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Human relationships are as vast as
deserts; they demand all daring.


Patrick White, Voss









I


When my maternal grandfather died, he left his secrets in a Highland Citrus fruit carton on the top shelf of his wardrobe.


Roy died in 1995, at eighty-seven. My elder brother and I were his only grandchildren, and he’d always insisted that we call him Roy—no Grandpa or Pop, just Roy. When we referred to ‘Gran and Roy’, listeners would assume he was our gran’s boyfriend.


Roy was a witty, placid kind of man, a sportsman and a gardener, who never lost his heroic status in our eyes. His father had been shot near Villers-Bretonneux in 1918 and Roy, still a child but the eldest of three, had to raise his family. He became a medical technician although, if his father had survived, he might have gone to university and become a doctor. But I wouldn’t overstate the multipliereffect of the war on our family: it’s hard to imagine Roy being more respectable or content than he was.


But Roy held a secret. For seven decades he kept a daily diary. While he was alive I was unaware of its existence, let alone its contents. He guarded his diary with an uncharacteristic zeal. He was married to Gran for nearly sixty years but never let her see it.


There was a new pocket-sized diary each year, and they were valuable enough for him to keep them all. When he died, Gran let me take the little Highland Citrus carton. I don’t think she ever looked inside.


They lay in the box, a motley of leathers and vinyls and marbled cardboards and fake crocodile skins, red and black and green and brown and olive and blue, pregnant with Roy’s inner life. If I felt a hesitation over invading my grandfather’s privacy, or feared what I might uncover, it was burnt off by the fire of my curiosity.


There were some notepads from the mid 1920s but it was in January 1929, a month before Roy’s twenty-first birthday, that the diary became continuous. That week, Bradman scored 112 against England, Sydney had its hottest day for thirty-three years, and there was a Spanish training ship in Sydney Harbour; Roy had a haircut and wrote a letter, played three rounds of golf and saw three films. His mother got out of bed after four days with pleurisy.


I can tell you the temperature, rainfall and humidity of every day that week, and the next, and every day of every week from 1929 to 1993. I can tell you every golf score my grandfather recorded and every movie and musical he saw, until the early 1990s, when the diary shrank down to its essentials: the humidity, the temperature and the rainfall. But it was always brief and to the point. Occasionally he had such a good day that he would effuse: ‘Good day’.


Roy loved to tease and he loved practical jokes, and at first I believed his diaries were a joke played on us. But there had to be more than this—why else would he guard them so strictly?


I went for the key dates. He married my grandmother on 26 December 1935: ‘83 [he always recorded the temperature in Fahrenheit]. Warm + humid + rain at night. Went to Hotel Sydney with Chip [his brother]. Luggage. Married Lillian [sic] Ellen at 7PM at St Thomas’ Church


N. Sydney. To Hotel Sydney later’. The first day of married life? ‘Cool day. Left Sydney at 9.50AM with Mrs R. Walker for Bundanoon. Arrived 2PM. Went for walk with Lily. Played deck quoits. 110 people at Royal Hotel.’ And the next day: ‘Cool weather. Played golf with Lily. 37-36-73. Lily 121. Met Mr & Mrs Russell McNamara. Went to pictures with them at night’. I turned to Sunday 6 April 1941, the date of my mother’s birth:




65 [Fahrenheit], 59 [per cent humidity]. Some light showers late. Strong S. breeze all day. Took Lily to Strathallen Hospital 7AM + at 11AM she gave birth to a baby daughter Kay. 8lb 6oz. Both well. Brought Jasper [the dog] to Dot + Harley [the neighbours]. They took him to Turramurra.





Perhaps he was loosened up by an even prouder day—the birth of his second grandson, Wednesday 5 October 1966: ‘60, 50. Cool + cloudy. Kay’s second son born at 1am. Malcolm Ross. 8lb 6oz. Darker than Stuart [my elder brother]. Both well. Went to DY [Roy’s work]. Not busy. Went to see Kay + baby at night … Coldest Oct for 10 years’. The diaries continue in this vein until 1993, when Roy began to suffer from his first and last chronic illness, lung cancer. The 1993 diary stutters along, its frequency dropping. The final entry, on 31 December, is: ‘912mm Jan-Dec (36 inches) Normal av. 48 inches’.


This apparent emotional aridity was not unusual for his era. The war diaries of Lyall Howard, the grandfather of the former prime minister, as reproduced in Les Carlyon’s The Great War, are as cursory as Roy’s.1 Yet there was more in here than the laconic feeling-tone of another era. Roy had maintained this diary every day for sixty-four years; he had hidden it like a criminal burying his past. Clearly there was something hiding behind the weather records and golf scores. Those numbers, available through public records yet written exclusively for himself, must have contained a type of allusive private code. In Regeneration Pat Barker writes of Siegfried Sassoon’s similarly unenlightening hunting diaries:




On and on. A terribly meaningless little set of squiggles it would have seemed to anybody else, but for him it had contained the Sussex lanes, the mists, the drizzle, the baying of hounds, clods  flying from under the horses’ feet, staggering into the house, bones aching, reliving the hunt over dinner, and then, after dinner, shadows on the wall of the old nursery and Gordon’s face in the firelight, the scent of logs, the warmth, his whole face feeling numbed and swollen in the heat.2





There must have been smells, sounds and sights, memories which those compressed numbers unlocked for Roy and nobody else. The ciphers of daily temperature figures must have encoded a life to which he alone was privy.


If the daily weather was his portal into his life’s experience, what did the weather mean to him? What was so important about it that it had to be preserved? Weather is a grand and open-ended subject to be fixated upon, but then again, as Mark Twain said, everyone complains about the weather but nobody does anything about it. I don’t remember Roy talking much about the weather other than to slander the television forecasters. At home he tended to hover around his wall thermometer, but his study didn’t accumulate into a body of knowledge that he might pass on like a tribal elder. The only weather advice I remember coming from Roy was that you need wind of 30 knots to bring up whitecaps (which is not, I believe, quite true), and if the barometer is dropping then there is probably rain on the way.


He did love rain, and often predicted it. For him this was a show of optimism, a forecast to brighten, so to speak, the day. Everyone else groaned and rolled their eyes, accusing Roy of being an ‘Uncle Alf’, referring to an obscure ancestor whose one legacy was a notoriety for predicting rain, and who appeared in the family mythology at no other times. Yet, as I well knew, when you are truly fixated on some object you will find any excuse to bring their name into unrelated conversations whether your listeners know her or not, and at least as far as the weather was concerned, Roy was not that far gone. It was more of a hobby than a constant preoccupation. Or so I had thought.


When Roy died I was nearly thirty years old. I chewed over his diaries for months, going back to them and rereading the entries on the significant days, or picking a day at random to see if I could catch something by surprise. They were clearly a disguise, but for what?


Perhaps the answer lay in plain view. Every day, from 1 January 1929 to early 1993, he kept it going. He started at twenty and didn’t stop until he was getting ready to die. I wonder if, at twenty, he saw what an unfinishable lifetime task he was setting himself. I thought back to how I had been at twenty. Perhaps this wasn’t a matter of my interrogating Roy’s diary, but rather the reverse: the diary was asking questions of me. And this was how it struck me, the essence of the thing that made Roy’s diary both necessary and secret.
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