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INTRODUCTION


Yeah, nah.


I love that phrase.


If people want to laugh about the way Australians communicate, one of the first phrases or expressions they usually point to is ‘Yeah, nah’.


It might seem gormless but it’s actually a phrase of truncated egalitarianism that floats from the lips of Australians in the twenty-first century. From cricketers called Travis who’ve just hit a ton in a session, from swimmers called Ariarne or Emma who’ve just won gold or broken a record, to kids in the playground and workers in the office, from people like you and me, and all the rest in between.


It’s a succinct distillation of politeness and humility, even if it’s just bunged on – and isn’t that most of what politeness is? An act to grease the wheels of human communication?


You accept the initial question, the point of view that has been made, and then deflect praise, or politely disagree and offer the chance for further debate on the subject.


Yeah, nah. Maybe it’s sloppy grammar and lazy slang dressed up to give it more complexity and weight than it deserves?


Yeah, nah. It deserves appreciation, and a celebration. Come to think of it, so do lots of words and phrases we use to colour the way we communicate.


The way we use language, and the way it is communicated, makes me love being human. Being Australian. We may not, as a species and as a nationality, always be very admirable or at our best, but there are moments of gold that we spin, as we try to reach out to each other. Sometimes we stumble upon such gold and sometimes it is born out of a delight we discover in communicating. Perhaps our expressions indicate the sort of people we are and the souls that we carry within us, for I know the memory of my parents, and the words they used and how they used them to communicate, make me love them even more.


This book isn’t just a collection of terms and accompanying definitions, and it’s not a catalogue of every piece of slang or vernacular that has ever been uttered in Australia. It is a collection of stories, memories and moments inspired by Australian language. A celebration of lives and words. And above all, the delight in how we Australians communicate before we drop off our perch.


A man can only live when he lives, and thankfully we live in a time when we can glory in how we construct language and communicate. And we can remember words from other lives that can inform our own times.


Or am I bunging it on a bit too much?


Yeah … nah.









CHAPTER 1


SIMPLER TIMES


Round the corner from where I live is a general store that sits just above the beach.


Well, it was once a general store, a last-stop shop for residents of a little village by the bay, where’d they go for things one might need in a pinch, things you may have forgotten, things for brekkie, lunch or dinner. Milk and the papers, soap and washing powder, lollies, ice-cream and soft drink. A modest little pantry for a modest little village.


These days it doesn’t pretend to be that anymore. It’s like a lot of the other old general stores dotted along the coast. They’ve become a weekend newspaper magazine’s idea of a general store.


There’s a shell of the old idea, but instead of a collection of necessities now there are collections of fine wines from top-end local wineries and organic smallgoods at airport prices. There’s a collection of jewellery, fancy homewares and ornate things to stick in your garden, also at airport prices.


The general stores and their airport prices. Airport prices are the inflated costs people pay for items at airports for no good reason other than that airports charge higher prices because they can. There are reasons for this phenomenon that people who specialise in marketing will give you – things cost more at airports because rents for the shops and retail areas are higher, because the store holders pay commissions to the airports and pass costs on.


There is also a captive market at airports just waiting to be milked.


And that’s exactly what the newspaper magazine’s general stores do too: charge more to their usually accepting clientele. So, wherever you might find yourself, when you pay more for items for no identifiable reason you are paying ‘airport prices’.


But the general store round the corner from where I live is the nicest and most welcoming one I’ve been to. It has a very good café, which makes very nice coffee, run by very lovely people. It’s no general store, but it keeps the name because people like to be reminded of a time when things were a bit simpler.


Next door to the old general store is a small post office.


It is most definitely a post office, run with welcome efficiency and politeness by a couple who took over from a pair of siblings who, in my mother’s terms, ‘weren’t quite right’ for the job. On the rare occasions you managed to receive any mail, you’d be forced to stand at the counter while one of the siblings pointed the barcode scanner at you and proclaimed, ‘Wait please, you are now being processed!’


It was even more awkward when they knew what it was that was in the mail. I purchased a crate of lovely pinot noir and went down to collect the wine and was met with a room full of customers waiting patiently to collect their parcels.


‘Oh! More wine, William? Is it time to admit that someone might have a problem?’


I was taken aback but a few other people laughed so I thought it was all in good spirits.


Then a week later I was sent a beautiful white rum as a gift, which elicited the following: ‘Moving on to spirits? The hard stuff. Cuban white rum!’


I replied that if this brand of rum was good enough for Ernest Hemingway, then it was good enough for William McInnes.


I got a blank look and then the pronouncement that I was entering my ‘Relatively Oldish Man and the Sea’ period. Or perhaps ‘The Largish, Oldish Man and the Sea’. It was good fun.


The post office and the general store are housed in one building and they share a deck. You can loll about with a coffee, chatting to people you’ve bumped into. Or you can browse at a free lending library on a small table next to a shelf that’s home to various in-season citrus fruit that are free to take if you feel the urge.


Standing there, you can look out over the trees and see the bay. A rocky outcrop on the horizon is known as the Nobbies.


One arvo not long ago I stood with my mate Leo and looked out at the bay and the Nobbies. I couldn’t help but think of a couple of our friends who had to be rescued from the Nobbies in the 1990s because the inflatable boat they had decided to go sightseeing for seals in was sinking and they were surrounded by sharks.


I reminded Leo of the incident and we laughed a little.


‘Jacques Cousteau eat your heart out, you lovely old frog,’ Leo said as he sipped his coffee.


The sharks, large ones apparently, were keen for more than just a spot of sightseeing for seals. They were after a seal meal and had mistaken one side of the Zodiac inflatable as lunch and taken a bite. ‘The Noahs’, as one of my pals onboard described the sharks, then let go of the Zodiac and proceeded to prowl around as their snack began to sink. Thankfully, one of the people onboard was another friend of ours, Phil. Though no Jacques Cousteau, Phil proved more than useful as a bayside Bear Grylls.


Phil was a landscaper who dreamed of coming up with the perfect dirt product: a mixture of shell grit, river soil and, according to Leo, a collection of eleven herbs and spices, or some such stuff. The Colonel Sanders of soil was also the one who had talked my pals into going on the Zodiac inflatable for some seal-spotting. As the Nobbies is a feeding ground for large fish who are quite fond of eating reasonably large sea-going mammals, this didn’t really seem the wisest of decisions.


Colonel Sanders redeemed himself though, and went a long way to proving his adventurer status by navigating the sinking Zodiac to a rock where my pals clambered to safety, after nightmarishly stepping on the top of a Noah briefly, which then shied away after the Colonel heftily punched the shark a couple of times.


While we sipped our coffees, Leo added that Phil gave up his dream of being the Colonel Sanders of soil and became a survivalist on Bribie Island in Tasmania.


‘Bribie? Is there a Bribie Island in Tasmania?’ I questioned. ‘I know there’s one in Queensland. It’s where Max Bygraves died.’


I suddenly thought of my mother.


This only took an instant and memories cascaded down the years and tumbled together to form a portrait in my mind.


In her later years, Mum would go on day trips from the Redcliffe Peninsula, where she still lived in the home my siblings and I grew up in. She’d go with her great chum Mrs Kendall, often venturing to the mythical Twin Towns Club, just across the Queensland border in New South Wales. Twin Towns was the first dip of your toe into the sea of sin and fun away from Queensland: the home of pokies that for so long were banned in the Sunshine State. It also had a galaxy of food stalls, eateries and boutiques, or ‘booze-tiques’ as my mum called them, because you’d have to be full as a tick to buy anything in them. Airport prices, even back then.


There was also a large cabaret hall where ‘international acts’ performed. The plan was for the two intrepid daytrippers to set off to see Andy Williams, one of my mum’s favourite crooners.


‘Oh, lovely voice, nice hair but those teeth! So big, so many, very Dutch-looking, you know, but a lovely voice,’ was my mum’s neat piece of profiling on Andy ‘Dutch’ Williams.


After that particular trip, I rang and asked her how it had gone and what ‘Dutch’ Williams was like.


A scoffing retort boomed down the phone. ‘Blow Andy bloody Williams. Couldn’t get in to see the Dutch bugger. He was booked out. But I wasn’t told. I went along for “Moon River” and got the double bill from hell. It was like expecting to go to the gallops and sit in the stand and you end up at the dish-lickers eating cold pies in the outer.’


‘What was the double bill?’ I asked.


‘Bloody Pam Ayres and Max Bygraves.’


It makes me laugh still.


Max Bygraves was an old Pommy entertainer, a song and dance man. Bit of a song, bit of patter, jokes a bit off maybe, but a man of his time. A reassuring, familiar face who sang singalong songs with sweet melodies and familiar words to those who grew up with him.


He’d ended up getting dementia and moved out to live with his son and family on Bribie Island, so Mum told me.


Some time later, my mum told me down the phone that Max had fallen off the perch. ‘Dear old Max. Old Timers got him, but he was with people who loved him, and Bribie is one of the nicer of God’s waiting rooms.’ My mum had paused and then sounded like she was talking about an old friend. ‘He was actually very good that afternoon at Twin Towns, he looked like he enjoyed himself. And we sang along.’ Another pause and then, ‘Well, as long as he was with people he loved and who loved him. A man can only live when he lives. That’s the main thing.’


I knew that my mum was thinking about my old man. He’d had Alzheimer’s disease at the end of a colourful and more than useful life. One arvo, out of the blue, my parents had said they wanted to talk to me for they had News. News with a capital ‘N’, my mum had said.


I must have had a certain look on my face because my mother had then said quickly, ‘Oh don’t worry, it’s not about you, you stupid boy.’ She often called me ‘stupid boy’, even though I was nearly twenty-four by then.


She turned to my dad. ‘You have News, don’t you, Colin?’


I waited.


My father half smiled and patted the dog.


‘Colin?’ my mum repeated quietly.


‘Yes. News. Oh, I’ve a touch of the Old Timers disease.’


And he patted the dog again. Alzheimer’s disease.


After Mum had told me about Old Max dying on Bribie, she began singing down the phone. She sang for me and Max and my dad, and maybe for herself. It was an old Max Bygraves song, ‘Tiny Bubbles’. An old song from long, long ago, about champagne bubbles and being in love with a big golden moon above, and feeling how you are going to love someone until the end of time.


All this I remembered in a blink and then I heard Leo speaking next to me on the deck.


He’d thought about the island. ‘Bribie, yeah, nah. It’s the one that sounds like Bribie.’ He laughed. ‘The Brown-eye island!’ By which he meant Bruny Island.


‘Yeah, nah,’ he said again. ‘A survivalist on Brown-eye Island. Now that’s a reality show I’d watch!’


We shared another laugh.


Then we both noticed a kid waiting to go into the little post office. She was holding a basket in which sat a large black and white pet rabbit. I assumed it was a pet because there was a large spotted bow around its neck.


‘A bloody Tommy Austin!’ I muttered.


Where I live there are many, many rabbits. And only a small percentage are pets, the rest are the wretched grey descendants of Tommy Austin, the Pommy colonist who decided to let these pests loose on the Australian landscape back when this continent was being run by people from England who barely knew their arse from their elbow, and almost nothing about the wonderful land that they had claimed as their own.


Whenever I see a rabbit, I recall how my old rugby coach would refer to them as ‘Tommy Austins’. He would use this expression when he generously likened us to rabbits. ‘You’re playing like a pack of Tommy Austins, bloody rabbits, running away when you should be running towards the ball, and all with your heads up your arses – get out there and do something. Anything.’


Tommy Austin, or Thomas Austin to give him his full due, was a pastoralist and member of the Acclimatisation Society of Victoria, a group who wanted to make this part of the world a little more like the Mother Country that they had all left behind.


Down in Geelong in 1859 Tommy thought rabbits might be fair game for a bit of sport shooting and so he released twenty-four breeding rabbits. The rest, as they say, is history.


All that environmental damage and degradation caused by a bloke who missed home. Well, he wouldn’t be the last person to try to make another place feel like home and wreak havoc.


I can imagine that coming to Australia in 1859 from England might well have been like arriving on Mars. It’s quite human to feel a little frightened and alone, and long for something from home.


But was the answer to this really a rabbit? No.


And now there before Leo and me was living proof of the consequences of homesickness – a bloody Tommy Austin.


I thought maybe the girl might have been taken aback by the tone I’d used, so I attempted to put my rugby coach’s view of rabbits aside and be pleasant.


‘Taking your rabbit for a picnic?’ I asked.


The kid looked at me like I was an idiot.


An older man who was with her said, ‘This rabbit would make a good picnic.’


The kid looked at him like he was an idiot too.


‘We’ve just come back from a photo shoot and Pop wanted to check the post.’


‘A photo shoot?’ said Leo.


‘Yes,’ the girl said, as if a photo shoot was the most normal thing you would do with a great swollen black and white Tommy Austin in a basket. ‘For the school newsletter’s pet of the month.’ It might have been a Vogue front cover, the way she said it.


Her pop laughed and patted her on the back.


‘What’s your rabbit called?’ I asked.


Before she could answer, her pop weighed in. ‘Stew,’ he said. ‘Stew the rabbit, both a name and a statement of intent. That’s why he’d make a good picnic.’


The kid took a big breath and said, ‘Yeah … nah, Poppy.’


Poppy, Leo and I all laughed.


‘His name is Buttons,’ she said. ‘Stew is such a lame joke, Poppy.’


Poppy patted her again. ‘Perhaps, but we can only dream.’ And they walked into the small post office.


Leo and I wandered off with our coffees and I thought, not for the first time, how the Australian language astounds, confounds and entertains.


‘Yeah … nah,’ the kid had said. ‘Yeah, nah,’ my mate Leo had said.


I’d heard that phrase just the previous Friday night after a football game on the telly had finished. It’s almost a given in any post-match interview. This time it was a National Rugby League player, seemingly genetically built to mirror a Soviet-era concrete worker’s statue, although in place of a hammer or sickle and a rolled-up shirt sleeve, they have an arm sleeve of tatts and a mouthguard clenched in their fist. Fresh from the field and professionally prepared to answer the same questions every week, like a traditional litany in some vague ritual of today’s communal celebration of belief: a sports broadcast.


An off-camera disembodied voice asks, ‘You dominated out there tonight from your first run, was that part of the execution of the game plan?’


The worker’s statue, chest heaving in a striped jersey bedecked with the medals of sponsorship, gives the response expected but in a voice that invariably and quite alarmingly sounds softer and much younger than what is expected from a human so big.


‘Yeah, nah. Just happy to play well against a quality opposition. Stuck to the basics and happy to contribute. Happy with the win.’


Yeah, nah.


The kid had said it to her grandfather with equal parts love and attitude, and I thought what a lovely human she’d grow up to be.


The words I’d heard around me on that trip to the weekend newspaper magazine’s idea of a general store, and my recollections, had bombarded me with colour and delight.


We Australians also love a nickname or diminutive. The Nobbies have the formal geographical title of ‘Point Grant on Phillip Island’, named after a surveyor and naval officer, Lieutenant James Grant of His Majesty’s English naval forces. Grant had quite a meritorious career roaming the globe at His Majesty’s behest, mapping, fighting, working in Imperial administration and surveying. He was, by all accounts, a thoroughly decent bloke. ‘As a man, he was upright and sincere with a mind of his own as well as being a gallant and skilful officer’ is how the Australian Dictionary of Biography sums him up.


It sounds like a character description of a Colin Firth type lead, no doubt dressed fetchingly in ruffles and tunic with a suitably pouty expression on his handsome face. The kind who appears in a Sunday evening BBC historical period drama popular in some of the finer Australian suburbs.


In rounded tones he’d soulfully say, ‘I survey at His Majesty’s grace,’ and fetchingly flare his nostrils just for good measure.


Yet, even with all this Firthian nobility of service and character, Point Grant became known as the Nobbies, because of the curious knob-shaped rocks found in the shallows. So the name is based on what people thought the geographical formations looked like instead of what some official proclaimed they should be called. It represents that comfortably rebellious trait of Australians.


Australians also love something a bit more informal. The Nobbies is a bit more familiar and warm than Point Grant and even hints at the promise of a bit of fun. Actually, Nobbies Grant sounds like a character name from some geezer caper film about Cockney lads. ‘’Ere, check out dis mass of wa’ta wiv dese funny rocks init! Bloody marv-louse, ave this lot sir-veyed in a wink of me eye.’ There might have even been a part for old Max Bygraves, or at the least one of his familiar old tunes on the soundtrack.


It’s as if those rocks are just a collection of someone’s old mates, The Nobbies. Or maybe an English pop band popular in the 1960s who are now on a club and RSL tour of Australia playing all their old hits: ‘Live hits of The Nobbies’.


We delight in mangling words and names, rummaging around in our minds to somehow turn Bruny Island into Brown-eye Island – a simple, though perhaps juvenile, piece of fun.


Calling sharks ‘Noahs’ is old Australian rhyming slang – shark equals Noah’s Ark and because we are Australian and shorten everything, Noah’s Ark became Noahs, again offering that ring of familiarity and the faint hint of absurdity at the proprietorial nature of Noah and his sharks.


My mother’s expression of disappointment when she didn’t see Dutch Williams and his brigade of large white teeth and lovely voice, but instead had to sit through Pam Ayres and dear old Max Bygraves, is pure Australian vernacular. Dutch was a top-shelf act, a real treat, and so was akin to sitting in the grandstand at the gallops, that is the horse races, watching thoroughbreds with the other toffs while drinking fizz, champagne. The pinnacle of a day out at the races.


It turned out she didn’t get the gallopers but instead Max and Pam, who were akin to eating cold pies at the dish-lickers, otherwise known as the greyhound dog races, a more down-at-heel form of racing entertainment.


Incidentally, greyhounds were a favourite source of metaphor for my father. The nearest dish-licker – sorry, greyhound – track to us in Redcliffe was at Lawnton and this lent itself to a rather lovely expression of my father’s to describe beckoning disappointment.


When my father heard my brother had taken a girl out to a Pizza Hut restaurant on a romantic first date and had then wondered why love didn’t blossom, he had opined, ‘Jesus Christ alive, son, you promised her the world and all you delivered was the Lawnton Dogs! No wonder she’s not coming back for another dip.’


The dish-lickers also made an appearance when he was expressing doubt about the Labor Party’s prospects in a coming state election: ‘We’ve got about as much a chance to win this as a three-legged greyhound with an eye patch.’


Mum described Bribie Island, where Max Bygraves shared his last days with people he loved and who loved him, as one of God’s nicer waiting rooms. A humorous, gentle and reassuring way of putting in perspective what waits for us all.


And of course Max didn’t simply die but ‘fell off the perch’, the way a budgie in a cage might when it dies.


My father’s play on words in describing the news that he had to share, as he sat with people he loved and who loved him, that he had ‘a touch of the Old Timers’ are the words of quiet courage and generosity of an extraordinary ordinary bloke.


It was the beginning of the horrible disease that descended and overwhelmed him, but Alzheimer’s was put into a perspective that was manageable. It was something that wasn’t to be worried about too much, just a touch of something, perhaps fate or bad luck, that you had to take on the chin and accept.


Maybe it was because my dad and mum’s generation were people who didn’t think that anything was owed to them, especially by life. They lived and worked and took what came their way, sometimes bending life a little to their own advantage but mostly just dealing with things like most others did. There was no sense of entitlement, no sense that anything was owed to them because of who they were. It was, quite frankly, a rather heroic way of being. Or as some people might like to say, trying to explain a rather selfless view of life, it was simpler times.









CHAPTER 2


UNPRECEDENTED TIMES


When I was very young, and even as I grew older, my mother had a phrase she would utter to all her children, her grandchildren and perhaps even herself, sometimes as a warning or sometimes as a kindly effort to cajole someone out of an impending mood or sulky sook. ‘Come on, no Hanrahans here in this family. We’re a glass half full mob, so get yourself on the William Jolly Bridge.’


It meant basically to stop moaning, get a grip and get to a happy place where you could deal with the rest of the day.


It may seem a bit of a mouthful but it makes perfect sense to me. A ‘Hanrahan’ comes from the title character of an old Australian bush ballad, ‘Said Hanrahan’. It was written by a priest called Patrick Hartigan, under the pen name John O’Brien, and was in part a quiet homily and a gentle satire on the types of people he found in his parish.


It was read by teachers at school, then recited unsteadily by we students with a decided lack of enthusiasm, for it was hard to get your mouth around how some parts of the poem were written.


This was because, according to our teacher Miss Law, the poem was written in a ‘dialect of the bush’, which prompted one boy called Russell to attempt a spot of classroom humour by reciting it in a wavery voice, complete with his thumb and forefinger pinching his Adam’s apple. He then proceeded to rather violently wobble his throat while interspersing the poem’s lines with exclamations of ‘Exterminate, exterminate!’


When the teacher asked what he was doing, he stated he was being a ‘Dalek from the bush, you know, like from Dr Who.’


Russell was given short shrift from Miss Law, who described him as a ning-nong, an irresponsible student, and sent him off to the office for caning.


Miss Law had certain form with her ideas of responsible student behaviour. In February of 1972, not long after we had started to come to terms with the Dalek/dialects of the Australian bush, our classroom television sets were tuned to the ABC for the historic meeting of President Richard Nixon of the United States and Mao Zedong, the Chairman of the People’s Republic of China, after decades of barely contained Cold War belligerence.


Not long after the class had begun for the day, we were informed by Miss Law that these two men – the Chinese man in a shapeless grey jacket with a haphazard military cut and the jowly American with dark shiny wavy hair, who looked like he was from the tribe of men who’d flog used cars or washing machines on the television commercials before the Sunday arvo footy replays – had the power to blow up the world in the time it took we students to have ‘little lunch’.


Little lunch was morning recess, and big lunch was the day’s lunch break.


‘You should pray,’ Miss Law suggested, ‘that we make it through to big lunch …’ she paused, and ended on a rather chilling note, ‘and beyond.’


Well, no pressure, Humpybong 3D: we had to pray to save the world from destruction – as if we didn’t have enough to contend with in Hanrahan and his Daleks. But somehow, we managed to get through both little and big lunch and beyond without the world being ‘rooooned’, to quote Hanrahan.


My mother would also recite the poem on occasion, for she loved an excuse to bung on a funny voice and ‘Said Hanrahan’ is a cracker for a bit of hammy noise. One such occasion was Boxing Day at my aunt’s, who had a collection of what she referred to as ‘Talking Poetry Records’. ‘Said Hanrahan’ appeared on a few.


The version she played the most was by an Australian actor called Leonard Teale, who we knew was famous because he was on Homicide on the telly and had bushy Thunderbirds eyebrows and a fruity adenoidal baritone voice. When he got to the part where Hanrahan would start with the bush Dalek bit, both my mum and aunty would boom, ‘We’ll all be rooooned!’


The poem is about a group of farmers who gather every Sunday after Mass to sit and chew a bit of bark and cast out their words of wisdom in regard to drought and rain and life in general.


One, a crusty old coot called Hanrahan, only sees ruination and never strays from his observation that disaster is imminent.


If there is drought, we’ll all be ‘rooned’ before the year is out. When drought breaks and rains come, he moans about floods wiping all before them and how indeed we’ll all be ‘rooned’.


When lush green life-giving grass covers the district, it means there’ll be bushfires for sure and more roon-nation.


So, a Hanrahan was a moaner, a doomsayer, a pessimist who looked at any situation and saw only disaster and gloom. ‘No Hanrahans in our mob,’ said my mother. Life in our family of five children would have been unruly enough, but having a Milly Moaner would have been too much to bear for all concerned.


And it was too easy, according to my parents, to see the sour side of things. Hanrahan no doubt would look at a glass of something nice – say, ‘cornwater’ – and see it being half empty when the reality for my parents was that there was more to enjoy in that glass, more to live for. The best ‘cornwater’ was to come.


For some unknown reason, whenever a tin of Golden Circle Sweet Corn was opened, the five of us McInnes offspring would go feral for a chance to drink the strained water from the tin. ‘Cornwater’ sounds like something hillbillies from the Ozarks would distil with their other moonshine, but that sweet yellow translucent broth from the bottom of the tin was like gold to us.


‘Go easy with that,’ said my mother as she shared the glass of cornwater around her brood as if she was a first mate doling out diminishing water rations to a lifeboat of shipwreck survivors.


Someone would invariably say, ‘It’s nearly gone,’ and my mother would hold the glass out in front of the protester’s face and boom, ‘Look, see? It’s really THERE!’


A glass half full. It made sense to us.


A friend of mine had an Uncle Barry, an old Brisbane boy, who used to say that when he felt in a bit of a grump, he’d jump on a City Cat and enjoy the bridges. There are sixteen bridges crossing the Brisbane River and they’re more than just pieces of city infrastructure. My friend’s uncle loved the bridges of Brisbane, loved how all the structures had their own personalities and were stories in themselves.


Uncle Barry had a kindred spirit in my mother, for she would see the graceful art-deco arches of the William Jolly Bridge and turn that river crossing into a magical pathway to a happy place.


Remember, no Hanrahans in this mob. We’re a glass half full mob, so get yourself on the William Jolly Bridge.


•


Just before the thing that we came to know as the Covid pandemic descended fully upon us all, I sat in an airport lounge, after missing yet another flight, and thought to myself, I’d best get to the William Jolly Bridge. Sometimes it’s easy to be grumpy about things because there are so many reasons to be driven around the bend by what goes on in the world, it’s seriously tempting not to get out of bed.


Ironically, at the time, I was looking down at a glass of beer I was halfway through drinking. Was it half full or half empty?


Sometimes you have to rely on hope. No Hanrahans in this mob.


I then made the mistake of paying attention to the television on the wall for a few moments. The stories were of unrelenting awfulness. A mother and her children fatally assaulted on the streets of Brisbane. A shot of floral tributes marking the site of the attack. And then a parade of doom-laden predictions about the Coronavirus that was just emerging.


Sitting nor far from me was a mother with three children. Young children. They were looking up at the television screen.


A shot of a plush toy amid the floral tributes.


‘Mummy, a teddy,’ said the little girl, pointing to the screen.


‘Yes, a teddy,’ the mother said softly, and then she reached out to her daughter and softly stroked her head.


They watched the screen while the mother gently stroked her daughter’s hair. It was a warm and tender gesture. Almost protective.


‘Why are they wearing masks?’ the smaller of the boys asked the mother.


He was talking about the scenes of people from around the world with face masks, others in hazmat suits spraying disinfectants to try to contain the coronavirus.


‘To try to keep themselves safe, to keep from getting sick,’ said the mother. ‘And to try to help other people from getting sick.’


‘Will we get sick?’ asked her daughter.


‘I hope not, but we all get sick sometimes. Remember when you had a funny tummy?’


Her daughter grimaced and nodded. ‘I couldn’t have any hot chocolate,’ she said.


‘Well, you got better, didn’t you? There are all types of getting sick, so we must be careful and hope for the best.’


‘Will we have to wear masks?’ asked her older son.


‘We might,’ said the mother. ‘Sometimes we must wear things for a reason. We wear hats when we go outside so we don’t get sunburnt; we might have to wear masks so we don’t get sick.’


The kids thought and then the elder son asked if he could wear a Spiderman mask and the daughter said she would wear an Anna mask from Frozen.


The mother asked her youngest what mask he would wear. He thought for a moment and said he would wear a Jaffa mask.


The mother laughed and I did too. The little boy smiled.


The daughter said, ‘Nothing is better than Jaffas.’


‘Free Jaffas!’ said the eldest boy.


‘In big jars!’ said the youngest. There were Jaffas by the tea station.


‘I’ve loved Jaffas all my life and I’m six,’ said the daughter.


‘I love Jaffas more than you, and I’m seven,’ said the eldest boy.


The youngest asked his mother if she would help him put on a mask if he had to wear one.


The mother said of course she would. Then she asked if they would like to go and get a Jaffa each.


The children ran off and the mother smiled. ‘Jaffas will fix almost anything,’ she said.


I wanted to say thank you to her.


Hope isn’t just blind optimism – it’s trusting, comforting and believing each other. It’s protection and love.


I looked at my glass. And decided it was half full. I’d gotten across the William Jolly Bridge.


I often wondered how that mum and three kids navigated the Covid pandemic, with its lockdowns, isolation and home schooling. They seemed to be a glass half full mob and they had their own version of getting across the William Jolly Bridge – Jaffas can fix almost anything – so I assume they did okay.


•


But what to call the global pandemic that grew from those early scenes on the news broadcast?


The first time I became aware that the sterile and slightly terrifying term ‘Coronavirus’ was being given the Australian vernacular treatment was in, of all things, a bottle shop. I was there for some Irish gargle water and I dutifully stepped on my taped cross, adhering to the social distancing conditions, while a young fellow in his early twenties ahead of me ordered a ‘carton of virus’.


Without a blink the bloke behind the counter went and fetched a carton of Corona beer, the Mexican extra pale lager that is popular with folk the customer’s age.


I asked the bottle shop attendant if he’d heard Corona be called the ‘virus’ before. He nodded and said, ‘Yep, virus is catching on.’ And then he laughed a little.


The odd thing about the pandemic was that we had experts on it before we even understood what it actually was, before we could even put it into everyday terms.


And what experts they were, all gathered around, down on their heels, chewing the bark and Hanrahan-ing for all they were worth. The pandemic was made for Hanrahans, with doom-laden forecasts being uttered almost around the clock.


It struck me that the self-proclaimed pandemic expert Donald Trump would be an Olympic gold medallist at Hanrahan-ing. His pronunciation of ‘rooned’ would have squeezed more syllables out of that word than water from a squeezed sponge.


‘Rooooned, very, very, very, very, very roooooooooonnnned. It’s a terrible, terrible thing. It really is.’


The pandemic was full of Hanrahans. Most were like the farmers in Pat Hartigan’s poem, passing on thoughts that were a little bit obvious. Or, as my mother would have put it, stating the bleeding obvious.


And Hanrahan’s pessimism, while comical in the poem, was displayed all too readily by the talking heads and experts trundled out throughout the pandemic. Their only satisfaction seemed to be that sooner or later their dire predictions would be proved right. At the very least, they made the William Jolly Bridge more difficult to cross.


Personally, I’d be very happy if I never heard from or saw an epidemiologist for a very long time, or a chief health officer.


Our language of this time seemed to be filled with acronyms – PCR, RAT, PPE, ICU. It’s a sure sign of a crisis when capital letters are used on a daily basis. Forget about trying to understand what a polymerase chain reaction is, just call it a PCR. And a PCR is a sort of rapid antigen test, which became a RAT, but when you had one, people would say they had taken a RAT test. Repeating the word ‘test’ made it sound like baby talk, a rapid antigen test test.


The same for PPE, which sounded like someone being coy about urinating on the sly instead of being Personal Protective Equipment. That sounds like a secreted gun or baseball bat under a counter.


ICU sounds like a segment from Play School, the pre-school educational show on the ABC. ‘ICU!’ says Big Ted to Jemima as he jumps out to give her a friendly fright, but Jemima doesn’t want to see you, Big Ted, so that is why she grabs her baseball bat and belts you around your furry melon. And so Big Ted ends up in the Intensive Care Unit.


Best stick to the acronyms, that made for more efficient communication, even though nobody completely knew what it was that was being communicated.


•


People you knew only by sight and had never chatted to at length suddenly became people you would pass some of your Covid time with while doing the most mundane activities.


Outside the post office around the corner from my place, a gaggle of masked post office box owners would wait in dutiful social distancing mode to access their mail. A very nice woman who was the owner of two pleasantly behaved Afghan hounds called the daily news from Covid experts ‘the revenge of the smart people’.


‘The Covidians, I call them,’ she said. ‘Those people who were smart at uni, probably never did anything other than study and do well. People who we never heard from and never would have heard from until this bloody pandemic came along.’


They weren’t Covidiots, she assured the masked gaggle. Covidiots were people who thought lockdowns and vaccinations and doing the right thing didn’t apply to them.


The Lover of Afghan Hounds (LAH) seemed to sweep the masked gaggle with a look, just making sure we were in fact Covidiot-free. After she had satisfied herself that this was the case, she drew our attention to a perfect Covidiot case.


People like the owners of a large battleship of a car, an electric blue Range Rover that had been pulled over in front of the post office by a rather sly-looking police car lurking around the corner.


‘Ahh,’ said the LAH, and the dogs looked up at her and then back towards the blue battleship and then back to their owner. ‘Covidiots! From Camberwell. Sneaking through the ring of steel, trying to pretend their weekender is their main residence. Caught out by the old rego check!’


For a pleasant person, she said this with a rather large slice of relish, as if she had just unmasked somebody practising witchcraft in Salem.


‘Their weekender is three doors down from mine.’ This, I think, was her way of explaining how she knew the Covidiots were from Camberwell. She added another clarification. ‘I know Camberwell, taught there for years, and while there may have been some below average, Camberwellians certainly don’t corner the Covidiot market. They’re everywhere.’


Another in our group smiled through their mask and said, ‘The old ring of steel.’ It was a phrase used to describe a police presence marking the outer limits of Covid isolation zones and was supposed to be intimidating, but my masked colleague had a different view.


‘Whenever I hear “ring of steel” it always sounds like it’s some sort of incontinence product. Absorbent underwear.’


I laughed. There was a pause, and then the ring of steel (ROS) man said conspiratorially, ‘You remember that astronaut?’


I was a little perplexed for a moment, and then laughed again.


ROS laughed too. ‘You reckon she wore a ring of steel?’


‘Quite possibly.’


How long, I wondered, had ROS waited to air his absorbent underwear claims? To find a fellow traveller along the channel of ephemeral popular culture and tacky titbits?


Well, I was in.


All he needed was to set the spark with the words, ‘Remember that astronaut?’ Not the first man on the moon, or the first human in space or all the other brave people who had travelled beyond earth’s boundaries, but that astronaut. It was one of those stories you never forgot, emblazoned in magazines and on news sites, and the butt of a thousand jokes.


Lisa Nowak, a NASA astronaut, reportedly made use of a MAG (a maximum absorbency garment) when, along with wearing a bad wig, black coat and fake glasses, she drove over 1500 kilometres across the United States to an airport carpark in order to pepper-spray and scare the living daylights out of another woman. The woman Nowak confronted had just begun dating another astronaut whom Nowak had dated in the past.


Apparently, when she approached the woman, the intended victim said, ‘Lisa Nowak? Hello! What are you doing here?’


What a thing to be known for: the astronaut who crewed a space shuttle then wore a bad disguise and a nappy in a lovelorn fit of violent passion.


‘The ring of steel will protect and give confidence! Go about your life activities secure in the knowledge you have no leakage,’ said ROS. ‘Just don’t get caught by the Wallopers!’


We both laughed.


‘Yes,’ said the LAH, ‘Covidians are the clever people we have to listen to.’ We all watched as the police took notes on an iPad and wrote out a form for the owners of the blue battleship.


All this had made some sort of sense to me, for all the chief health officers, CHOs, certainly looked like they had studied very diligently at uni and were the sort of people I might have tried to cadge study notes off back in the day.


Now each day they appeared before the press to give numbers and facts. Talking patiently and endlessly, sometimes awkwardly and uncomfortably in the limelight they never sought.


ROS asked me, ‘Who do you think would be smarter? An astronaut, a Covidian or a former high school principal?’


He nodded towards the LAH.


I said I supposed they were all pretty smart.
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