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‘Life is not what one lived, but what one remembers and how one remembers it in order to recollect.’



Gabriel García Márquez
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For Jumoke who taught me that there is no age limit when it comes to fighting for what you believe in.


Foreword

I can certainly write about Noel Tovey (alias Rohan Scott-Rowan) whom I have known and worked with for a very long time. This, his second book, is all about the successful part of his life, where his enormous talent, his imagination and his theatrical mastery came to fruition. He lived in London and Europe for many years, excelling in all forms of theatre—dance, choreography and directing—and also finally finding the love of his life, before losing him tragically after many years of happiness.

He also nurtured his talent and knowledge of beautiful ‘things’ by opening his gallery, L’Odeon, in London. It was the go-to place for celebrities of society, theatre and the arts, this part of his life so different from his childhood full of poverty and horror.

Since returning to Australia, he has finally wrestled with the demons of those days, published his first book Little Black Bastard and presented his incredible one-man show of the same name. He has also had his left lower leg amputated and is now starting his new life with all the problems and barriers that this entails.

I have always known about his theatrical talent, his huge sense of humour, his love of children, his generosity, his compassion, his cooking prowess and his addiction to chocolate but this year he has shown such incredible bravery and courage in starting his new life with only one good leg, Freda foot, the walker and the wheelchair.This has made me realise that he has always had this courage, otherwise he would never have survived the tribulations of his childhood . . . then it was instinctive, and now it is totally deliberate, determined and incredible.



You are a wonder Noel and we love you.

Robina McKellar 2014


Preface

Writing Little Black Bastard was difficult enough for me and I never wanted to write a second book: that is until many friends asked me why I had glossed over so many aspects of the thirty years that I had lived in London.

The more I tried to explain to them that I was only interested in writing about my childhood in Melbourne and leaving Australia the more I realised that I had to return to London to talk to old friends, see Churchfield Mansions where I lived with Dave for so many years, visit my gallery, L’Odeon, that I opened in 1971 and return to Australia and try to write an in-depth book about the thirty years that I had lived there.

Fortunately I received funding from the Literature Board of the Australia Council for the Arts to travel to London. I stayed there for a month. I did all the research I needed to do. I saw old friends and asked a lot of questions. Jennifer Scott, one of the stars of Birds of a Feather, no longer Barry Scott but now a tall beautiful woman, took me for dinner to Joe Allen’s Restaurant. Joe had been a friend and a client of mine. On leaving Jennifer presented me with the poster for Birds of a Feather as a gift and a reminder of the old days.

On my way home I visited another of my happy hunting grounds, New York. While I was there my good friend and former singer with the New York Opera company, Janet Vilas, asked me if I would give a talk about my life and Indigenous Australians to her students at the Quaker College in Brooklyn.

The students, who were all shapes, sizes and colours but nonetheless American, were seated in the auditorium. I spoke for more than an hour. It was a very rewarding experience for me, the students and the teachers.

Before I left New York. Janet gave me a small pile of cards and notes from the students. One, from a thirteen-year-old Nigerian boy named Jumoke, had a profound effect on me, which is why I have dedicated my book to him. This is what he wrote:



Dear Noel

Thank you so much for coming to our school. Personally I gained a lot from your visit. The fact that you went through so many bad things and continued to fight through it is nothing short of amazing. I also want to thank you for fighting for the rights of the Aboriginal people, your people. I know what it is like to be part of an oppressed people. I am black but I use the term African in America. In this country my people have never had equal rights and to this day we are oppressed by the government. But you and I, we can’t give up our fight. So I thank you. I thank you for being a man, for having the courage to continue when it would have been so easy to quit. Your ancestors are proud of you and so am I.

Jumoke



Many people have helped shape my life, far too many to thank here, but I would like to show my appreciation to Bruce Sims for the help he gave me in preparing Little Black Bastard for the publishers and for editing this book. To Libby Gleeson for reading the first draft and advising me, and all those friends to whom I have read excerpts from the work in progress. I finally wrote it.


Prologue

On the 5th of August 2013, I had my lower left leg amputated.This was the result of having radiation in my groin for cancer several years ago which destroyed the artery.The femoral bypass operation to correct the blood flow didn’t work. A week or so later I had an angioplasty procedure that also failed. To get the blood and circulation down into my lower leg and foot I had what amounted to an eleven-hour operation. My upper leg was saved but not the leg below the knee.

I was in hospital and rehabilitation for nearly three months. I now had to learn to walk again on a prosthetic leg, which was not easy at my age. Not only that but I had to learn to use a wheelchair for things that I would normally do on two legs because I had been told by the doctor that there would be days when I couldn’t use my prosthetic. I was also faced with finding another flat or unit that would be wheelchair friendly. At the time these problems seemed insurmountable.

My good friend actress Rachel Maza, who had worked for me in The Aboriginal Protestors in Sydney and Germany and was now the Artistic Director of Ilbidjerri, the Aboriginal Theatre Company, came to visit me. She asked me if I would perform my play Little Black Bastard for the Indigenous Festival in February the following year at the North Melbourne Town Hall. Had she invited me to perform my play there several years ago, I would have probably said no thank you.That day I was inordinately pleased to accept her offer.

It had been seventy years since I lived in North Melbourne and I’d had great difficulty coming to terms with the memories I had of spending the better part of my childhood growing up in number one Mark Street until something totally unexpected occurred after the last performance of my play Little Black Bastard at the Athenaeum Theatre in Collins Street Melbourne in 2010.

I had been invited to perform my play at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival later that year by Glenn Elston, CEO of the Australian Shakespeare Company, and I wasn’t sure that I was up to it. I’d been having been treatment for cancer for the last two years and now I had a colostomy bag attached to my lower abdomen. I was physically and emotionally spent after each performance but by the end of the week I knew everything would be fine for Edinburgh if I paced myself.

When the curtain came down on that last performance, my stage manager came backstage and told me that there were four people waiting to see me. This was nothing new; there were usually people waiting to see me after each performance, mainly people I’d worked with who’d never known my story. What I didn’t expect was to see four people from my childhood in North Melbourne:Verna, her sister Joy and their husbands Robert and Jack. I didn’t recognise the faces, after all it had been sixty-four years since I’d seen them, but I did recognise their names. We exchanged telephone numbers and I promised to keep in touch with them.

A few weeks later Joy telephoned and asked me to lunch; I thought there would be the five of us but when she said there would be eight I was very apprehensive. I didn’t want to spend lunch discussing my life and my childhood in North Melbourne, besides I hadn’t been exactly kind in my first book Little Black Bastard about the kids’ treatment of me when I lived in Mark Street.

A car came to pick me up. Robert,Verna’s husband, was driving. In the car were Verna, Joy and Olive, my Aunty Myrtle’s daughter who I hadn’t seen since I was ten years old. Now I was really terrified. When my first book Little Black Bastard was published in 2004 my sister Mag, who had remained friends with Olive, said to me, ‘For God’s sake don’t let her see your book, you refer to her mother as being Aboriginal.’

We drove to East Bentleigh. I don’t think I’d ever been to East Bentleigh before.The first thing Olive said to me when we got out of the car after giving me a big hug was ‘You know Noel we always thought our Mum had coloured blood.’

We met the others at the Boundary Hotel, a typical outer suburban hotel, pokies, fake palms and a large dining room and a great menu. Lunch was a huge success; my fears were allayed when Graham, one of the twins who had the same nickname, Twinnie, said, ‘When we all heard that you were moving into the condemned house up the road we rushed up there because we heard that you had a beautiful sister.You, you were a skinny little bastard with a mop of black hair.’The other Twinnie Ken said, ‘We teased you a lot didn’t we?’

Joy had brought along photos of Miss Moore’s girls. Miss Hazel Moore taught tap dancing at her home in Dryburgh Street and I knew all the girls.The twins had photos of the St Michael’s football team and Verna had a photo of Miss Ward and the girls’ basket-ball team. We talked about old mates, some of whom have long since gone. The nicknames evoked unbelievable memories for me and, try as hard as I might not to, I became very emotional. For nearly four hours we were kids again, pawing over the photographs, laughing at the fashions of the day and reminding each other of incidents I had totally forgotten like getting dressed up to go to the opening of Melbourne’s first espresso bar in Abbotsford Street. Graham had a copy of my book which I signed. It was an eerie feeling being a success to these people who remembered me as ‘little Noely Morton’.

They had scattered to various parts of Melbourne when Mark Street and their homes were demolished in the early sixties to make way for high-rise commission flats. I left Mark Street in the late fifties, took on my legal surname Tovey and from 1960 apart from a few visits home had lived overseas for thirty years. Nonetheless we discovered our hearts and memories were still in North Melbourne and particularly at St Michael’s. On the way back to my flat after lunch Verna reminded me that we made our confirmation together.

The one person that I hoped would be at the lunch, my special mate Clarrie, was not there. Robert told me that they had asked him but unfortunately he’d had open-heart surgery a short time before and couldn’t make it. Robert gave me his telephone number and I phoned him; he sounded very frail. I said that I was sending him my book and added that I hoped it wouldn’t alter our friendship. He replied, ‘Nothing could do that mate.’ When I hung up the telephone I knew that I had now conquered all the ghosts of my past. I was so happy just to have made contact with him again. Next day I sent him the last copy that I had of my first book.

Now my life was on track again and I was looking forward to performing my play in the North Melbourne Town Hall.


1

The Beginning

I was born on Xmas Day 1934 at the Royal Women’s Hospital in Carlton. Mumma told me that there were no Wise Men on hand bearing gifts that night; not even my father was there.

Frederick James Morton, my father, was the illegitimate issue of an affair between an African/Canadian musician and dancer named James Bohee, one half of the famous Royal Bohee Brothers, and a white woman of certain aristocratic origins named Matilda Vaux Farquhar.

Not long after his birth in London in 1888, Matilda changed her surname by deed poll from Farquhar to Morton. That was the surname he chose when he lived in Australia. On his army enlistment papers, which I now have, he gives his mother’s surname as Farquhar on some and Morton on others.

There is no information about his age or when he left London. It is known that Matilda eventually married a wealthy pub owner named Henry Home and had another son. In her declining years she wrote a new will disinheriting my father.

Mumma was invariably drunk when she told us that one day our father would be a rich man. We assumed that that was just another fairy story and added it to the list that included the tale of how our grandfather taught the King of England to play the banjo.

Many years after Mumma’s death I learnt that my grandfather James Bohee and his brother George were the famous Royal Bohee Brothers and my grandfather did teach the King of England to play the banjo. Prince Edward, later King Edward, invited my grandfather to teach him to play it after seeing the Bohee Brothers perform at a soiree given by Sir Arthur Sullivan. The Prince gave them His Royal Patronage hence they changed the name of their act from the Bohee Brothers to the Royal Bohee Brothers.

In his book Black People, Entertainers of African Descent, Rainer Lotz says that the Bohee Brothers were the first ‘musicians of African descent’ to ever have their music recorded.

Unfortunately my grandfather died penniless of pneumonia in Wales after many years of success, a victim of gambling and the good life. His funeral was quite an affair according to the newspapers of the day and he is buried in the Brompton Cemetery, London. Uncle George returned to live in New York where he died a few years later and is buried in New Jersey.

In 1917 my father enlisted in the army and was assigned to the Second Australian Imperial Remount Unit. Being an expert horseman as well as an entertainer, his job was to train the horses for the Light Horse Brigade. Working beside him was Banjo Paterson the poet. Eventually my father was sent to Cairo with the horses. He also played the piano and sang in the officers’ mess in the evening.

A year later, fed up with army life and Cairo he went AWOL, impersonated an officer and tried to board a ship that was leaving Egypt for Australia. He was arrested on the dock and charged with ‘Attempted Desertion’. At his trial he was given the death sentence but this was eventually changed to a dishonourable discharge. He was stripped of his service medals and sent back to Australia.

A talented musician and singer, he performed in the famous musical Chu Chin Chow at Melbourne’s Princess Theatre. He also appeared on the vaudeville circuit at the Tivoli Theatre where he was billed as the Original Coon Singer.

He was still married to Kathleen Norton, a vaudeville entertainer from Tasmania, when he met my mother in Melbourne. He was twenty-five years older than her. She was working as a maid in a brothel in St Kilda that he often frequented. He was addicted to cocaine and had a police record. He was arrested in 1923 for supplying ‘Snow’, a slang term for cocaine,‘to women of ill repute’.

My mother, Winifred Ann Tovey was of Aboriginal and New Zealand descent. I know very little of her ancestors except that my maternal great-grandfather John Henry Tovey was one of the first white settlers on the South Island of New Zealand and that there is a street named after him in Christchurch.

Mumma’s grandmother on her mother’s side was an Aboriginal woman named Margaret Carmody from South Australia. I tried to find out more about her but I was told by the authorities that there are more than two hundred Aborigines with the name of Carmody on their books and it would be difficult to trace her as there were no birth or marriage certificates kept.

Mumma was barely five feet tall and very pretty. She was severely crippled in the right leg by polio as a baby and walked with a limp, and one of the few pleasures in her life was getting the special shoe that had to be built up on one side from the shoemaker.

From what little I know of her childhood, she had a hard life as a young girl, going to school each day and looking after her mother, who was desperately ill for most of her life, in the evening. Her mother died before Mumma was fourteen years old.

Mumma rarely if ever spoke about her parents and when she did it was only about her father who was a merchant seaman from New Zealand named Thomas Tovey. He left his ship when it docked in Williamstown,Victoria, married Mumma’s mother and remained in Australia for the rest of his life. Unfortunately for me, Mumma took the complete history of her family to her grave.

My mother and father were both alcoholics and victims of the racism that permeated Australian society in the early years of the last century and which to a large extent still exists today. Alcohol and drugs ruined my father’s career and by the time I was born he was busking around the hotels in Carlton, carrying on his shoulder a small three-and-a-half octave organ on a leather strap which he would set down wherever there were people and accompany himself singing the popular songs of the day.

The early thirties was the era in Australia that is now nostalgically referred to by historians as ‘the great depression’. It certainly was for our family if starvation, neglect and drunkenness were the yardstick.

I was the middle child of five illegitimate children. My elder brother Fred was the first to be taken away by the authorities; he was ten years old when he was sent to the Silesian Christian Brothers in Sunbury. I didn’t see him again for more than ten years, by which time he had closed the door on his past and our past and we had no common meeting ground.

Claudia, who I recently found out had a different father, was born one night at an Aboriginal friend of Mumma’s whom we called Aunty Myrtle. A few days later Mumma took off, leaving Claudia behind. She grew up believing that Aunty Myrtle was her mother and I have only seen her once in sixty years.

Francis, who in all probability had another father, was according to his papers ‘found in a pool of urine under the kitchen table’ and subsequently taken away. I last saw him when he was a few months old.

The one clear memory I have of those early days is that of our house in Barkly Street, Carlton. It was a two-storey terrace house in a bad state of repair. It was always filled with drunks who enjoyed sniffing the white powder, which my father supplied, through a rolled up one pound note.

Loud vehement drunken brawls were the norm and my sister Mag and I lived in fear most of the time. We were both sexually abused in that house when we were very young. I don’t think that Mag ever came to terms with that early experience.

Surrounded by violence and filth, the stench of stale vomit, wine and urine was always in our nostrils and our days were ones of endless starvation. One winter’s morning, I woke up cold and hungry as usual.When I went downstairs to the kitchen to look for something to eat I discovered to my amazement that the house was empty. Everyone had disappeared, Mag and I had been abandoned. She told me that they had all gone away for a holiday and that she was going to look after me. She took great care of me, stealing food from the local shops every day to feed me and if anyone came to the house looking for us she would hide me in an old tea chest in the back yard and then hide herself. I was five years old and she was seven years old.

We survived like this for some time. However, the nuns at St George’s school discovered the way we were living when they came to the house one day to see Mumma about our absence from school. They took us up to St George’s and locked us in a shed in the back yard. I was told many years later that it was because we stank.

They telephoned the Welfare department and that evening we were driven to the Royal Park Welfare Depot for Children in Parkville. The Welfare Depot for Children was exactly that, a dumping-off place for unwanted children—black, white, cripples and mentally ill children. Most of the children had been abandoned on the steps of the local church at the height of the depression by their mothers, who couldn’t afford to feed them.

The staff at the Depot were strict and severe. On our arrival we were taken to a large bathroom. Our heads were shaved because they were covered in lice; we were then placed in an extremely hot bath that smelt awful because of the disinfectant in it.We were scrubbed clean, then we were lifted out of the bath, dried and our heads were wrapped in bandages that had been soaked in kerosene to kill any remaining lice eggs. I have never forgotten the stinging. Later we were fed; I was put in a cot where I fell asleep feeling warm and contented.

Next morning however I was distraught. For the first time in my life Mag and I had been separated; she had been sent to the girls’ section and I was to go to the little boys’ dormitory. I was frightened being alone without Mag to take care of me.

The Depot was run on child slave labour.We all had jobs to do, mine was polishing the bigger boys’ boots before breakfast. The girls worked in the laundry. Sometimes I would see Mag on her way to the laundry and we would wave to each other. On other occasions she found ways of sneaking out of her dorm at night and into mine to make sure that I was alright.

On special weekends local priests and other well-meaning citi-zens were allowed to take a boy home from Friday to Sunday. Supposedly this was an act of charity. When I went to bed after tea and prayers the kind man of the house would get into bed with me and I would be sodomised. Us boys, well, we never talked about it to each other, how could we? We knew they were doing something wrong. The sobbing that went on in the darkness once we were in bed back at the depot on the Sunday evening is a life-lasting memory for me.

My father was found by the police a few months after we’d been in the depot: he was charged with neglect and sent to Pentridge Gaol. Mumma was never found. It was from Pentridge that my father wrote to the authorities asking them to arrange for his friend Arthur Challenger to take Mag and I to live with him and his mother in Burren Junction, a small country town in the remote northwest of New South Wales.

Challenger was of medium height and build. Sometimes if I close my eyes I can smell him. I have always had this uncanny sense of smell. Many memories that I have from my childhood are associated with a particular smell of some sort. He smoked incessantly and the smell of stale cigarette smoke permeated the house.

He sexually abused both Mag and I for nearly five years and he took great pleasure in beating us. As time went by I learnt that I could use the art of seduction to my own good. I would sometimes deliberately seduce him when he was about to strike me. I would rub up against his crotch and say, ‘Let’s play, Dad.’ This was always an invitation he couldn’t refuse.

Grandma May Challenger on the other hand was very kind to us and would often cook our favourite meals and spoil us when he was away. I think she knew what he was doing to Mag and I but she too was frightened of him.

He was a train drover; several times a year the sheep from surrounding areas were brought into the stockyards near the Burren Junction railway station and loaded onto a special train. It was his job to make sure they arrived safe and sound at the abattoirs in Sydney.Three times a year he took me with him. I was his plaything for the journey.

Going to the local Burren school added another layer to the nightmare existence I was living. To say I hated going there and feared the kids would be an understatement. There were less than twenty of them and they detested Mag and me. Their idea of fun was to beat up the two Abos from Melbourne every day.

It was wartime and we began school every morning singing ‘God Save the Queen’ and ‘Land of Hope and Glory’. On sports day we were never picked for a team; neither captain wanted us. Finally we suffered the indignity of being allotted a team by the headmaster. The only thing I learned to do at that school was to read. Books became my passion and I read anything I could get my hands on. I particularly liked biographies.

Respite from school and Arthur Challenger came in early 1944; I developed a very painful condition in the right knee and it was diagnosed by the local doctor as Schlatters disease. I was sent to the Royal Far West Home in Manly for treatment. For the next year I wore a full-length splint on my leg.

The staff at the home were very kind to the children and it was there that I fell in love with the stage. On Saturday afternoon, young girls from the local dance school would entertain us. I was far too young to see the irony of watching a group of healthy girls singing and tap dancing for a bunch of cripples wearing splints and callipers. It didn’t seem odd to me at all and I knew then and there that one day I would be a dancer.

I remember how we all cheered when the lights in Sydney were turned on to celebrate the end of World War Two.These were happy days for me and I had almost forgotten the horrors of Burren Junction until Mag told a little girl at school what Challenger was doing to her.

Matron called me into her office one morning before school one morning and told me that something had happened in Burren and that I was being sent to Narrabri that evening on the train. She seemed very angry when she asked me what my real surname was. I said that my surname was Challenger. She told me that a Mrs Morton had written to her and claimed to be our mother.

I was still confused when I woke up at the Narrabri railway station next morning. Grandma was there to meet me.That evening after tea she told me that Mag and I had to return to Melbourne to live with Mumma. She never explained why, she simply said that one day when I was older I would know and hoped that I would understand. I became distraught; I did not want to go back to Melbourne. Of the two existences I knew I preferred living in Burren Junction. Challenger’s sexual abuse no longer bothered me and I knew that being with him and Grandma was better than starving, freezing and being abused by the drunks in Melbourne. But I had no choice, next morning Grandma took me to the railway station where I met Mag; she and Grandma just stared at each other. There was no one from the Welfare Department to accompany us.We were on our own again; Mag was twelve years old and I was barely ten when she took me on the one-thousand-mile journey back to Melbourne.We had no money for food, only our train tickets. A man sitting opposite shared his sandwiches with us and made sure that we got on the right train for Melbourne at the Albury intersection.

Mag and I barely spoke to each other on the train. Our childhood had been stolen from us by Arthur Challenger and our memories of Burren Junction were too painful to share. We were never the same brother and sister again.

Many years later Mag told me the whole story about the events leading up to the trial of Challenger. The little girl she shared her secret with was the daughter of the local policeman. He went down to our house to question Challenger and when he walked on to the verandah, he saw him sexually abusing Mag.

Mag was sent to Narrabri hospital for an examination and Challenger was sent to the local Narrabri gaol. From there he escaped, picking the lock with a teaspoon. He went to the hospital and scaled up the drainpipe to Mag’s ward. He was about to confront her when two detectives came into the room and he was apprehended.

On the morning of the trial one of the policewomen put makeup on Mag’s face and she was made to wear earrings. She looked a lot older than her age. The judge said in his summing up that she wasn’t ‘in trouble’ (in those days ‘trouble’ meant pregnant) and that she was ‘obviously willing’.

Challenger was sent to a work farm for two years instead of being given the mandatory sentence of ten years’ hard labour for carnal knowledge of a girl under sixteen. I had been sent to Narrabri to give evidence at the trial but the judge decided that I was too young. I now believe that the judge’s summing up and sentence were racially motivated.

The Burren Junction years were responsible for the emotional problems I suffered for most of my life and why from that time on I wouldn’t let anyone get close to me. For the next thirty years I became an observer of my life and not a participant in it.That was how I survived until I met Dave and everything changed. But I am getting way ahead of myself.

Mumma was at Spencer Street railway station in Melbourne when we arrived. I didn’t recognise her. This was the first time I had seen her sober. She took us first to Aunty Myrtle’s house in Kensington. My sister Claudia was there. She didn’t know who we were and we didn’t tell her. I haven’t seen her since. After a couple of drinks to calm her nerves, Mumma took us to our new home.

The demography of the slums had changed while we were in Burren Junction. The house in Barkly Street, Carlton, had been replaced by an overcrowded condemned weatherboard house in Mark Street, North Melbourne. Mumma was living with Uncle Les, another alcoholic, and working in the canteen at Essendon Airport.

Our father passed away in 1942 while we were living with the Challengers. The once promising career he had as an entertainer ended in drug and alcohol abuse. He died a pauper in the St Vincent De Paul Hostel.

I met the local kids from the surrounding streets. They all had nicknames: Duddy, Sparrow, the Twinnies, Sproggo, Chooka, Nookie and Savva Molloy the son of Mumma’s best friend and drinking partner Alice Molloy. They called me Noely Boy, a nickname I hated.

My mate was Clarrie.We took for granted each other’s strangeness, not that we could put a name on it but it was there.We were each in our own way different from the other kids. He went to Wesley College and I thought that he looked like my favourite film star Cary Grant. I went to school at St Michael’s and our ambition, unlike all our mates, was not to play ‘footy’ for North Melbourne.

At school, I worked my way through the catechism and litanies. I was a devout Catholic. I knew that there were certain saints who could help me when I needed them. I believed that one day Jesus would help me to leave North Melbourne. I hadn’t figured out how He was going to do it but I knew the day would come.

One thing I did know for sure was that when that day came I did not want to be or sound Australian so every day I practised the compulsory elocution lessons I learnt from Miss Cullen at St Michael’s.

On Sunday mornings like all good Catholic boys I went to mass at St Michael’s Church. Mumma, drunk or sober, always gave me threepence to put on the collection plate for the poor. I sang in the choir, not that I understood the Latin words I was singing.

I learned to cope with everything except being called a black bastard by the kids at school and being beaten up at home by Uncle Les when he was drunk. Collectively they had a terrible effect on me. Hate took over my life. I began to hate myself. I developed a manic temper and would lash out in a self-destructive manner, cutting myself and tearing up my few clothes.

By the time I was twelve years old, I was fed up with being sexually abused and being beaten up by the boys at St Michael’s. For the next two years I wagged school. I became what is known today as a street kid, a combination of petty criminal and rent boy. I was a good-looking boy and anyone’s for a price. Days and nights I spent wandering around the streets with my mates, stealing from shops, picking the pockets of whoever I sat next to in the picture theatre and having sex with strangers.

My life became one of desperation, finding new ways to avoid the truant officer and the police, wondering where the next bed or meal was coming from. Eventually I reached the point where I couldn’t stand being used by rich Melbourne men. I could no longer pretend to myself that it was fun. Hustling had always been a game and a means to an end but now the game was over. I wanted to get out of it. That was the first time that I had contemplated suicide.

I sat for days in St Francis church in the city praying that God would send me help. One day it arrived in a totally unexpected way. I was stopped in the street by the police and one of them who knew me gave me an ultimatum. He said, ‘Get a job Noely Boy or go to a reform school.’

I got a job as a messenger boy at Collins Book Depot. It was there that I met Chesca and found salvation. She was short with dark hair and a very brusque manner. That first morning, sensing that I was a fellow traveller in the world of sexual ambiguity, she took me for a coffee. She smoked Black Sobranie cigarettes and used the word ‘darling’ a lot. She told me that she was a lesbian and going to be a famous writer one day. She said that we should save our money, go to Paris and live on the Left Bank where everyone was an existentialist. I pretended that I understood every word that she said. I had no idea what a lesbian was but it sounded very exotic. She introduced me to Bohemian Melbourne and I soon found out.

Every evening after work she would take me to Raffles where her friends met. Raffles was a coffee lounge in the basement of the Block Arcade. I met Val Meyers there; she was about to leave Melbourne to live on the mysterious Left Bank of Paris. Chesca encouraged me to read the works of Gide and other existential writers. They fuelled my imagination and inspired me to live and accept myself as I was. I still didn’t fully understand my own sexuality but I knew that I liked boys as well as girls.

One evening she took me to see a student production of Les Sylphides at the National Theatre. It was my first ballet performance and I sat there entranced. At the end of the male solo she leaned over and whispered in my ear, ‘You could do that’, and I knew I could. After the performance we went to Val’s coffee lounge in Swanston St to discuss my forthcoming career as a ballet dancer. Val’s coffee lounge was also very Bohemian. It was the only place that outsiders like Chesca and me could go to and feel free from the restraints of the Melbourne Establishment.

I didn’t know where to buy tights so the next day Chesca and I went to Paynes Bon Marche in Bourke Street and bought a pair of long white underpants which I dyed black in the copper in the backyard. I started in the beginner’s class at the National Ballet School. The students thought I was a bit odd in my home-made tights but it didn’t bother me. A few months later I left there to have classes with Madame Borovansky and eventually I joined Laurel Martyn’s ballet company at the Ballet Guild in Bourke Street. Corrie Lodders was the teacher and I danced in several ballets for Laurel.

Life was exciting, I was now fifteen years old and I was growing up and out in every direction. I made new friends and I was in love with a boy at ballet class.

Mumma and I also became friends. I no longer blamed her for what had happened to Mag and me in Burren Junction when I was young. I accepted her drinking bouts and I didn’t mind living in our old house in Mark Street. I covered the walls of my bedroom with prints of all the well-known works by famous impressionist artists. Unfortunately they got ruined the first time it rained and water from the roof leaked down the walls.

When Mumma was sober she made jokes about me buying her a big dry house when I was rich and famous.We had a tacit agreement that the past was the past and that all I had to think about now the future.

I made doubly sure that things went well for the next year at Collins Book Depot, never stepping out of line and always being the well behaved and rather subservient young boy, a role I hated playing. Then one morning I dropped my guard and had big row with one of the ‘closet’ senior salesmen. I told him just what I thought of him. He was always being grand and uppity with me. This resulted in me being sacked by the manager, Mr Charles Dickens, for insubordination.

Although I had many jobs after that I hated working anywhere. I always felt inferior to everyone else. I disliked the nicknames I was given like Choc or Darkie and most of all I hated being called an Abo poof because of the way I spoke.

Needs must and I drifted back to the streets I knew so well. I didn’t feel inferior or out of place there and I certainly knew my worth. My friends were the flotsam and jetsam of the Melbourne gutters; the female impersonators who worked as prostitutes on St Kilda road and all the other Melbourne misfits who lived on the streets, they were my equal.

I was seventeen years old the night I was arrested at a party in the house of Melbourne’s best-known female impersonator, Max du Barry. His real name was Max Smye but when asked his name he would reply rather grandly Maximillian Eugene Nigel du Barry.

I was taken to the South Melbourne police station where I was coerced into signing a confession that one of the detectives wrote saying that I’d had sex with Max. The confession was part fantasy, part truth. He told me that if I signed it I could go home and Max would be fined ‘a couple of quid’. I was very naive about the laws governing homosexuality and I would never have signed the confession if I’d understood the gravity of the situation. Instead of being allowed to go home I was locked up for the night. Next day Mumma came down to the gaol and bailed me out. At the subsequent trial a few months later I was found guilty of ‘the abominable crime of buggery’ and sent to Pentridge Gaol to await sentencing.

Max was sentenced to two years in gaol and eventually I was released into Mag’s custody on a two-year good behaviour bond. She had married a few months before the trial and she came to the court every day. I lost contact with Max after the trial and I never saw him again although I did learn when I came home to live in Australia in 1990 that he committed suicide in the early seventies rather than face another charge because of his sexuality and being sent to Pentridge Gaol again.

The daily and weekly newspaper articles had vilified Max and me during the trial with headlines that read NORTH MELBOURNE BALLET DANCER ON SERIOUS CHARGE. I was now a known crimi-

nal with a police record. I was beaten up several times in North Melbourne. I couldn’t go to ballet class, which depressed and upset me and I couldn’t get a job. It was imperative for me to get a new life. Mumma in her wisdom told me that I was illegitimate and didn’t need to use the surname Morton, the surname I’d grown up with, but instead I should use Tovey, the surname on my birth certificate. I didn’t know that illegitimate children legally took their mother’s maiden name. Next morning I went to the regis-trar’s office and got a copy of my birth certificate and there it was, Name: Noel Christian Tovey. I knew in that instant that I could achieve the dream that Noel Christian Morton couldn’t. Noel Christian Tovey had no criminal record and he could get a passport and one day leave Australia.
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