboys saluted in Australia’s wild west poem (and, later, movie) ‘The Man From Snowy River’. The verse was handed down to me, almost as a folk memory, by Red Bill’s son, my grandfather, and I can still flawlessly recite:

         
            
               There was movement at the station,

               For the word had passed around,

               That the colt from Old Regret had got away,

               And had joined the wild bush horses;

               He was worth a thousand pounds.

               So all the cracks had gathered to the fray…

            

         

         And so on and on, naming the celebrated horsemen as if they were heroes on their way to Valhalla – which in a sense they were, for a small boy growing up in the Sydney suburbs. But horsemanship has to be taught rather than inherited: I was first seated on a horse when I was twelve, whereupon it bolted and my fear was such that I never wanted to sit in the saddle again. When they made Who Do You Think You Are?, they took me back to the Snowy River and dressed me as a cowboy – the viewer can marvel at my death-defying ride down the mountain, cracking a whip. In fact, I had a stunt double. Every respectable lawyer should have one – a doppelgänger who can live out the fantasies he dares only to dream.

         Living was not easy in ‘the Snowy’. The Robertsons had land, and some years of plenty counterpointed by years of drought. The house burned down, and Red went back into the flames to salvage a mirror. When asked why, he’s said to have replied, ‘So I can watch meself starve.’ The house was rebuilt – I found bedsprings and perfume bottles among the ruins – but another drought convinced the Robertsons that their own children would have more luck in ‘the big smoke’. So, half a century too late for the purposes of Dunmore Lang, they came back to the industrial suburbs of Sydney.

         
            * * *

         

         The Robertsons came to Australia out of necessity; my father’s line began when they married into the Westons, who emigrated as a result of love. Squire Weston was a landowner in Surrey, with a large mansion outside the village of Horsley. The house was once owned by the son of Sir Walter Raleigh and remains resplendent, having reopened with much fanfare in 2017 as the site of Grange Park Opera, Britain’s latest music festival. My ancestor, William Francis Weston, was the squire’s second son, and the family’s stately pile was bound under the laws of primogeniture to go to his elder brother. William was a gambler and a gamboller, squandering his share of the family fortune on the Paris gaming tables and returning to make hay with Elizabeth, one of the serving maids, who in due course became pregnant. At this time in England the unexpected progeny of the upper-middle classes usually suffered a cruel fate: illegitimate babies were quietly given to baby farmers, a clandestine profession whose sleazy practitioners pretended to place them for adoption but often killed them, or at best left them at the door of the Foundling Hospital in Bloomsbury. But West Horsley was not Downton Abbey, thank goodness, and there a most unusual thing happened: the maid was delivered of a baby, named John, who was two years old in 1817 when his mother became Mrs Weston: William married her.

         It has to be assumed that he acted out of love, but their union only inflamed the prurient prejudices of Surrey society. Once a bastard, always a bastard, in the eyes of these intolerant parishioners. William determined to take his young bride and their baby as far away from social shame as possible. They took ship to Sydney.

         They were made welcome by its Governor, delighted to have a member of the English squirocracy as a free settler in what was still a colony of convicts and jailors. He asked no questions about the pedigree of Elizabeth or the birth date of John, and generously provided them with 500 acres of land. Like the Robertsons twenty years later, there was a certain pining for home, or at least for the mansion: William planned to build ‘West Horsley Place’ near Wollongong at the township of Dapto, along the Bong Bong Road (how I love these names), but died in 1826 aged only thirty-three. Elizabeth married a convict and built the house, modelled on the stately pile in which she had borne a child to ‘him upstairs’. Horsley Place is one of Australia’s earliest historic houses, its ‘Georgian-style farm complex and garden’ still visible from the Bong Bong Road on the ‘Dapto and District Heritage Trail’.

         Baby John grew up to marry the daughter of the crooked commander of the Rum Corps, George Johnston, and inherited some of his corruptly acquired land. They had a lot of children – John spread his seed whenever he could: there are horrifying tales (which fortunately I could not verify) that he raped several indigenous women. But one of his daughters married ‘Red Robbo’, and my grandfather, Harold Lancelot Robertson, was, at the turn of the century, the result.

         
            * * *

         

         On my mother’s side of my family, there hangs a great question. Her father’s ancestry is clear: Harry Beattie was one of fourteen children of a farming family first brought to Australian by the gold rush, a common demographic. But Mum’s grandmother was Jane Dettmann, the daughter of a mysterious Prussian woman, Agnes, who had come to Sydney, first class, with her new husband, Louis Dettmann, in 1848. That was the year of European republican revolutions, especially in Berlin against the King of Prussia and the royal family. Could they be in any way connected?

         The arrival in Australia of Agnes and Louis seemed at first blush to be another result of love. Agnes was the second daughter of Joseph Kroll, an impresario who ran a big establishment in Berlin – an opera house, no less, surrounded by pleasure gardens. Louis was Kroll’s chief pastry chef, and it was said that he and Agnes had eloped, marrying in London and setting sail immediately for Sydney. There they opened the colony’s first tea and sweet shop, selling delicious pastries that soon became the talk of the town. This culinary fame enabled them to branch out into a catering business that provided dinners and luncheons and sundry confections for Sydney society ‘dos’, frequently mentioned in the social pages of the newspapers. The Dettmanns provided a touch of European taste – in both senses of the word – to the boring ‘meat and two veg’ English cuisine of the colony. In 1865, this celebrated couple were offered the jobs of chief steward and deputy steward of the New South Wales Parliament. MPs, even in those days, wanted to put their snouts in the best available trough.

         I am addicted to cakes and opera and must admit to being a bit chuffed when I heard of my relationship to the Kroll establishment. Pictures and early photographs show it as a magnificent palace, seating up to 5,000 in three concert halls, with fine restaurants and walks through flower-strewn gardens. The composer Johann Strauss – Joseph’s wife, Caroline Strauss, may have been a relative – came from Vienna to provide music, and the ‘Blue Danube’ – the world’s most famous waltz – had its premiere there. After Joseph’s death in 1848, the Kroll Opera continued under one of his daughters, and in the late 1920s its music was famously supervised by Otto Klemperer, the resident conductor. In those Weimar years its operatic repertoire became world-famous, with avant-garde directors, sets commissioned from modern painters and works by contemporary composers. Klemperer’s Fidelio was its last gasp of defiance against the Nazis. They took it over, alas, after the Reichstag fire in 1933, and used it as their makeshift Parliament: Göring presided and Hitler used its podium in January 1939 to give his wicked speech which first threatened ‘the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe’ and on 1 September to make his declaration of war. The last session of the Reichstag, held in my family’s opera house in April 1943, gave Hitler absolute power over the judges and the law. It deserved its obliteration by Allied bombing a few months later. But its posters and billboards, from the 1840s onwards, are preserved in German museums as a testament to the vision of Joe Kroll. I was rather pleased to learn that he was my great-great-grandfather.

         Or was he? There are cracks in this story, which point to a much less likeable forebear. For a start, Joe’s eldest daughter was born, so church records (which do not lie) tell us, on 15 November 1823. Agnes, so family records (normally reliable) say, was born on 30 January 1824 – ten weeks later. Some mistake, surely? If Agnes was his daughter, she was obviously not conceived by his wife. Then there was Joe Kroll’s unbelievable good fortune. There he was in Breslau (the city was then located in Prussia, but is now Wrocław, in western Poland) with heavy debts, running a Winter Garden, which mainly consisted of swimming baths and one shabby restaurant. Suddenly, on the recommendation of Prince Wilhelm, he is vouchsafed by the King of Prussia the best piece of vacant land in Berlin and enough money to build an entertainment complex that today would cost the equivalent of many millions of pounds. He must have done a very great favour for the prince, or for the king, or for both, to become virtually overnight the city’s cultural czar and one of its wealthiest citizens.

         Nor does the ‘elopement’ stack up. In March 1848 came the violent revolution – hundreds killed on the streets of Berlin – and Prince Wilhelm was sent to take refuge in England with his cousin, Queen Victoria. It turned out that Louis and Agnes travelled comfortably to London from Hamburg shortly afterwards, accompanied by a diplomatic courier. Their marriage was immediately and efficiently arranged (difficult for two newly arrived Germans to manage) and a mystery witness at the wedding bore the name of a senior adviser to Queen Victoria’s husband, Prince Albert. They travelled to Australia as first-class passengers, at a cost not normally affordable by a pastry chef. When, some years later, a member of the Anglo-German royal family arrived in Sydney (Prince Alfred, the Duke of Edinburgh, second son of Queen Victoria), the first thing he did was to look up Louis and Agnes, as if they were part of the family. He carried a letter of introduction from Prince Wilhelm, who had by now become King (Kaiser) not only of Prussia but of a Germany united by the genius of Bismarck. The very religious Jane Dettmann, at a time when she was likely to die and hence unlikely to lie, told her son (who is still alive) that her mother was a princess, the illegitimate daughter of Kaiser Wilhelm I, the King of Germany.

         This was all very discomforting. I really do not fancy having any connection with kaisers, or even the English royal family, the Saxe-Coburg-Gothas, who changed their name to ‘Windsor’ during World War I to pretend they were not related to the enemy. (This produced the only joke the Kaiser is known to have made: ‘Do they still perform at Windsor, the Merry Wives of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha?’)

         Before I could credit Jane Dettmann’s dying declaration, I would need to know who and what Prince Wilhelm was up to back in 1823 when he allegedly fathered Agnes. There is evidence that he knew Kroll, and had visited his Wrocław establishment on hunting trips to the area. But was it likely – or even possible – that he could have produced at this time an illegitimate child who would be farmed out to the Krolls in return for a king’s ransom – the cost of the Kroll Opera?

         Unfortunately, it is altogether possible. A few years after the programme, a book was published which gave more credence to the theory, and suggested that I may have a double dose of royal blood.1 It drew on the well-known fact that Prince Wilhelm – who later, under Bismarck’s tutelage, became Kaiser Wilhelm I – was in 1823 conducting a passionate affair with the love of his life, the Polish princess Elisabeth (or Elisa) Radziwill. They were writing to each other every day, and many of the letters with the tell-tale details are publicly available to historians (although there are curious gaps in the 1823 correspondence). The two had been in love from 1822, giving each other rings (‘ever true’). Elisa confessed to friends that she dreamed they were married, and that Wilhelm ‘took the liberties of a married man’. Their idyll lasted seven years, as Wilhelm fought his father and the Prussian court for his right to marry Elisa. But Hohenzollern politics were cruel and opportunistic: the Radziwills were not royal enough or important enough for Wilhelm to marry into them. He lacked the courage to disobey his father, who insisted on a union with Russian royalty, so in 1829 he married a better-qualified princess, Augusta of Saxe-Weimar. Just before his nuptials, the King published a most curiously worded decree, annulling ‘any union of marriage that Prince Wilhelm may have entered into’ – leading to conjecture that his son had married Elisa secretly. Elisa pined away, dying a few years later of a broken heart. Wilhelm kept a picture of her (which looks uncannily like a picture of Jane Dettmann at seventeen) on his desk throughout his long life, and asked on his deathbed that it be placed in his hands so that he could expire while looking at her.

         I despise Kaiser Wilhelm I, and sincerely hope we are not related. As a young man he was a coward, unable to stand up to his father and the court in order to marry, at least publicly, the woman he really loved. Contrast him with William Weston, who had the courage to do the right thing no matter what society might have said about his love for the ‘lower-born’. As king of Bismarck’s Germany, Wilhelm was militaristic and imperialistic, and his son (Kaiser Wilhelm II) was a war criminal who invaded Belgium and ordered unrestricted submarine warfare. I want nothing to do with these pumped-up Prussians, however many researchers believe in my royal genes! But their work illuminated the problem of royal (and other) bastards at a time when shame over sex and class had morally calcified Europe. There is now evidence that Elisa had two illegitimate children and was most likely the wife whose secret marriage was annulled by the king just before Prince Wilhelm began his loveless (but not childless) union with the better-connected Augusta. In 1605, or thereabouts, Shakespeare in King Lear gave illegitimate Edmund the great plea ‘Now, gods, stand up for bastards!’ It took four centuries before it was heeded in the West, by laws that repealed their stigma and inability to inherit.

         That was the inconclusive end of my quest to find out who – or whom – I was. Frankly, I do not much care whether I am descended from a prince or a showman. Joe Kroll did strike a chord but so far science has not discovered a genetic predisposition to musical appreciation. I do have traits associated with emperors – pomposity, and an inability to suffer fools gladly (for which reason I have never attempted a political career) – but I doubt whether this derives from the Hohenzollerns; rather from life as a judge and QC in England. My family thought it most pronounced when I came home after a long day laying down the law to grovelling barristers and attended by clerks and ushers – my court servants. It comes, in other words, by immersion in the class system, and not naturally. As for ethics, those I have are derived from my mother – because she taught them to me, not because I inherited them from her down a line of dodgy royal relatives.

         
            * * *

         

         My real family story – of the members of my family I can actually remember – begins with my grandmother Bernice, daughter of Jane Dettmann who had become in time a rather joyless member of the very joyless Plymouth Brethren. Bernice was high-spirited and, under the pretext of spending a weekend at a bible camp, headed instead for Sydney’s Central Station, where the country troop trains were decanting the ‘boys from the bush’ who had volunteered for military service on the Somme. They were milling around the platform, talking loudly, and it was a simple trick for the girls to choose a target and bump against him. Bernice chose her man and moved towards him. ‘Did you speak to me?’ she asked. ‘No,’ replied the somewhat startled young man, a twenty-year-old teacher from the country town of Tumut, Harry Beattie. Bernice grinned. ‘Well, you can now.’

         And so he did, for the rest of the day, as they wandered the foreshore before his troop ship sailed for England on the morrow. The vivacious girl made such an impression on this rather staid and studious youth that over the next four years, until his return, he wrote her a letter every week, in unusually perfect copperplate handwriting. After the war they reconnected and married, on the strength of his perfectly sloping calligraphy and her need to escape the smother-love of the Brethren. Harry was a lapsed Catholic. He had been sent to St Patrick’s College in Goulburn, where he was not sexually abused, but each night he observed from his bedroom window the line of priests visiting the maidservants’ quarters to dishonour their vows of chastity. He decided, at the age of twelve, to have nothing further to do with these hypocrites.

         Bernice’s instinct at the railway station was right – bright young Harry Beattie was quite a catch. He and his brother Bob showed scholarly qualities and had been trained by the Education Department to serve at the one-teacher schools that dotted the countryside. They had heeded the imperial call and volunteered for the war: Harry with his educated voice and quick wit was selected for Australia’s first air squadron – the Australian Flying Corps – but to his regret poor eyesight precluded him from becoming a pilot. Instead he became flight sergeant to the squadron and was awarded a Mention in Despatches for dragging a pilot out of a burning Sopwith aircraft. His was a good war, unlike Bob, who was blown up with nineteen other Australians by a German tunnel bomb at Bapaume, a town on the Somme.2 On British ceremonial occasions to which I am sometimes summoned by an embossed card that says ‘Dress: Medals’, I clip on to my jacket the small golden wings that Harry bequeathed me – his medal as a founder member of the Australian Air Force.

         After marrying Bernice, Harry was appointed schoolmaster at Marshall Mount near Dapto, a single-teacher school outside Wollongong, and not far from Horsley Place. The family occupied a large white house opposite the school – all seven children (my mother being the third) would be dispatched each morning to call their father ‘Sir’ rather than ‘Dad’ once they entered the school gate. They lived happily until a family tragedy. The second-born, Margaret, seemed inattentive and short-sighted aged around six. Her worried father bought her glasses, but they didn’t help. Peg, as she was known, had an inoperable tumour on the brain, from which, doctors said, she would die.

         She survived, attended a school for the blind and lived happily – she was always happy – until she was seventy-eight. She often stayed with us – my mother was closest to her in age and took most responsibility for her – and knitted us socks, jumpers and tea cosies. The subdued click-clack of her knitting needles orchestrated our house, and every Easter we would queue up to enter the Pavilion at Sydney’s Royal Easter Show and radiate pleasure at all the prizes Auntie Peg had won in the ‘Blind Knitting’ section. She was an object lesson in overcoming the challenge of living with a disability, and I wore her blue-ribbon jumpers with a certain pride. Today she would be hailed as a champion, a role model and an example of why knitting should be a Paralympic sport, but in her time she was seen as a poor blind girl who was good at crocheting. Her prizes – never of money – were acts of condescension by people who did not realise that the disabled have real talent and are capable of superhuman efforts to show it.

         My mother’s name, Bernice Joy Beattie, was shortened to ‘Joy’ to avoid confusion with her mother. She gained top marks at high school, but at sixteen there was no money for further education. The country was in the grasp of the Depression and most people in Wollongong were unemployed. She took a low-paid job at a dental clinic for the poor, staying with a friend in town during the week and returning to the family home at weekends with a bag of sweets for Peg. The work brought her into contact with despairing victims of the Depression – unemployed men struggling to feed their families who could not afford 2/6d for a set of dentures. It aroused a concern for the poor that never left her.3

         When the war came, Joy decided to volunteer for the air force – an obvious choice given her father’s membership of the original Australian Flying Corps. So off she went, with 140 other recruits, to train for the WAAAF – the Women’s Australian Auxiliary Air Force (a third ‘A’ for ‘Auxiliary’ to emphasise, I suppose, the perceived inferiority of women). They would not be flying, of course – the war did not break down the sexism of the time quite so far – but these women would do more than pack parachutes. They would be permitted to help in the administration of the war effort, so they had to complete an intensive three-month training course. It was held in a town called Robertson. To Joy’s surprise, she came first, and was quickly made a corporal and sent north to Townsville, the key administrative centre for pilots, ground-force soldiers, ships and aeroplanes en route to fight the Japanese in New Guinea and the islands of the South Pacific.

         She arrived at a crucial time for Australia: the Japanese were still in New Guinea, threatening Port Moresby, and were making bombing raids on Townsville. She was placed in the personnel section and put in charge of pilot-debriefing records: she met – through their words, and then in person – the men who were flying in combat at this terrifying time, and she had to close their files when they did not return from battle.

         
            * * *

         

         Meanwhile, my uncle Ron had been the first-born (in 1918) of that branch of the Robertsons who had left the snowy caps of Mount Kosciuszko to find work in the big smoke. Ron’s father, Harold, was the son of ‘Red Robbo’, the squatter who came to the city so that his boys could learn a trade. Harold had a bad chest, which kept him home from the war and limited the jobs available to him: the trade he chose, at fifteen, was that of a ‘French polisher’ – essentially, polishing the pianos of the upper classes in Sydney’s wealthy eastern suburbs. He was employed by Beale and Co., the piano specialists, and rose to become its factory foreman, supervising fifty workers and apprentices. He met his wife Fol (some arcane allusion to ‘Fol de Rol’), a farmer’s daughter, at the Methodist Church.

         Then, in 1929, the Great Depression hit and Harold lost his job – piano-polishing was a luxury even the rich could no longer afford. He would tramp the streets every day, finding a job here and there, earning just enough to pay one shilling and sixpence to the local ‘rabbito’ for a pair of the rabbits which kept the Sydney poor from starvation. Fol took a tailoring course and learnt to cut down Harold’s suits to make presentable clothes for her three sons. The boys never forgot their father’s anxious negotiations with a caring bank manager over the mortgage he could not afford to pay: suspending the repayments was the salvation of the Robertson family. In admiration, Frank aspired to become a bank manager, as did his younger brother Lance (who did indeed become one).

         It was Ron who led the Robertsons to war, even before Pearl Harbor. He started at university, learnt about fascism and the need to fight it, and chose to leave to join the air force – more individual, more romantic and more chance of standing up to the enemy. Soon he was selected to go to England to navigate on the heavy Lancasters that were beginning to pound Germany. In the weeks before this lethal posting (half the wartime Lancaster crews were killed), he was stationed in Queensland with a squadron flying Avro Anson bombers, on the lookout for Japanese submarines.

         The threat from Japan increased, and Frank was next in line to volunteer. He chose the RAAF, for much the same reasons as Ron, and just before his twentieth birthday was accepted for pilot training. He had never flown before, but was soon doing aerobatics in a Tiger Moth. ‘My first spin – nearly scared me to death and found myself trembling when the ordeal was over – don’t think I’ll ever master the queer sensation,’ Frank recorded, frankly, in his new logbook. In no time he’d mastered the Tiger Moth, and moved on to the Wirraway (the Aboriginal word for ‘challenge’), Australia’s unique contribution to fighting aircraft, too slow and cumbersome ever to win a fight. Pilots likened it to a flying lawnmower.

         It was in a Wirraway, on the night of 30 May 1943, that nineteen-year-old Frank Robertson (and, inferentially, his unconceived son) almost ceased to exist. It was his first solo night flight and he was caught in an unexpected and violent storm. He became lost in a plane without radar, and a few minutes of fuel in the tank. Bailing out was the best option, to climb to a height from which he could safely parachute, abandoning his plane to crash by itself. But the youth had seen the lights of the town below, and he was not prepared to save himself at the risk of civilian life: he would take his chances and go down with his aircraft. So he wheeled the aircraft around in a loop and descended, putting the wheels and flaps down, flying parallel to power lines. He threw a flare, which dazzled him momentarily but showed he was heading straight for a large telegraph pole. He stepped hard on the right rudder so the plane began to slew, but too late to avoid the impact, which tore away the engine and the left wing. The rest of the plane bounced high to the right, landing on the power lines. The fifty-six strands of rubber wire cushioned the craft for a second, then quite literally catapulted it into the air, from where it descended, almost sedately, onto the flat roof of a nearby house.

         When Frank came round, he saw a vision – a lady with long white hair and a white nightgown. ‘Oh gosh,’ the young Methodist thought. ‘I’m in heaven.’

         He was in fact in the small bush town of Chiltern, and had landed on the roof of a house belonging to the local nurse. She was woken by the crash and had climbed to the roof in her dressing gown – and then fainted at the sight of the burning plane and its pilot. His epiphany over, the trainee gingerly hoisted himself out of the cockpit and slid down to the roof to embrace the recumbent nurse, at which point both lost consciousness – my father as much from the shock of surviving as from the pain of his bruised arm and broken ribs.

         He came round as an army doctor and nurse were inspecting his injuries, and heard them say, ‘We’ll have to cut it off.’

         ‘Be buggered,’ he interjected, but they were talking about his sleeve.

         Frank was back flying in three days, and was in combat three months later. The official RAAF investigation of his crash made no criticism: he had made a moral and honourable choice. As he told his debriefers, ‘I had glimpsed a town beneath me and I was not prepared to let my aircraft go with the possibility of it causing damage and loss of civilian life.’

         The story – and the photographs – were in all the newspapers and are now on display at the museum in Chiltern. I was pleased to read that the nurse had been compensated – the plane’s impact had pushed her house a metre off its alignment.4 The only effect the crash had on Dad’s career was to supply his nickname: his mates in the air force dubbed him ‘Home-wrecker’.

         They marvelled at the newspaper photographs, which became the pictures I too held in my mental attic after I first discovered them at the back of my father’s dresser, rooting around, as small children do, among the impedimenta of their parents’ war experience. It is impossible to look at them without wondering how the pilot survived. On this photographic evidence, I was the by-product of providence, of what Claire Tomalin calls ‘the randomness of things’. Contemplating these pictures may have influenced me to seek with determination and accept with gratitude whatever fortune this life would put in my direction.

         
            * * *

         

         Ron was first to congratulate Frank on getting his wings (‘May they always bear you up and bring you home’). His letters told how the pilot of his Avro Anson would go on target runs over the Barrier Reef a few feet above the waves, so they could see schools of sharks, a whale and her calf, and a jumping marlin. He would pull back on the stick just in time. It may have been this kind of daredevil flying that caused the pilot of AX-471 to fly as low as he could over Heron Island, and then discover that he couldn’t. The wing clipped a pisonia tree, the plane crashed (on what is now the tennis court of a luxury resort) and most of the young airmen on board died instantly. Ron survived, was rescued by a US ‘subchaser’ and was brought back with critical injuries.

         It was a terrible time for the family. His mother, Fol, was flown to Gladstone to take up a hopeless vigil by his bedside, and Harold joined her the next day. My father, now practising aerial combat, received two telegrams from his parents on 30 July:

         
            RON DANGEROUSLY ILL – PRAY HARD. MUM

            
                

            

            RON SUFFERING INTERNAL INJURIES AND PNEUMONIA AS RESULT OF CRASH – CAN YOU COME TO GLADSTONE? DAD

         

         Frank took compassionate leave and hitched a lift in a DC3 to arrive the day after the funeral: Ron had survived in a coma for a week, coming out of it only once to tell his distraught mother that he was in pain and could not feel his legs (both had been amputated). He was a remarkable young man, aged twenty-five, and it was my family destiny to be born to fill his legless shoes. He haunted my life, in the sense that I was middle-named (Ronald) to replace him, for my grandparents at least. Theirs was a private grief that lasted all their years – I went once with my grandmother to Ron’s war grave and will never forget the anguish on her face. I grew up with them and imbibed this sense of hopelessness at how war can so arbitrarily destroy what is good.

         
            * * *

         

         Providence, having preserved my father in the Wirraway crash, brought me closer to existence because of his need for a pair of long socks. These accessories – looking slightly ridiculous below the bare knees of the khaki shorts worn by fighting men in the tropics – were required of every young recruit. Fol, for all her trauma over Ron’s death, had another son to groom for the air war against Japan, and her misery could not overcome her lower-middle-class need to send him forth to battle properly dressed. It was, of course, unthinkingly cruel of officialdom to send Fol’s second son into harm’s way a few weeks after the loss of her first, but such considerations do not bother officials. Frank was ordered to board the train to Townsville then fly to New Guinea and join in combat as a member of 75 Fighter Squadron. But first, insisted Fol, a trip must be made, from the grieving home in the suburbs to a city haberdasher.

         And there, in the menswear department of the Coo-ee Clothing Store, Bernice Beattie awaited, ever ready to be the instrument of fate. She had taken the job for three days a week to supplement her husband’s teacher’s salary and to help the war effort. On this day she met a protective mother dragging a son who, although somewhat woebegone, had an Errol Flynn moustache and a courteous bearing.

         ‘Long socks?’ she enquired helpfully.

         ‘Yes, he’s off to Townsville tomorrow. He’s to fly to New Guinea.’

         Bernice leapt in: ‘Townsville! I have a daughter in Townsville. He must look her up for me…’

         The young man pricked up his ears. The word in the RAAF was that Townsville was a dreadful place with a severe shortage of women. You couldn’t swim – the beaches were covered with barbed wire against the expected Japanese invasion – and for the same reason the local wives had been moved to Brisbane and the girls’ school was closed. Having an introduction to a WAAAF – a blonde no less, as her mother hastily added (‘but very reserved’) – might be just the ticket. ‘Perhaps I could give her a message from you?’ offered Frank as he scented possibility. Bernice helpfully dictated Joy’s name and telephone number.

         When Frank arrived at Townsville, with an order to fly out to Port Moresby the next day, he dialled Joy’s number from the train station. Perhaps they could meet that evening? Joy had no particular desire to step out, but at nineteen she was still a dutiful daughter: if her mother had vetted this stranger, she could at least meet him. She instructed Frank to collect her at the WAAAF barracks.

         Frank Robertson turned up at the hostel at the appointed hour to request the receptionist to call Joy Beattie’s room. There were other women in the badly lit foyer eyeing the evening’s male visitors, and suddenly one of them let out a heart-rending scream. She fell to the floor, pointing at Frank. ‘Robbie – Ron – Ron Robertson!’ She thought she had seen the ghost of the man whose funeral she had attended a few weeks before and who now, as if resurrected, had walked through the door. Frank knelt down to the traumatised woman. ‘No, I’m his younger brother. Tell me about him.’ She had worked in the officers’ mess and Ron had been her favourite – ‘We all loved him.’

         It was, on any score, a remarkable scene that greeted my mother – although in a war which was claiming so many lives it was not all that surprising. But it gave a certain unworldliness to my parents’ first meeting, when Frank stood up to salute (really) and to introduce himself. It was not love at first sight, but you could say there was definitely emotion in the air.

         Then fate took a hand, in the form of one of those bossy-booted, kind-hearted, no-nonsense alpha females who are at their best when organising and administering what would, if left to males, be chaos. She was responsible for transporting men and materials to Port Moresby and the islands, and must have had a soft spot for Joy and thought she needed a break. Her escort was gentle, well-spoken and genuine, and flying into battle the next day. Or was he? In an act of total defiance of her duty, which should have had her cashiered, she decided to remove Francis Robertson from the next day’s transport roster. And the next. And the next.

         So Frank and Joy were vouchsafed a full week to get to know each other and the city of Townsville, which they toured. There was barbed wire on the beach and the town was peppered with bomb craters – the Japanese were making night-time raids. There were, however, some of the attractions that followed American servicemen around the world: an open-air cinema with the latest films (Casablanca, inevitably), late-opening bars, and something that shocked the inner-city Methodist and Brethren-raised girl: brothels. Even more shocking was the fact that the American forces had segregated brothels – one for Negro soldiers, another for the whites. Frank and Joy took themselves off on the ferry to Magnetic Island, a pleasant sanctuary half an hour from the coast, to swim and talk and take tea at the Arcadia guesthouse.

         The idyll could not last. After the week in which Frank’s name had mysteriously disappeared from each day’s transport roster, the commanding officer of 75 Squadron visited the main office. Joy introduced Frank – by now almost her boyfriend – to his commanding officer, who hit the roof: ‘Frank Robertson! What the blue blazes are you doing here? You should have been with us a week ago! Get on the transport tomorrow, or there will be hell to pay!’

         Pilot Officer Robertson was dispatched to war the next day.

         Frank became a useful Kitty Hawk pilot, to judge from his reports, and he was soon promoted to flying officer. His squadron had an important late-war role, winkling the Japanese out of their redoubts up the northern coast of New Guinea and then from islands further to the north. The Kitty Hawk (the Curtiss P-40 Warhawk) was built for this role: its powerful cannon could rip through enemy aircraft fuselages or enemy armaments on the ground, and its missiles and underbelly bomb could rain havoc on enemy soldiers in dugouts and slit trenches. It was brutal, single-minded warfare: my father could never forget the smell of burning flesh as he came out of his cockpit onto a captured runway after an island assault. The Japanese, told by their demigod emperor to fight to the death and never surrender, had to be exterminated in their trenches.

         They were – so much later – called ‘the great generation’ by their children, these fliers and fighters of the South Pacific. I have always been proud of my father for being one of them, although I suspect he was terrified much of the time, inconsolable over his brother, and simply found himself in a position where there was no alternative to courage. They had exotic women painted on their fuselages – Betty Boop was on the nose of his plane – and of course there were pleasures – the grass skirts and coconuts, swimming in clear mountain pools and coral-paved beaches, meeting the occasional infusion of nurses, and always the sunshine (which planted the melanomas that later killed many of them – sunscreen was not available). But the war in the Pacific was as cruel as war anywhere, and as wasteful. These kids were not political: they were doing their duty, and in the moments before their deaths their minds filled with images of their mothers.

         My father spent his time flying over islands occupied by Japanese troops who would have cut off his head with a ceremonial sword if he once again crash-landed. Malaria was endemic, as was dengue fever and gastroenteritis: pilots had an empty gumboot in the cockpit to serve as a toilet. His logbook is full of the hazards of flying in New Guinea – the low cloud, storms and rain squalls that would suddenly put pilots in peril over Japanese-occupied islands. Much of his work was on successful bombing and strafing raids on enemy positions, keeping a wary eye on the lethal Zeros that came out of the sun and onto their tails. The war at this point was not one-sided, although the US forces were slowly getting the upper hand. My father found the Americans fascinating, if rather naïve – they were always trying to barter their new automatic weapons for old Australian revolvers which reminded the Yanks of the guns their cowboys used in the movies. He got on well with them, and as an officer of an Allied force he was always treated generously. On one occasion he brought his flight into an American base, all four pilots low on fuel after battling turbulent weather. He was welcomed in the officers’ mess, but was surprised to find that his NCOs were sent elsewhere. Australian pilots did not pull rank and on the ground, as in the dogfight, all were equal.

         Frank’s tour of active duty ended when he was made an instructor – at the grand old age of twenty-two – and sent back to Australia to teach nineteen-year-olds how to handle their war machines in the tropics. It was in this last phase of the war that he experienced the thrill of flying a Spitfire. It flew like a dream, and he flew it like a dream from the first. I note in his logbook a certain number of solo flights which he would have taken for the joy of flying, in this craft that was so light to his touch after the ponderous Kitty Hawk.

         It was on these private excursions that he lived the poem he later taught me:

         
            
               Oh, I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth,

               And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings;

               Sunward I’ve climbed and joined the tumbling mirth

               Of sun-split clouds – and done a hundred things

               You have not dreamed of – wheeled and soared and swung

               High in the sunlit silence. Hov’ring there,

               I’ve chased the shouting wind along, and flung

               My eager craft through footless halls of air…

               Up, up the long delirious burning blue

               I’ve topped the windswept heights with easy grace

               Where never lark or even eagle flew

               And, while with silent lifting mind I’ve trod

               The high untrespassed sanctity of space,

               Put out my hand and touched the face of God.5

            

         

         My father, tossed in the storm before his crash, had a vision of his mother – not of the Virgin Mary or a bearded man with a halo. These boys were fighting for their mothers and their families, not for religion or empire. Frank was a gentle youth deeply affected by the debriefing photos of all the bodies he had shot and bombed in his strafing raids on Japanese trenches – seventy years later he could still recall his recoil at the sight and the stench. But this was a war which threatened to destroy his family and had already taken the life of his beloved big brother: it had to be won. Which is why, midway through 1945, he was prepared to leave his comfortable and safe work as a Spitfire instructor to join the impending invasion of Japan. The word in the RAAF was that General MacArthur had no need of Australian squadrons to defeat the enemy: the only way to see action was to enlist as a naval pilot and fly off the British aircraft carrier that would be part of the invasion fleet. My father volunteered and was ordered to report to naval headquarters in Melbourne on 15 August 1945.

         On that very day, he was saved by the bomb. Emperor Hirohito announced Japan’s surrender, telling his people the reason – ‘The enemy has begun to employ a new and most cruel bomb.’ Without Hiroshima, my father would have been part of a bloody finale to war in the Pacific certain to have cost hundreds of thousands of Allied and Japanese lives – and possibly his own.

         The war was over, and there was dancing in the streets. Frank Robertson decided that he would not report for naval duty. Instead, he telephoned Joy, the WAAAF corporal he had taken out in Townsville. Since the war had ended, he said, they might as well get married. She agreed, and they did. The photos show my mother in a full and flowing white bridal dress, my father in his blue RAAF uniform replete with medals, still sporting his Errol Flynn moustache.

         There was nothing to stop me now: my potential existence had survived the Wirraway crash and been saved by the bomb. In due course I was born – on 30 September 1946. Coincidentally, on that day, 12,000 miles away on a foggy morning at Nuremberg, and at much the same hour, eight judges entered the courtroom to deliver their historic judgment on the Nazi leaders who had started the war. As they came in, I came out.

         That is a crude way of saying that happenstance had me born on the day of the Nuremberg judgment, and that the length of my life still provides a precise temporal measure of the extent to which the international community has failed to deliver on the momentous promise of that day, namely that crimes against humanity would henceforth be deterred by punishment of their perpetrators. The judgment upon the Nazi leaders – perpetrators of the Holocaust – created the law that I came in time to practise, to judge, to write about and generally to try to develop. My textbook a half-century later was called Crimes Against Humanity: The Struggle for Global Justice. By a ‘Crime Against Humanity’, I meant a crime so heinous that the very fact a human being could commit it demeans every other member of the human race, wherever they live and whatever their culture or creed. From its iniquity arises an ‘international jurisdiction’ – i.e. a power in any country – to try and to punish those who command or organise it or abet it, whether they are Presidents and Prime Ministers or Generals or bureaucrats or ideologues or industrialists. Since these scoundrels are generally above or beyond the law in their own state, the Nuremberg legacy depends for its fulfilment on the establishment of international institutions of justice with power to end their impunity. My affinity with the day of the Nuremberg judgment was no more than a curious coincidence, but perhaps providence was once again at work.

         
            Notes

            1 Belinda Dettmann and Jane Stevens, Agnes the Secret Princess: An Australian Story (Sydney: Newport, 2015).

            2 Geoffrey Robertson, Dreaming Too Loud: ‘For a Tumut schoolteacher, blown up at Bapaume’, (Sydney: Vintage, 2013), Chapter 12.

            3 After her death in 2016 we discovered – from anxious calls to the family home from charities for the poor – that she had for years been anonymously donating generously to them.

            4 Barrie Cassidy, ‘The RAAF trainee who crashed landed on a roof’, The Drum, ABC News, 24 April 2015.

            5 The poem, ‘High Flight’, was written by John Gillespie Magee Jr, a young Anglo-American airman serving with the Royal Canadian Air Force, a few weeks before his death in an aerial collision in Britain in 1941. I found a handwritten copy in a letter my father sent to his mother from the front line in 1943, doubtless to console her if he were to suffer the same fate.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Two

            Baby Boomer
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         My very first memory is of sitting in the sunshine on the sand of Bondi Beach, overlooked by the tall Norfolk pines that grew there in 1950. I heard a bell, and then saw a great wave of people erupt from the foam-capped breakers and swarm towards the shore. ‘It’s the shark bell,’ my father explained, introducing me to the great Australian fear of death in the water. If you grew up in Sydney, the terror was magnified by the young Rupert Murdoch’s afternoon tabloid, the Daily Mirror, with a series called ‘Famous Shark Deaths’, which would be rerun whenever the paper needed to boost its circulation. I can still recall the gory details – the actress taken (victims are always ‘taken’ not ‘eaten’) in two feet of water and so on. Hence the sense of relief and joy for Australians at their first plunge in the Mediterranean Sea, as they realise it is the only sea they can swim in without fear of people-eaters.

         My parents managed to acquire a small flat in a dilapidated building in Bondi, overlooking a park, not far from the beach and close to the job to which my father had returned, as a teller at a branch of the Commonwealth Bank, where he earned a subsistence wage. My mother, in her later stages of pregnancy, became so worried about how they would cope with the cost of a baby that, for the first (and last) time in her life, she bought a lottery ticket. The Plymouth influence on her upbringing had inculcated the belief that all forms of gambling were evil – she would never in later life flutter on a horse race or buy shares (which she regarded as a form of gambling), but the impending cost of diapers drove her to this desperate extreme. She won £10, which would now be worth several hundred pounds, and put it aside to pay for my nappies.

         I was delivered by the local GP, who also performed my circumcision. This male genital mutilation was routinely inflicted on baby boys at the time – ‘Dirt might get under the foreskin,’ doctors would say, or ‘You must admit that the Jews know about hygiene.’ The fact that it might diminish sexual pleasure in later life was not, in those prudish times, a worry.

         On the subject of sex, I should mention my only memory of abuse. It happened when I was four, undergoing in hospital the unnecessary (but then routine) operation to have my tonsils taken out. It was worrying to be separated for the first time from my parents, although my handsome father would come from work every night and charm the nurses into allowing him to stay after visiting hours. There was no such thing as television, but he would bring with him a hand-held ‘magic lantern’ and project onto the wall the frames of a ‘Tiger Tim’ cartoon for the pleasure of all the children on the ward.

         The next day, after I had emerged from the anaesthetic, an unknown doctor came to my bedside. I can recall him vividly – he was small, with black hair and glasses, wearing a brown cardigan. After a perfunctory chat, he put what seemed to be a leather finger-glove on his right index finger. Instinctively I felt terror and then unbearable pain as he violated me. Perhaps it was just another unnecessary medical procedure to which kids were subjected at the time. Perhaps it was not. I will never know. But I still recoil whenever a doctor suggests a prostate examination, and it may explain why I have never been drawn towards being made love to by a man. I was not assaulted again: although I walked past public toilets to and from school, I was an ugly, acne-strewn youth who was never invited in. Not until I went overseas was I solicited, with invitations I always refused – probably from the unconscious fear that gay sex would be like having my tonsils out.

         All other memories of Bondi – where we lived until I was six – are unalloyedly happy. I did not realise that my parents were poor – their attention made me feel quite rich. I ran on the sand at Bondi Beach, and was taught to perform that ceremonial wriggle handed down by Australian fathers to their sons: how to hold a beach towel over your privates while extricating yourself from wet swimming trunks (on no account in the 1950s could a penis, however tiny, be displayed on a Sydney beach). I would paddle (holding my father’s hand) in the rock pools, then venture with him into the old bathing sheds to inhale the warm tang of sun-burnished flesh. I would watch superbly muscled young men in posing pouches play handball, then walk up to the local Oval and climb on the big World War I cannon gun. It was removed some years ago, by pacifist killjoys who foolishly feared that it would turn small children into militarists.

         It was at that Oval I observed my first sporting hero, the fast bowler Alan Davidson, whose run-up was poetry in motion. Later, at age fourteen, I was thrilled to watch him attack the West Indies batting one late afternoon during the legendary 1961 Test series. There really was ‘a breathless hush’ – not in the close at Eton, but at the Sydney Cricket Ground. I listened on the wireless to every ball bowled in that series. The first nail-biting Test had ended in a tie and the fourth was drawn after an incredible Australian last-wicket partnership against speed demon Wes Hall. Such were the joys for small citizens of a ‘sporting nation’.

         There was no preschool on offer for poorly off parents in those days, which was fortunate because mine occupied their spare time reading to me. My mother disapproved of comics, but found the money, at 2/6d a time, to buy the range of Little Golden Books in which I could follow the illustrations and hear of the adventures of Scuffy the Tugboat and the Five Little Firemen. We progressed to Enid Blyton’s Shadow the Sheepdog and I became very fond of the local strays I would pat in the park, until a mastiff bit me, severely enough to induce a lifelong anxiety about big dogs. Then came larger books – notably the Australian classic Blinky Bill. I cried over his daddy’s cruel death, shot by a man for pleasure, while Blinky the baby koala was hugging a gum tree. Such stories are thought to induce in children the desire to be kind to animals, but since the conceit was to create animals that are human, it may be that my sorrow over the pointless killing of a koala actually sparked an embryonic interest in human rather than animal rights.

         Dorothy Wall, author of the Blinky Bill stories, could certainly pack a punch for a four-year-old.

         
            The koala family lived so happily; never thinking of harm, or that anything could happen to disturb their little home, as all they asked for were plenty of fresh gum leaves and the warm sun. They had no idea such things as guns were in the world, or that a human being had a heart so cruel that he would take a pleasure in seeing a poor little body riddled with bullets hanging helplessly from the tree top.

         

         Her precise description of the killing of Mr Bear, of the vigil over his body by his wife and child, then her decision to go ‘far into the bush with Blinky, away from the man with his gun’ was my first alert to the modern refugee experience. After that, I could never be interested in the milksop experiences of Rupert Bear, or even Winnie-the-Pooh.

         Robin Hood’s adventures came to me in a picture book from the Disney movie: Errol Flynn, with my father’s moustache, and a photo of a large knight with a large sword, captioned ‘Sir Geoffrey’. My namesake was, I was disconcerted to discover, on the wrong side of history, in the ranks of the Sheriff of Nottingham. Then, inevitably, came The Wind in the Willows, that anthropomorphic classic about character types I would later meet in England (with Jeffrey Archer or Alan Clark playing Mr Toad, and tabloid journalists taking the parts of stoats and weasels). I would beg my father to reread the chapter about ‘The Piper at the Gates of Dawn’, with its strangely comforting religiosity which could lull a small child to sleep.

         When I learnt to read, I introduced myself to the unending struggle between good and evil through Biggles books, in which good – the British chaps – always triumphed. I worked my way through every volume, entirely unaware of the gay subplot debunked later by comedians or the racism which has caused librarians to remove the series from their shelves. The first pun that made me laugh, before my age reached double figures, was the suggestion that the next offering from Captain W. E. Johns would be titled ‘Biggles Flies Undone’.

         By this time I was talking, quite volubly, although until I was almost five my speech lacked coherence. When it did develop, it had an unmistakable English accent. ‘Is his father an English migrant?’ my mother would be asked in the street by people who had overheard us talking and assumed that I was the offspring of a ‘ten-pound Pom’. I may have picked up these unwanted strains from announcers on the national radio (the ABC), who cultivated BBC accents, which were then thought of in Australia as ‘educated’.

         Frank’s ambition at this point was one day to be a bank manager, and the Commonwealth soon recognised his potential and made him the assistant to a senior manager, whom he accompanied on a three-month tour of banks in America and Europe. Every day, scrupuously, my father would send us (my mother had by now, three years after me, produced a truculent baby brother, named Graeme) a postcard from wherever he happened to be. Thus my introduction to the wide world was through the rose-tinted lens of the picture postcard. The Eiffel Tower, the Waldorf-Astoria, the Rockies, the Colosseum, the Swiss Alps – places of legend and majesty I craved to visit when I grew up. Most picturesque of all were the bonnie banks and braes of Scotland, presumed to be teeming with trout, not to mention ladies of the lake and a monster in Loch Ness. I longed in daydreams to visit the land of Clan Robertson and to follow my father’s slipstream to countries that, by the time I did set foot in them, were not quite so pretty.

         Dad came back home straight from San Francisco with a precious gift – a genuine raccoon-skin cap, as worn by the celluloid hero Davy Crockett, king of the Wild Frontier. It was a sign of how crazes in America were beginning to rub off on Australia that small children, egged on by Walt Disney, were running around in this hairy headgear in the middle of summer, yelling ‘Remember the Alamo!’ as they fired their cap-pistols. Crockett helped to lose the Alamo, but the Disney film portrayed the disaster as a moral victory by courageous frontiersmen faced with a lesser breed, Zapata-moustachioed Mexicans. Donald Trump would have been taken in by the film at the same time: his memory of the Alamo may explain his obsession with fencing off the Mexican border.

         When I turned seven, we moved to Eastwood, a nondescript Sydney suburb. My father bought a small brick-veneer house next to a power station, and it came – joy of joys – with a half-acre of land. A giant lizard was in occupation, which came out of its hole every year to sunbathe, flicking its blue tongue wickedly, and leaving its skin behind as a parting reptilian gift before it retreated for six months of hibernation. There was a small orchard, dropping apples and deliciously ripe peaches, and a field with a cricket pitch and a few feet to spare. I abandoned hope of emulating Alan Davidson, and shortened my run-up to bowl the sort of leg spin with which the young Richie Benaud had begun to take wickets. Beside the pitch ran a creek, the habitat for a million tadpoles and for bandicoot families in soggy burrows. The willow trees by the creek drummed in summer with cicadas. We would pour water down their holes to make them emerge for their brief earthly sojourn and shake them to make them sing. All over Sydney, wanton boys were pulling wings off not flies but cicadas – insects did not merit the regard we had for Blinky Bill’s dad or Bambi’s mum.

         Best of all in this new house, beyond the creek was a grassy knoll that led to some tennis courts. This became my true sport, and I neglected my leg spin to work on my backhand. I soon developed a dynamite forehand and a serviceable serve, and started to hit, quite naturally, a hard and accurate double-handed backhand, in the hope of one day representing Australia in the Davis Cup (my first career choice). But this stroke was unacceptable to Australian coaches at the time: double-handed backhands were for girls (they used the ultimate put-down: it was ‘sissy’) and I had to be weaned off it. I have never forgiven them: my tennis career was subsequently blighted by a vulnerable, limp-wristed backhand, which I would run around whenever possible.

         Nineteen fifty-three was the most exciting Davis Cup of all time. I listened, breathless, to every point, crouched over the radio by my bed on our glassed-in front veranda. The top Australian player, Frank Sedgman, had turned professional, and our defence of the cup against the might of America was dependent on two nineteen-year-olds, Lew Hoad and Ken Rosewall. On day one Rosewall lost to the American top gun Tony Trabert, and Hoad beat Vic Seixas; but the next day Australia’s legendary coach Harry Hopman uncharacteristically miscalculated and pulled Rosewall from the doubles, which Australia lost, and was in consequence 2–1 down. The tension on day three was unbearable: Hoad eventually triumphed over Trabert, winning the fifth set 7–5, and Rosewall won the final match the next day. I have never felt prouder or more patriotic. I’d found a real sporting hero in Hoad: when his autobiography was published, I loitered in a bookshop to watch him sign copies. I was eight and had no money to buy his book, but I finally plucked up courage and asked him to sign a serviette. He looked down at me with his dreamy blue eyes and I was smitten. If only I’d had a mobile phone and could have asked him for a selfie!

         Later, when I was sixteen, I watched Hoad play the match of his, and my, life. It was around the time Rod Laver, the reigning amateur champion, turned professional. Lew had lost his touch – he was overweight, out of condition, into drink and cigarettes. So the promoters of Laver’s debut as a pro thought it would be a good idea for Rod to thrash Lew as a warm-up, then battle it out the next day with Ken Rosewall, who was the reigning professional champ. But Lew took himself in hand for three months, stopped drinking, lost weight, trained, and beat Rosewall in four terrific sets at White City. I was there, forever inspired to win against the odds, on court or in court. I did finally get to play with Lew, many years later at a charity gig. I warmed up like a demon, but in the doubles match we played together I muffed my volleys, double-faulted, and even failed to return an underarm serve from the aged Vic Seixas. In tennis, as in love, never partner your hero – you cannot help but let them down.

         I am often asked whether anyone inspired me when I was very young. People always expect me to name Nelson Mandela or Martin Luther King or Clarence Darrow. When I’m feeling truthful, I tell them about Lew Hoad.

         
            * * *

         

         In 1952 I became aware – from the radio, although we were prepared for the news by our teachers at school – that King George was dying. He had been taken ill in London while Princess Elizabeth was in Kenya, at a luxury resort called Treetops. A clear but crazy image came into my dreams of a man with a crown, in bed in a tree, below which a pride of lions crouched – kings of the jungle paying their tribute to the King of England. I was a right little royalist, especially after the coronation, when I insisted that my parents buy me coloured picture books so I could be struck by awe at the solid gold coaches with their red plush seating, the bejewelled crowns and orbs and other impedimenta of royalty.

         This changed just one year later when the young Queen came to visit her Australian dominion. ‘Every woman’s dream of beauty steps ashore’ announced the Sydney Morning Herald. Every schoolchild was summoned to see her at the Sydney Cricket Ground, on a day of 35°C heat. We were made to wait six hours in this burning cauldron: kids all around me were fainting from sunstroke (there was no cover) or clutching diarrhoea-wracked little stomachs. I was eight but I could recognise torture when I saw it, even if I did not know the term for the deliberate and unjustified infliction of severe pain. The young Elizabeth passed in a closed car which sped around the track, her limp arm poking out of the window.

         The day was a cruel farce: I felt cheated, but also slightly amazed. How could Australia go nuts for an English monarch to the extent of offering up to her its children in inhumane homage? I really did think republican thoughts, without being able to put that name to them. I could do that by the time I was twelve, when the whole disgraceful spectacle was repeated, this time merely to welcome the Queen Mother (who at least waved to us from an open jeep). I was critical of Prime Minister Menzies, an extreme Anglophile, who on a later royal visit looked at the Queen adoringly and emoted, ‘I did but see her passing by and yet I’ll love her till I die.’ I did but see her passing by, but so quickly that it made me a lifelong republican.

         Kathy Lette and I are sometimes invited to the palace, invitations which, as a rule, we graciously accept. We do our best to entertain Her Maj – I may, after all, be one of her more distant relatives, on the German side. On one occasion my wife wore a suit emblazoned with corgis, which was greeted with a broad royal smile. (As you can see from the dirty look on the face of the flunkey in the photograph, Brenda is not often allowed to be amused.) This was at a celebration for the Commonwealth, and I sat next to her while the orchestra played ‘God Save the Queen’. I noticed that she tapped her feet to the tune. We all sang the words and she seemed to sing along – ‘God Save Our Gracious Me’, I suppose.

         Our presence was publicised, and we were berated by some foolish commentators in Australia for betraying our republican principles. They don’t seem to understand either the virtues of politeness or Kathy’s point about accepting invites to Buck House: ‘Of course they are dinosaurs, but who wouldn’t want to see dinosaurs in their natural habitat?’

         
            * * *

         

         The Robertsons were a middle-class family in a middle-class house in a middle-class suburb. Eastwood was not exactly middle class, it was a mix, in those days when your ‘class’ in Sydney was deducible from your household newspapers. We took the Fairfax paper, the Sydney Morning Herald, while our working-class neighbours took the Packer Telegraph. Those with no class at all took Rupert Murdoch’s evening tabloid, the Daily Mirror. My mother wouldn’t have it in the house – she noted that the men in our street who read the Daily Mirror were the ones who beat their wives.

         The only other reading material in our home was a series of Reader’s Digest condensed books. I didn’t understand the ‘condensing’ process (it sounded like condensed milk, which was also sickly sweet) but the stories were always meant to impart some high-minded moral. There was one that made a particular impact on me, about a Scottish general practitioner devoted to his country clients, visiting their far-flung farms without demur whenever duty called. One night he saved the life of a wealthy businessman, who insisted he take as a reward a block of shares in an obscure company. The price rose to a dizzying height and the good doctor realised he was rich. One day an urgent telegram came from his benefactor, which he put aside because he was rushing to an emergency. When he opened it the next day, he discovered it said, ‘Sell shares immediately – market about to collapse.’ He realised, as he went back to work a poor man, that he had saved the life of an insider trader who had repaid him in the same crooked coin. The moral was that virtue is its own reward, and this I actually believed and acted upon for many years, until I came to understand that my favourite boyhood story really means that no good deed goes unpunished.

         My mother’s favourite maxim, instilled from the cradle, was that money cannot buy happiness. This was consoling when we had none, and was given a particular emphasis on my impressionable young mind by Australia’s first kidnapping, of a boy my own age whose parents had won the lottery. The police mishandled the ransom demand and the boy was killed. ‘That’s what can happen when you win the lottery. Money does not buy you happiness,’ pronounced my mother, insisting she was glad that her one lottery win had yielded only money for my nappies, not the attractions and distractions of great wealth. The evidence for this proposition seemed overwhelming, and I went through most of my life believing it, despite my wife’s elucidation of the proverb: ‘Money does not buy happiness. It just buys yachts and five-star hotels and diamond jewellery – I quite like the sort of misery that money buys.’

         My parents were not religious, but they thought I should have the chance to embrace the Anglican God. So off I went, every Sabbath, to Sunday school. I quite enjoyed this for a few years and routinely achieved first-class honours in state-wide Sunday school exams, picking up a working knowledge of the Bible which was later to become useful in defending Gay News at the Old Bailey on the charge of blasphemy. My father took me to a Billy Graham crusade – the biggest excitement in Sydney for years – and I observed the tricks of this over-the-top evangelist as he enticed the depressed and impressionable of Sydney (there were a lot of them) down the aisles to give him money and sign a book which declared they were now ‘saved’. I was very young and very tempted to join them, but I was saved by my father, whom the hokum could not budge. It vaguely occurred to me, however, by the age of nine, that if there was any truth in religion, it logically followed that it should be the most important thing in one’s life. Hence my second career choice: I would become a missionary. The job would entail foreign travel, death insurance (access to heaven) and plentiful opportunity to preach. There would, I gathered, be a certain frisson in converting cannibals – ending up in the cooking pot would be an ever-present possibility, but at least I would have a fast track to paradise through their alimentary canals.

         In time, however, I had to choose, not between God and Mammon but between God and tennis. My game had progressed well enough for me to be selected in the district’s Under-16 team, but our matches were on Sunday, which conflicted with church confirmation classes. I was given a dispensation and was ready to be received into the church by the laying on of hands. The hands to be laid upon me were those of Archbishop Gough, the rather ridiculous upper-class Englishman who headed the Anglican Church in Sydney. Just a few weeks before the ceremony he had been quoted on the front page of the Mirror declaiming, ‘The younger generation is wallowing in a mire of sexuality.’ I was not doing much – or indeed any – wallowing, but the good archbishop certainly was – with a number of married parishioners within the range of his archbishopric. He was cited in secret divorce petitions and the scandal was hushed up by the media – even by the Mirror, as proprietors were ‘leant upon’ by an establishment that did not want the ‘established’ church to suffer embarrassment. The public was not allowed to know and the promiscuous primate was packed off to the smallest parish in England.

         
            * * *

         

         I went to Eastwood Public School – a venerable institution, as primary schools go, with the asphalt playground which left its marks on schoolboy shins, and a cricket pitch on which I experienced the thrilling sensation of thwacking a perfectly timed cover drive (though when I played for the school as opening batsman, I made more runs snicking through the slips than thwacking through the covers).

         School life was uneventful. History, incredibly, was not taught at all, and English amounted to lessons in grammar rather than in drama or literature – deemed unnecessary and possibly corrupting, the state school syllabus reflecting the philistine values of the Menzies era. We did have a ‘play festival’ once – in 1955 – when I enjoyed the role of the wise and judicious Mr Badger in The Adventures of Toad.

         There was the cane, of course, overused in all schools of the period, and routinely prescribed at Eastwood for the most minor infractions. It was administered by a kindly old ex-serviceman whose hand shook so much – probably from delirium tremens – that the beating rarely hurt. Had it done so, I might have been inclined to rebel. But the only trace of any sense of injustice that I can find in my prepubescent schoolbooks (loyally preserved by my mother) was in a composition on the subject of ‘My School’. In it, I inveighed against the hypocrisy of teachers for disciplining children they’d seen ‘scratching themselves’ in the playground, ‘as I often see teachers scratching themselves’. This scored a hit, and I felt a thrill of satisfaction when I saw a group of teachers passing around my essay and laughing – rather defensively, I thought. Tight underwear produced in the summer rashes that did bring on an urge to scratch one’s balls and my criticism deterred the use of the cane as punishment for giving in to the itch – my first blow struck for human rights.

         Eastwood did not lack culture. There was a cinema, where small boys could roll Jaffas (an orange-coated ball of chocolate) down the aisles and watch endless black-and-white adventures of Hopalong Cassidy, in which the ageing cowboy hero would embark on different ways of slaughtering Indians. I was never much attracted to this genocidaire on horseback – when we played cowboys and Indians, it was only fair that the Indians should sometimes win.

         Much more excitement came when I was almost ten and Eastwood suddenly became the cultural capital of Australia. This was the new age of television, launched in 1956 when Bruce Gyngell (later, Mrs Thatcher’s acolyte and founder of TV-AM) appeared on screen saying, ‘Good evening, and welcome to television.’ Channel 7 built its studios at Eastwood, around the corner from our street, and began to record game shows that entranced the nation. I went to some recording sessions – invariably with breakdowns in the primitive technology – and might well have imbibed the adrenalin and some of the techniques I was later to use for my own shows for British and Australian television. I cannot be sure whether those visits to the Channel 7 studios are responsible for my pleasure in performing on television, but I did feel a nostalgic delight when I returned there forty years later, by which time I was a UN judge, to make a cameo appearance in Home and Away. You can take the boy out of Eastwood, but you can’t take Eastwood out of the boy.

         As I think back to those formative years between eight and twelve, I have to acknowledge that the greatest influence came from ABC (the BBC equivalent) radio. I was never interested in their kids’ programme, a riff on Jason and the Argonauts, although the legend of armed men springing from the bloody soil of an invaded land has been a useful metaphor in writing about the dangers of military intervention. I remember only one altercation with my parents in those years, and it was over whether I could stay up late to listen to the end of an ABC radio performance of Hamlet. My mother insisted it went on past my bedtime; I pointed out that it was said to be the greatest play ever written, and I wanted to hear how it ended. My father was called and I was physically removed to my bedroom, hurling imprecations about their ignorance. It was a bad call on both sides: they could have granted me this indulgence, and I should have taken their decision with some humility. But it brought home to me the important fact that those in authority – even those you love, with your best interests at heart – are not always right.

         What brought my ear to the wireless at appointed hours on most evenings were the BBC comedies – Take It From Here, Hancock’s Half Hour, Educating Archie and so on. I would note and venerate the names of the writers – Galton and Simpson, Muir and Norden, the latter two featuring in My Word!, a favourite show in which their wordplay was dazzling and their seeming ability to deconstruct well-known quotations amazing. It was my introduction to the art of rehearsed spontaneity, and these men were my gods of insightful comedy. Many years later, when I bumped into Denis Norden shopping in a delicatessen in north London I almost fell at his feet, and when I heard that a friend was to marry Frank Muir’s daughter I envied his marriage to a goddess, although I had never set eyes on her.

         Best of all was The Goon Show, with writer and star Spike Milligan. This was a wonderful world for a small boy growing up in an outer-Sydney suburb, although it was wonderful for those growing up anywhere (in palaces, for example, where Prince Charles became a fan). It was radio at its best, enabling the attuned listener to conjure in his imagination a surreal world of exploding puddings and the dolly mixture of the British Empire. There was nothing to rival it on television, at least until Monty Python, years later, made a brilliant attempt. I idolised Spike and dragged my somewhat uncomprehending father to the recordings of some of his ABC shows. Milligan was a regular visitor to Sydney – his mother lived at Woy Woy (a name as far-fetched as any he invented) – and in due course he acquired an Australian stalker as in love with his imagination as I. Her name was Kathy Lette.

         Later in life, through Kathy, I met many comedians, some of whom – Stephen Fry, Billy and Pamela Connolly, Rory Bremner, Barry Humphries – became friends. Comics rather than lawyers graced our dinner table with an anarchic ebullience that my own profession is trained to subdue. Delight in humour transcends politics – many comedians are conservative, but hours in their company never exposed political differences. They have a special insight into the absurdities of life for which they should always be valued – a point overlooked by Australia House in the years when it banned Barry because his caricature diplomat, Sir Les Patterson, was ‘bad for Australia’s image abroad’. In fact, it much enhanced that image in a Britain which loved the kind of self-mockery that did not come easily to those from other nations (Canadians or New Zealanders, for example).

         School life took a turn for the better when I was selected to spend my last two years of primary education in what was called an ‘opportunity class’. I was never quite sure what it was an opportunity for, other than to be educated by a remarkable young teacher, Lionel Phelps, who taught me to think. Phelps made us read the Sydney Morning Herald every day, and to criticise the doings of grand men with three names – like John Foster Dulles and Robert Gordon Menzies. ‘Ming’ was at the time an international laughing stock for his one attempt at world attention – he had allowed himself to be used by a dishonest British government planning with Israel and France to invade Egypt and recover the Suez Canal. Menzies’s role was to threaten President Nasser to give up the canal, or else. It was a despicable role, and Nasser called his bluff (‘You send this Australian mule to threaten me!’). Menzies was ridiculed, particularly by the Eisenhower administration, which deplored this last throw of the colonial dice. Meanwhile, US Secretary of State Dulles was justifying CIA interventions (the CIA being led by his brother) in small islands in the Caribbean, while Khrushchev was preparing to khrusch freedom in Hungary. By age eleven, I knew what was happening in the world, but the Cold War barriers seemed so immutable that it was impossible to think of making it a better place.

         Mr Phelps encouraged other enthusiasms. He set inventive composition subjects such as writing Goon Show scripts, and urged us to try our hands at poetry. Only one of my efforts survives in my class notebook:

         
            
               There was a young lady named Helen

               Whose breasts were the shape of a melon

               But it also appears

               She had cauliflower ears,

               Which is why she was so meloncholy.

            

         

         Helen would have been a figure of my eleven-year-old imagination – Eastwood was strictly segregated and the only girls in my orbit were those I met at Sunday school. One I did rather like was Meredith Oakes. We met up many years later when she was a distinguished musicologist in London, having written the libretto for Thomas Adès’s opera The Tempest. Her mother produced a photo of us together in a class at St Philip’s Sunday School in Eastwood, and I hope our learning of the Bible has come in as handy for her as a librettist as it has for me as a defender of blasphemers.

         My primary schooling at Eastwood left me, by age twelve in 1958, with some degree of self-confidence but no clear ambition. I was losing interest in a missionary life and the single-handed backhand was not improving. I cannot recall any interest in law, although I have found among my mother’s papers a copy of an Empire Day speech I gave the school when I was eleven. It eschewed the usual grovels to the Queen and noted that ‘the true spirit of the British Empire’ was shown when ‘its people combined to defeat the Kaiser’. (I did not know then that he might be a relative.) I went on to make this point:

         
            British justice, envy of the world today, dates back to 1215, when King John was forced to sign the Magna Carta. Its main clause is the basis of British law today. It states that: ‘No free man shall be taken, or imprisoned, or deprived of his property, or outlawed, or exiled, or in any way harmed, save by the lawful judgment of his equals.’

         

         There, at this young age, I was unconsciously piping a principle I would later intone in Commonwealth courtrooms around the world. That, of course, would have gone over the heads of my schoolmates and their parents – and probably myself – when piped in my unbroken voice in the Eastwood Odeon in 1957.

         
            * * *

         

         The attraction of being in an opportunity class was that your card was marked for onward transmission to a selective grammar school. But by the time my turn came, the New South Wales education department had changed its policy, and kids in my year were streamed off to a new and very unselective comprehensive that had just opened in Epping, a suburb next door to Eastwood. My parents were inconsolable and offered to pay for me to go to Sydney’s top private school. I refused. I would like to be able to think of myself at age eleven a precocious progressive, firm in my support for state education, but this political principle had nothing to do with my decision. I simply worked out that I could spend an hour longer in bed if I went to Epping Boys High School. I went to this comprehensive school out of youthful laziness, not youthful idealism. So it happened – for better or worse – that the next five years were spent in a rustic atmosphere of fields and gum trees at a school with no history, no old boys, no young girls and no reputation to live up or down to.

         Epping’s motto was ‘Strive to Achieve’, but with the emphasis very much on ‘Strive’. We were mainly from hard-working families with fathers who had returned from the war and mothers who dutifully described their occupation as ‘domestic duties’. Our faces and races were monochrome: the White Australia policy precluded any other colour (freckles were allowed). We were expected to learn how to become useful members of society, a step up from our parents, whose ambitions were for us to earn more money than they did, perhaps as engineers or solicitors or accountants (actuaries were a popular aspiration, since they were reported by the Sydney Morning Herald to be in the best-paid profession). The notion that a son might become an actor or a poet or a ballet dancer would have been viewed with horror, although a top sportsman would have been very acceptable.

         Our school, which had only been operational for two years, was still in the process of being built. In my first year, we were all ordered to bring from our gardens some samples of kikuyu grass, which we proceeded to plant on the sports field (it remains there sixty years later – my proud contribution to my old school). My father became the mainstay of the P&C (Parents and Citizens Association): by this time he had been made registrar of the Commonwealth Bank – a title that gave him some heft with the Education Department, which he badgered to provide us with a teacher of Latin. This was regarded as a luxury for state schools, although every wealthy private school had one, but he thought the ancient language might be useful if his son ever chose a career in law. It wasn’t, as it happens, although five years of its study did help my sex life by enabling me to translate the erotic poetry of Catullus.

         My sex life needed all the help it could get. Puberty brought the teenage equivalent of the scourge, the acne that was Black Death to social life, and which scarred me until university. Red pustules covered my face: each morning I would take a blackhead extractor to the overnight pimples, covering the bathroom mirror with ejaculations of pus. I was sent repeatedly to a ‘skin specialist’ – an avuncular doctor who prescribed a sulphurous solution which I had to apply every morning and which made my face raw and stained purplish-white, and even less sightly than before. It left the indelible impression on my mind that I was ugly and unfit for female company, so I retreated to my books and rarely accepted invitations to parties. In any event, the girls I met on the train displayed no interest in me whatsoever. In Australia, to paraphrase Dorothy Parker, girls never made passes at boys with A passes. Intellectual achievement could not get me a partner to the school dance. It was then that my mother decided I must learn some social graces: she enrolled me in a course at Miss June Winter’s Academy of Dance.

         There, in a converted shed near Epping Station, I had the most excruciating experience of my teenage life. It was soon clear that I got no rhythm, and had two left feet. The moment of truth arrived with the ‘Ladies’ Choice’. The boys were lined up against one wall, with the girls about to venture, like heat-seeking missiles, towards their target. My friend Roger and I quaked with apprehension – there was one beautiful and rather forward girl whom we both fancied and she made a move in our direction. To my brief delight she selected me rather than my rival, a generosity I repaid by treading on her toes. She did not make the same mistake again.

         I could never get the hang of ballroom dancing, and my embarrassment was only relieved because a fat American named Chubby Checker had made a dance called ‘the twist’ so popular that Miss Winter had to include it in our repertoire. It enabled you to distance yourself from your partner and gyrate within your own space, without contact with your partner’s body, or with her toes. A few years later, at university balls, I would manage to sway and smooch to ‘Hey Jude’ and other Beatles standards, but any other form of dance still eludes me. I am probably the only person in the UK never to have watched Strictly Come Dancing – the very sight of it would, I fear, bring back excruciating memories of Miss Winter.

         As for sex, in the ’50s it really was a terrible business for sensitive teenagers. There was no sex education, apart from a ludicrous quasi-evangelical group called the Father and Son Movement, which was invited to the school for one evening each year. Embarrassed fathers were required to sit with their even more embarrassed sons to watch magic-lantern slides of tadpoles swimming towards a cartoon uterus, and endless close-ups of sores on male groins and organs – the consequence, we were assured, of sex with any woman who was not our wife. The wages of sin were death, and we were inculcated with paranoid fears of venereal disease. The Father and Son outfit was also militantly opposed to masturbation – their literature hinted that it might cause eye-sight loss, mental derangement, general ill-health and, worst of all, perpetual prepubescence. Hence a cartoon of a grown boy riding a child’s rocking chair, with the caption ‘Growing up means leaving childish things behind’ – only primary school boys would pay any attention to their willies, which could thereafter curl up as if in hibernation but spring back into action on the wedding night. It was all too silly for words.

         Nor was it the only absurdity. Australia was the most censorious society in the free world, keeping out books with the same determination as it kept out black people. Lady Chatterley’s Lover was acquitted at the Old Bailey obscenity trial in 1960, but not even Robert Menzies’s Anglophilia would allow him to permit it into Australia. The story I later heard from his Minister for Air, Fred Osborne, who lived nearby, was that the Cabinet all assumed that Menzies would respect the British decision and allow the book entry. They were taken aback when he stormed into the Cabinet meeting to declare, ‘I’ve read this dreadful book. And I am not going to allow my wife to read it.’ They did not have the courage to disagree so the Dame Pattie Menzies protection test determined in my youth our federal level of sexual tolerance for imported literature.

         I wonder now what drove these moral paragons – were they somehow trying to conceal their own depravity by pretending to electors that they were saving us from sin? Nobody ever called them out, and the incidence of rape kept on increasing (although not in the statistics: as a result of their stigmatising of sex, most rape victims were deterred from reporting the assaults against them). Liberation of a kind, at least for men, had come to America in the ’50s with the publication of Playboy – it was, of course, banned from Australia. Film censorship was just as stringent: I recall the loud-mouthed moderator of the Methodist Church describing cinema-going as ‘like travelling through a sewer in a glass-bottom boat’. More evidence, I think, that the dirt was all in the minds of the men who set Australia’s moral standards.

         Angry though I still am about those wowsers, I must admit that censorship did me some good. It forced me to hunt out literature the censors were too stupid to have banned. I had read that Rabelais, for example, was pretty … well, ‘Rabelaisian’, and I found a copy of Gargantua and Pantagruel on the innocent shelves of Eastwood Public Library. It had enough scatology to last a lifetime. There was Boccaccio (The Decameron) and Chaucer (The Canterbury Tales), with rude sections you had to read into the books to find. And, immortally, Ulysses, which I forced the school to buy me as a prize for coming top in maths. Who could have a more erotic love affair than with Molly Bloom, or with Joyce’s own wife, the blowsy barmaid Nora Barnacle, on whom she was based?

         My lifelong aversion to censorship – both in ideological terms when it amounts to denying the right to information or opinion, and for the practical reason that it is usually counterproductive – really began at Epping when I discovered how it was being used to disadvantage all comprehensive school kids in my year. The background to this scandal was that we were all studying, in 1962, aged sixteen, for our Leaving Certificate – the equivalent of A-levels and our passport to the future. English was a compulsory subject and The Tempest was our set text. We were issued with a cheap edition which, on first reading, struck me as a play that was deeply flawed, inhumane and racist. It was the story of Prospero, Duke of Milan, being exiled to an island with his daughter, but taking books that enabled him to learn sufficient magic to confound his enemies and create a brave new world. Except that his seemingly cruel and unjust treatment of his own servant – the indigenous Caliban – undercut the whole message of this apparently humourless text. Then one day on the train, I noticed some private schoolkids of my age with a larger book – a different edition of The Tempest, with more pages. I hastened to buy their edition, which was published by Methuen in London, and discovered a different, rather wonderful and funny play.

         It turned out that some idiot in the New South Wales Education Department had determined that state schoolboys were only fit for the bowdlerised edition, in which the absurd Dr Bowdler had removed not only all the comedy and rude jokes (‘This ship is as leaky as an unstanched wench’, ‘Monster, I do smell all horse piss’) but any reference to a main fulcrum of the plot – Caliban’s attempted rape of Prospero’s daughter. State school kids would therefore have no understanding of Prospero’s motivation for punishing Caliban, a handicap for analysing the play that would not afflict our wealthy school rivals.

         I wrote an angry denunciation of the Education Department – my first piece of investigative journalism – in the school newspaper, and the very fact that educators could betray education in this way still rankles. But what made this censorship not only stupid but actually absurd was that surgically removing all – and even inferential – references to sex meant that state school kids would never read a word of Prospero’s speech in favour of premarital chastity, as he warns his daughter’s suitor in terms that a seventeenth-century Father and Son Movement would have applauded:

         
            
               If thou dost break her virgin knot before

               All sanctimonious ceremonies may

               With full and holy rite be ministered,

               No sweet aspersion shall the heavens let fall

               To make this contract grow, but barren hate,

               Sour-eyed disdain, and discord shall bestrew

               The union of your bed with weeds so loathly

               That you shall hate it both. Therefore take heed,

               As Hymen’s lamps shall light you.

            

         

         Hymen’s lamps had to be dimmed and virgin knots left untied for my exams in 1962. And this was just one small example of the hypocrisy that was characteristic of the city in which I was growing up. It was a strange experience, reading newspapers and watching television that presented a political and social world so different from the real one. Cover-ups were commonplace: in the Anglican Church, Archbishop Gough preached against promiscuity while secretly indulging in it himself; meanwhile, Catholic confessors ignored or excused the paedophilia that was rampant in their own priesthood. The state government was irredeemably corrupt, yet not a word was mentioned in the media until a politician was stupid enough to be caught (like the Minister for Prisons, who had been accepting regular bribes to release prisoners early).

         The New South Wales police force was thoroughly corrupt as well, with senior officers, praised by the media for putting down anti-Vietnam demonstrations, doing a nice line in protection rackets with abortionists or setting up serious crimes with their friends, the serious criminals. These were subjects that would never be mentioned in the newspapers because of defamation laws inherited from England, which awarded large sums in damages to anyone whose reputation was lowered by published criticism. I later spent much time trying to reform these laws, in England and the Commonwealth – there is no doubt the catalyst was my schoolboy disgust at how they had whitewashed the news during my youth in Sydney, a city of dirty secrets.

         There was no obvious outlet for political views in school, other than through debating in competitions with other schools. This was quite a big deal, as teams of three would vie for this cup or that shield. I was third speaker (or ‘whip’) for the school team, which meant engaging in off-the-cuff criticism of the other side. We were doing very well in the main competition until we met the top grammar school – an engagement in which we were beaten by a bad adjudicator. We had to propose the motion ‘Melbourne needs 50,000 Negroes’. This had recently been suggested by a visiting American sociologist who was vilified by the press for this implied criticism of White Australia.

         I had not thought much about the White Australia policy until we began our one-hour preparation – all we could think of at first was to argue that Melbourne was so boring it needed some jazzing up. But as the minutes ticked on, and we talked about our monochrome existence – no coloured faces in the school, not even a Chinese restaurant in Eastwood – we began to understand and agree with the viewpoint of the alien sociologist. The racist assumptions in 1901 of Australian’s founding fathers – kick the Pacific Islanders out of Queensland, forbid the entry of slanty-eyed Chinese, treat Aboriginals as subhuman (in 1962 they could not even be counted in the census) – had consigned us to a dull incomprehension of what amounted to humanity. We convinced ourselves, if not the adjudicator, and I like to think of the moment as some sort of turning point in our thinking about the racist mindset of the nation in which we had, by happenstance, been born. It also aroused the interesting thought that radical, non-conformist ideas might be right – or turn out to be on the right side of history.

         As for the politics of the school playground, Epping was a small, struggling school and I could not find anyone who would bother to help set up a student council. The headmaster, H. E. (Hector) McGregor, was as good as they came in state schools: a grave and serious man with a prominent hearing aid, he had published a book on English grammar that we all had loyally to study. I could never thereafter split an infinitive, and it had a permanent influence on corrections to girlfriends and my children: ‘Don’t say “quite unique” – something is either unique or it is not’; ‘“Disinterested” means impartial, not uninterested’. Kathy dubbed me Conan the Grammarian.

         Like most ambitious teenagers, I was dogged by the question – from teachers and relatives and everyone I met – of what I wanted to be when I grew up. I had by now abandoned interest in becoming a missionary or tennis player, but the school was good at careers advice, subjecting pupils to numerous ‘aptitude tests’– and it turned out that my perfect occupation would be that of an orchestra conductor. I liked the idea, but I could not read music. I had lost interest in maths, which ruled out accountancy or the preferred profession of an actuary, and despite my attraction to the Reader’s Digest doctor, I wasn’t sure about trying my unsteady hand at surgery. I began to wonder whether my facility at debating meant that lawyer might be an attainable career choice, although I had never met one.

         At age fourteen I did a speed-reading course and obtained a list of the world’s best books. I borrowed them from libraries and began to enjoy the pleasure of literature uncondensed. The most impactful was Great Expectations, the story of the convict Magwitch, who returns from Botany Bay to confront, in a memorable scene, his unwitting beneficiary at Pip’s flat in the Temple (by a coincidence that could be called Dickensian, the very flat allocated to me after I became a Master of the Middle Temple forty years later). The character in the book who most intrigued was the lawyer, Mr Jaggers, the deus ex machina of the plot. Most readers find him slightly sinister and he is not one of Dicken’s popular or inspiring characters (if you want a hero, try Sidney Carton). But I was gripped, from the moment he appears at the Three Jolly Bargemen pub to explain the presumption of innocence to bar-room readers of a tabloid who have presumed the guilt of a client suspected of murder. He remains in the book a figure of self-controlled power and professional purpose, dedicated unemotionally to saving the lives of wretches at the Old Bailey who manage to pay his fees. For all the guilty secrets he keeps as a counsellor, it is his good deed that is the wellspring of the plot. Mr Jaggers was the first lawyer I met, through the imagination (grounded in his early life as a court reporter) of Charles Dickens. He was someone I thought, at age fourteen, that I might like someday to be like.

         It was censorship that finally determined my career. In my final year at school I got hold of a book that influenced me profoundly: The Trial of Lady Chatterley. The Menzies government, not content with banning Lawrence’s novel, had banned this account of the trial, published as a Penguin Special, as well, on the grounds that a transcript of the celebrated court case might ‘deprave and corrupt’ Dame Pattie Menzies and the wives of Australia’s ruling classes. This idiocy provoked a courageous Sydney bookseller to arrange for friends in England to transcribe by hand every word of the book – legal arguments, witness cross-examination, judge’s summing up and all – onto thirty-two tightly spaced ‘air letters’, the fastest means of communication in those days. The pages entered Australia as personal mail and so eluded the censors. The Trial of Lady Chatterley was then reconstituted and printed in a samizdat edition, and a copy fell into my schoolboy hands. What I found exciting was not the surplus of four-letter words, nor the erudite debate over D. H. Lawrence’s place in literature, but the conduct of the trial by the book’s defenders, Gerald Gardiner QC (soon to be Labour Lord Chancellor) and Jeremy Hutchinson QC. Their court tactics replaced those of Lew Hoad in my pantheon, and by the end of my final year my ambition had settled. I was now a prefect, with a particularly cheeky first-year class to oversee (and no power to cane them, as they usually deserved). ‘What you going to be when you grow up, sir?’ they asked me in assembly line.

         ‘I am going to be a barrister, at the Old Bailey in England,’ I replied, to my own surprise as much as theirs.

         They burst into disbelieving laughter. ‘Some hope, sir,’ said one. ‘How many pimples you got on your face, sir?’ said another.

         I smiled: thanks to censorship, I had found my vocation, just as (many years later) I found Gerald Gardiner to help with Spycatcher, joined my learned friend Jeremy Hutchinson for censorship trials heard in the Old Bailey, and accepted the invitation of Penguin Books to write a foreword to a new edition of The Trial of Lady Chatterley.6

         Meantime, some cultural interests were developing: I could neither sing nor play an instrument, and had no knowledge of music other than the Top 40, which I would listen to with Auntie Peg – ‘Volare’ and ‘How Much Is That Doggie in the Window?’ One day I walked into the school assembly hall when a rehearsal of Trial by Jury was in process, and was smitten by the wittiness of the words and the rum-te-tum of the music. I became an instant Gilbert & Sullivan fan. Records (long-playing discs, in those days) were too expensive, but providentially an EMI cut-price operation, the World Record Club, offered some G&S operas that had been recorded in East Germany (to avoid D’Oyly Carte copyright) by good British casts. I soon knew all the words, and moved on to the sexier Offenbach, in clever translations rendered by the Sadler’s Wells opera company. I was excited when the company brought their version of Orpheus in the Underworld to Sydney’s Tivoli Theatre and I persuaded our Latin teacher that she had to attend – she was quite shocked that in Offenbach’s version the reason for Orpheus turning round to Eurydice (and thus losing her to hell) was not the magnetic pull of his love but her thrust of a candle up his posterior.

         Love of operetta led to love of opera – a matter of logic, I think, rather than any genetic inheritance from Joe Kroll. For my twentieth birthday, my mother took me to see La Traviata so I could thrill to the trill of Joan Sutherland, who was accompanied by a striking and actually quite slim Italian tenor named Luciano Pavarotti, in the days before he became, in every sense, great.

         Orchestral concerts never enthused me, perhaps because attendance was compulsory for school concerts at the Town Hall, but also because they did not have words. The Sydney Symphony Orchestra had previously had one of the world’s best conductors, Englishman Sir Eugene Goossens, to whom Australian music owes two crucial discoveries: Joan Sutherland (working in a typing pool) and the need for Sydney to build an opera house. He was, alas, another victim of censorship – disgraced and deported after the vice squad (egged on by the Daily Mirror) arrested him at the airport for importing indecent photographs secreted beneath the score of Salome. When he claimed that his butler must have done it, by packing some Continental porn before he left Europe, he was confounded by the fact that the face on some of the photographs was that of Rosaleen Norton, a habituée of Sydney’s red light district, Kings Cross, who had introduced him to what they called ‘sex magic’. It was the perfect tabloid story – the grand maestro brought low by the ‘witch of the Cross’. Although her magic was no more than the practice of fellatio, this struck puritanical Sydney as demonic. The finest pervert ever to raise his baton to conduct the Sydney Symphony was thrown out of the country.

         Theatre offered much more thoughtful entertainment. By good fortune, a close friend had a younger brother who had won the part of the Artful Dodger in the stage version of Oliver! His mother took us to see it, and to other shows, including a memorable Saint Joan played by the remarkable actress Zoe Caldwell, who hooked me on drama for ever. My own debut came in the school production of Douglas Stewart’s Ned Kelly, in which I played the manager of a bank robbed by the outlaws. I had to appear without trousers (the gang had arrived while I was in the bath), so my mother made sure the shirt I had hastily to put on was long enough not merely to cover my manhood, but almost to cover my kneecaps.

         School, like everything else in Australia, broke up for long Christmas holidays. I spent these at Harrington, a little fishing village on the north coast to which my grandparents had retired. It took six hours, with the state of the roads at the time, to make the journey, with a break for lunch. At a café on one trip I had the quintessential Australian experience of peeling back the cheese topping on my veal steak to watch half a dozen flies emerge and slowly flutter away. It is the kind of memory that lingers. Others were happier, especially of the oysters my father could expertly extract from the breakwater rocks, the prawns we would pick up in nets at night and the fish I learnt to catch and would bring back to my grandmother to cook for dinner. I came to know the breaks in the seaweed surrounding the sandbanks where flathead would lazily bask, the rocks from which I could cast at sunset in hope of bream, and, best of all, the beach where I could wade into the waves and pick up some of the sand whiting feeding beneath them. There were big rods stacked underneath my grandparents’ home, with hoods and sinkers that I learnt to tie on to nylon lines, and the pleasure almost made up for the daily sensory torture of sitting on the unsewered toilet.

         Catching fish was exciting – the choice of bait (I could thread a mean worm), the feel of the bite, the jerk to hook the fish, the careful reel-in to ensure it did not escape, and so on. But as every good fisherperson knows, the true pleasure of the sport can be experienced without catching fish. It comes from the feeling – as you watch hypnotic patterns in the water while fingering your taut line – that you are doing something, even though you are not doing anything except wave watching and waiting for the bite that never comes. It was a common dream of my grandparents’ generation of Australians to ‘head north’ before they reached three score years and ten, retiring to fish in the sunshine, and I shared it at the time.

         Holidays at Harrington did put me in touch with old people, and really poor people. My grandparents were happy enough in a home they had bought and then part-rented. I would play bridge and cribbage with them and listen to the cricket – the wonderful commentaries of John Arlott and Michael Charlton and others who not only knew what they were talking about but how to talk, unlike the current crop of ex-players, who drive me mad with their fatuities. As for the town poor – the aged and the disabled, who would struggle to the post office for a pension that barely allowed them to live – I felt some stirring of political feeling. In a land of plenty, with a mining boom beginning, the care of the old and unfortunate – I called them ‘down-underdogs’ – should have been a priority for all politicians and political commentators. It wasn’t and it isn’t – I am still annoyed at how little politicians and the media (especially the ‘commentariat’ I read in Murdoch-owned papers in Australia and Britain) care about the poor. The Calvinism that has shaped the Protestant religion holds that although you cannot earn your way to heaven, concern for the poor is a sign of your election as a saint; lack of concern is an indication that death will mean a one-way ticket to Lucifer-land. For Christians, the great thing about dying – if there is a God, that is – will be to watch all the politicians and journalists going the other way.

         We did not study politics at school – I did English and history honours, together with economics, French, Latin and maths. Nevertheless, at age thirteen I developed a short-lived political theory, which I would propound to my friend the school librarian. The trouble, I explained, with Australian democracy, where voting was compulsory, is that so many dumb people get to vote (my evidence for this was the ‘donkey vote’, by which many compelled electors simply voted down the card, on which candidates were listed alphabetically, so that parties would strategically select candidates with names beginning with A or B). My solution was simple: we should not deny the vote to the unintelligent, but we should give an extra vote to all those with an above-average IQ. ‘I don’t think that’s likely to find favour, Geoff,’ said the librarian, over-kindly.

         I might have suggested that we simply make voting voluntary – Australia is the only democracy in the Commonwealth where it’s a crime not to vote. But voluntary voting has its problems – in the Brexit referendum, 37 per cent voted to leave, 35 per cent voted to stay, and 28 per cent didn’t bother to vote at all (many of them because they believed the opinion polls, which said the remain side was assured of victory). Compulsory voting might have saved the British from the Brexit disaster, in which the impressionable, the over-patriotic and the racist, stirred on by opportunistic politicians, propagandist tabloids and Russian bloggers, produced a result against which most of the intelligent members of society – teachers, professionals, university students, businesspeople – had voted. There should be some guard against short-term populism, but I have to doubt, like the librarian, whether my youthful idea of an IQ test at the polling booth would be the answer.

         My favourite day of the week was Saturday. At the time, people worked on Saturday mornings. I would catch the train from Eastwood with my father, raid his office fridge, then take myself to visit the City of Sydney Library. This was my mecca: it had a vast range of books, all covered by cloth glued with a substance which gave off an aroma that had the effect of a drug. In some strange way, I think it turned me on as I sniffed the covers before setting off for the heady delights of the city. First stop was a film theatre which had a weekly programme of Movietone news reels, interspersed with The Three Stooges and Charlie Chaplin. The black-and-white coverage of a world before television news was narrated histrionically, by a voice rising to repeated crescendos as it spoke of war, communists, car rallies7 and (inevitably) the royal family. I vividly remember the white flowers on the coffin of Ethel Rosenberg, executed with her husband, Julius, for spying. Her children were my age and I wondered – I still do – how Americans could bring themselves to kill a mother. Executions were always good news for Movietone: they were covered with grisly fascination. But comedy invariably followed, or Australian news that would end with a joke or a homely salutation: the rest of the world was there to be gawked at, but should not be allowed to intrude on our love for cricket and football, the royal family, car rallies and Mr Menzies.

         Out in the sunshine, I would press my small face against the windows of shops selling model aeroplanes – how I longed for the money to buy one – and then cross the road to the main bookshop. In this shop, at age thirteen, I committed my first – and only – crime of dishonesty. There was no one looking on the first-floor display of Latin textbooks, and a racy translation of Catullus, at the cost of 1/6d, was just sitting there. I had the money, for a change, but became overwhelmed by curiosity – how would it feel to break the law? It felt guilty, of course, and the buzz of excitement as I liberated the book fizzled out as soon as I left the shop without being apprehended. The guilt did not come because of the deterrent effect of the criminal law, or from remorse, or the eighth commandment, but because I had done something of which my mother would have disapproved. That has always been my ethical standard, as I suspect it is for so many others of my generation. In my case, it even stops me from fibbing on my tax return.

         Nineteen sixty-three was a febrile and frenetic year. I attempted special honours courses in my Leaving Certificate while captaining tennis, squash and debating teams, sneak-reading The Trial of Lady Chatterley, gleaning some sex education from news reports of Stephen Ward’s ordeal at the Old Bailey and listening to early Beatles melodies. There was also the distraction of those two essential requirements of being Australian: sport and ‘mateship’. Everyone had to have ‘mates’ – mine were half a dozen of the brighter kids, those who shared a degree of cynicism about power (whether of teachers or of government). My first experience of what mateship meant had come at the end of the previous year, after we had performed a play I had written to entertain the boys in the departing year. They enjoyed it, and when we were summoned to the headmaster’s office the next day we assumed it was to receive his thanks. Instead, fingering his cane, he told us it was an obscene and criminal libel on various teachers, himself included. ‘Who wrote it?’

         There was a long and (for me) quite painful silence – would they ‘dob me in’? Eventually, one stepped forward and said, ‘We all did, sir.’ And the others slowly nodded. This, I realised, was what mateship meant.

         But something was wrong – I didn’t want the cane but I did want the writing credit. Ego got the better of discretion and I owned up. It turned into a Monty Python-esque moment as we all vied for punishment:

         ‘We all wrote it, sir.’

         ‘No, I wrote it!’

         ‘No, we all did.’

         ‘No, sir, I wrote almost all of it…’

         The confused headmaster shelved the cane but ordered me – his prime suspect – to apologise to all the teachers.

         The experience – I was quite astonished at the overreaction to satire – taught me that discretion might be the better part of valour when it came to credit for our final schoolboy stunt – a plan to disrupt the headmaster’s final address to our year. This was a solemn speech that would be larded with Polonius-like precepts about how we should behave in the big wide world. My idea was to interrupt it with a broadcast from a ‘Rebel Radio’, mixing seditious reflections on our education with readings from a new satirical magazine called Oz (a Sydney equivalent of Private Eye). Several of my mates were budding engineers and they worked out how to rig the assembly hall sound system so that at the flick of a switch, the headmaster’s microphone would be cut off and the rebel broadcast would be heard through the loudspeakers. A courageous classmate was prevailed upon to record the subversive content (I did not want to be expelled after voice recognition of my ‘Pommy’ accent). The switch was flicked just after the head began his speech. He stood in frozen fury. ‘It must be Robertson,’ he spluttered.

         ‘No, it’s not!’ I shouted as I jumped from my seat in the hall, unwilling this time to take the credit. My engineering mates had wired the hall so cleverly that none of the teachers could work out how to stop the broadcast, and the headmaster eventually gave up. It proved, I suppose, that we were now old enough to outwit the authorities. I doubt whether they went on like this at Eton, but perhaps that was their loss.

         There was no time to gloat: we had to hunker down for the Leaving Certificate – an external examination, the result of which would be the key to winning a scholarship to Sydney University. Your future depended on how much memory you could cram into three hours of speed writing, and how well your teachers had tipped the questions. I cannot now remember what causes I attributed to World War I, or my answer on the economics of autarkies, although I do recall mentioning the rape of Miranda and analysing the scansion of Prospero’s injunction to chastity.

         A few nights before the results, we went to the theatre, to laugh manically at a young comedian from Melbourne, whose Edna Everage (long before she was made a dame) resembled all our grandmothers. To open the show, Barry Humphries came on stage with a long flaxen wig and a surfboard, singing:

         
            
               I was down by Manly Pier

               With a tube of ice-cold beer,

               And a bucket full of prawns upon me knee.

               When I swallowed the last prawn,

               I gave a Technicolor yawn,

               And chundered in the Old Pacific Sea.

            

         

         Fifty years later, I was able to recite it back to Barry, our neighbour in north London, on the occasion of his eightieth birthday.

         The interesting thing, looking back, is that we state school kids had absolutely no idea how good – or how bad – we were academically. We came from a new, fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants comprehensive, without a notion of how we would fare against kids from the massively funded private schools based on British models, who had bigger and better textbooks. Our teachers seemed good enough, but perhaps they could have been better. My favourite, a charming but anarchic history master, had once told me to wag school and spend my days in the State Library. I took his advice, but did not know how it would pan out for my history honours effort.

         Our results sent us into a state of shock – my friends and I had attained first class in almost all our honours subjects. And, mirabile dictu, I had come second in the state in history. I was so overwhelmed at this achievement that it was several hours before I began to wonder why I had not come first. Later, I put this down to the fact that the other kid’s father was a history professor who had set the honours paper. Ironically, we became rivals again in 1975, when our first books were published by the same London publisher. Mine was about the mistreatment of Irish Republicans by the British, and it did not sell well except in Ireland. His book was a hagiography of General Pinochet: many thousands of copies were bought by Chilean embassies around the world. Once again, I had come second.

         
            * * *

         

         We were not really disadvantaged by attending a comprehensive school – we weren’t bullied or buggered or forced to join cadets. But we were not led to believe we were any good. The lack of confidence came out in university tutorials – old school ties, for no rational reason, induce self-confidence and self-assertiveness. That should not be the case: public education should compete much more effectively in the parental marketplace. Not only is it free, it has the great advantage of secularity. In a world where dogma has become the greatest threat to rationality, I still think that this is the most important form of education. Something only comprehensive schooling can produce is diversity – the value of children and teenagers mixing with a wide variety of fellow human beings from different social classes, different ethnic and religious groups, and different levels of advantage and performance.

         I am inclined to think, however, that schools make little difference to the adult we learn to be at our mother’s knee. Years later I defended A. S. Neill’s famous school Summerhill from David Blunkett and his education inspectorate, who were trying to close it down. One of Neill’s basic beliefs was that children come to embrace education – but only when they want to. Hence they must not be forced to attend class. Of course, Blunkett’s government inspectorate had decided to close the school because its pupils were not being forced to attend class. The case (which became a TV movie) challenged the bureaucrats who could not tolerate difference and could not abide parents who genuinely believed their children would thrive under different conditions.8 I called evidence from former Summerhillians – an astrophysicist, a philosopher and a Hollywood actress – whose free schooling had done no harm. That, I think, is the best thing that can be said about a school, and it could probably be said about Epping Boys High School in my day.

         These days when I talk to teachers, I advocate courses in human rights, which should be introduced (perhaps in the space allocated to religious studies) in all secondary schools. I recite the story of the headmistress who sent all her new teachers this letter:

         
            Dear teacher,

            I’m a survivor of a concentration camp. My eyes saw what no man should witness, gas chambers built by learnt engineers, children poisoned by educated physicians, infants killed by trained nurses, women and babies shot and burnt by high school and college graduates. So I’m suspicious of education. My request is to help your students become human. Your efforts must never produce learned monsters, skilled psychopaths, educated morons. Reading, writing, arithmetic are important only if they serve to make our children more human.

         

         It’s surely time to put that insight back into and onto the school curriculum. Human rights are not history, because they aren’t past; they’re not law, because they’re still in flux; they’re not philosophy, although they do provide ethics for our time. Nor are they religion, because they pay no heed to the supernatural; and they’re not politics, because they’re not populist. They are, however, drawn from all these disciplines, and more, in their efforts to define and enforce human values. Values which a democratic society can’t be neutral about. For students in our state schools, and teachers as well, they serve to show that privilege is an anachronism, dogma a distraction; freedom is a birthright and discrimination a wrong that should never be suffered. To the advantages of comprehensive education with its secularity, diversity and locality, let us now add humanity.

         
            Notes

            6 C. H. Rolph (ed.), The Trial of Lady Chatterley: Regina v Penguin Books Ltd (London: Penguin Books, 1990).

            7 Car rallies were absurdly popular in ’50s Australia, especially the ‘Redex Trial’, in which familiar-brand vehicles were driven around the country. It was a big deal to be taken, age seven, to gawk at cars you could see on the streets, lined up before the start of the 1953 Redex Trial. I had completely forgotten my excitement until Peter Carey’s novel about it, A Long Way From Home (London: Faber, 2017), stirred my memory.

            8 See Summerhill (CBBC, January 2008).
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