





[image: image]












Also by Peter FitzSimons


Kokoda


Burke and Wills


Monash’s Masterpiece


Mutiny on the Bounty


The Catalpa Rescue


James Cook


Breaker Morant


The Incredible Life of Hubert Wilkins









Copyright


Published by Constable


ISBN: 978-1-47213-138-6


Copyright © Peter FitzSimons, 2022


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Constable


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk











Where noble headlands submerge under seas of red bungalows, it seems a bit odd that the people should perform a cultural act of faith and build an opera house, and they had nothing to put in it. How did it happen here?1


Bob Ellis, narrating Autopsy on a Dream


The sun did not know how beautiful its light was, until it was reflected off this building.2


Louis I. Kahn, architect


I think it looks like an untidily sliced apple, or perhaps a bunch of toenails clipped from some large albino dog.3


A Daily Mirror columnist, surveying the winning entry for the Opera House












To the late, great, Jørn Utzon. Sir, thank you.


And to all the others whose skill, courage and resolve made it
happen. I cite, particularly, Premier Joe Cahill and Peter Hall.









INTRODUCTION AND
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




I like to be on the edge of the possible.1


Jørn Utzon





In 2015 I read a story in the Paris Review about the American author David McCullough, who wrote an enormously successful book on the history of the Brooklyn Bridge: where it came from, how it was conceived and built, and incorporating all the personal stories that were the inevitable foundation stones for such an iconic structure.


The book had become an American classic and I was instantly entranced with the idea of doing the biography of a building. Which one, in my case? Well, that was easy. The Sydney Opera House, of course!


As much of a doe-eyed neophyte as I am in the world of architecture, the wonder of the masterpiece had never left me from the first moment I gazed upon it, and always with an attendant question. For originally – and still, seeing as you asked, but I uncustomarily lost the battle with the publisher – I wanted to call this book, The Opera House: Where the Fuck Did That Thing Come From, Anyway?


Despite a more genteel title, the above vulgar theme remains. And I mean it. Though raised at Peats Ridge an hour north of Sydney, I was educated down in the Big Smoke itself, starting high school in the year the Opera House was opened in 1973 and I remember well the first time I saw it on a school excursion. So fresh, so sparkling, so different, so … extraordinary!


About 10 years later, they opened the Regent Hotel at the bottom of George Street and I was also impressed. It was also so fresh, so modern, so much more sophisticated than the Hilton Hotel, just up the slope, which had previously been the last word in hotels. And the Regent had such interesting architecture!


But how are they viewed now, in the third decade of the twenty-first century? With the greatest respect … the Regent, now the Four Seasons, looks as tired and dull as a wet Wednesday afternoon in winter. But the Opera House? It still looks as sparkling, fresh and new as a shining Sunday morning in the year 2525.


The wonder lies not just in the glory of the architect’s stunning design. It is that somehow, after the Dane had come up with the concept, 16 men of the NSW Cabinet – who were led by a Premier who liked nothing more than going to the Wentworth Park dogs on a Saturday night – who ate meat and three veg every day, went to church on Sundays, and lived behind white picket fences, could have a look at the plans and say, ‘Yes, let’s build the bastard!’ Sorry, what? How did that happen?


To get started, I put one of my researchers, Noel Boreham – known to the rest of us as Noel the Diary Mole – on the hunt to spend some months trawling the archives, and over breakfast in August 2015 he gave his first report to my principal researcher, Dr Libby Effeney, and me. We sat entranced for a couple of hours as Noel took us through it all, and Libby got to work thereafter, digging ever deeper and wider.


The further we went, the more blessed I felt to have Libby’s intellectual horsepower placed at the service of this book. The things she found! The complex concepts she helped make explicable! The esoterica she brought to the surface! We have worked together for nigh on ten years, and as a forensic force of nature, researcher and friend, she is as good as it gets. I also offer my deep gratitude to my other key researcher on this book, Barb Kelly, from Bunbury in WA. As always, Barb engaged in the subject with great passion and brought precious detail to the account. Trying to wrestle to the ground precisely what happened, and how it happened, would not have been remotely possible without Libby and Barb, and this book and author are forever in their debt. And as with all of my recent books it was great that Barb’s son Lachlan was able to lend valuable assistance throughout this massive exercise. For it was six years after beginning – a record for me, from writing the first words, to getting a knock on the door from the courier – that this book took to complete. It has been difficult, particularly to get my head around complex architectural and engineering concepts, but in this venture I was at least helped by experts. First and foremost, and with my deepest thanks, was my eldest brother, David, a civil engineer of 50 years standing who explained some of the mysteries to me in language he knew even I could understand, and then vetted my entire book looking for errors in my own explanations.


Another enormous help was 77-year-old engineer Ron Bergin, who had worked on the Opera House for the entire time the roof was built and went on to work for the next three decades with many of the key figures I was writing about. He was happy to share with me his views, lend me books and documentation, and regularly meet with me to take me through it one more time – before hitting every sentence of this book with a hammer to see if it rang true to him. Through him, I was able to get input from other Opera House engineers like John Kuner and Ian Mackenzie – all of them members of ‘The Originals’, a group of senior engineers who took part in the Sydney Opera House construction, and now consult with Sydney Opera House management whenever advice is needed on the original method of construction, so it can be taken into account in heritage and conservation planning for the future.


I was equally blessed to be able to be draw on the work and research of previous authors. Beyond the bibliography where they are all listed, I particularly acknowledge and commend to you these works: Opera House Act One – David Messent; The Saga of Sydney Opera House – Peter Murray; The Sydney Opera House Affair – Michael Baume; The Other Taj Mahal – John Yeomans; The Masterpiece – Philip Drew; Ove Arup – Peter Jones; Utzon’s Sphere – Yuzo Mikami; An Engineer’s Tale – Jack Zunz; Letters From Sydney – Mogens Prip-Buus; The Poisoned Chalice – Anne Watson; The House – Helen Pitt; Utzon and the Sydney Opera House – Elias Duek-Cohen; Building a Masterpiece – Anne Watson; Utzon and the Sydney Opera House – Daryl Dellora.


On everything to do with the Thorne kidnapping, I was blessed to be helped by my friend the former NSW Crown Prosecutor Mark Tedeschi, who wrote the book Kidnapped: The Crime that Shocked the Nation; just as I was also blessed to have the famed ABC journalist David Salter help me on the story of Eugene Goossens and the ‘witch of Kings Cross’. This included David handing me a precious folder of documentation that had, fabulously, been smuggled out of the Vice Squad office at Balmain Police Station secreted in the hubcap of an FJ Holden! I warmly thank them both.


Some of the people I cover in this book are still alive, and it was particularly wonderful to be able to talk with John Weiley. I also thank the progeny of Peter Hall – Willie, Rebecca, Antigone, Henry – as well as his second wife, Penelope; the son of David Littlemore, and the very man who used to strike terror in my heart, Stuart Littlemore of Media Watch fame; the son of Ted Farmer, Peter Farmer; the daughter of John Nutt, Cheryl; the daughter of Davis Hughes, Sue Burgoyne; and the brother of Ron Gilling, Doug. All were extremely helpful in giving me new perspectives and filling out what I most love: fine detail! My deep thanks also to the Opera House CEO, Louise Herron, who could not have been more encouraging and supportive. It was also a particular privilege to be shown all over the labyrinthian internal structure of the Opera House by engineer and Executive Director Ian Cashen. I also thank Opera House staff Claire Gammon, Laura Matarese, Valerie Ng, Julie Carrol, Al McCarty and Alex Zamorano, who were helpful across the board.


As with all my books, though this is a history, I want it to read like a novel so that you, the reader, will feel like you are in the story, not merely reading about it. To do it, I put the whole thing in the present tense, and use dialogue – but backed up by 1700 footnotes as the pinpoint pillars on which the story rests. For the sake of the storytelling, I have occasionally created a direct quote from reported speech in a journal, diary or letter, and changed pronouns and tenses to put that reported speech in the present tense. One more time for the road, I cite the late, great American novelist E. L. Doctorow, ‘The historian will tell you what happened. The novelist will tell you what it felt like.’2 It is for you to judge whether I have pulled it off, but I have tried to do both. As much as possible I have remained faithful to the language of the day, using contemporary spelling with only the odd exception where it would create too much confusion otherwise. To spare confusion, various spellings in various quotes have been converted to a single spelling, such as Jørn instead of Jorn and Joern, and Bennelong rather than Benelong.


I was blessed by the help of various experts. The architect and Opera House historian Eoghan Lewis gave me early valuable direction.


As ever, my long-time sub-editor Harriet Veitch took the fine-tooth comb to the whole thing, untangling hopelessly twisted sentences, eliminating many grammatical errors and giving my work a sheen which does not properly belong to it. In this book, she was as strong as ever, and I record my gratitude, just as I do to my eldest son, Jake, who gave valuable input.


My thanks also, as ever, to my highly skilled editor Deonie Fiford, who was as assiduous as ever in painstakingly polishing the whole thing from top to bottom, and my warmest thanks to Senior Editor Jacquie Brown for guiding the book through the editorial and publication process.


I am also grateful to my friend and publisher, Matthew Kelly of Hachette, with whom I have worked many times over the last three decades, covering a gamut of subjects.


Peter FitzSimons


Neutral Bay, Sydney


29 July 2021









DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Jørn Utzon, Danish architectural genius.


Ove Arup, British engineer of Danish heritage who founded Arup & Partners, now known as Arup Group. Considered to be among the leading structural engineers of his era, he joined Jørn Utzon in undertaking the mammoth task of bringing the architect’s design sketches to reality.


Woollarawarre Bennelong, leading man of the Eora people of Port Jackson. Bennelong was abducted by Governor Philip and served as an interlocutor between the Eora and the British.


Eugene Goossens, English musician, conductor and composer. He spent nine years in Australia from 1947 until 1956. During that time, he conducted the Sydney Symphony Orchestra and was director of the New South Wales Conservatorium of Music. Goossens was first to champion and lobby for the idea of building a dedicated opera house in Sydney on the site of the old tram depot at Bennelong Point.


Charles Moses, General Manager of the ABC from 1935 to 1965. He was responsible for the establishment of Australia’s first full symphony orchestras in all state capitals.


Joseph Cahill, long-serving New South Wales politician, railway worker and trade unionist. He was elected Premier of his state in 1952.


Norm Ryan, New South Wales Labor Party politician who served as Minister for Public Works from 1959 to 1965, and acted as Minister overseeing the Sydney Opera House project during Stages I and II.


Robin/Robert Askin, Premier of New South Wales from 1965 to 1975.


Davis Hughes, New South Wales politician representing the Country Party. In 1965, upon the election of the Askin Liberal government, Hughes became Minister for Public Works, taking on responsibility for the management of the Sydney Opera House at Bennelong Point.


Mogens Prip-Buus, Danish architect and loyal colleague of Jørn Utzon, who began working with Utzon’s team in Denmark in 1958. He subsequently accompanied Utzon to Australia in 1963 where they planned to work on Stage III of the Opera House project.


Jack Zunz, civil engineer from South Africa who was the principal design engineer of the shell structure for Stage II of the construction of the Sydney Opera House.


Michael Lewis, South African structural engineer, who, as lead site engineer, represented Arup & Partners in Australia from 1963 until the completion of the project.


Corbet Gore, the Director of Construction for MR Hornibrook Limited, the company charged with building the Sydney Opera House from the beginning of Stage II onwards.


Peter Hall, one of the top Australian architects of his generation, who trained and worked in the Government Architect’s branch of the New South Wales Department of Public Works before taking on the job of head design architect for Stage III of the Sydney Opera House.


David Littlemore, Australian architect who partnered Peter Hall and Lionel Todd to complete Stage III of the Sydney Opera House. Littlemore took on the position of supervising architect for the remainder of the project.


Lionel Todd, Australian architect who partnered Peter Hall and David Littlemore to complete Stage III of the Sydney Opera House. Todd oversaw documents and contacts associated with construction during the final stage of the project.









PROLOGUE




Having passed between the capes which form its entrance, we found ourselves in a port superior, in extent and excellency, to all we had seen before.1


Captain Lieutenant Watkin Tench, Sydney Harbour, 26 January 1788


It must not … be imagined that building, considered merely as heaping stone upon stone, can be of advantage, or reflect honour either on countries or particular persons. Materials in architecture are like words in phraseology, which singly have little or no power, and may be so arranged as to excite contempt; yet when combined with art, and expressed with energy, they actuate the mind with unbounded sway. A good poet can move, even with homely language; and the artful dispositions of an able architect will give lustre to the vilest materials, as the feeble efforts of an ignorant pretender must render the most costly enrichments despicable …2


Sir William Chambers, Swedish-Scottish architect, A Treatise on Civil Architecture, 1759





1770, Tubowgule, white shells on the point


Peer closely now. The banks of the great harbour burst with the bounties of nature, sustaining the many clans of the Eora Nation who have thrived here for millennia untold. Not far west of the harbour’s lofty headlands is Gadigal territory. Look how the Gadigal women launch themselves from the banks of Warrane – a deep-water cove – gliding along the dark water in their nawi, canoes made of stringybark from nearby trees. See the Gadigal men stand poised and patient on the shore awaiting the perfect moment to strike, sharpened points cutting through the water, piercing the scales of fat and juicy fish that lurk in the shallows. At low tide, women with children amble out along the cove’s eastern arm to a tidal island known as Tubowgule and – singing in rhythm all the while – pry delicious sea meat from jagged shells, which they add to the middens of pearlescent white shells that abound all around this tongue of land; each pale pile telling a tale of the point’s past. The Gadigal people are fond of Tubowgule, jutting out into the harbour, and often perform their ceremonial feasts and sacred rituals here.


To the west of Gadigal territory live the Wangal people, who roam along the south bank of Burramatta, meaning place of the eels. Peer closer still and you can see on that very bank a wiry fellow by the name of Woollarawarre Bennelong, named after a fish. He is a proud boy, six years old, recently free of his mother’s nawi, he walks the shoreline himself, thinking himself a man.


Unbeknownst to the precocious boy, there are strange visitors to these lands who are watching the Eora people. They disappear almost as quickly as they appear, pallid people carried on the tides by great boats that make the nawi look like leaves in a creek. Bennelong is told of them some weeks later by his kin.


The Eora wonder what these white men mean, how their thread fits into the weave of the grand tapestry of the Dreamtime, but they are left wanting.


•


Those strange-looking interlopers are the officers, gentlemen and sailors of Captain James Cook’s Endeavour, on the soon-to-be famous British mariner’s first circumnavigation of the globe. And nearly two decades later, more of their kind are back in force, as a rough thousand souls – the bulk of whom are convicts – arrive on 11 ships under the overall command of Captain Arthur Phillip, who orders his men to sail through the lofty heads into what he describes as ‘one of the finest harbours in the world, in which a thousand sail of the line might ride in perfect security’.3


For the actual place to plant the first seed of Britain’s new penal colony, Governor Phillip picks out a cove boasting not only a tidal island brimming with oysters on the eastern side, to provide further shelter from the sea winds, but ‘a spring of water, and in which ships can anchor so close to the shore, that at a very small expense quays may be constructed at which the largest vessels may unload. This cove is about half a mile in length, and a quarter of a mile across at the entrance. In honour of Lord Sydney, it [is named] Sydney Cove.’4


On 26 January 1788, the Union Jack is raised on the shore, as the Governor and his officers gather round and drink to the King’s health.


Bennelong, now a strapping warrior in his mid-twenties, watches in horror with the rest of his people, as the trees of their ancestors are felled with great sharp axes, darker and bigger than any of the stone mogo that Bennelong is familiar with. With their transgressions, word of the white men – the Berewalgal – spreads like a bushfire with the great south wind behind it: the strange white beasts are back. The Eora have never seen anything like it. The trees continue to fall, the large huts to rise, and, among the many outrages, these interloping ghouls are soon herding four-legged fat clumsy animals out onto Tubowgule.


The beasts with the cloven hooves wandering on this sacred ground pay the middens of pearly white shells and the seagulls that perch on them no mind, occasionally knocking them down with their fidgeting tails, only to be startled by their own racket.


More than ever, the Eora realise they are dealing with reckless and dangerous savages, as foreign to these lands of the Dreaming as the foul-smelling beasts they herd, even taking milk from their breasts.


‘Cattle,’ the Berewalgal call them, and it isn’t long before Tubowgule – the ceremonial grounds of the Gadigal – has been retitled in their discordant tongue: ‘Cattle Point’.


And see now, the white women in dirty rags walking out to the point and collecting oysters They are slow to do it, not practised like the Eora – and they certainly don’t sing – but they don’t want the plump shellfish for eating, no, they want the shells, which they crush to a fine dust and burn to make lime for what they call ‘cement mortar’. It isn’t long before the tidal island is again renamed by the capricious whites, now going by ‘Limeburners’ Point’. The shells provide enough lime to construct Government House on the eastern edge of Sydney Cove.


Governor Phillip orders the waterway of the tidal island filled in with rocks and rubble so that it becomes a point proper where a very small fortification is built and two cannon from His Majesty’s ships are mounted, should the French ever try to invade. The Union Jack is hauled up, above its ramparts, on New Year’s Day, 1789.


25 November 1789, Sydney Town, the capture of Bennelong


Almost two years have passed since the Berewalgal arrived, and Bennelong’s people are riddled with lesions and sores. ‘Smallpox’, the whites call it, a vicious virus running rampant through the Eora, killing them in droves and decimating the population. Bennelong is stout and healthy and survives the epidemic, but his beloved wife is not so fortunate.


On the other hand, it is because of his health that the strangest thing happens to him on this day …


He and his Gadigal friend Colebee had been offered some freshly caught fish by the white men, and had eagerly taken it, when the sailors fall upon them, bind them with rope and take them back to Government House. The officer in charge of the troop that had captured them records they ‘were shaved, wash’d & cloathed; an Iron shackle was put on one leg with a rope made fast to it & a Convict charged with each of them, they were very sullen & sulky …’5


It is Bennelong who attracts most attention, ‘judged to be about 26 years old, of good stature, and stoutly made, with a bold intrepid countenance, which bespoke defiance and revenge …’6


Both attitudes manifest themselves within a few months when Bennelong follows Colebee’s lead and not only escapes, but is a part of the mob that manages to spear Captain Phillip in the shoulder. Yet the Governor has the self-restraint to insist that his men do not retaliate, and days later Bennelong returns to the Sydney settlement with Barangaroo, his reluctant second wife in tempestuous tow.


Bennelong becomes the Governor’s intermediary with the Eora people, and soon adopts European dress and ways, and is trained in the English language. At Bennelong’s request, some time in 1791, Governor Phillip builds him a brick hut ‘on a point of land fixed upon by himself’.7 He chooses Tubowgule. His hut is 12 feet square and covered with the colony’s finest kind of sandstock clay tiles – made in wooden moulds in the colony’s brickyards at Brickfield Hill, later to be part of Surry Hills – and from this time forth the eastern point at Sydney Cove is known as ‘Bennelong’s Point’.


When Barangaroo dies not long after giving birth to their child, Bennelong becomes more settled in his brick box on the point, and ever closer to Governor Phillip, who Bennelong seems to now trust – perhaps because the Governor has a tooth missing, rather like Bennelong’s comrades who lose a front tooth as part of their initiation to manhood.


One night, Bennelong even invites the Governor and his senior officers down to his point to watch a sacred ceremony, a kind of singing and dancing performance called a corroboree. The whites have only seen this unusual performance art at a distance and refer to it among themselves as ‘bush opera’8, a kind of Indigenous version of the extravagant musical theatre – complete with singing, dancing, acting, costumes, scenery, an orchestra, the lot – that sprang up in Italy in the sixteenth century and is now all the rage across Europe, especially in London, where ladies in fine silks and gentlemen in powdered wigs have the pleasure of attending opera at a new opera house of their own – Theatre Royal, Covent Garden.


After the sun falls behind the blue-hued mountain range that lines the western horizon, and Sydney Town is blanketed with a thin, fading light that seems to amplify the shrieks of the sulphur-crested cockatoos feeding in nearby trees, an extraordinary thing happens. Governor Phillip and his men arrive from Government House to find a score of the Gadigal people happily scooping white clay from a hardwood coolamon and smearing it on their faces and naked bodies.


They are ‘without even a fig leaf’9 to protect their modesty. The painting ritual continues until nightfall, at which point the white men are ushered over to an open clearing by the side of Bennelong’s hut. Several small fires burn in the darkness, each one tended to by the Gadigal adorned with the ethereal white body-paint. They glow in the gloom, spectres in the night. The Governor is thrilled, burning with curiosity, overjoyed he has finally been invited to something so private, but the dull ache that remains in his speared shoulder tempers his passion and urges caution. He motions to his officers to check the scrub nearby, ‘to see that there are no armed lurkers’.10


Satiated with the sense of safety, the white men look to Bennelong and Colebee, who seat their guests in a semi-circle, facing a row of young boys standing, glowing, ready to begin. To one side sits an older man with two hardwood sticks, bilmi, one of which he has brought up to his breast before clack … click … clack. It is a rudimentary metronome and while he holds it ‘in the manner of a violin’ he also ‘strikes it in a good and regular time’.11


As the old musician’s bilmi beat rings out, the boys begin to bounce in time, their feet apart and their knees bent as they move with the music.


Another man standing near the musician – a ‘performer, who was a stout strong voiced man’12 – begins to sing, frequently applying, ‘those graces in music, the piano and forte’.13 He is soon ‘assisted by several young boys and girls, who sit at his feet, and by their manner of crossing the thighs, made a hollow between them and their belly, upon which they beat time with the flat of their hand, so as to make a kind of sound which will be better understood from the manner of its being produced, than from any verbal description.’14


As the music rises and grows, so too does the ritual revelry. Before long there are some 26 men and a few women dancing with such practised passion and fervour that the fires they have lit become hindrances to movement, so the feverish dancers simply ‘dance through them’.15


The rhythm rolls on through the night, their songs sailing out to the sea beyond and the stars above as the white men sit silent, hypnotised.


At the end of each performance, the dancers crowd the white men, looking for feedback from the most transfixed audience the Eora people have ever had.


‘Boojery!’16 Governor Phillip and his officers cry, meaning, from the language they have learned from Bennelong, ‘Good!’ and ‘Boojery cariberie!’17 meaning – the white men believe – ‘Good bush opera!’


Or something like that …


Captain Hunter records, ‘These signs of pleasure in us seemed to give them great satisfaction, and generally produced more than ordinary exertions from the whole company of performers in the next dance.’18


(It is, in fact, a lot more than a mere dance to amuse them, and in actuality a ritual performance of stories and myths through fusion of song, story, music and dance that has evolved in a highly sophisticated manner since the dawn of the Dreamtime.)


After hours of song and cheer and carry-on, Governor Phillip is as impressed and enthralled as he is … suddenly tired. He rises to his feet but is met by Bennelong, who tells him he must stay. Too weary to argue, the Governor agrees and the final song begins, more frantic and wilder than anything so far.


’Neath the ethereal light cast by the moon, the Governor squints slightly to see a faint glint by the water’s edge. Dull and destitute in the gloaming, middens of pearly white shells, rebuilt by the Eora people, who continue to forage on the point, are now lightly gleaming in the night, expressive, as if they are alive … There could be few more idyllic places in nature for such a performance. He sits back down.


•


Bennelong and Governor Phillip continue their close relationship. Bennelong calls the Governor ‘Beanga’, meaning father, and Phillip in return calls him ‘Durung’, meaning son.


The two become so close that, after more than four years in Sydney Town, when it is time for the Governor to head home in December 1792, back across the seas, he takes Bennelong with him, along with his friend, Yemmerawanne.


Six months later, they arrive in London. Oh, to see Bennelong’s jaw drop and his eyes widen as they see such wonder. Such things as he has never seen in his life, like the ruffled shirts, breeches and spotted waistcoats he is made to wear – none of which fools Lloyd’s Evening Post. For as that journal archly notes, ‘they appear to be a race totally incapable of civilization, every attempt to that end having proved ineffectual … That instinct which teaches to propagate and preserve the species, they possess in common with the beasts of the field, and seem exactly on a par with them …’19


While there is much more in London that completely stuns Bennelong – the carriages pulled by horses; the long parade of white tribal elders to whom he is presented, with their extraordinary garb and hats, one of whom has a shiny crown; the Tower of London and St Paul’s Cathedral, whose peaks and dome soar as high as the birds, in which giant bells – ‘Big Ben’ and ‘Old Paul’ – chime a clanging cacophony on the hour, causing Bennelong to jump in his breeches 24 times a day. But that’s not the only thing not pleasing to his ears.


When his hosts take him to a ‘Drawing Room concert’, the pianist and singers have no sooner begun a piece by Handel – a famous opera composer – than the Eora Nation man grimaces wildly and brings his hands to his ears.20 The sound is like that of a grand crackle of cockatoos and kookaburras, crying and screeching out into the dusk – but not half as pleasant!


He prefers the simplicity of two bilmi and the harmonious singing and humming of his own clan. As to who is killing who to make that dreadful noise, he knows not – only that he wants it stopped.


Oh, how he longs for his home, to return to Tubowgule, the point where his hut still stands.


Yemmerawanne clearly feels the same, not wanting to live in a world where such noises can be made, and after a prolonged illness, dies in May 1794. It is with great relief that Bennelong finally departs for home aboard the Reliance on the white man’s calendar of 2 February 1795, arriving back in Sydney on 11 September 1795 … only a short time before his hut is demolished on the orders of the new Governor, John Hunter, while the towering white middens that once stood upon Bennelong Point are no more than a fading memory.


Returning to an approximation of his old life, Bennelong soon fades from the annals of the Sydney colony’s history – though his death on 3 January 1813 at Kissing Point on the Parramatta River, and his burial in the orchard of the friendly ex-convict brewer James Squire, at least attracts notice. But his namesake point does not fade. In fact, its significance only increases.


1 January 1810, Sydney, a city for the settlers


As it happens, Governor Lachlan Macquarie, who takes up his duties at Sydney Cove on New Year’s Day 1810 – a neatly symmetrical day for the beginning of a new era – is one who comes to sees the potential of ‘Bennelong’s Point’, as he calls it.


Much of Macquarie’s energy throughout his Governorship goes to laying the foundations, literally and metaphorically, for a free settler society. To that end, he establishes a government precinct on what will one day be called Macquarie Street, and the Bank of New South Wales, which stabilises the local currency even as the Governor forbids all further use of rum as tender – for it is simply too much trouble on too many fronts when a man’s wages can be drunk as soon as spent. To tap into the skills of the colony, including those skills held by convicts, he encourages free colonists to make sure that emancipists – those convicts who have seen out the duration of their sentence – are treated no differently to anybody else. Macquarie thereby lays the path for the country’s own self-styled egalitarian ethos, the idea that all men are equal beneath the Southern Cross. Or at least, all white men.


One such emancipist – who comes at the recommendation of the former Governor Phillip as an ‘architect of eminence’21 – is a convicted forger by the name of Francis Greenway, who Macquarie employs as the first ‘Colonial Architect’ and charges to design such important public buildings as a Town Hall and Court House, and a new Government House.


By the time the next decade is just starting to peek over the horizon it is time for Macquarie to turn his attention to the defence of Sydney against foreign powers who might invade. And where better to build a fortification than on that central tongue of land jutting out into the harbour, Bennelong’s Point?


Part of Macquarie’s inspiration may well have been what he had seen on a visit to Denmark just a couple of years before heading to Sydney. For it was on that trip he had visited the famous castle of Kronborg in the town of Helsingør. Established on a sandy finger of land jutting into the narrowest part of the Øresund, the key waterway between the Baltic Sea and the North Sea, the castle had inspired William Shakespeare’s Elsinore, the setting of his masterpiece Hamlet. Macquarie had been entranced.


‘We first went to have a good view of the old and gothic castle of Kronborg,’ he had chronicled. ‘From the tower there is a most delightful view of the Town of Elsinore and the Castle of Kronborg …’22


Why not something similar for Sydney Town?


Macquarie writes to Greenway on 4 July 1817, requesting him, ‘to draw out a ground plan and elevation of a neat handsome fort – intended to be erected, as soon as possible, on the lower part of Bennelong’s Point with ten embrazeurs … the fort is to be entirely built of the best stone that can be procured near the spot …’23


Greenway begins, as ever guided by his spirit of doing original, beautiful buildings, not mere copies of others that Mrs Macquarie finds in books.


(After all, as Greenway had written to the Governor back in 1814, when first asked to design Sydney’s Town Hall and Court House based on a picture of the Temple of Theseus at Athens that Mrs Macquarie had found: ‘I will immediately copy the drawing your excellency requested me to do, notwithstanding it is rather painful to my mind as a professional man to copy a building that has no claim to classical proportion or character … [yet] in any public work, I will exert myself in every way to do your excellency credit as a promoter and encourager of the most useful art to society.’24)


Yes, there is some light grumbling around Sydney at the idea of a fortification on Bennelong’s Point – it is unnecessary, an extravagance and, frankly, the whole thing is ill-conceived, more for display than defence – but Governor Macquarie proceeds regardless, filling out the site with more rubble then levelling the rocky promontory such that late on the morning of 17 December 1817, attended by his Lieutenant Governor, his entire staff and the leading officers and ladies, he lays the foundation stone of what will become known as Fort Macquarie.


The Union Jack is raised.


Cannon are fired in salute, with three volleys booming out in a Royal Salute.


To the King!


The King … The King … The King …


Alas, however good the architect Greenway’s intent, not everyone is pleased with what is going on down on Bennelong’s Point. There is bitter criticism of the unnecessary embellishments of the design, the amount of labour needed to construct it, the time it is taking and most particularly the cost.


‘I should presume it to be,’ one senior British official will complain, ‘from the length of time it has been in progress and the very large number of hands it has almost incessantly employed, the most expensive of any of the public buildings. This building is contemptibly defective. It has already been the butt and jest of every foreigner who has visited this part of the world … (and) is so badly contrived that from four different directions it is of no defence to itself or the harbour …’25


Francis Greenway doesn’t care and stands by his design. But while he has your attention, Governor, allow him to make the case to you one more time on the virtues of building a bridge across the harbour to join up the southern shore to its northern counterpoint. As ever, Governor Macquarie says … no, Mr Greenway. It is an interesting idea but beyond the resources of this colony.


When Fort Macquarie is finally complete in 1821, it is to yet more scathing reviews.


The report of John Thomas Bigge, the Commissioner of the Colonial Office – sent to Sydney Town by the powers in London as something of a spy, although ostensibly to review the affairs of the growing colony – is so scathing, he wonders whether Sydney Town needs an architect at all, insisting that ‘an Officer of the Corps of engineers’ could come up with plans just as good, and spare the cost. Upon that advice, Greenway the architect is indeed shown the door on 15 November 1822 – which still does not lessen the criticism.


‘It is hardly necessary to remark,’ the editor of the Sydney Gazette notes, ‘that all military and scientific men have regarded Fort Macquarie as perfectly useless as a fortification …’26


Well, if the building out on Bennelong’s Point is not performing its intended function, why not use it for something else? On 8 January 1830, a group of officers cum actors do just that, treating a raucous and riotous crowd of drunks to two lowbrow plays: Raymond and Agnes; Or, the Bleeding Nun and The Miller and His Men. Among some of the colony’s first serious theatrical performances, these plays are as hideous to good taste as they are hilarious to the audience. (Another story claims the first performance had been held at Bennelong’s hut many years before – a production of George Farquhar’s The Recruiting Officer.27)


For all the carping and criticism, still the fort stands, surveying with a weather eye all newly arrived ships until it can be established that they come in peace.


Come the dawn of the new century, it is finally decided to demolish Fort Macquarie, and another use is conceived for what is now called Bennelong Point – an overnight shelter for Sydney trams.


The interesting thing?


No sooner has Fort Macquarie been pulled down than Sydneysiders realise anew just what a spectacular site it is.


‘Although it was a wrench to pull down old Fort Macquarie,’ one paper notes, ‘its demolition marks a decided improvement. Now that only a little of it remains, and that is fast disappearing, the advantages of a clear space at this particular spot are apparent, and the only thing to be apprehended is the erection of an unsightly building in its place.’28


After all, why build anything on such a glorious spot? Or if we must, a beautiful statue may be better suited?


‘It is sincerely to be hoped that with such an improvement as the removal of the fort will make at this particular spot, [the Minister for Public Works] Mr O’Sullivan will rise in his artistic strength and claim a little park, with a loopline tram round it. To erect a shed would be a manifest insult after injury, though it may be remarked that nothing would be said against a statue, for which this particular point appears to be most suitable.’29


Such fears and frivolities are not remotely listened to, however, and the tram depot – a raised red-brick box building, 307 feet long by 131 feet wide that looks suspiciously like … Fort Macquarie’s ugly cousin, complete with castellated ramparts in homage to the previous building – is duly built, its construction following a familiar pattern of public lament. ‘While the work was in progress,’ the Sydney Morning Herald notes on the day the building is handed over to the tram authority, 22 September 1902, ‘the designs were altered and the nature of the structure elaborated until it ran into a cost of nearly double the original estimate. The whole work was designed and carried out by the Government departments …’30


Despite the controversy, at least it stands as a symbol of modernism thanks to the electric tramcars it houses and the intricate network of tracks that encircle it.


As it happens, while those railway and tram tracks are the arteries which pump the lifeblood of Australia’s growing industrialisation in the first decades of the twentieth century, the men who work on them are in the cradle of a certain kind of politics and industrial action, which reasserts we white men are all equal under the Southern Cross and even the workers, particularly the workers, are not to be pushed around, do you hear?


In this white working man’s paradise by the sea, the men have rights and they will not be given up easily, Great War or no Great War. Their grievances are many – a new ‘card-based costing system intended to streamline production and measure the workers’ performance’31 at the onset of the war has led to strict oversight of each man’s daily output, increasingly onerous work schedules, and widespread retrenchments. And the fact they have to request their tools from a central tool room is an insult to their dignity!


‘Scientific management,’ declares the railway union newspaper, The Cooperator, in 1916, ‘seeks to make the task of the worker more monotonous than it ever was, to take from his work the last vestige of individuality, and to make him a mere cog in the machinery of production.’32


The brewing trouble comes to a climax on 2 August 1917, when workers in the Randwick Workshops and Eveleigh Carriage Workshops walk off the job – we are out, comrades, so spread the word! – quickly followed by tens of thousands of workers across the country. In short order, the largest industrial dispute the country has ever seen, known as ‘the Great Strike’, is underway as just under 100,000 workers – including waterside workers, coal miners and transport drivers – down tools and walk off the job. The trams grind to a halt, streetlights flicker and die as darkness descends, all while the shelves in shops start to empty of even the most basic supplies.


Undeterred by the Chief Railway Commissioner James Fraser calling them, ‘pernicious mischief makers’, whose unions are ‘barbarous’ and ‘diseased’,33 the unionists march through the streets of Sydney, singing loudly.




Tramp, tramp, tramp, can’t you hear the marching feet,


As the sturdy sons of labour come swinging down the street?


With manly step and bearing and faces shining bright,


They have taken up the gauntlet in the battle for the right.34





They number some 10,000, ‘and in the vanguard there were close on 200 women, who laughed and cheered as they marched’.35


The Eveleigh rail-yards are silent. With tram workers on strike, Bennelong Point comes to a silent halt, too.


Such processions quickly become a daily event, always culminating in huge strike meetings at the Domain, where union leaders and Labor parliamentarians exhort the workers to never buckle, to stand up to the bosses. Sometimes the workers themselves speak, men who, though not occupying any elected position, are so passionate for the cause it encourages the other workers to become even more committed.


Like this young fellow. His name is Joe Cahill, he’s the 26-year-old son of Irish Catholic parents and an apprentice fitter in the Eveleigh railway workshops, and on this occasion … rises to it. Standing in front of the unruly 10,000 on this winter’s day, this proud young member of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers, who never finished high school so spends his evenings at Workers’ Educational Association lectures and at debates, lets fly with passion, as the workers lean close.


There is no doubt about it. The young fellow speaks well – with eloquence, zeal and commitment, but in the common vernacular of the workers. He’s got no tickets on himself, this bloke, and as he continues to speak in coming days, it looks like he might go a long way.


Well, in the view of his employers, the NSW Government, the key hope is that he will go a long way … away, and once the workers capitulate and this seminal strike is over on 8 September, after 82 long days, he is given a ‘No. 2 notice’, meaning he is ‘never to be re-employed’.36


Against that, the fact that he had never wavered and stayed on strike to the end gives him a badge of honour among the workers. Men such as him, who stayed true to the cause, will ever after be known as ‘Lily Whites’ and given actual badges to commemorate their efforts – a silver horseshoe with a lily in the middle. Another to be given such a badge is a young engine driver from Bathurst by the name of Ben Chifley, who had also been given a No. 2.


Yes, ill will from the Great Strike in Sydney endures for decades after the war, but in the end the city decides to build a bridge and get over it …


19 March 1932, the Sydney Harbour Bridge, Sydney’s red-letter day


In what has become a tradition attached to all ambitious public works in Sydney Town, there has been a good deal of controversy over predictions that it could never stand – Sydneysiders watching in horror and wonder at the great steel fingers of some deep-sea monster reaching out from both sides of the harbour towards each other – not to mention cost blow-outs. (The original estimate had been £4,217,721, 11 shillings and 10 pence, give or take, though £10 million if you count land resumptions and building the approaches – but look at them now!)


The metallic beast’s fingers finally touch, forming a grand arch of cold grey metal bringing forth the memory of a long-gone polymath by the name of Leonardo da Vinci: ‘An arch consists of two weaknesses which, leaning one against the other, make a strength.’37


On this, the day of opening of the mighty Sydney Harbour Bridge, 19 March 1932, there is barely a critic to be found as the crowds flock forward, 750,000 strong, on the bridge itself and within viewing distance from the shores, some humming the tune and mouthing the words of a newly popular song:




Behold the Arch of Wonder


With sunset all aglow


When sea and sky bring heaven nigh


And tides eternal flow;


O bridge of Light to greater height


Thy call shall ever be


Where beauty dwells and casts her spells


In Sydney by the sea.38





The noise! The buzz of excitement. The sheer numbers!


Still more people keep pushing in from either end as the big ships and small ferries go back and forth beneath, tooting till they can toot no more, even as trumpets blare, sirens sound, rockets fire and more songs are sung. But now to the big moment, as the dignitaries and public press ever closer to see the moment that Labor Premier Jack Lang cuts the ribbon, which will mark the official opening.


Wireless announcer Conrad Charlton is beside himself with excitement, describing the whole event live to the nation – as part of the new concept of ‘actuality broadcasts’ on the wireless, live from an actual event.


Up goes the shout. A horse dashes out. Out from the ranks so blue …


It is Captain Francis de Groot, a member of the shadow quasi-fascist group, the New Guard, and he is furious to have witnessed, as he will recount, ‘several hundred of the occupants of the official “A” stand remaining sitting with their hats on, talking, laughing, and smoking’39


as the band had played the National Anthem, ‘God Save the King’. He is equally incensed that the Premier is cutting the ribbon, and not the representative of His Majesty King George V, the NSW Governor His Excellency Sir Philip Game. Traitors!


It is outrage he can no longer endure, and with his sword held high, de Groot forward dashes and downward slashes.


‘On behalf of the decent and respectable citizens of New South Wales,’ he roars, slicing the blue ribbon, ‘I hereby declare this Bridge open.’40


Uproar!


‘Stand back – I am a King’s officer.’41


Which is true, but he is soon a King’s officer under arrest for having, ‘on March 19 behaved in an offensive manner in Bradfield Highway, a public place.’42


In sober-suited, buttoned-down, patrician Sydney, whose closest idea of rebellion is not to go to church every Sunday, it is the best approximation the town can come up with for a revolutionary act, and will be talked about for decades to come.


The whole thing is so dramatic in the midst of a huge event, perfect for an actuality broadcast over the wireless, so of course the newspapers are left behind, reporting it the next day. Still, however, the Sydney Morning Herald outdoes itself in terms of the wonder expressed by the glory of the whole thing.






A COLOSSUS OF THE SOUTHERN HEMISPHERE


WORLD’S GREATEST ARCH


Across Sydney Harbour has been thrown the greatest arch bridge of the age, a commanding structure with stately towers that stand like the Pillars of Hercules bestriding the tide. No matter by what standards of comparison we measure it, its place is assured as one of the greatest of its age throughout the world. It is an outstanding feat of engineering because, though since rivalled in length, it is the heaviest, the widest and the greatest single span arch yet constructed by man.43





At which point the paper is barely clearing its throat.




Its vast, sweeping curves, from wherever one may view it, give a sense of rhythm and harmony, of strength combined with lightness and grace.44








Beyond the sheer facility of the structure to increase traffic flow exponentially between the shores of the city, and lift the economy in the Depression years, it equally lifts Sydney’s confidence and pride. If we can build something as beautiful and revolutionary as this – what can’t we build?


It is enough to invoke the words of a poem written by Charles Darwin’s grandfather, Erasmus Darwin, not long after he had heard of the establishment of Sydney Town, way back in 1788.




Where Sydney Cove her lucid bosom swells,


Courts her young navies, and the storm repels;


High on a rock amid the troubled air


Hope stood sublime, and wav’d her golden hair …


‘Hear me,’ she cried, ‘ye rising Realms! record


Time’s opening scenes, and Truth’s unerring word. —


There shall broad streets their stately walls extend,


The circus widen, and the crescent bend;


There, ray’d from cities o’er the cultur’d land,


Shall bright canals, and solid roads expand. —


There the proud arch, Colossus-like, bestride


Yon glittering streams, and bound the chasing tide …’45





Oh, and what a proud arch she is!


So quickly does ‘the Bridge’ capture the public imagination that before many moons have passed the visiting American author James Michener will be emphatic in his advice to other visitors.




To get on in Australia, you must make two observations. Say, ‘You have the most beautiful bridge in the world,’ and ‘They tell me you trounced England again in the cricket.’ The first statement will be a lie. [The] Bridge is big, utilitarian and the symbol of Australia, like the Statue of Liberty or the Eiffel Tower.46





Just quietly though? Michener adds a rider. ‘But it is very ugly. No Australian will admit this.’47









ONE


‘THE MOST BEAUTIFUL
SITE IN THE WORLD’1




My heart just loosens when I listen to Goossens.2


Noël Coward, English playwright and composer, of his great friend, the world-famous conductor Eugene Goossens


He did not look for ideas in architectural magazines which feature the works of his contemporaries. Instead, he hunted for architectural stimuli all over the world, particularly among time-honoured cultures. In this way, he was not just a lone wolf in the beech forest in Denmark, but an excellent hunting wolf who trotted around the globe on his own, eagerly looking for new stimuli to enrich his imagination.3


Yuzo Mikami, architect who worked with Jørn Utzon on the Opera House project


My mother meant everything to my father. I don’t think he could have had such a positive, creative life without her. People would ask where he’d like to live. ‘Where Lis is.’4


Lin Utzon on her father Jørn’s love for her mother, Lis Utzon





1 July 1932, Sydney’s General Post Office, Martin Place, an Australian BBC




Ring, mighty bells; make up lost time;


Ring all the changes that you know.


We want more changes here, I trow.


That you can give: begin to chime.5





The sound of five tons of bronze being struck ripples out into the chilly Sydney sky. A deep reverberating A note coming from the General Post Office at Martin Place. ‘Great Harry’ they call it, an antipodean echo of Big Ben and Old Paul – after the Father of Federation, Henry Parkes, whose initials are cast on its inside – its dark metal shuddering and shivering in the cold of the 240-foot Hawkesbury sandstone tower it calls home. Each clang cascades down the stony corridors of the city, alive, echoing and changing as it boings and bounces from surface to surface before passing away in the silent night. It is a familiar sound to Sydneysiders. But on this teeth-chattering July eve, there is one key difference. For the first time, Great Harry’s sonorous ring can be heard from as far south as Melbourne, as far north as Cairns and as far west as Perth. Hear it now, crackling and popping as its pealing notes ring out through the static on wireless sets far and wide.


Once. Twice. Eight times.


It is 8 pm, and in perfectly proper BBC English, Conrad Charlton announces into a boxy black microphone: ‘This is the Australian Broadcasting Commission.’6


With which, the ABC is officially launched – simultaneously broadcast on eight ‘A-Class’ stations across Australia – with several goals, but one so important that ABC Chairman Lloyd Jones, grandson of iconic Sydney retailer David Jones himself, highlights it in this first broadcast.


‘The establishment of an Australian National Orchestra is under consideration and this is a dream that the Commission hopes to accomplish.’7


And with that, a new era is ushered in.


Australian minds and hearts light up as they sit around the wireless this night – listening to concerts and plays, which are broadcast after the many speeches – wondering what on earth might sail over the horizons of possibility next.


By the end of the 1930s, the power and reach of the ABC has grown, with 26 stations across the country broadcasting 16 hours a day, every day, and putting out no less than 132,000 hours of content a year, making it the most reliable news and entertainment service for all Australians. Those stations are lauded as beacons of enlightenment, fonts for music and drama, debate and discussion, carriers of culture to the far corners of the country, a great unifying force for the people of Australia. From Darwin to Deniliquin and Perth to Proserpine, Australians could repeat the words of writer George Farwell as he looked back on the 1930s.


‘But for the ABC,’ he wrote, ‘we would have inhabited a land of perpetual drought.’8


8 April 1940, Copenhagen, storm clouds approaching


As twenty-first birthday parties go, this one will be remembered ever after by nigh everyone there, and not just for the champagne and revelry but for what will follow directly afterwards.


For now, though, focus on the couple in the corner, who have just met.


She is the striking, smiling blonde, Lis Fenger, commercial arts student and the birthday girl of the moment. And doesn’t she seem very content to be chatting playfully with that handsome, blue-eyed architecture student of the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, the young yet towering Jørn Utzon?


As it happens, only a few days earlier, Jørn had been striding down the street with his elder brother, Leif, when he had spied this same sparkling lass with long limbs striding barefoot the other way – and had been so gauche as to offer a playful wolf-whistle. She had imperiously stuck her nose in the air at the likes of him, and that was the end for Jørn. He was once bitten, twice smitten.


Now, after sorting out an invite to her birthday party via a mutual friend, there seems some chance they are no longer moving in opposite directions.


They form an immediate bond over their shared feeling of being outsiders among the cosmopolitan Copenhageners. They both hail from northern Jutland – Lis an hour north of Aalborg, Jørn’s hometown – and laugh about what it feels like to be the country bumpkins among the sophisticated urbanites. They are both artists, and they almost share a birthday, for had they met the day after, it would have been at Jørn’s birthday party instead. But mostly, they share the night, the two of them laughing and flirting into the wee hours of the morning, playful and giddy as children, until they must bid farewell, promising each other they will meet again soon.


But as they walk home beneath the soft lamplights on the cobblestone streets of Copenhagen, there are boots marching through the darkness.


Over the border, across the way, and under the cover of night, thousands of German soldiers are preparing to launch Operation Weserübung. Before long, the Denmark Jørn and Lis know will be occupied by strange faces.


The Danish early birds are the first to learn of the German attack, thanks to the shrieking engines of the Luftwaffe circling over the royal Amalienborg palace, mechanical vultures searching for carrion.


By 6 am, Danish ports are crawling with German infantry. The Danes know resistance is futile, and the palace gates and the Royal Guard who protect them are quickly overwhelmed. King Christian X surrenders on the proviso that he may retain political independence in domestic matters.


The Germans are fine with it, for the Danes are proud Aryans after all, so why not let them govern themselves?


All up, the operation is a six-hour affair. It is a ‘peaceful’ invasion, at least that is how the Germans tell it. Their real strategic aim is to use Denmark as a springboard to Norway, which Hitler needs for access to the Atlantic.


The Germans lose just three men with 30 wounded, while the Danes lose 16 soldiers and 10 civilians, with 23 wounded overall.


Not surprisingly, Jørn Utzon’s twenty-second birthday party that day is cancelled and a strange new reality takes hold of the young student’s life. He continues his studies under relatively austere circumstances – food shortages, blackouts and curfews – but at least he and his friends soon find ways to express their resistance to the occupation by catching pigeons in Copenhagen’s Kongens Nytorv Square and painting British roundels on their wings before setting them free. It is typical Utzon: imaginative, courageous and with a sense of fun, which comes complete with a certain irreverence that causes the bubbly Lis Fenger, now his girlfriend, to fall deeply in love with him.


And for those Danes under occupation, there is one point of inspiration – King Christian X. Cycling the streets each day, among his people, without any guard detail at all. He talks to all he meets, encourages endurance and lifts spirits. Though Danish Jews are not rounded up as they are in Germany, the King personally facilitates their transport to neutral Sweden.


(In fact, even in Britain some Jews are interned, though not because they are Jewish. An example is a teenaged Jewish boy by the name of Harry Seidler, who had fled Austria in 1938 to escape the Nazis, only to be interned in England in 1940 as an ‘enemy alien’. It is only by agreeing to go to Canada that, after another period of internment, he will be released to begin to study architecture, just like Jørn.)


Come December 1942, Jørn and Lis are married, and their estimation of Britain is growing every time they hear the British Prime Minister Winston Churchill addressing Europe. Before long, they are imitating him, and begin to develop a rather jowly pronunciation of the English language. Jørn graduates from the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts after successfully completing a daunting task for all aspiring architects: designing his first building. The end result is a plain, pine weatherboard cottage along the seawall of his grandmother’s house at Ålsgårde, a fishing village on the north-east coast of Zealand, a little way north-west of Helsingør where his beloved father, Aage Utzon, a naval engineer and shipbuilder, is in charge of a shipyard.


Despite the simplicity of his first building’s design, Jørn’s fellow graduates often whisper to each other about his remarkable eye and his unorthodox methods.


For Jørn Utzon does things differently.


‘The start of all architecture,’ he is to say, ‘is an act of love.’9 (For yes, Jørn is a romantic – he credits his sensitive side, his emotional side, to his affectionate half-Russian mother, Estrid.)


He begins every design with a sober sense of reverence for the space from which his building must spring. He sits alone, sifting through his rich visual memory to conjure up, with slight flicks of his wrist, freehand sketches as detailed as they are delicate; works of art in themselves. Satisfied with his ideas, Jørn develops and tests his designs further by building wooden models with his own hands.


Unheard of! Ingenious!


He tells his friends it’s the best way to see his ideas and explain them to others – to show in three-dimensional space what he visualises, and to check his ideas are viable, buildable – just as it is for his father when designing boats and ships.


And therein lies one root of his unusual methods. For Jørn’s father, Aage, designer of sleek and innovative sailboats using the latest advances in shipbuilding techniques, has always taught him to work just so. As wee boys, Jørn and Leif would spend countless hours in their father’s workshop at home and in the shipyards, helping him to draw his ideas – Neater, Jørn, we can’t have sloppy curves for our boats! – then turn them into hand-crafted wooden models. Aage Utzon is an idealist of sorts, his workshop walls plastered with sketches of curved hulls, magazine articles about his innovative ‘spidsgatter’ racing class yacht and a poster that declares: ‘Happiness is not owning but creating.’10 It rubs off on young Jørn.


Aage repeats his central lesson to his boys over and over – the best idea may be just around the corner ahead. And he lets his designs evolve with the help of his handsome timber models – tweaking the hull’s curvature here, refining the arc of the ribbed skeleton there. Jørn, looking on, is excited to take it out sailing when it finally comes into being – and if that means the final result must also evolve through undoing previous work, so be it. And woe betide yacht builders who don’t keep to exactly what Aage has designed, down to the last plank. He doesn’t just hand over the designs and move on to the next one. He personally works with craftsmen, working out the details, supervising the construction, perpetually hovering, tweaking, improving.


And so Jørn makes no apology for his own methods. As an architect, he is certain he can reckon a design better if he knows what it will look like off the page as well as on.


It’s the Utzon way, and it works well for him – perhaps also powered in part by the fact that, as he is dyslexic, he is simply more comfortable in the visual, hands-on world than the world of the written form.


Another strong artistic influence since childhood is his uncle, Aksel Ejnar Utzon-Frank, who is no less than the Sculpture Professor at the Royal Danish Academy.


From Uncle Aksel, young Jørn obtains many things, not least of which is an appreciation of global art, most particularly from his uncle’s collection of Chinese antiquities.


‘Search for inspiration among the unknown Eastern cultures,’ Uncle Aksel tells him. ‘Instead of the West, with which we are already all familiar.’11


Young Jørn loves his uncle, and takes the advice to heart.


Apart from time spent helping his industrious father and visiting his sculptor uncle, Jørn’s artistic abilities and eye for composition and materials have been further guided during summers spent as a child at his grandmother’s house. There he befriended an elderly neighbour, Danish artist Poul Schrøder, who taught the curious child to draw, aided one particular summer by Schrøder’s friend, the Swedish painter Carl Kylberg, who has himself been influenced by both the philosophy of Hinduism and the bright colours associated with those who embrace it. As Utzon would later recall, ‘For me it was a great inspiration to speak to Carl Kylberg. He taught me about the introspection in nature that he knew so well. He constantly dealt with this theme in his work: longing and expectation. I repeat it again and again to myself, that Kylberg found a source of great wealth in his inner being, as can anyone who dares to open themselves up. There was a sense of timelessness in him, like that of water and life.’12


And yet, by its nature, time demands change. So the freshly graduated architect Jørn Utzon and his lovely Lis decide to leave the rapidly deteriorating conditions in Nazi-occupied Denmark and cross the narrow Øresund to live in still neutral Sweden. There Jørn gets a job in the Stockholm architectural practice of the notably innovative, though now deceased, Swedish architect Gunnar Asplund, who had been one of the chief architects of the famous 1930 Stockholm Exhibition – devoted to displaying the virtues of modern design and production, over solid, stolid, ancient craft. Asplund is one of Utzon’s design heroes for his pivotal role in the Scandinavian movement from traditional to modernist architecture.


‘[The Stockholm Exhibition] was the exhibition where Scandinavian functionalism had its breakthrough in the Victorianism of the time,’ Utzon would later recall. ‘Here they experienced the new simple white architecture that demanded light and space, that let the sun shine in and rejoiced in the functional, the unconcealed.’13


And it didn’t just influence him.


‘My parents returned home [from the Exhibition] completely carried away by the new ideas and thoughts. They soon commenced redoing our home. The concept was space and light. All of the heavy, unpractical furniture was moved out and simple things were brought in. We developed new eating habits: healthy, green and lean. We began to exercise, get fresh air, cultivate light and the direct, so-called natural way of doing things. We were made to sit upright on good, practical furniture. We children had a swimming pool we could visit each day and use our bodies like fish in water. We got bicycles so we could get out in the fresh air and see what nature had to offer. We learned to admire the working man. Decent, well-done work was emphasised. Conventions were dropped, it was a question of us as people. There were no longer rules and sets of manners. I believe at this time we learned to see, and this quite naturally was of great importance. The empty, dead museum-like feeling about architecture disappeared and it became a living reality.’14


It had even influenced Aage Utzon’s work, as he began studying fish to improve his boat designs.


The way forward, both father and son come to understand, is to find the answers to design in nature, while using modern industrial methods to build them.


And if in doubt, go back to that first principle Aage taught his boys: innovate. Forget orthodoxy – what is the best, most modern way to do it? What might work? Give it a go. Oh, and son? Understand this: no matter if you think you have found a solution to a particular design problem, modify it, tweak it, look for improvements on the solution you’ve found, and maybe even try out an entirely different solution altogether. Trial and error … it works!


After all, look what that approach had done for the Swedish capital. Oh, how Stockholm has come on as the Mecca for innovative architecture in the decades since! No longer must they live in dull, dark brick boxes of buildings, catastrophic cubes of orthodoxy. They can loosen up a little, embrace creative structural expression – crisp lines, curves, well-chosen materials, natural light and forms. They can lift the human experience of architecture.


At Asplund’s architectural practice, Jørn Utzon begins to learn the daily practice of architecture – the nuts and bolts of client briefs, consultants and working drawings – and to build on his more aspirational ideas about the need to contemplate nature and human sentiment when conceiving a design.


Young Utzon hears one story about the late Asplund that sticks fast in his mind, and which he goes on to repeat often in his life, concerning a beautiful building the great man had designed and begun building on the edge of Stockholm. The client had been insufficiently appreciative of the masterpiece now under construction and made constant complaint about the cost and delay, whereupon Asplund, like clockwork, would resign – which would in turn see the client give way, Asplund take up the job once more, and the result was the most beautiful building in Sweden!


Utzon’s theories continue to take shape in precisely the manner of his proposed buildings, with each iteration becoming ever more emblematic of humanist ideals and ‘organic theory’ as it is known in architectural circles – the idea that structures should almost look as if they grew naturally in whichever landscape they are planted; the buildings adapted to the landscape rather than the landscape being ravaged to make way for the building.


The bible in the field is D’Arcy Wentworth Thompson’s magnum opus On Growth and Form from three decades earlier, which holds that nature has already solved the key design problems of how to build the most beautiful forms with the most resilient structures, so by studying nature, you could, and should, improve design.


Jørn, acting on Uncle Ejnar’s advice, becomes equally fascinated by architectural traditions around the world and studies them avidly. From the Chinese tradition he becomes captivated by the work Yingzao Fashi (Chinese Building Standards), from early in the twelfth century, which notes the virtues of producing a simple form in bulk and then using it in different ways to make entirely different structures. Yes, the most obvious example is the simple house brick, but Yingzao Fashi demonstrated how that simple principle could be expanded exponentially to make wondrous forms. It is, perhaps, the key breakthrough in Utzon’s understanding of the architecture that he wants to pursue: with the right repetitive materials, you can achieve the perfect harmony of style and production economy.


Another Chinese influence is Lin Yutang, whose 1935 book My Country and My People exposes Utzon to the essence of the wisdom of the ancients when it came to incorporating the glory and strength of nature into your work.


‘The artist,’ Yutang writes, ‘must absorb impressions from the myriad forms of nature, its insects and trees and clouds and waterfalls. In order to paint them, he must love them, and his spirit must commune with them. He must know and be familiar with their ways, and he must know how the same tree changes its shade and colour between morning and night or between a clear day and a misty morning, and he must see with his own eyes how the mountain clouds “entwine the rocks and encircle the trees”.’15


In the modern world of architecture, with his love of nature – an avid sailor, hunter and swimmer since he was a child – it’s no surprise Jørn Utzon soon becomes a devotee of the great American architect Frank Lloyd Wright – the quintessential organic architect whose approach to housing design rubs off on the young Dane.


But Jørn’s work in Stockholm is interrupted by the war, which looks certain to end in a decisive victory for the Allied powers. He and many of his Danish friends in Sweden join the ‘Danish Brigade’, or Danforce, a Swedish military unit made up of exiled and self-exiled Danes who wish to return to Denmark the moment they can.


Mercifully, Jørn is only separated from his Lis and their new baby boy, Jan, for a freezing fortnight north of Stockholm, his long feet poking out the bottom of his poky army green tent as he trains with the others, before, on the evening of 4 May 1945 they hear the wonderful news on the BBC: the commander of the German troops occupying Denmark and Holland has unconditionally surrendered to Field Marshal Montgomery.


The next evening, Jørn Utzon and the rest of Danforce are returning to liberate their homeland. In a memory that would never leave him, he is so petrified driving a truck loaded with dynamite, that he strains to sit as far forward on the seat as possible in the absurd belief that if it all exploded he might be spared. It really is something though, to drive into the Danish capital, to see their fellow Danes lined up both sides of the street, cheering and waving their flags.


1945 to 1946, Sydney, an orchestra of our own


World War II now over, it is an older and wearier Charles Moses – a tall Englishman who had risen like a bounced ball from being an ABC cricket commentator to become the ABC’s General Manager back in 1935, before he’d gone off to fight the war – who has returned, a man whose grit now matches his wit. It is Lieutenant Colonel Charles Moses, if you please, who resumes control of the ABC. Having commanded Australian troops in everything from the Fall of Singapore to the routing of the Japanese at the conclusion of the Kokoda campaign, he had been summoned to resume his post while still in his hospital bed in Port Moresby, at the direct request of Australia’s Labor Prime Minister John Curtin. Curtin needs a strong man of intellect and influence to head the Australian Broadcasting Commission, and he has no doubt that Moses – quickly dubbed ‘The Colonel’ upon his return – is that man.


Indeed, a man for his times, Moses judges the time is right to move on from wartime austerity and half-measures when it comes to lifting the mood of the people. He wants no more half-sized ABC studio orchestras. Let us move forward with full-time, full-sized ABC orchestras across Australia, in every state, for annual concert seasons.


But how to come up with the money?


Very simply. By ‘hoodwinking’16 – his word – the ABC’s board of directors on just how much it will actually cost to run six ABC symphony orchestras, one for every state.


A bargain, I tell you!


What counts for now is that the commissioners agree to his plan.


By the end of 1945, Moses has successfully convinced both the NSW State Government and the Sydney City Council to pool their efforts and fund a ‘Sydney Symphony Orchestra’.


The ABC proudly announces the news:




Sydney Sets Example


SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA IS LEAD FOR NATION





A watershed moment for music in the country, there is now a Symphony Orchestra that Australia can call their own. Or rather, New South Wales can call their own, and so they do. Moses would note of Sydneysiders’ enthusiastic reactions: ‘They didn’t know much about classical music but they liked the idea of their children attending symphony concerts.’17


The NSW Premier of the day, Mr William McKell of the Australian Labor Party, gleefully tells reporters: ‘The establishment of the Sydney Symphony Orchestra represents a further advance in a planned scheme for providing the people of New South Wales with every opportunity for the enjoyment and study of the fine arts … Appreciation of good music, as of literature and dramatic art, is an essential to the full enjoyment of leisure hours by a people who claim for themselves a high standard of living.’18


But what good is a fine orchestra without an equally fine place to perform? The Victorian-era Town Hall is fine for now, but surely Sydney could do better, like a grand concert hall or one of those extravagant, multipurpose ‘opera houses’ so fashionable in Europe and the New World, a home for all the performing arts.


But, an opera house in Sydney? It’s actually an old idea. As far back as 1928, the English-born theatrical entrepreneur and influential broadcaster, Sir Benjamin Fuller, had proposed an opera house for Australia and suggested that the great opera singer Dame Nellie Melba herself – the first Australian to achieve international fame in the world of classical music – might make another comeback to get behind the project.


After all, he asks: ‘What could be a better monument to her fame and name than a national grand opera house?’19


And now, Premier William McKell flags his commitment to the cause: ‘My Government in its post-war reconstruction design envisages the building up of a National Opera House project, the expansion of the tutorial services of the Conservatorium, and the encouragement of a deep love of all that is worthwhile in music and the associated arts.’20


As to the head of the ABC, Charles Moses, he proudly tells reporters:




We have already engaged the first guest conductor for 1946 – Karl Rankl, one of the leading conductors in Britain to-day; and negotiations are proceeding for the engagement of another famous overseas conductor. Sydney can now proudly take her place musically with the world’s great centres.21





And so it begins, with 82 musicians rehearsing and practising, pouring blood, sweat and tears into their instruments in anticipation of the upcoming concert season in Sydney’s Town Hall, the best venue Sydney currently has to offer.


26 May 1946, Sydney, a celebrity conductor in the Antipodes


On this glorious day of late autumn 1946, the conductor of the Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra touches down with a screech of tyres on the tarmac at Sydney’s Kingsford Smith Airport. He comes by aeroplane, this Eugene Goossens III, a modern man with many commitments for whom maritime travel is far too cumbersome. He is here on the invitation of Charles Moses and the ABC to make a tour of the country as the second guest conductor for the brand-new Sydney Symphony Orchestra.


The press pack crowd the terminal windows, watching the conductor make his way down the swaying staircase and across the tarmac. He is large but lithe, imposing but elegant, with skin like porcelain and a strong straight nose set upon an otherwise delicate face that wears a deliberate gaze. Immaculately dressed in the finest fashion of the day, he is a sight to behold. His saunter, his insouciant swagger, his presence suggests a man of fine music and culture, a friend of Stravinsky, Toscanini and Beecham.


The truth is, in the world of music, Eugene Goossens is a native and to the musical manner born, emerging from his British opera-singer mother’s womb with a violin under his chin and a bow in hand, just as his Belgian father, a famous conductor himself, had hoped. This legend in his early fifties, a third-generation conductor surpassing even the reputation of his father and grandfather, once went fishing with Picasso.


Indeed, Goossens is a renaissance man of many passions. Painting, photography, trains (model and otherwise), horticulture – the man is a jack-of-all-interests. The journalists stir as they watch him walk through the gates, fedora tilted to a precise angle and his beautiful third wife, Marjorie Goossens, on his arm, a New York socialite two decades the maestro’s junior, every bit as elegant and alluring as her husband.


(Cue Raymond Chandler: ‘She was a blonde – a blonde to make a bishop kick a hole in a stained glass window for.’22)


Cameras click, each flash the promise of a photo in tomorrow’s pictorial tabloids, which are the latest rage, growing more popular with every edition. The press call out questions and scribble in their notebooks, men in boxy suits and mismatching hats, looking like backcountry boofheads compared to these divine, floating foreign visitors.


‘I am looking forward to coming to grips with your Australian orchestras,’23 Eugene Goossens the Third booms out in a deep baritone, a human tuba expertly played. He speaks with those perfectly round British vowels, though there is a hint of something else, something further flung. French maybe? A German? A Yank? Perhaps all of the above – wherever his elsewhere is, it places him above the rest of us; it is a hybrid accent, an amalgamation of the pronunciations and cadences of a high-flying, high-society 1940s cosmopolitan man. A man of purpose and culture, a superior man we are so lucky to welcome to our far-flung shores.


‘It is said that your Melbourne and Sydney symphony orchestras are now equal to those of America and England. I would be glad to find an original orchestral work by a young Australian composer.’24


A ripple of wonder rolls through the assembled press.


He wants … an Australian?


‘I also want,’ Mr Goossens follows up, ‘to meet young Australian musicians who think and write music. I want to know their ideas, and their intentions. If I find a really original work, I will certainly play it in Australia, and will take it back to the States with me.’25


Mr Goossens, Mr Goossens!


‘And what of your own compositions? Your operas?’26


Goossens smiles to know his work is recognised all the way down here. ‘Yes, I composed two operas in collaboration with the late Arnold Bennett, the novelist and playwright. Judith and Don Juan de Manara,’27 he graciously replies.


Eugene Goossens is hurried away to begin his tour of Australia, for all of Perth, Adelaide, Melbourne and Brisbane await with a return to Sydney – maestro, please – as the grand finale.


It is no exaggeration to say he takes the country by storm, with the review by Perth’s Sunday Times music critic emblematic of the general reaction. He is so beside himself he could be twins.




After years among venerable but hackneyed classics, Perth Symphony Orchestra last night dropped an atom bomb of modernity on Winthrop Hall musical conservatives … Many a reactionary whisker must have been singed, for Stravinsky’s Firebird proved itself an incendiary fowl in more ways than one. Goossens fanned each spark to blazing point and the orchestra bombarded the audience with a fiery revelation of hitherto unsuspected powers.28





Encore! Encore!


Goossens arrives back in Sydney and conducts the Australian premiere of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring at the Sydney Town Hall, which is a treat. But most exciting for the conductor is what he showcases next …


It is a beautiful, riveting, original 16-minute orchestral suite taken from a 45-minute ballet score titled Corroboree, written by the Australian composer John Antill. It is a tribute to the Indigenous culture of the Dharawal people he had seen at La Perouse, and from the moment Goossens lifts his baton with a flourish, the audience are enthralled.


One of ours wrote it?


But while Sydneysiders are heartily impressed, one who is much less so is … Eugene Goossens.


This is the best venue that Sydney has got for its Symphony Orchestra?


This draughty, cavernous Town Hall?


He finds it pitiful.


It had been built as an administrative base and assembly hall the better part of a century earlier, with no view – and more to the point, no ear – to the acoustics needed for the performance of a first-class orchestra. Alas, playing fine music in Sydney’s old and echoing Town Hall is like drinking fine champagne from a pewter beer stein; it’s fine, it still works, but there’s something just not quite right.


What is the point of having a world-class conductor like (sniff) himself, if there is no place to play?


Delicately, Charles Moses reminds him that the orchestra is itself brand new.


But Eugene Goossens is not a man with time for excuses, he is a man of action and purpose, a man of momentum. There must be a proper concert hall in Sydney if the calibre of its culture is ever to improve and the heights of true aural ecstasy are ever to be reached.


And what of opera, Colonel Moses?


Well, I know there are a few small opera companies around Sydney who make do with whatever venue they can find, but …


Not good enough, the music man tells the ABC General Manager. The people deserve better. The musicians deserve better. The music itself deserves better!


Now this, this is a burning passion in a fiery man, if ever Colonel Moses has seen one … which gives him an idea.


Well then, Mr Goossens, given just how strongly you feel about our new orchestra here in Sydney, what if you were to become the resident conductor?


The master conductor counters, a warning to Moses that has since been forgotten – I am too expensive for you.


Something to think on, then …


And as for that unique Australian composition that Goossens had come looking for, that piece so singularly Australian in essence that it would be like taking a piece of the country home with him to show off, he has found it in John Antill’s Corroboree.


(Cue a collective swoon from the press pack once more – that something written by an Australian could be so highly regarded by someone of Goossens’ eminence that he promises to promote it in Europe.)


With Antill’s score wrapped up safe and sound in his suitcase, Goossens is ready to fly back north with his cherished wife, back to London, back to Berlin, back to the grand symphony orchestras of Europe, then home to America. It will be the first Australian composition to be performed abroad; a lone, beautiful tendril of a quintessentially Australian sound reaching out from the Southern Hemisphere.


•


Charles Moses knows that securing public funds from the preening powers-that-be can feel like plucking feathers from a peacock. A certain amount of cunning and a little hoodwinking is always needed, lest there be a great deal of unpleasant screeching and no little scratching. And so, just as he has succeeded in pulling the state orchestras into existence, Moses now sets his mind to making a case for recruiting the great Goossens.


It isn’t easy, but every rich and powerful room that Colonel Moses enters, he schmoozes. He works the room, gently prodding and probing and even proselytising, letting Sydney high society know that Goossens is the golden goose, the ticket to really putting Australia’s cultural scene on the map.


Moses pulls off a miracle of biblical proportions and the sea of red tape opens up before him.


One night, Sydney time – early morning in Ohio – he has the man himself on the other end of a crackly line to Cincinnati.


Moses reveals all the perks he’s scraped together and bundled into an enormous salary package for the maestro.


It is not that there is a sharp intake of breath on the other end of the line. But there is at least a pause.


And like that, an unheard-of public salary in Australian history is organised, and Eugene Goossens gives his notice to Cincinnati, where he has been for the last 16 years. From here on in, he will be the head of the Sydney Symphony Orchestra and the NSW Conservatorium of Music.


•


Back in Denmark, 28-year-old Jørn Utzon is now the proud father of three-year-old Jan and a new baby girl, Lin, named for the Chinese architectural seer Lin Yutang.


He has quickly picked up his career in architecture – mostly designing big factories as part of the post-war effort in Denmark, to pay the bills – and soon picks up a Minor Gold Medal from the Royal Academy of Fine Arts for his efforts in an annual competition for architects younger than 30, in recognition for his work designing a concert hall which, although never built, is innovative and beautiful.


It is the beginning of a lifelong passion for entering architectural competitions where one’s imagination can flow freely without needing to fit in with dull parameters imposed by clients and budgetary constraints. And sometimes, should you win, great things can happen!


In a story that Utzon will delight in telling, back in 1907 the city of Stockholm had held an architectural competition to design the new City Hall right on the waterfront in central Stockholm, on the site of an old mill. The result had been an innovative wonder, halls and courtyards – inside and outside – towers and galleries, all of them a reflection of the city, its people and the landscape on which it was built. So beloved was this City Hall, designed by Ragnar Östberg, that it came to affect the face of the entire city. As public confidence grew, other architects began to understand the possibilities of design beyond the traditional, and the citizenry began to appreciate the sheer beauty of the waterfront as never before. Östberg had come up with a building that did, in and of itself, change the culture and lift the people.


Jørn aspires to do just the same with his own architecture, so keeps learning everything he can, wherever he can, and working his way up in his trade.


In early 1947, he works a while with Scandinavia’s most acclaimed modernist architect, Alvar Aalto, in Finland – famous for combining Nordic Classicism with modern organic form, a forward-thinking proponent of the ‘International Style’. Alvar Aalto, Utzon learns, is a man to be emulated.


2 July 1947, Sydney, Goossens rules the roost


There he is!


And there’s his sophisticated wife, Marjorie, or, as they are soon to be known in Sydney: ‘Eugene Goossens the Third and the third Mrs Eugene Goossens.’


Just behind them on the stairs coming down onto the tarmac are the two youngest of Goossens’ five daughters, Sidonie and Renée – ‘Donie’ is 15 and Renée is seven – the progeny of his second marriage, and Sidonie already a wonderful harpist in her own right.


Mr Goossens wastes no time, setting out his latest grand plans for the crowding press.


‘Visiting artists,’ he says in that entrancing cosmopolitan lilt, which just kinda oozes classiness, ya know?, ‘would speak about the great Sydney Orchestra, and it would spread Australia’s fame overseas. It is my ambition not only to build a fine orchestra, but to have a fine home for it, with the right acoustic properties and seating accommodation for 3600 people. I want to see established in Sydney a musical centre housing a big hall for a symphony orchestra, a small hall for chamber music, and a fine home for an opera company. I want a home for opera where Australian composers will learn and will go on to write Australian operas.’29


Oh yes, nothing by halves for Mr Goossens.


But let us not tarry, Harry, and hurry instead, for Goossens is likely to worry if you don’t scurry! Though not a sporty man, he certainly hits the ground running and is soon something close to the toast of the town, as the Sydney Symphony Orchestra rehearsals take on a refined quality – Goossens and his baton, driving them from splendid crescendo to splendid crescendo.


After being recalled four times at the end of his first performance with his new orchestra, Goossens does not hold back, saying, ‘I look forward to making it one of the conspicuously great orchestras of the world. I feel that, with the material I have, I can do it.’30


Although his musicians find he has a certain ‘Godalmightyness’ about him, and he has a tendency to ‘talk down to colonials’, there is no doubt they flourish under his tutorship.31


Between times, that imperious figure sailing down the corridors of the Sydney Conservatorium, an enormous fur coat around his shoulders, surely more for the effect than the wintry chill? That, too, would be Eugene Goossens, newly installed as the director of ‘the Con’, the highest-ranking person there.


Watch now as his youngest daughter, Renée, runs towards his outstretched arms, as she comes on her first visit to the Conservatorium.


‘Is this really your room, Daddy?’32 she burbles, gazing around at the ‘The Director’s Studio’, as it is called, an enormous space boasting a shining grand piano, a stylish leather sofa and French doors opening straight out to a tropical garden, beyond which both the Botanic Gardens and the sparkling waters of Sydney Harbour are apparent.


‘Yes, my little one,’ Goossens replies, holding her tightly. ‘This is where I work. Piano students come here for auditions. I rehearse with the chamber music groups, rest before concerts, and talk to members of the staff and the orchestra. The sofa is comfy enough for an afternoon nap. It’s a quiet place for composing, too. I rather like it …’33


Yes, Goossens’ impact on the Conservatorium is immediate, as he sets standards that not all students or staff reach. In one burst of peak pique, the man they have come to call ‘The Boss’ – he even signs his professional letters as such – fails an entire class of senior students who did not get remotely close to his standards.


But if you happen to be a prodigious talent, well then, allow him to open the door to the world for you.


Speaking of which, it is while judging an eisteddfod at Sydney Town Hall not long after he arrives, that a young woman steps onto the stage to sing an aria.


Goossens is seen to stop still the moment she begins. He stares, he leans forward, he turns his ear towards her. In all his days, he has rarely if ever heard such control in one so young. Her voice stays perfect over an extraordinary range, going from a low G to hitting a high C, seemingly without effort. His jaw drops as she begins to ‘spin lyrical phrases with elegant legato, subtle colourings and expressive nuances’34.


He looks at his program notes.


What is the name of this virtuoso?


Joan Sutherland …


Amazing. In such a town as this, such a talent. And she is, he finds out, a stenographer. Well, not for much longer she won’t be. Hers is far too precious a talent to waste tapping a typewriter, and he soon finds a place for her at the Conservatorium, where another talent, young Richard Bonynge, is emerging as a conductor. Goossens adds him to his coterie – and he is delighted when Sutherland and Bonynge start courting, as they can look after each other.


In response to the whole Goossens persona, Sydney reels. So brilliant! So sophisticated! Such a master of his craft!


And in fact, it is not just him; his glorious and always fashionably attired wife Marjorie causes her own sensation, becoming the last word – the last word, I tell you! – in haute couture.


No social pages are complete without photos of the two of them attending functions, inevitably surrounded by what must pass for high society in what they clearly regard as a backward provincial city, though they are quite gracious about it. No matter how close the crowd presses around them, still they take on all comers until it is time to go, at which point Mr Goossens – get this – loudly whistles the opening chords of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, at which point Marjorie knows to extricate herself from the pressing flesh and make an exit with him every bit as grand as their entry had been.


The swish receptions at Government House are precisely the sort of events that Goossens has prepared for. He varies between whispering into influential ears and chewing some of them off in his eagerness to make those who count understand: Sydney must have an opera house to call its own. The grand capitals of Europe have them, why shouldn’t Sydney, a city of – it’s amazing but it’s true – one and a half million people?


He tells one reporter: ‘I’m starting an “opera house” and a “concert hall” movement … The spirit and enthusiasm behind this public is immense but it needs constant kindling.’35


Hearing of Goossens’ interest, it is not long before Dr Karl Langer, an architect engaged by the Council of Sydney to prepare plans to remodel the Circular Quay area, contacts him to arrange a meeting and, in the company of Sidney Luker, the Chief County Planner for the Council, takes him for a small walk down the hill and over to Mrs Macquarie’s Chair.


There it is, Mr Goossens.


There what is?


‘How would you like to have an opera house there!’36


The conductor sees some rather dilapidated tram sheds on the point jutting out into the harbour at the east end of Circular Quay, the Harbour Bridge in the background, but Dr Langer and Mr Luker – trained for such things – see the possibilities!


Move the tram sheds somewhere – who cares? – and look at what you have! An open, flat spot, right next to the city, surrounded on three sides by the glorious harbour.


Before Eugene Goossens’ very eyes, the tram sheds fall to dust, a grand opera house arises, and yes, just faintly, he can hear the music. The percussion and the strings and the brass and wind … all building to a superb climax.


As they walk back up the hill, the conductor is impassioned, proclaiming, ‘It’s incomparable!’37


Who can he talk to, to get this done?


He will start by whispering words of wisdom into the silky ears of those in the know and then to the press at every turn.


As it happens, the NSW Government already has a policy to build a ‘National Theatre’, which is a good start, and the Minister for Local Government, Joe Cahill – who had so overcome his ‘No. 2 notice’ from the Great Strike of 1917 that he has successfully entered politics and been prospering there for the last 22 years – is apparently on side to take it from being a policy to actually doing something, all of which is promising. But what is needed is for a critical mass of decision-makers to match Goossens’ enthusiasm.


‘I am confident of winning the interest and sympathetic co-operation of the Government in this regard,’38 Goossens tells the Herald. ‘Only the prize-winning architectural design of an international competition (which I hope an Australian wins) will be worthy of such a site. An opera house we can be proud of will focus the international spotlight of culture on Sydney. Without it we’ll stagnate in outer darkness. But we must get started, or else it will be too late.’39


Joe Cahill is not sure, telling the Herald in response that the government’s ‘master plan for Sydney made no provision for an opera house on Bennelong Point but that it did provide for cultural centres to be built.’40


Which is about as far as it goes for the moment.


Not far enough, says Mr Goossens!


‘We must have the Opera House within five years,’ he says. ‘Sydney Orchestra is taking its place among the world’s major symphonic groups. A fine hall is essential if the public is to hear the orchestra at its best. If my plan succeeds Sydney will have, with the co-operation of those in authority, a great opera house. There is substantial support for the site and we intend to follow it up.’41


He does so by talking to such people as Professor George Molnar, from the Faculty of Architecture at the University of Sydney, who doubles as a cartoonist in the Sydney Morning Herald. Goossens convinces him to set his students the task of designing a theatre complex for Bennelong Point.


Goossens meanwhile commissions his artist friend, Bill Constable, to illustrate his personal vision, his dream, for the site – what he will come to call the ‘Australian National Theatre’. It will be in an Art Deco style, with a grand Grecian amphitheatre, in the same vein as the Hollywood Bowl, famously situated in a concave canyon, providing a natural amphitheatre, and it will have modernist trimmings, like rounded P&O windows.


Next in his relentless campaign, he heads off to the Sydney City Rotary Club – base camp to the pinnacle of Australian cultural life – to set out the grand future that awaits, if the people get behind matters cultural.


‘I want,’ he says, ‘Sydney people to look upon members of the Sydney Symphony Orchestra as they look upon members of cricket and football teams. As my flautist or trumpeter moves about the city, I visualise traffic being held up and people whispering, “There goes Mr White” or “There goes Mr Robinson” in the same way that they speak of Don Bradman. There is an amazing interest among ordinary folk in the Sydney Symphony Orchestra, and youth especially has succumbed to the spell of good music. I believe that eventually the youth of the city will take the matter in their own hands and give the same degree of recognition to musicians as is given today to cricketers and footballers.’42


And where else could they, should they, perform but in an opera house on Bennelong Point?


‘I hope to see the opera house built in five years,’ he repeats one more time for the road, before adding a little sniffily, ‘I won’t wait longer than that.’43


For a good chunk of the population the only thing that gets through is the conductor’s idea that violinists could be as famous as the greatest man who ever lived, Don Bradman.


Yeah right, in this country you’d get more points for hitting a ball over a picket fence with a violin than coaxing fine music from it.


None of which dissuades the maestro.


1948 to 1949, North Africa to North America, stepping outside the box


In this rising summer of 1948, Jørn Utzon continues to move fast, pushing ahead in his on-the-road school of architecture, starting with the glories of Paris – the Eiffel Tower, the Arc de Triomphe, the Louvre, Napoleon’s Tomb, the Avenue des Champs-Élysées! The Dane soaks it all up and, among others, is deeply honoured to meet the charming Swiss–French architect and artist, Le Corbusier, a leader in the modernist movement’s International Style, who is currently designing the United Nations headquarters. Utzon would have loved to stay longer, but must now head to Morocco, where he is impressed by the way the Moroccans build manmade oases that blend in with the dry, hot, dusty landscape yet function to keep those harsh realities at bay with their beautiful shaded courtyards. Touring the cities of Marrakesh and Casablanca, he is enamoured of the colourful ceramic tiles that line the soaring domes of mosques, looking as brilliant as the day they were laid … hundreds of years ago. Incredible, and much the same as what he had seen on an inspiring trip to Persia earlier in the year – the Great Mosque at Esfahan, with its exquisitely tiled domes and inner vaults had left a strong impression.


Next stop for Jørn and Lis is America, courtesy of a grant Jørn wins from the Danish Government, and the best part is they manage to take their children, Jan and Lin, with them.


As Lin Utzon would later say of her parents: ‘After the war, they hungered for life. And all that was forward-looking. They were eager to see the new society of America and its architecture.’44


Through his connections, Aage manages to secure them passage on a freighter bound for New York in return for Jørn working in the hold as a carpenter for the duration – allowing them to save the grant money for travel!


Better still, when they arrive in New York, it is to find a brand-new Studebaker waiting for them dockside, courtesy of the efforts of Lis’s father, who had recently performed nasal surgery on the CEO of Studebaker and formed a friendship through it – giving the young family the perfect start to their months-long architectural odyssey.


They take in all the sights and sites, including the buildings of another architectural hero and proponent of modernist architecture, Mies van der Rohe, before travelling out to the Midwest to look at the buildings of the cutting-edge Finnish–American architect, Eero Saarinen – initially known as the son of the famed Finnish architect Eliel Saarinen who had emigrated to the US 24 years before, but now becoming famous himself.


The Utzons drive west to Taliesin East, the Wisconsin school of the most revered modern architect in the world, Frank Lloyd Wright, where the young Dane spends a few weeks with other up-and-coming architects studying at the great man’s knee – nature is the key lesson of the revered Wright: a building should sit in unity with its natural surroundings.


At the end of their US tour, Jørn, Lis and the kids cross the southern border into Mexico, where they visit the buildings of Felix Candela, an innovative Spanish architect designing curved roofs from three-inch thin concrete shells. Utzon equally studies the architectural wonders wrought by the ancient Mayans, becoming fascinated by their temples in the Yucatan and Oaxaca, impressed by the notion of building sacred stone pyramids, with grand stairways, rising up and up on each side to a flat top poking out of the jungle canopy towards the skies.


‘As an architectural element, the platform is fascinating. I lost my heart to it on a trip to Mexico …’ Utzon will recount. ‘By building up the platform on a level with the roof of the jungle, these people had suddenly conquered a new dimension that was a worthy place for the worship of their gods.’45


The Utzon family spends hours walking around these ancient sites, which demand reverence from even the most uninterested visitor, Jørn loping up and down the giant staircases like a giant kid, up and down, clicking away at his camera to get photos from every angle before calling out to Lis over and over just how magnificent these ancient edifices remain.


It’s a trip Jørn will one day describe as, ‘One of the greatest architectural experiences in my life.’46


Arriving home in Denmark, ready to settle, Jørn and Lis buy a wild plot of land tucked away in a beech forest on the outskirts of a tiny village called Hellebaek – meaning ‘Holy Stream’ – not far from where Aage Utzon works at Helsingør shipyard, some 40 kilometres north of Copenhagen and just a long stone’s throw across the Øresund to Sweden.


In spare time from his paid work, Jørn puts enormous effort into designing the family home – a key milestone and oft foundation stone in any architect’s career – trying to incorporate many of the wonderful architectural concepts he has learned from his studies and his travels. At work’s end, in early 1952, the building of his vision completed, the young family move into Denmark’s first ‘open-plan’ home. For all the seeming humility of this small, brick mid-century home hiding in the nook of an unknown forest, it causes a sensation among Scandinavian architects, who travel from afar to take a look at this entirely new concept, with the kitchen, lounge and living rooms all in one light-filled space!


‘It’s human nature to respond to nature,’ Jørn is fond of saying. ‘Up north, we want sunlight. In the Arab countries, they want shade. If you take basic things like that into consideration, you can create good environments for people.’47


To that end, Jørn had specially designed two huge ‘skylights’ for the flat roof – windows on the roof! – which are so admired that they are soon put into commercial production. If you can believe it, there’s even heating built into the floor, a boon for fighting off the bitter cold of the northern winter.


The whole thing is just like the man himself: fresh, new, original, innovative and exciting!


Young Jan Utzon, nine years old at the time, will later recall of this period in their Hellebaek home: ‘People said it was like living on Mars. It was the first of its kind in Denmark … Everybody wanted to see it. Busloads of architects came.’48


Jørn Utzon becomes the talk of the town.


No less than the great Arne Jacobsen – far and away the most famous architect in Denmark, thanks mostly to his iconic egg chair – comes for a visit. After just one look he remarks to Jørn’s father, Aage, who happens to be there when he stops by: ‘He sure is talented. More than me.’49


Aage’s ear lobes turn pink with pleasure at his own thoughts being confirmed by the man himself, and humbly agrees.


And then there is the old man who lives on the other side of the woods who one day comes ambling, shambling up to their front yard and stares for a little while. The Utzon family, nothing if not hospitable, welcome him inside where he stops again and this time exclaims: ‘Oh! People live like this, too?’50


Well, the Utzons do, and they are a weird mob; different from other families and everyone in the area knows it. Why, do you know their kids barely have toys – aside from a few Lego sets, another of Denmark’s iconic exports – but they are given free rein to draw and paint on the walls of their home, and to play with sand on the floor … inside! Getting outside, though, is one of their greatest joys, as there’s so much to explore – and their beloved father regularly takes them on trips through the forest, out hunting, down to the beach or out on his sailing boat, not to mention summers spent with Uncle Leif and the cousins, sailing mostly – everything in nature can be made into fun. As Lin will later recall: ‘It was a creative home. Creativity ran through everything. [My parents] really did have a very different approach. Everything they did was different. I loved the unconditional approach that particularly Dad had. Mum had it, too, but Dad more so.’51


1951, Sydney, a star is born


That virtuoso moonlighting as a stenographer who Goossens had discovered at a Town Hall eisteddfod?


Look at her now!


Joan Sutherland in the starring role of Eugene Goossens’ own opera, Judith, performing at the Con.


‘Joan Sutherland is one of the most promising voices I have ever heard,’ Goossens declares to all who care to listen. ‘She will become famous, she deserves to.’52


Backstage, Joan blushes as the musicians and performers sing her praise. (Her life has been filled with sorrow of late, after her beloved sister Barbara jumped to her death at the Gap. Singing is Joan’s only escape from the heavy loss – and her success some salve for the soul of her grieving mother.)


Young Renée Goossens, now 11 years old, runs up to congratulate her.


Joan thanks her dearly and asks, ‘Are you proud of your father, for his opera?’


‘Very proud of him,’ the young girl replies. ‘You were good, too.’53


Not everyone is convinced.


‘Joan Sutherland sang the title role broadly and boldly,’ The Sun reports, ‘but was histrionically defeated by a part that would take the resources of a Sybil Thorndike to present plausibly.’54


Quite.


‘It was a worthy debut by local standards,’ it will later be noted, ‘though not disposed to point the way to international status.’55


No matter. It is not the local critics who count. It is Eugene Goossens who continues to believe in Sutherland’s extraordinary potential and, after more intense training with her, he is happy to send her to an audition at Covent Garden in London with a reference by him: ‘The bearer of this letter has a magnificent dramatic operatic soprano voice, and has done excellent work here (Australia) in concert and operatic performances. Her voice is in the true Australian tradition, and she made quite a sensation here recently in her creation of Judith in my opera of that name. Her departure for Europe will be a great loss to Australia for such grand natural voices such as hers are all too rare nowadays.’56


She is accepted and soon launched, a bird flown the nest and out from under the wing of Goossens, the Sydney press be damned.


1952, Glebe Point Road, Sydney, he’s so esoteric


Eugene Goossens’ slender fingers fossick through the shelves of a dark Glebe bookstore – a touch bohemian, a little gloomy, a lingering whiff of old dusty volumes, and very anonymous, just the way he likes such stores. He has no specific title in mind, just a genre …


What is that?


Yes, he had been taught never to judge a book by its cover, but Goossens has never seen a cover quite like this.


A long-faced woman adorned with a starry pendant, anthropomorphised swine with all too human eyes, a man with the beak of an ibis and a coiling winged serpent bearing down on them all. Whatever this is, Eugene Goossens is transfixed.


It is called The Art of Rosaleen Norton and is filled with poetry and esoteric … in fact, erotic … artworks.


Time stops. Goossens’ breath shortens. He glances nervously to the left and right. Has anyone recognised him? No, no-one even glances his way, and he is able to dig deeper into the book, turning the pages with rising excitement. Each image is more alluring than the last.


This artist, this poet, this Rosaleen, this woman who has cast a spell on him; what manner of Faustian bargain must she have made to bring forth such beauty and horror to the page?


Who knows the origins of a man’s or a woman’s sexual psyche, the things that stir from deep within, placed there by experiences of long ago? What is certain is that as a child, Goossens had, as his younger sister would later note, a ‘sort of mania about gargoyles’57, which would see him spending hours, days and weeks doing impressive drawings of the little devilish figures. So it’s little wonder the conductor is transfixed by this devilish publication, devoted as it is to those very same gargoyles and other pagan and occult images, but in highly sexualised poses. All these naked hermaphroditic beings, these massive phalluses with serpent heads, searching for any crevice they can find … while pitch-black panthers prowl close. It is all part of a world he had first become absorbed in 50 years earlier when packed off to a Catholic boarding school in Belgium. There had been little outlet for it in his adult years but, here in Sydney … who knows?


A few furtive glances and a quick transaction later, the deed is done. The distinguished-looking gentleman with the great fur coat around his shoulders is walking out with a brown paper bag tucked guiltily under his arm.


•


In the realm of powerful gentlemen live many secrets.


The more powerful the man, the more secrets he knows. The more secrets he knows, the more dangerous they are.


As one positioned at the pinnacle of that very realm, Eugene Goossens may ask discreetly of his peers … who is this Rosaleen Norton?


Well, there is no other way of putting this, Gene.


She is a witch.


‘The witch of Kings Cross,’ they call her, the latter being that strip just east of the CBD where the desperate and the depraved, the dreamers and the drug addicts, the radicals, revellers, poets and politicians muster to mingle with American sailors, drunken yobbos, working girls and private school boys at the Hasty Tasty, the Roosevelt and other joints.


The witch is a fine example of the dangers of the place, Gene. And she’s a witch all right, even if she hails from leafy Lindfield, up where you live, on Sydney’s affluent North Shore. They say she spent a good part of her youth living in a tent in the backyard, when not in the principal’s office at Chatswood Girls High, before being escorted firmly to the gates of expulsion.


But, no matter for Miss Norton that her God-fearing Protestant parents, and seemingly everyone else, resisted her embrace of an ancient calling. They will never understand that she did not choose to be a witch, she was born one – in a thunderstorm in 1917, seeing as you ask. And so she had maintained her childhood crush on Dracula with no more apology than she offered for keeping pet spiders – her favourite being a ‘big furry night-spider … named “Horatius”’58 skilled at weaving scary webs at the entrance to her tent – and had kept going until …


Until just after privately taking an Oath of Allegiance to the Horned God – Pan – by drinking wine mixed with her own blood and some green leaves, she left the family home and sustained herself by writing horror stories before studying art for two years under the noted sculptor Rayner Hoff, and modelling her naked form for Norman Lindsay, who called her … ‘a grubby little girl with great skill’59.


Quite.


Go careful into that dark night, Eugene’s peers warn him, seeing the spark of arousal in his eye.


With a thrill of guilty pleasure, double-checking with the maid that Marjorie is out for the rest of the day, Eugene Goossens writes to Miss Rosaleen Norton, care of her publisher.


Scarcely believing that it could be coming from the famed Eugene Goossens who she has read about, whose daily rehearsals with the Sydney Symphony Orchestra are conducted in a Darlinghurst Road studio no more than 500 yards from her flat, she is quick to write back, inviting him for tea and … whatever.


•


The toast of Sydney, Eugene Goossens, arrives at Rosaleen Norton’s door with his heart in his mouth, a lump in his stomach and an unmentionable stirring storm that comes from deep within. The conductor takes his first step into the witch’s lair – which admittedly looks more like a poxy flat with flaky paint, holes in the roof, and wafting stalactites of cobwebs. Upon the dusty floor-boards stands a ritual altar covered in blue cloth and bearing the image of a toothy devil, painted by Miss Norton herself, while through the clouds of incense smoke he can just see that the walls are covered with more murals of Pan, ‘the Horned God’, together with an array of alluring rubber masks. A rather seductive-looking couch lies against one wall, while a bed in red is against another.


But forget all that.


For here is the witch herself, wearing the mask of a cat. And she is so exotic – so erotic – Goossens can see she is topless beneath her loosely slung black and red silk shawl. And though she wears a witch’s black apron from the waist down, protecting what little is left of her modesty from front and back, it simply doesn’t exist on the sides!


‘Roie,’ she says, offering a pale hand of introduction.


Goossens takes her hand and enters her shadowy world – a devilish covenant – ethereally lit by the brass lamp she holds and the red lamp in the corner, whose shade is decorated with demonic visages.


Goossens loosens, tightens, stiffens, and loosens some more, his breathing coming in short gasps.


Her form, her figure!


Her dark, wild, curly hair! Her ebony eyes so wonderfully set off by sharply triangular eyebrows!


And now, appearing as if from thin air, is Roie’s sallow meets callow younger warlock lover, one Gavin Greenlees, a poet, who wears the mask of a toad but still manages to puff away with the same kind of long cigarette holder as Miss Norton.


And so it begins, Eugene’s journey into Roie Norton’s mystical world, helped along in the early months by the fact that his wife Marjorie has just left for one of her many extended trips to Europe.


Other Sydney gentlemen are part of the same secret coven, including a well-known radio announcer, and an extremely wealthy bookmaker. After several more visits to the coven, the covenant demands Eugene Goossens take his Oath of Allegiance to the Horned God. The special incense is lit and he kneels before his witch and warlock. Bowing his head and placing one hand on his crown and the other beneath the sole of his right foot in total submission, he swears to hereafter observe the four Elemental Powers of air, fire, water and earth.


Goossens is initiated with the occult name of ‘Djinn’ – a word hailing from pagan ancient Arabia, popularly translated as ‘genie’ in English, and a play on his familiar name, Gene. Roie hands him a small belt of green leather with silver buckles lined with blue silk, the Witch’s Garter, which he must keep on him at all times.


He addresses the witch of Kings Cross by her own occult name of Thorn, and she is the all-conquering Queen of her domain. Arise, Warlock.


His secret double life takes on ever newer dimensions, filled with ever more rituals – all of them devoted to worshipping the Horned God, by engaging in the sins that please him most – while wearing everything from … nothing at all, to robes and hoods and masks.


Something else that binds the three, after the ribald rituals are realised, is a common love of classical music, with Thorn being particularly fond of Mozart and Beethoven. They plan to collaborate on a musical rendition of Edgar Allan Poe’s famed short story, ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’. Yes, Greenlees could write the words, Thorn could use her painting skills for the backdrops, while Djinn could compose the music. Who knows, one of these days it might even play at Bennelong Point!









TWO


‘AN ACT OF RARE
IMAGINATION’




The public buildings of Sydney are not very distinguished. Especially their settings are mean. (This does not apply to tram sheds) … The site of an opera house should be generous, to give scope to imaginative design. It should be a commanding site. It should take advantage of the natural beauty of its surroundings.1


George Molnar, on the selection of a site for Sydney’s Opera House, October 1954


Manchester by the Sea.2


Neville Cardus, classical music broadcaster and famed cricketing journalist, characterising Sydney in the 1940s





2 April 1952, Sydney, agitator to Premier


While NSW Premier James McGirr curses his illness and misfortune – something not quite right with his arteries it looks like – he watches, helpless, as Joe Cahill, the man from Marrickville, who had first made his name addressing his fellow workers in the Domain back in the Great Strike, becomes his successor. Joe is just starting out on his seventh decade, but still carries the energy of a man half his age, and at 34 votes to 14, he is the New South Wales Premier.


‘I am here as one who has worked in industries right through early boyhood,’ he said back in 1925, in his maiden speech to parliament, his laconic Australian accent as broad as the Nullarbor. ‘As one who understands what the struggle for existence really means, as one who has not had the advantage of education of some men.’3


And though his life has changed in the 27 years he’s spent in the NSW Parliament, 11 in the capacity of Minister, from Public Works to Local Government to the Deputy Premiership, he’s still the same old Joe.


Yes, of course his hands have softened since his days on the tools, and his slicked-back silvering hair now lends him an ambassadorial air befitting a state Premier, but he has no airs or graces, not an ounce of swagger about him, and this genuine man of the people still goes to the department store barber every fortnight, where he waits his turn like everyone else. He still lives in the red-brick three-bedroom house in the Irish-Catholic stronghold of Marrickville where his parents had raised him. And he continues that tradition, raising five of his own in the same house with his dearly beloved wife of nearly 40 years – till death do them part – Esmey. One of their daughters has even become a nun in a convent, a proud manifestation of the deep religious roots the Cahill family have put down in Sydney.


For, just as he’d thundered back then in parliament, giving notice that he will be devoting himself henceforth to making sure that those, like him, born without easy advantages, can also rise and prosper in this world, so he fights on today. So let you rich folk be told.


‘If you men who are so skilled in running your businesses, if you are able to reap such huge profits,’ he’d said, ‘why do you not take into consideration the most important part of production today – the people who produce the wealth and the luxuries in which you are indulging? … You regard those whom you employ in your workshops as mere pieces of machinery … your experience only reaches as far as your office, where you sit in the midst of luxury.’4


But his thinking is beyond mere populist attacks on the capitalist class.


‘When we say we want an improvement in the industrial conditions of the workers today, we also mean we want to find out what change is going to be best for the people … we have to study and analyse the position to see if we cannot make the lot of the toiling masses easier than it is at the present time.’5


Yes, that is what Joe Cahill stands for, then and now, he echoes the call to the ‘Light on the Hill’ by the late great Labor Prime Minister, Ben Chifley, a man who cut his political teeth at the Great Strike of 1917, just like Joe. They want an end to the finer things in life being the bailiwick of the rich alone. Why can’t everybody enjoy some of the finer things?


Things are going to have to change around here, and Premier Joe Cahill devotes himself to doing just that.


And he moves fast.


In the normal way of things, appointing judges to the Supreme Court takes many months. In Cahill’s first three weeks in office, he appoints three. He has the backing of the parliament, and the impetus of being a new Premier, so why not get things done quickly that need to be done? (Joe Cahill is a can-do man. More than that, he’s widely viewed as, ‘an iron man who is impervious to the heaviest pressure of work’.6)


One thing that Sydney most clearly needs, in his view, is modernisation, an influx of fresh blood, fresh ideas. In these post-war years, money has been a little hard to come by for many, and there is a certain battered, tattered feel about the place. The arrival of tens of thousands of European immigrants has helped bring a different sensibility about the possibility of the finer things of life being attainable, but so far, the state has not got to grips with providing them.


‘Sydney in the fifties, despite its location, managed to look dowdy,’ the great Australian writer Bob Ellis will one day utter. ‘Cahill felt it needed a focal point for its increasing wealth and sophistication. Until then, it was a city without a centre. Some felt they could have built a sports stadium.’7


Others have other ideas, a little more imaginative, and Joe Cahill listens to them. Just three months into his Premiership, he approves a grant of £5000 to the NSW National Opera, which so gets the goat of the Country Party member from Armidale, one Davis Hughes – former teacher and RAAF squadron leader in World War II, a self-styled country man, originally from Tasmania, given to attack public spending in the city – that he goes on the attack in parliament, suggesting that expenditure earmarked for the city be spent to benefit country electorates.8


Come July, Davis Hughes is on the attack over government spending again. Addressing a meeting of the Country Party Executive, he says: ‘Last year £123 million was spent in and around Sydney and about £20 million for the rest of the State. Can anyone suggest that this is fair treatment for country people?’9


Premier Cahill replies personally in the National Advocate newspaper: ‘Mr Hughes, when he begins to talk in millions apparently becomes bewildered in some financial miasma. His statements are very, very, wide of the mark – completely divorced from fact.’10


Davis Hughes responds to Premier Cahill in his own electorate’s main rag, The Armidale Express, charging the Premier with being, ‘cheaply sarcastic, belittling the intelligence of country people and reducing the stature of the Premier of NSW’,11 before going on to quote old loan estimate figures and ministerial statements in parliament, rather than laying out real costs paid that support his attack.


Cahill wastes little energy in slapping the spotlight-seeking Hughes down, but at least dashes off a quick reply that is published in the Express:




The second wild thrust by the Member for Armidale into political journalism should serve as a grave warning to his fellow party unsophisticates. He and they would be better advised to leave all propaganda efforts to their party machine, even though it does miss on a couple of cylinders and its big-ends are worn out. The syndicated Country Party advertisements, which have been flooding the provincial press in recent months, inaccurate and misleading as they may be, are models of logical reasoning compared with the pathetic ramblings of Mr Davis Hughes.12





Davis Hughes will keep. Joe Cahill has him pegged.


March 1954, Sydney, conductor insists Minister is on the wrong tram


Yes, Eugene Goossens knows rare potential when he sees it – Joan Sutherland, for one, has become the toast of London’s musical society – and, as ever, he goes after it like a hungry lion on the hunt – furtively, relentlessly. At every turn, he kindles the flames of his simmering ‘opera house movement’, describing his seven-year-old dream of a fine opera house on Bennelong Point as ‘my dream child’13.


And, yes, it’s true, the Minister for Transport, Ernest Wetherell, continues to insist that Mr Goossens may dream and say what he likes, but the only building being raised on Bennelong Point is the newly planned modern bus depot to replace the old tram depot. It is to house bus conductors, Sir …


Goossens does not care. His opera house dream demands Bennelong Point or nothing. After all, as the conductor points out, just imagine visitors to Sydney in the future, arriving by ship.


‘First you will see the Opera House, then you will see the bridge.’14


Can you imagine the glory of it all? Newcomers to old New York are greeted with Ellis Island and the Statue of Liberty, but here, in Sydney, they will see an opera house beyond compare!


The idea of it consumes him. So obsessed is he that often during the lunch-hour at the Conservatorium, he prevails upon his secretary, Phyllis Williams, to walk around the Botanic Gardens to the northern end of Bennelong Point where, again and again and again, he would gaze upon the tram depot – all hideous industrial, bricked-box ugliness – amid so much natural splendour.


‘This is where it must be,’15 he tells her. Every time.


Yes, Mr Goossens. Time to get back to the Conservatorium.


But first a quick stop at Rosaleen Norton’s Brougham Street flat, where he can transform from Gene to Djinn and be oh so happily masked, naked, tied up, tongued and tantalised, surrounded by secretive hedonism rather than dull, official matters.


But still he harps on, even with her delectable witchy self, about his want, his need, for a world-class venue in Sydney.


As the months pass, however, with still no action, the conductor’s frustration starts to fester, resulting in the odd acidic outburst in the press, where he openly attacks the government. What are these ‘Philistines doing in government anyway?’16


Another focus for his angst, a man who could do something but does nothing – at least as far as he can see – is Charles Moses at the ABC.


Ah, Mr Moses?


It is Eugene Goossens again. On line one. He says it is an ‘urgent matter’.


Yes, Gene?


‘You should do something about getting a new opera house built.’17


Yes, Gene.


‘He used to get quite heated,’18 Moses will recall.


Which is one thing. But while taking heat himself is manageable, Goossens’ continued comments attacking the NSW Government cannot be allowed to continue.


Yes, Miss Williams?


It is Mr Moses. He would like to see you right now at the ABC’s head office at Pilgrim House on Pitt Street.


Though Moses is normally a genial man, the subsequent conversation is as short as it is terse.


‘Gene, look, what you are doing is very embarrassing to the Government. They’re employing you, really in a dual capacity, partly with the orchestra and as a Director of the Conservatorium. And even the City Council is partly your employer, they are on the Advisory Committee for the orchestra and it is certainly very embarrassing for us as partners of the Government and the council that you should be critical of our partners in this way. Frankly, I don’t think you can continue making remarks like this.’19


What remarks?


Comments like, ‘the people of Sydney [are being] fobbed off by specious promises and evasive talk’,20 remarks to the press that government officials have shown ‘little or no reaction’21 on the matter are not appreciated, Eugene.


Fair enough.


But that very subject reminds Mr Goossens of something.


‘Something ought to be done [about building an opera house],’ he says.


‘Yes, well, something ought to be done,’ snaps Moses. ‘I don’t think this is the proper way to do it, to do it publicly in the press. I think the best thing to do is for us to go and have a talk with the Premier.’


‘I’d be delighted. Can you arrange it?’22


Well, he can at least try. Charles Moses can’t recall ever having seen the staunch Labor man Joe Cahill ‘at any concert or operatic performance’23 in Sydney – so it will be no surprise if the reply comes back that the Premier has no interest in the matter, but …


But, to Moses’s amazement, a quick phone call to the Premier’s office sees him immediately put through to the man himself, and the answer crackles down the line.


‘I would be delighted to see you,’ says Premier Joe Cahill.24


In so many ways, it is an extraordinarily unlikely meeting. Certainly, everything in Eugene Goossens’ background has steered him towards pre-eminence in his field. But the same cannot be said of Joe Cahill becoming the Premier of his state. And as to discussing something like an opera house? Well, what chance a man who has never been to an opera or ballet in his life; a man whose favourite song is ‘The Donkey Serenade’ from a once-popular 1937 musical film; a man whose experience with musical instruments goes no further than watching dust collect on his late mother’s pianola in the corner of his living room; a man who relaxes at the races chewing on a sausage sandwich, while Sunday evening is spent listening to Lux Radio Theatre on the wireless … would seriously embrace the idea of his government building such a thing? This fellow is so much a man of the people he not only still has his home phone number listed in the people’s phone book, under J. J. Cahill, he often answers the phone himself!


And yet, stranger still, the two get on well from the first, and Eugene Goossens is able to make his impassioned case with typical eloquence. Their conversation is gone with the wind, but given the conductor’s penchant for loquacious lectures on the virtues of opera, there is no reason to think he didn’t regale the Premier with at least a quick burst, focusing on how, since its birth in Renaissance Italy, it has seen a veritable reincarnation of community-forming Greek drama, while displaying the power and prestige of those states that sponsor its production. ‘Opera’, in fact, comes from the Latin word ‘to labour’. Premier, it fits!


‘Well, I tell you,’ the Premier tells him at meeting’s end, ‘we’ve got to get on and do something. I’ll call a public meeting …’25


Goossens comes away pleased that at long last – after nearly a decade of his distinctly agitated agitation – someone of real power is taking this seriously.


The reaction of Moses, who had accompanied the conductor to the meeting, has a different tone. ‘I was amazed at [Cahill’s] reaction,’ Moses will later recount, ‘you see, when all is said and done, one didn’t expect a Labor Premier – and he came from a working background … I didn’t expect his reaction to be what it was.’26


Moses is not a Labor man. His background and social circle is composed of the well-heeled, well-educated, cut-above, British-backgrounded, Prime-Minister-Robert-Menzies-loving middle-class folks, the ‘Forgotten People’ and the wealthy. Many of this ilk have an instinctive distrust of the ALP in general – organised labour, dangerous commie pinkos! – and a Labor Premier like Cahill in particular. And yet, here he is, not only agreeing to see Eugene Goossens, who had been attacking him, but seeming to enthusiastically embrace the whole idea of an opera house for Sydney!


As good as his word, by the end of the year – having researched the political possibilities of the idea by consulting widely, talking to people – Premier Cahill is confident enough in its worthiness to raise it in parliament.


‘It is the policy of the Government to promote the cultural development of the State and we consider that an opera house is essential,’ he says in his gnarled tones, as Australian as a kookaburra. ‘It is generally considered that a city the size of Sydney should have an opera house and that the work should be put in hand despite the difficulty that we found in the completion of building projects … In the first place I should call together all those bodies that are interested in the development of the opera …’27


November 1954, Lecture Room, Mitchell Library, Sydney, an enterprise of great pith and moment


As promised, today is the day.


Milling about in a heady cloud of luxuriant pipe smoke, cologne and perfume are the good and the great of Sydney’s arts, press, business, political and architectural worlds, including such luminaries as Eugene Goossens, Colonel Charles Moses, Frank Packer, Warwick Fairfax and NSW Government Architect Cobden Parkes, who happens to be the seventeenth and youngest child of Sir Henry Parkes.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Premier Joe Cahill begins the meeting.


‘The fact that so many of you have responded to the invitation to be present is a demonstration of your interest in the cultural development of our State. As you are aware, the Government has decided that an opera house shall be established in Sydney and that it will be worthy of this city. Approaching this building this morning one was conscious of the fact that the Mitchell Library is a credit to this, the mother city of the Commonwealth. A hall of culture such as an opera house should merit a similar type of building …’28


The way forward, he says, is to form an Opera House Committee chaired by Mr Stan Haviland, Under-Secretary, Department of Local Government – a bureaucrat of good character with whom Joe had worked closely as Minister of that department – and guided by Mr Goossens, who can advise on functional aspects of an opera house, along with Charles Moses, head of the ABC, and Harry Ashworth, Professor of Architecture at the University of Sydney.


There is a slightly restless stirring among those figures named, but Premier Cahill does not pause, moving straight on.


Make no mistake, he tells his esteemed audience, they will be embarking on a matter of great importance – coming up with a building that will change the whole city, if not the country!


‘In Sydney a wonderful opportunity is offered to build a musical tradition which, in time, can equal anything the older countries can produce. The basis for that tradition is already firmly established by the Sydney Symphony Orchestra under the able direction of Mr Goossens …’29


As to how he plans to turn this castle in the air into a physical reality, Joe is more than aware that the agony brigade and the professional knockers will say the time is not right, and that funds are too scarce. But he’s not fussed as he’s heard it all before.


‘I have been in public life for thirty years and there was never a time when a similar criticism would not have been offered against any great national venture of this nature. If such a criticism was valid one wonders how London ever got its Covent Garden; Paris, New York and Vienna their fine opera houses; Milan its La Scala. The State cannot go on without proper facilities for the expression of talent and the staging of the highest forms of artistic entertainment which add grace and charm to living and which help to develop and mould a better, more enlightened community.’30


Yes, there are those who will see the venture as highfalutin, highbrow, city-dwelling rubbish, but Joe wishes to be clear: ‘The Opera House should not be regarded as the special preserve of Sydney people. It should be regarded as something which belongs to the people of New South Wales as a whole – or, for that matter to the people of Australia.’31


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS





		Cover



		Also by Peter FitzSimons



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction and acknowledgements



		Dramatis personae



		Prologue



		One ‘The most beautiful site in the world’



		Two ‘An act of rare imagination’



		Three Exit the maestro



		Four Enter the architect and the engineer



		Five Bennelong punters



		Six The foundation stone



		Seven Farewell, Old Smoothie, farewell smooth sailing



		Eight Podium finish



		Nine Back to the drawing board



		Ten All the world’s a stage …



		Eleven The edge of the possible



		Twelve Storm approaching



		Thirteen Malice in blunderland



		Fourteen ‘Single line of control’



		Fifteen Exit, with a stage left … to go



		Sixteen ‘This story doesn’t end …’



		Seventeen A tale of two halls



		Eighteen Of Jacobites and Philistines



		Epilogue



		Endnotes



		Bibliography



		Index













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/9781472131386.jpg
“T'he sun did not know how beautiful its light was,
until it was reflected off this building.’

LOUIS KAHN

FI'TZSIMONS
The Sydney

Opera House

The extraordinary story of the building that symbolises Australia
— the people, the secrets, the scandals and the sheer genius






