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To the ocean and her inhabitants and all those who have
her wellbeing at heart




PROLOGUE


A life in the ocean
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I pull down my mask, fit my regulator, step off the side of the boat and slide from the Fijian coastline into a dream. I’m in the Pacific Ocean, I’m in the Coral Sea, I’m in the Persian Gulf, Bass Strait. I descend into water that changes from turquoise to azure to navy. I’m in a lake, in a lagoon, in a river, an estuary.


I’m wearing pale-blue rubber flippers and a pink wetsuit. Always blue flippers, always pink wetsuit. I have a matching ribbon in my hair, pink silk tying back a mane of sometimes faded platinum, sometimes yellow gold.


The water is warm. The water is frigid. I don’t notice the temperature of the water at all.


My darling Ron is below me. He is above me, putting film into a camera. Ron is no longer alive.


There are other people underwater too: Fijian warriors, American millionaires, Saudi adventurers, filmmakers, environmentalists and thrill-seekers. They’re friends and companions, strangers, competitors, adversaries. They’re all bit players.


They all take cues from Ron, and sometimes it seems the animals do too. He holds a camera in a homemade underwater housing. Home is a fibro shack in Mortdale, a mansion in Roseville. Home is a retirement apartment in Fairlight overlooking Sydney Harbour where Ron and I chose to never retire.


I look out for underwater signals that only he and I know.


Ron is strong in the water and a warrior swims close to him with an iron bar in his hands, ready to protect him. Those beautiful men; this beautiful man. This will be Ron’s last ever dive.


I see sharks scarred, mottled, silver, grey, white; hulking behemoths and svelte dancers. The animals hunt and feed and migrate and mate. They are off in the distant blue existing only as shadows. They are dangerously close, baring their teeth and gnawing at our cages.


I’m a teen, and a grey nurse shark has startled and terrified me. The ocean is a mystery to all of us.


I’m a nymph diving behind a spearfishing champion I wish would marry me.


I’m a professional woman, and a great white shark, soon to be the star of the film Jaws, has punched through the canopy of the Southern Ocean like a great geyser of muscle and teeth.


It’s a glorious scene. They all are. It’s all there, my whole underwater life on the big screen and small and in boxes that won’t let in moisture at National Geographic, and Paramount and Channel Nine and as a trillion ones and zeros on hard drives and in the Cloud.


The life of the ocean is in those ones and zeros too. Not all of it, but almost all of the change. The water is crystal clear, the coral vibrant. There’s slicked oil and bleached reefs. There’s abundant fish and mammals. They are scarce. Some are gone forever.


I have spent my life documenting the Anthropocene. I didn’t know it when I started but I know now.


I feel arthritic pain in my arm and there’s no doubt I am nearly eighty-four years old. A pregnant bull shark sees a fish next to me and charges. The shark feeds and banks away. The pain in my arm recedes and I am somewhat younger. I’m on the same Fijian reef as before and I try to will in a tiger shark towards Ron’s camera. His sickness is obvious even underwater; it’s in his movement and posture.


One more wonderful shot, my darling, just one more.


I’m younger again, in San Diego surrounded by blue sharks. Each with their long nose, long body and faint but electric tint, they put me in mind of a luxurious French sports sedan. They’re very beautiful but quite agitated.


I feel something; not pain, but something else: pressure, cold. I look down and see a cloud forming around me, dark purple and green in the deep shimmering blue.


I reach down and feel through my wetsuit, through my skin and flesh all the way to the bone. This is not the first time I’ve been bitten by a shark, nor the last. It is, however, the worst bite I will suffer.


I’m calm. If we are to be bitten, then we are to be bitten. If one of us is attacked, the other films. This is something Ron has long said.


One must choose a life of adventure, and of mystery and discovery, but with that choice one must also choose the attendant risks. One must choose the ocean too, all of it. These are my words, not Ron’s.


No one has noticed the attack except Ron. I see him suspended and still in the water, flippers down, shoulders level, staring at me over his camera. He films; he is an honest man, true to his word, even now.


The cloud of blood grows and billows, and it occurs to me that there is mystery below the water and there is mystery above it, too.


I come back to Fiji and to 2019, where another large bull shark approaches. Now I notice it is I who has a Fijian warrior shadowing me.


It’s all too wonderful. It’s all been too wonderful.


Let’s start at the beginning.




CHAPTER ONE


The beginning
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One never forgets pain. Real pain, that is, not the discomfort that is so often misattributed these days. Discomfort can be forgotten, like last week’s dinner choice, but pain embeds and perseveres; it informs and guides. It can bring an atheist to faith or a churchgoer to despair. It can change the trajectory of lives, sometimes for worse, sometimes for better.


I will never forget the pain of having polio, nor would I want to. Those nine weeks I spent partly paralysed and in pain did more to make me who I am than any other factor in my life. Any other factor except for Ron Taylor, of course, but he comes in much later.


My story starts in November 1935, at the Women’s Hospital on Crown Street in Sydney. I was born to a mother who was a descendant of colonial-era settlers, and a father who was the son of ten-pound poms, in a time of tempered hope.


The Australian pound had started to recover after taking a battering during the Great Depression, a surge led by a manufacturing sector that offered employment to any who wanted it. Huge public building projects such as Sydney Airport, the Sydney Harbour Bridge and Town Hall Station had been recently completed, and it seemed there was more reason for optimism than there had been since the end of the Great War.


The day I was born, though, there was a change in the spring air.


In the days leading up to my birth two events of note took place. The German Reich, led by an angry nationalist named Herr Hitler, had unfurled a new flag: a black geometric pattern set against a white circle on a red background. And, Australia’s favourite adventurer, Charles Kingsford Smith, lost radio contact in the Andaman Sea in his plane the Lady Southern Cross.


The Sun, Daily Telegraph and the Sydney Morning Herald were all gloomily speculating as to whether this new German flag would soon fly over invading armies across Europe, and whether Kingsford Smith would be found alive. Both fears proved to be well founded.


I spent the first three years of my life in Sydney, but I remember almost nothing in that period bar a bout of diphtheria, another deadly disease now all but extinct thanks to the wonders of immunisation and the power of science.


What I remember of diphtheria is the fear of my mother’s fingers approaching as she reached into my throat, preparing to pull out the mucus that had been generated by the disease. I remember it, I assume, because the experience is fixed to the memory of the pain that came next, like a side-car affixed to a motorcycle. As I said, one never forgets pain.


All of my significant childhood memories after that incident were forged in New Zealand.


My father was born an East Londoner, my mother the daughter of a fruit-picking family from Mildura. How they met I do not know, but when I was born and for the duration of my childhood my father worked as an engineer for the battery company Exide and my mother was a housewife. When I was three an opportunity was presented to my father: the company needed someone to establish a small battery factory in some pastoral land at the southern end of New Zealand’s North Island. It was an opportunity too good to pass up, so we moved to Lower Hutt, located near the edge of Wellington harbour, early in 1939. My father established his factory within walking distance of the State Commission house my parents rented and where my mother cared for me and my baby brother, Greg.


By August 1939 the factory was established and producing car batteries. My father was ready to return to Australia, but on the first day of September, German tanks, planes and troops thundered across the Polish border. Two days later New Zealand and Australia declared war on Nazi Germany. All inessential passage between Australia and New Zealand was halted, and my father’s factory quickly became a supplier of combat matériel.


My family was now in New Zealand for the duration of the conflict. I have strong memories of World War II, and those memories have sometimes made me quite patriotic, splitting my allegiances between England, Australia and New Zealand.


From a modern perspective, it’s hard to fathom how all-encompassing an event like a world war is for civilians, even in the most remote part of it. We would all hang on every morsel of news, every evening radio broadcast, every news reel at the cinema. An Allied defeat was a dagger in the heart; a glorious victory by our soldiers sparked such pride that we felt as though we held the bayonets ourselves.


My family was especially keen to hear about the heroics of the Maori Battalion in Greece, Crete, North Africa and Italy. We lived close to a nearly wholly Maori neighbourhood in Lower Hutt, and my schoolfriend Mary was Maori.


One of the most vivid memories of the war for me was of my school class being taken into Wellington to cheer the Maori Battalion as it marched through the streets before shipping overseas, stopping to perform their ferocious Haka and then marching on, chanting their battle song as they disappeared.


I remember that song to this day: it was a rousing call for the battalion to march to victory and glory, to remain staunch and true, and to carry the people’s honour as they marched. I was so proud when I heard that the Nazi Field Marshal Erwin Rommel had said that with the Maori Battalion he could have conquered the world. I wished I could have fought with those proud men; rifle in hand, enemy ahead. I think all the kids in the street wished the same thing. We played goodies and baddies where the enemy soldiers marched up and down giving the German salute while our side used guns made from wooden pegs to shoot them down. We all had to take our turn at playing the enemy.


I realised not everyone’s role in the war was to do or die. For instance, my father’s duty would never bring him face to face with the enemy, but I understood that what he did was just as essential as the gunfighters. Batteries were needed to power the Allied war machine, from planes to tanks.


One of the essential elements of battery-making was lead, and with no natural lead available in New Zealand it often fell to my father to ride his bike around the streets of suburban Lower Hutt asking for contributions of household lead. I would often go along as he went from door to door, asking for any lead that might be available.


‘For the war effort,’ my father would say. I remember people being desperately keen to contribute if they could.


Most commonly we collected toy lead soldiers, which, after being melted into a liquid, were purified and drained off to then be coated over wooden separators, essential for battery manufacture. Those hundreds of toy soldiers would transfer from the battlefields of a child’s mind to those of Europe and the Pacific.


I felt proud helping my father hunt for lead.


Like many women in that war, my mother accepted that her role was to keep her husband and children fed and clothed, and to maintain a home worth protecting – no small feat as more and more household items became first rationed, then scarce and finally a pre-war memory.


As a daughter, I was expected to share my mother’s role. I would help her in the kitchen and look after my little brother, and also in this time of war I would help provide the household with kitchen essentials. Mushrooms when it rained, apples from an abandoned orchard, blackberries in late summer. All free for the taking.


Sometimes this meant lining the basket on my bike with newspaper and cycling to the rail tracks where the train has to slow down at a roundabout. I would call to the drivers in the engine for coal to put in my basket. We had coal, but like everything else it was rationed and a few extra lumps made a warmer room.


I also used to ride my bike to the nearby Griffin’s biscuit factory and beg for the dough offcuts from the workers I could see through the factory window. I soon discovered both exploits were more successful when I took along my little brother. I would pinch him to make him cry just at the right moment, creating a pathetic scene more likely to see me return home with a full basket of coal or a big lump of dough.


I remember the air-raid shelters and the blackouts and the memorials. I know now it was a difficult time, but it is not one I remember as difficult because I was too young to know any different.


In many ways the war was exciting for the very young. There was a giant game being played, far away in another country. Every night we would crowd around the radio listening to the war news. The war was part of my early life; the radio news was all I knew. It wasn’t until many years later that I fully realised the devastating impact this conflict had on so many millions of people.


Then one day, the war ended. I remember my father’s joy, and riding our bikes to his factory so he could paint, in bold red letters ‘EXIDE’ on the roof, my father yelling at me to get out of the way as the paint dribbled down the ridges of the corrugated iron onto the grass. The factory had been disguised as a farm barn for the duration of the war in case the enemy invaded, meaning the company name – Exide Batteries – was never on display.


The bombers never came, and now they never would.


In the afternoon of that day we all went into Wellington, where the biggest celebration I had ever seen was underway. Beneath cold, grey skies hundreds of people were dancing and hugging and singing and the word ‘peace’ was being shouted over and over again. Rain came and I was amazed my mother didn’t force me into a coat.


The gleeful chaos of that day crystallised in my mind when a Scottish band marched into town. Their drums and pipes reached deep inside me, and it seems inside my mother as well. When we heard that music we both cried. I still weep a little when a bagpipe plays alongside a Celtic drum. The music catches my heart in a way no other sound ever has.


Our family stayed in New Zealand for a while after the war, although my father always maintained that we would go back to Australia one day. I’m not sure why we stayed so long; it wasn’t a time when children asked questions of their parents.


I remember those few years after the end of the war being marked by a series of firsts: my first balloon, first pineapple, first banana, first firecracker – all the things that had been unavailable during the war. I remember the first proper chocolate bar coming to our house. When I bit into it I tasted a wonderful kaleidoscope of flavour, but it made my brother Greg ball up his face and wince.


‘Hot, hot, hot,’ he complained, being so unaccustomed to using the sweet sensors in his tongue.


My tenth birthday came shortly after the end of the war, and I think that by eleven or twelve I had started to understand what my life was supposed to be. I was to be a woman like my mother. I would feed and keep, and tend and nurture. I would find a man with a job he could keep for his whole life, marry him and take care of him, and have children. I would expect no more or less than that. It was what was expected of a girl of my generation.


Then one morning I woke with a terrible aching pain.


I told my mother I didn’t feel well, but she was a woman who didn’t believe in pain that didn’t come with a bleeding wound. She told me I must dress and be at school by the time the bell rang.


I managed to drag myself into my uniform, but that was no small feat. It was agony to move my limbs. I just wanted to go back to bed. I tried to mount my bicycle, but that proved impossible, so I gritted my teeth and lumbered to the bus stop.


When I limped into class I slumped over my desk and was unable to move even when the teacher threatened me with the ruler. After school I managed to catch the bus home. I went straight to bed thinking that rest would bring improvement.


There was no rest and there was no improvement, only more pain.


In the morning I was physically unable to lift my arms over my head and that’s when my mother became alarmed. She took me to the hospital, and there I was held down while a doctor inserted a long and painful needle into my spine. A lumbar puncture can be given easily today, but seventy years ago it was a lengthy and unpleasant experience.


That confirmed the diagnosis they had started to fear: I had polio.


A virus with a very high transmission rate, polio came and went in epidemic waves. Most who contracted the disease had few or no symptoms, and that fact combined with a long incubation and infection period meant that a polio outbreak could often only be identified when those unlucky enough to have the disease enter their central nervous system started complaining of muscle and joint pain.


A polio epidemic was spreading around the world. I was one of many thousands who would succumb to the virus.


I was immediately taken away from my mother, isolated and transported to a huge ward in Wellington Hospital, filled exclusively with patients infected with polio. This was 1949 and the polio vaccine was coming, but it would come too late for us. In the polio ward we were observed; apart from being fed soup, custard and sometimes milk, all that could be done was to wait to see if we would become some of the last casualties of one of the great diseases. While there I had no capacity to think of anything but loneliness and pain; no capacity for compassion, not even time for self-pity. Just aching limbs.


I wanted my agony to end. I wanted my mother. I wanted to go home.


Babies came into the ward, crying bundles of blankets, becoming silent as they succumbed to the disease. The doctors would stand around my bed having hushed conversations about my chances of recovery. I didn’t care what they had to say. I knew I was going to survive.


Sometimes I would ask for my mother; I wanted her so much.


‘You would only infect her, dear. You don’t want that, do you?’ nurses would reply. Of course I didn’t want that.


I spent three weeks in that ward, each day exactly like the last, each hour like the last. Pain in the morning, pain in the evening. The only way I understood that there had been a passage of time was through the only window I could see from my bed.


There was a solitary tree visible through the glass. When I arrived at hospital it was barren except for a few specks of green. As I lay in my hospital bed, spring started to take hold and the tree took on colour and small leaves. On the last day in the ward I saw white flowers appear. It was an apple tree.


Three weeks later when I was no longer contagious, I was moved into another huge ward, full of patients recovering from polio.


Death was no longer a possibility, but partial paralysis was still a risk.


In that second ward I started to escape my suffering, travelling on imaginary journeys that, to this day, are some of the most exhilarating and memorable of my life. I went down the Mississippi River to Kentucky and Arkansas from Missouri with a bold boy named Huckleberry Finn and I was friends with his itinerant, rambunctious and wholly intriguing friend Tom Sawyer. I visited with a young woman named Lorna Doone in seventeenth-century pastoral England, where a suitor was trying to destroy her family’s name and fortune. I went on an adventure with an innkeeper’s son named Jim Hawkins who, at the behest of the pirate Long John Silver, went off to the high seas in search of a place called Treasure Island. I think that was my favourite story of all. I am still looking for that island.


These wonderful flights of fancy were all made possible thanks to a Christian group called The Church of the Brethren – sanguine missionaries with long hair who visited the ward and delivered just the right books at just the right time.


Those books changed my life. They were my introduction into a world larger than Lower Hutt, larger than all of New Zealand. A world that wasn’t all kitchens and grocery stores and vegetable gardening. It was only much later that I would conceive that I might get to those other worlds, but I never forgot that they existed. They were also my introduction to what would become something of a silent, one-word mantra in my life: adventure.


I couldn’t quite put my finger on exactly what adventure was then, but I knew that with every page I read I came a little closer to understanding. While in hospital, those books became my raison d’être and almost every daylight hour was spent with a book resting on a wooden holder where I could read it without moving. I would beg the passing nurses to turn the page for me.


A week later I was given a proper book rest. It took several days’ practice, but with constant trying I managed to teach my left hand to climb up the legs on the rest to the edge of the book so I could turn the page without help.


My sense of achievement did not last long.


The next day a nurse placed a lead bracelet on my wrist, leaving me once again helpless. The bracelet was part of a therapy to help strengthen my weak arms and hands by moving against a restriction. The nurses were kind but knew I would never stop until I could read at my preferred pace. I worked to lift my other hand to the book to turn the pages, and as soon as I could, another bracelet joined the first.


I hated those bracelets, but I now know that sometimes kindness often seems like cruelty. The enforced resistance and agonising boundary-pushing was the beginning of the treatments pioneered by Sister Elizabeth Kenny, an Australian nurse to whom I believe I owe much of my present-day mobility.


Sister Kenny was a Queensland woman who worked as a travelling bush nurse before being sent to work on the ‘Dark Ships’ that slowly steamed between England and Australia during World War I. After the war Sister Kenny dedicated herself to combating the waves of polio infection that pulsed through the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s.


While physicians and researchers studied the pathology of the disease, Sister Kenny concentrated on methods that would ensure mobility after the disease had run its pathological course. At the clinic she established in Townsville she fine-tuned techniques of limb manipulation, hot packs and stretching.


Eventually Sister Kenny’s results became near miraculous. Many children whom physicians had expected to be crippled for life travelled to Townsville and made a full recovery.


The Australian press claimed erroneously that Sister Kenny was ‘curing’ polio in Queensland, and that was the start of a lifelong conflict between male physicians who claimed that her treatments didn’t work at all, and this headstrong, largely self-taught Australian woman who knew that they did.


By the time I was in hospital it was known that Sister Kenny’s techniques worked, but they were not widely known nor practised in New Zealand. I was incredibly lucky to end up in a hospital where one of the doctors had previously worked at clinics in America where Sister Kenny’s recovery techniques were wholeheartedly accepted.


The rehabilitation method was effective but excruciating. It required vigorous stretching of limbs that pained me to move at all, but today I couldn’t be more thankful to the staff who administered the treatment. Without them I wouldn’t have lived the life I have.


I spent some months in hospital and after I had read The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn perhaps half a dozen times I desperately wanted to go home. I was no longer contagious, I knew the exercises that I was required to do, and I was slowly but surely getting better. I wanted my family and I wanted normalcy. The doctors told me I could leave as soon as I could walk out.


The first time I tried to walk I fell on the floor. Some days after that I managed to circumnavigate my bed, always making sure I had an arm on the mattress or frame. A few days after that I could go from bed to bed, and a few days later I made it out of the ward and along the hallway, which had a railing all the way to the hospital exit. A few weeks after that I walked out of those doors wobbly but unaided.


It was wonderful to go home; to be with my mother and father and brothers, one born shortly before I became sick.


My mother told me about the devastation of the polio epidemic. A cousin of mine had died in Australia, his best friend was a permanent cripple. The boy I sat next to in assembly had been in hospital and then released. The boy I sat next to at Sunday school had been in hospital and died.


I tried to go back to the life I had been living before polio, but that proved impossible. I was a different girl and I had come home to a different world.


Teachers and students pitied me. I was ‘The Girl Who Had Polio’, awkwardly dragging my stiff leg from one class to the next. I had missed months of schoolwork, and I fell further behind academically. I spent two hours of every day but Sunday receiving treatment at the clinic at Hutt Hospital. I also fell behind socially. When I left school for hospital the girls around me were girls, with naked faces and a lack of interest in (perhaps even contempt for) boys, but when I came back they were young women wearing lipstick and nail polish.


I gravitated to the younger girls at school, those who had not yet become intrigued by boys and make-up. A local girl, Joan Bognuda, was the younger sister of Tonia who had been my friend before I became sick, and she now became my best friend.


My mother bought me a simple pair of rollerskates that could be strapped to the bottom of my shoes. She rightly thought the exercise would be more helpful than just walking. But I was out of step in more ways than one. The interests of the other students were not mine. I was less interested in the walled garden of my teenage life than the huge expansive worlds revealed in the books I had read. They hinted at a much larger world, full of monsters, heroism, monumental quests and true, enduring love. All far more exciting than geometry and young boys.


Even when I had recovered my strength and mobility and was back to a full class schedule, I preferred my books and my imagined adventure to socialising or studying. My mother would tell me I really should be more concerned with conformity, but I found it boring. Books had shown me another life far more interesting than the one around me.


I was what I was and I wanted what I wanted. Polio and the attendant pain had changed the way I looked at the world. I just didn’t know how to find that other life – the adventure I dreamed about.


I was a student who always had my nose in the wrong book, so my grades were not exemplary. On the Friday after my fifteenth birthday, my mother told me it was time to leave school and enter the workforce. I wasn’t unhappy with her decision.


After borderline disasters working at a nursery and a department store I applied to work at the New Zealand National Film Unit on the Miramar Peninsula in Wellington, and there I discovered my place in the workforce. I was born with a particular talent: I could draw. If I could see it, I could draw it.


I was assigned to an animation studio tasked with creating educational films. They first had me fulfilling the most elementary animations, such as water dropping from a swan’s wings, but increasingly I was entrusted with more difficult images, such as the creepy-crawlies that ended up on a little boy’s unwashed hands when he came to dinner.


Who knows, if I had stayed in that job I might have been animating the boys and swans themselves, but my father had decided it was time to return to Australia.


I would miss my animation work, but I didn’t mind the move at all. Six years earlier we had holidayed in Australia, and I knew wonderful things awaited me: cousins to play with along the Murray River where my uncles grew grapes on fruit farms, gorgeous beaches, and much larger and better-stocked sweet shops full of new flavours and tastes.


After all, just because I was no longer a schoolgirl didn’t mean I wasn’t still a girl.


I had a boyfriend then and I was sad to leave him. He was a Maori boy named Johnny, who danced very well, was nicely mannered and kind. We stayed in touch over the years, and he still visits me every Easter near my holiday house north of Sydney. Shortly after I left, Johnny told me that he and my friend Joan, who used to tag along on our dates because she had no boyfriend, were now an item. I was very happy for them, and continued to stay happy for them as they married and raised four children.


After a short stint in Kogarah, our family settled in a waterfront house on Port Hacking, fringing the sparkling blue waters of Burraneer Bay. As a girl who could not yet swim well, I would only splash around in the water outside the front of the house, mostly with family members, but over time that would all change.


I found work in Sydney’s central business district, illustrating for Press Feature Services, a company that employed several artists. My job was to convert American comic strips, such as Li’l Abner and Daffy Duck, into an Australian context. This wasn’t because the comic-consuming public was then such a patriotic bunch, but because the Menzies government was so adamant about the protection of Australian jobs that all international comics had to be redrawn and resituated for Australian consumption.


It was a fine job and one at which I was quite adept, but I wasn’t particularly happy. There was only so much a single woman was allowed to do in that period. I could work and spend time with the family, and I enjoyed both of those activities, especially when we visited our cousins, aunts and uncles who all had fruit blocks growing mainly grapes; my relatives were very religious and would not allow their grapes to be used for wine, so instead the crops were dried then sold.


Joan’s sister, Tonia, lived with us for a few months, and that meant I could attend the dances at Rockdale Town Hall. I enjoyed the dances, but when Tonia went home my permission to be out after dark left with her.


Until I started modelling.


It wasn’t something I had ever thought about doing, and the opportunity presented itself quite unexpectedly. I didn’t preen and primp, nor was I concerned much about my clothes or my figure, but money was money, so when I was offered four pounds an evening to sit and do nothing, I couldn’t turn the opportunity down.


The offer came while I was studying lettering at East Sydney Technical College. My boss had sent me to do the course, which ended with one of my teachers asking if I would be interested in modelling for the evening portraiture class.


‘You have a good head,’ he said. ‘Good bone structure.’


It was easy, lucrative work and the continuation of a routine that was already permissible: a walk to East Sydney Tech after work, class, then a train to Woolooware and a short walk home where my mother and a reheated dinner awaited me.


It earned me money and it gave me a new, different situation to any I had previously experienced.


One night class ran late, and when I realised I wasn’t going to make my train, I looked for a public phone booth so I could tell my mother to expect me home later than usual. I found one on Burton Street in Darlinghurst, only a little way down the road from the college.


Now, to understand what happened next, you must see in your mind what public phone booths were like in the 1950s. The best way to explain is that they were a hybrid of the full enclosed booths that still exist around the country today and the open, exposed public phones that you might see inside a train station. They had a door and full, 360-degree protection but only from the top down to waist height. I suppose one might say they looked like an overgrown glass mushroom with a light and phone inside.


I called my mother, and while I was on the phone with her a group of men appeared; about half a dozen, I think. I talked to my mother as I waited for them to walk past. They were quiet as they approached, but they didn’t walk on, instead they stopped and crowded around the booth. One held the door shut by leaning against it, another reached into the booth, pulling my dress up and my underwear down.


I screamed, without thinking that my screams were being transmitted to my poor mother. I reached down in an attempt to pull up my underwear but my hands were fought back by other hands – more hands, stronger hands.


The assault continued. I continued to scream, stuck in a phone booth with no escape as they laughed and grabbed my thighs, some repeating a phrase to each other, Yalla, yalla.


A passing taxi driver stopped, got out of his vehicle and chased the men away. He took me to the police station, where I reported that I had been assaulted by what looked like Greek men; it would be decades later that I found out that the word yalla was not a Greek word, but Arabic.


I caught the train home without any problems, but my mother and father were shocked and angry. They and the police agreed that a young woman should not be out on the streets of Sydney alone at night, and I must say after what I had gone through I think they had a point.


That was another pivotal period in my life. If polio had taken the bumpers off my life, the incident in Darlinghurst could quite easily have put them back on. I could have become timid, but it was not in my nature to be nervous. I wouldn’t allow those men who assaulted me to change my life.


The world is large and fascinating, but it contained restrictions and danger, more so for a woman than a man. This may not be fair but this was our world. Many of the doors of life would only be open with a husband; the right husband. That’s why I thank God that I met Ron.




CHAPTER TWO


Love and other
adventures


[image: image]


Returning to live in Australia meant I was close to the water and the ocean and I could sit on the sand, float in the ocean, paddle our canoe. The call of adventure would never allow me to be still. I had learned how to dog paddle in New Zealand, and in Sydney I learned to swim – at the Sans Souci baths – if what you could consider what I do now swimming. Fortunately I could float very well, and although my breaststroke needed a little polish it allowed me to move through the water nicely.


As soon as I could swim competently I started to snorkel, usually in the water out the front of the family home and always with a hand spear ready to kill whatever we could eat. My father needed to eat fish. War wounds came in all shapes and sizes, and my father’s were internal, suffering from the effects of chronic lead poisoning for most of his life. This meant he could no longer stomach meat, but he could eat fish. There was no point buying fish when an abundance of it was there for the taking in front of our house.


One day as I was spearfishing along the rocks near our boatshed, I was spotted by another snorkeller spearing fish. Brian McKenna, known to his friends as Bruno. An experienced spearfisherman, Bruno was a garrulous man with curly, sun-streaked hair and a ready wicked smile. He approached me and told me he was the president of the nearby spearfishing club, the St George, and suggested that I should join him at the next weekly meeting for two reasons: one, his club was having trouble finding female members who were good at spearing fish, and two, I might enjoy it.


I was happy to attend. I still didn’t know many people in Sydney who were young and interesting and weren’t part of my family. And I would be lying if I didn’t think about the possibility of finding a boyfriend at the club. I had been hoping to meet a suitable young man for some time. I had met many boys but somehow they were not quite right.


The club members made me welcome. They were a fit and adventurous group. Spearfishing was their love and they did it as a club almost every weekend. There was one man in particular, their champion spearfisherman, whom I found not just charming but wholly intriguing. I would sit behind this man at meetings and stare at the back of his neck, tanned and long, and at the fall of his hair, thick, black and shiny. Unlike Bruno who loved the limelight, this man was quiet, never wasting words. However, when we entered the water he was all efficient action; holding his breath around two minutes every dive, spearing with unbelievable accuracy.


That man’s name was Ron Taylor.


I liked the club, the community and Ron. In my young mind, he looked to me what a hero might look like out of the pages of a book: strong, handsome and capable, with an adventurous spirit. He seemed to have little time for me, however, and I had little time in the club, because my entry into the spearfishing world coincided with my short-lived career as an actress.


The first commercial television licences were granted in Australia in 1953 but it took a few years for the medium to prove itself as more than a scientific curio and become a dominant force and a potential earner.


My employer, Press Feature Services, had decided that they were going to try to take a slice of the revenue that television presented, offering animated advertisements for any client who wished to be a television early adopter. The in-house artists such as myself, who drew comics and cartoons, were quickly trained to become animators. It was easy for me, because due to my training at the New Zealand National Film Unit I already knew how animation worked. When we finished a set of cells I would deliver them personally to Artransa Park, a multi-purpose film studio in Frenchs Forest, where the images would be photographed against a slow-moving background. And that’s where my acting career started.


I was out at Artransa delivering the latest animated story to be filmed when I saw a crowd of women roughly my age. I asked one of the producers who the women were and why were they were milling around the studio. He told me a producer was looking for talent to appear in a television advertisement for the Australian chemists’ guild. I asked if I might be included in the casting, to which he said it was no skin off his nose.


My audition was very different from those of the other models. The script required the character to come home to a cup of tea and the newspaper after a long day at work. Most of the girls did the aforementioned actions with affected and ladylike grace. I did not. I slumped on the couch, slurped my tea, cracked the paper open and went straight for the funny pages, laughing gleefully. This was, after all, my experience of coming home after a hard day.


My acting career had started. I was employed to appear in a series of commercials advertising the chemists’ guild. That advertising job generated more on-camera work, almost always at Artransa Park. My long blonde hair led to a series of Silvikrin shampoo ads, and I also had nice hands and so did a series of Kraft cheese ads in which I cut the cheese, placed it on crackers and handed the plate around to a room full of guests. It was easy money, and I enjoyed being on camera. Not being trained as an actress, I simply played myself. I was comfortable in front of the camera, had a clear speaking voice and was keen to try almost anything.


One day out at the studio a man approached me; a strong-jawed, blond-haired vision of masculinity.


‘Are you here for today’s Whiplash shoot?’ he asked.


I told him I was not. Afterwards I asked around about this man and this Whiplash. I found out that the man was an American television star named Peter Graves, and that Whiplash was the show in which he starred. Whiplash was Australia’s first television drama, an adventure series based loosely on the life of Freeman Cobb, the man who established Australia’s first stagecoach line. Graves played Cobb. There was plenty of action. Also it was a thoughtful series based on fact, with many of the scripts written by an American writer named Gene Roddenberry, who would later create the TV series Star Trek.


I was intrigued by the show, so I hunted around until I found the Whiplash casting director. I asked her how I might join the Whiplash cast, and she told me I should supply her with my acting CV, which I did. It was almost exclusively an invention; mostly fictitious acting jobs in New Zealand that I was betting she would never be able to verify.


A week later I was on the set of Whiplash, in an insignificant three-second role. After that shoot I continued to get work on Whiplash, juggling my obligations at Press Feature Services. My role on Whiplash was not as an actress, but mainly as a sometime double for one of the lead actresses, Annette Andre, first as a stand-in and later as a so-called stunt performer.


My stunt work started with horse-riding. The director asked if I had any experience with horses. I told him I did, which was not a complete lie; I had been led on a tame pony once. I held on as they filmed and shot the scenes that were needed. I found the galloping horse easy to ride – it was when she slowed down that I became uncomfortable.


The director again came to me, this time asking if I could paddle a canoe. As I had a canoe at home I could honestly say yes. Approaching a waterfall in my canoe, I wondered if I had perhaps bitten off more than I could chew, but I just held on and persevered and everything worked out beautifully. It was more rapids than a waterfall. The canoe did all the work – I just hung on waving the paddle like an expert.


I managed to maintain my job at Press Feature Services throughout, and even into my next acting engagement, a several-month job on stage that cured me once and for all of any desire to tread the boards.


The job came to me after I saw a notice on the board in the offices of Whiplash. Hayes Gordon, the notable producer, director and actor, was looking to cast a production of The Seven Year Itch at his theatre, The Ensemble, in Kirribilli.


A hugely successful play by George Axelrod, The Seven Year Itch had recently been turned into an even more popular film by legendary director Billy Wilder. It featured an American everyman actor, Tom Ewell, and a blonde bombshell named Marilyn Monroe.


The role Ewell played, that of a middle-aged publishing executive, had been filled in the Hayes Gordon production, but they were looking for someone to play the Marilyn Monroe role, who was written very much as an idealised male fantasy and simply known in the text as ‘The Girl’.


Along with several girlfriends I’d met through my time on Whiplash, I auditioned. I thought it would be a bit of a giggle, but to my amazement Hayes gave me the role. Soon my life was very full, working days in the city and then being required, without fail, to be at the stage door of The Ensemble at 6 p.m. for hair and make-up preparing me for the night’s performance.


There was not much I enjoyed about being an actress on the stage. The people I worked with were fine, but the work was repetitive and restrictive; the same thing over and over again. I took the role because I was always looking for something different, but I stayed in the show purely for the fun of being part of a group of very interesting people.


I would have been perfectly satisfied if the show did not become a success, but it was quite a big one. The play opened on 28 June 1961 and many months later we were still performing. It had been a difficult year for theatre, with many blaming the advent of television for the medium’s decline, but there had been two hits in Sydney that had bucked the trend in 1961: a production of Lock Up Your Daughters at the Palace Theatre, and our play.


For me, one of the few redeeming features of being in that show was Gary Shearston.


When I met him, Gary was an actor, folk singer and guitarist who regularly played gigs at hotels around the city. Then twenty-two, Gary worked at The Ensemble in various front-of-stage and backstage roles, but his dream was to record albums and tour the world as a singer.


I suspect Gary took an instant shine to me when he saw me at the theatre, and it didn’t take much time for me to be intrigued by him also. He was very kind and very thoughtful, and that man really knew how to play his guitar and sing. All the girls liked him, including me.


One day Gary asked me to go to Manly with him for ice cream. He brought his guitar and, as I held both the ice cream cones, he played the English folk song ‘The Riddle Song’ for me. I was enchanted, and I moved from my parents’ home to his rented apartment shortly afterwards, with the approval of my parents thanks to the tacit understanding that he and I would soon marry.


I’ll never say a bad word about Gary, but we were never a good match, a fact that was only really revealed after The Seven Year Itch finally ended.


Gary was a musician and artist, heart and soul. He gravitated to people who were similarly inclined, and he and his friends spent a lot of time playing or writing music, drinking coffee, talking music, all indoors. I liked to be outside, and ideally in the water. I’m not sure Gary really understood that there were wonders in the ocean.


While living with Gary I used to spear fish for our supper, snorkelling out from the harbour beach near Gary’s place in Balmoral after work. I’d do it for the fish, but I’d also do it for the joy of being underwater; a place of increasing wonder for me.


One afternoon I was spearfishing off Balmoral beach when I saw one of the most wholly unexpected things I think I shall ever see in the water. I had launched myself from a jetty near the southern end and, as I usually did, after spearing two fantail leatherjackets, I decided to head to the rocks near HMAS Penguin, the naval base on Middle Head, where past experience told me there was a chance of finding a crayfish. Gary loved crayfish. Mask down in the murky harbour water, I was looking for crays when suddenly I saw a strange shape, and I swam over for a better look. The thing was big, huge, black and flat like a wall. I was puzzled and moved around it.


There was a number in white: ‘571’. Just then, two SCUBA divers appeared. SCUBA diving was still very unusual in 1961, so I was surprised to see them and waved. They did not wave back – instead they grabbed me roughly and dragged me to a pier at the naval base. Seamen were waiting. A couple had guns, a couple had the insignia of seniority.


‘Take her weapon,’ one of the officers barked. The gunmen took my spear and my sack, the contents of which were disgorged: two fantail leatherjackets. The SCUBA divers took an order and disappeared back into the water.


‘What is this all about?’ I demanded, feeling a bit foolish.


It seems the officers were to be the ones asking the questions. As the divers disappeared, the officers interrogated me, asking questions from the banal (Where do you live? What’s your name?) to the ridiculous (Have you ever been part of the Communist party? How do you feel about the Soviet Union? Do any family members come from Russia?).


Eventually the SCUBA divers returned and reported to the senior officer that they had found no evidence of listening or sabotaging devices. After a time, and in lieu of knowing what else to do with me, the men drove me in their jeep to the gates of the base and left me and my spearfishing gear on the other side.


After a long, humiliating walk home in my swimsuit, I prepared the fantails – lightly fried, with chips. I told Gary my story, but he seemed more interested in the fish.


Sometime later I found out what I had seen in the harbour: it was the USS Nautilus, the world’s first nuclear-powered submarine. It had come to Australia from the east coast of the United States through the Northwest Passage, under the Arctic ice. It was the first vessel to ever do so and was visiting Australia under a veil of complete secrecy.


* * *


After The Seven Year Itch I was offered another acting role immediately, in another production at The Ensemble. The money was reasonable, but I simply couldn’t do it. I wanted my life back, and to be able to choose what to do with my time. I wanted to swim and dive, I wanted adventure.


After two years it had become more and more apparent how different Gary and I – and our ideal lives – really were. The expectation that soon Gary and I should be married was an idea that had come to fill me with apprehension. Gary was completely engaged with his music, as someone should be when they have a real passion in life. The problem was, I wasn’t musical at all. Gary’s people were musicians, specifically a troupe of folk singers called The Kingston Trio with whom he played, and that group’s coterie. He was part of a community of music lovers and players. I was not a player nor was I a lover of that style of music. I appreciated it, but I didn’t love it.
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