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  To




  

    Rhoisin and Bruce Beresford


  




  and the getting of wisdom




  





  To




  

    Chester and John Cummings


  




  





  in memoriam




  

    Mark Boxer and Tom Weiskel


  




  

    and to


  




  Gabriella Rosselli del Turco




  

    where she lies sleeping


  




  





  Andromache led the lamentation of the women, while she held in her hands the head of Hector, her great warrior:




  ‘Husband, you are gone so young from life, and leave me in your home a widow. Our child is still but a little fellow, child of ill-fated parents, you and me. How can he grow up to manhood?

  Before that, this city shall be overthrown. For you are gone, you who kept watch over it, and kept safe its wives and their little ones . . .




  ‘And you have left woe unutterable and mourning to your parents, Hector; but in my heart above all others bitter anguish shall abide. Your hands were not stretched out to me as you lay

  dying. You spoke to me no living word that I might have pondered as my tears fell night and day.’




  

    Iliad, xxiv, translated by S. E. Winbolt,




    from The Iliad Pocket Book, Constable 1911


  




  





  

    

      I had already noticed with various people that the affectation of praiseworthy sentiments is not the only way of covering up reprehensible ones, but

      that a more up-to-date method is to put these latter on exhibition, so that one has the air of at least being forthright.




      

        Proust, Le Temps retrouve


      




      All censure of a man’s self is oblique praise. It is in order to show how much he can spare.




      Johnson


    


  




  





  

    

      I realise very well that the reader has no great need to know all this; but I need to tell him.




      

        Rousseau, Les Confessions


      




      I wear a suit of armour made of nothing but my mistakes.




      

        Pierre Reverdy, quoted by Ernst Jünger in Das zweite Pariser Tagebuch, 21 February 1943


      




      I’ve never made any secret of the fact that I’m basically on my way to Australia.




      

        Support Your Local Sheriff
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  Introduction to Always Unreliable





  After Unreliable Memoirs was irretrievably launched on its first printing back there in 1979, I started remembering things that I had forgotten to put into it. Since the

  texture of the book depended on the vividness of recalled experience from my infancy and adolescence, it was unsettling to discover that some of the most resonant sensory impressions of my early

  years had slipped my mind at the very moment when I was searching its subconscious with an echo-sounder. I had forgotten Freddo the Frog, and I had forgotten the Eightsome Reel. How could it

  happen?




  A staple item in the sugar-heavy supplementary nutrition of all Australian children growing up post-war, Freddo the Frog was a chocolate frog. He was flattened as if by a truck and the outlines

  of his plump limbs were merely incised, as with an obsidian scarab or a soapstone cicada. Bought in a cool shop, he could be unwrapped easily from his silver paper and consumed in a few crisp

  bites. Bought warm, he separated from his wrappings less easily and it took time to ingest him, leaving extensive stains to be cleared up afterwards with a handkerchief that had already had a hard

  day.




  Freddo is still going: an Australian talisman, or talisfrog, he is often part of a larger symbolic construction, the Frog in a Pond. A treat delivered at any party from a child’s birthday

  celebration to a bonding exercise at boardroom level, the Frog in a Pond is a squadron of Freddos gathered nose-first around an expanse of green jelly on a large serving plate. The last Frog in a

  Pond I saw was at a welcoming party that the Australian Broadcasting Commission in Sydney threw for me and my executive producer when we came out from England to make a talk-show series. Grown men

  and women manoeuvred to extract their Freddo from the edge of the agitated pond. On one of my diets at the time, I settled for a few spoonfuls of quivering green, but the mere spectacle was enough

  to haul me back to the first proper birthday party I was ever invited to, and all its attendant emotions of love, hatred, anxiety and remorse. When reproved for detaching more than my share of

  frogs from the pond, I should never have thrown that tantrum. There was no necessity, and little Janice Breen was not impressed. Just following her around as usual would have been better.




  Where there is a memory, there is always an emotion, and often a retrospective desire for early death. The Eightsome Reel was danced at the Kogarah Presbyterian Church Social on Saturday nights.

  In the book I recorded the fearful sweat of those occasions for a young man already convinced that if he could not be amusing nobody would put up with him, yet also aware that nobody puts up for

  long with the continually amusing. Already on the rack, I was broken on the wheel by the formation dances. The one called Strip the Willow was bad enough, but at least there was some chance of

  being left out. The Eightsome Reel was for everybody. We were all compelled to participate, but I couldn’t get it right. The boy with the built-up shoe did it better than I did. The Eightsome

  Reel, of course, had come from Scotland, the same source that had provided our church’s austere decoration (mainly white plaster, punctuated with dark-wood honour rolls perpetuating the names

  of past Eightsome Reel champions in gold letters) and the oratorical style of the minister, who could lay down a moral precept like a council road-works team pouring a concrete footpath, but

  without the frivolity. The Eightsome Reel was down there in my brain’s frog-pond like a bunyip, a nodal point of life-forming early inadequacies. In the Eightsome Reel I had sent my beloved

  Shirley Hill hurtling out of the circle to bark her exquisite shin on the seat of one of the pews ranged against the wall, and I had inadvertently seized the left breast of the minister’s

  buxom daughter, Flora. That was something I would have quite liked to do advertently, in the dark passage between the church and the church hall, but in front of everybody else it was a

  catastrophe. Decades later, while studying the tango in Buenos Aires, I remembered the Eightsome Reel when I climaxed an otherwise immaculate media luna by kicking the great dancer Aurora

  Firpo excruciatingly in the ankle. I sobbed louder than she did. The Eightsome Reel was a trauma. Was that the reason why the bunyip had not risen from the pond at the right moment to get into my

  book?




  Similarly, the second volume of my memoirs, Falling Towards England, was well embarked on its career before I remembered an afternoon in Soho with the writer Colin MacInnes and the

  character I called Huggins. As readers of the book will readily detect now that he is world famous, Huggins was based on Robert Hughes. In Sydney, though we had been close friends, our lives had

  been very different, because he came from a grand family where the arts were part of the furniture, whereas I was unsystematically discovering the whole thing, and feeling awkward about doing so.

  Bob’s glamour, cultivation and protean fluency had thrown this awkwardness into sharp contrast in my own mind. I doubt if they did the same in his, because his soul was generous, and in the

  position of mentor he played Maecenas, not Pygmalion; but I had seen myself as a subaltern, and characteristically looked forward to a change of circumstances that might lead to equal rank.




  In London, however, our lives proved more different than ever. I had been there longer than he, but I was getting nowhere. When Hughes blew in, he was already halfway to everywhere. While I was

  inhaling the rising damp of a stygian basement in Tufnell Park, he was installed in a suite of rooms in Albany, just off Piccadilly. Albany, or The Albany as it was sometimes less confusingly

  called, was an enclave for illustrious gentlemen: men with more than one pair of shoes. I had never even seen it before Bob asked me to call, and I passed Graham Greene on the way in. Bob had

  probably met him. Bob seemed to know everybody. Colin MacInnes was his catch, not mine.




  MacInnes was a very big deal at the time. His books have rather faded by now, but several of them are bound to revive eventually, because he was a truly adventurous cultural reporter. His

  homosexuality helped there: it was a passport to some out-of-the-way social strata, including the black underclass that nobody then knew very much about, even in the allegedly swinging sixties when

  everything was supposed to be up front. MacInnes had made a date with Bob for an afternoon’s drinking at the Colony Room, still run at the time by the notorious Muriel Belcher, a flinty

  amalgam of Marguerite Dumont, Margarita Pracatan and the Australian wrestler Big Chief Little Wolf. Again, I had never seen the place before, and tried hard to look indifferent when I noticed

  Francis Bacon propping up the bar. MacInnes was trying to look indifferent too, but no more successfully. Clearly he had expected Bob to be unaccompanied. Instead, he had this clueless scruff with

  him. MacInnes did not exactly demand that I leave, but he waxed very hostile, greeting my unsolicited contentions on the subject of Literature with patronizing scorn. That he prefaced his every

  put-down with a swooping ‘Look, darling’ made it no more friendly. Literature, he made it clear, was his concern. (Actually he had a perfect right to think that: his name was

  already on a row of books, whereas mine was nowhere except on the self-addressed envelope that kept coming back from the London Magazine and Encounter.) He spoke de haut en

  bas, an exercise made easier by his physical stature: he was so tall that he was tall sitting down.




  Inside my winkle-pickers, the crusty texture of socks that had been on for three days became detectable to my curling toes, but nothing could stop my mouth. I went on spoiling the party until

  deep into the afternoon, with MacInnes escalating from suave contempt to outright vituperation. To Bob he was all charm, of course, and it was only much later that I rumbled the caper. Bob was very

  good-looking, and MacInnes must have thought he was a hot prospect. In reality MacInnes had no chance, because Bob was as straight as a road, a fact to which a flotilla of beautiful women might

  well have attested. Bob would have been the Warren Beatty of the arts world if not hampered by a capacity for genuine passion which in later years several times brought him close to ending it all

  for the sake of love. Women spot that, and it only drives them crazier. The besotted MacInnes was on a hiding to nothing, but he made sure that the hiding was transferred to me. When I finally

  staggered out of the place and left them to it, my morale was in shreds. ‘Look, darling’ haunted me for months. But then it submerged to join the bunyips, and like the Eightsome Reel

  disaster it failed to come up again at the appointed time. This, I think, was probably because I was writing a story about being out of the swim, and the Colony Room episode would have seemed too

  in. But there is also the possibility that the faculty of recollection is disinclined to work by numbers. It will not serve. Anyway, as far as I remember – and here I am trying to remember

  when I remembered, which puts in yet another layer of unreliability – I didn’t recall the incident in its full horror until many years later, when I was watching the hugely unsuccessful

  film made from MacInnes’s Absolute Beginners. Patsy Kensit I thought wonderfully pretty but too well brushed and untroubled to fit the time. Then I remembered the time – the time

  when I, too, had been an absolute beginner, carved up and left for dead by the man who wrote the book.




  When I read through my pre-publication copy of the third volume, May Week Was in June, I thought that it had caught most of the key points and that what had been left out had been left

  out deliberately. I was beset with doubts about the commercial wisdom of having called Germaine Greer Romaine Rand – she hated that, it turned out – but I had no doubts about the

  morality of it: one could not attribute bad language to a living woman. Though chivalry might be just another form of condescension, I had been brought up to give my seat to ladies in trains. But

  that was just a change of name. The editing of events I thought finely judged. I left out the story of how Eric Idle and I had quarrelled over a croquet match, but that was because it might have

  reflected badly on him as well as on me, and I had too many reasons to be grateful to him. At Cambridge we had collaborated for a while on scripts, and in the long run it had not worked out,

  leaving a froideur between us that went on for years, and which we could not have crossed with skates. (The phenomenon is quite usual, incidentally: creative collaboration is a relationship

  more intimate than marriage and seldom ends without rancour, even when you have settled the terms of the divorce on the way in.) But my time in Footlights was a liberating period in my life and he

  had generously paved the way for it, so my debt was eternal: hence the omission of the croquet match, although I still think he had no warrant for hitting my ball into the rhododendrons. There were

  all kinds of decisions involved in choosing what to put in and what to leave out, but they were all decisions – or so I thought, until I remembered something I had plain forgotten: my

  bad day in Nottinghamshire. Roughly comparable in its effects to King Harold’s bad day at Hastings, it had been one in the eye that should have stayed with me.




  Under my direction, a Footlights revue was on tour at the little Robin Hood Theatre, Averham. The show had not gone down very well and the cast, with myself providing a vocal back-up, was making

  the classic mistake of blaming the audience, the theatre, the time of year and the inflation rate of the currency. While we were helping ourselves to breakfast in her kitchen, the proprietress of

  the theatre overheard some of this whingeing rigmarole and was later seen weeping. Luckily I guessed the reason. For once summoning the appropriate moral courage at the time instead of too late, I

  nerved myself to apologize. But the shameful episode could not be undone, and I am afraid its residue might have never left her mind. More shameful still is that it did leave mine. As a step in my

  indecently protracted graduation to presentability, it should have been uppermost in my thoughts when I was trying to give written shape to that period. Instead, it was lowermost. The mind, or my

  mind at any rate, protects itself even when attempting an honest audit of its interior accounts. Mon coeur mis a nu is a delusion. From which consideration, there is only one conclusion to

  draw.




  The conclusion must be that the three books collected in this volume were written to my own glory. Nobody except an egomaniac expects other people to find his life interesting. Luckily there are

  degrees of egomania. Sometimes it can look so much like modesty that it might almost be the real thing. Not all military memoirs, for example, are as demented as Montgomery’s. Men retired

  from high command have written self-effacing books. But if those same men had been truly self-effacing, they would not have written their books at all. So even at the low end of the scale, the self

  is being asserted. At the high end, there are no limits. From the turgid cauldron of solipsism called Seven Pillars of Wisdom it can be deduced that T. E. Lawrence, given the means, would

  have died on Golgotha to be buried in the Valley of the Kings. He was so convinced of his right to public acclaim that when he sought mortification for his sins the only fitting path was to

  obscurity. Just as his earlier understatement had been all bombast, his later reticence was all guile. Beside him, a self-proclaimed genius like Frank Harris was a shrinking violet.




  But Lawrence of Arabia did great things. They were never quite as great as he made out, but they were deeds. Beyond the top of the scale occupied by the men of action who are writing their lives

  up the better to face eternity, there is the stratosphere occupied by the writers tout court. This is where the power of the ego goes off the clock. It can safely be assumed that any writer

  who gives you a record of his own life is nuts about himself. After a lifetime of considering the subject I can only conclude that it would be strange if it were otherwise. Writers would not go on

  writing unless they thought they were unique. Their humility consists in, and is exhausted by, their recognition that other writers are more gifted. (There are some writers who can’t even

  manage that: a famous female novelist of the last generation would leave the room if Tolstoy was mentioned, and I personally knew a male novelist who thought Shakespeare wasn’t up to it.) But

  to think themselves unique, they need their conceit. If they recognize this fact, they can write memoirs that evince a delightful and seemingly genuine self-deprecation, as they balance their

  necessary self-esteem with an awareness of their own failings, although usually on the understanding that the failings are rendered nugatory by talent and might even have contributed to its

  formation. But it is remarkable how few writers can do even that much, and somehow those who can’t are the very ones most concerned to write memoirs.




  The results almost invariably make fascinating reading. The more humble the pose, the more the amour propre comes shining through. It is almost better to boast. Casanova boasted of his

  seductive prowess. Correctly placing his awesome track record as a lounge lizard far above the mere finagling of worldly business, he was ready to admit his fiascos as a wheeler-dealer. The funds

  that he had half-inched always dried up, the bailiffs always moved in, he always had to leave town on the dawn coach, and you can hear him grappling with the dreadful possibility that it might have

  all been his fault. But with Rousseau it was never his fault; and he, unlike Casanova, was hurting a lot of innocent people beside himself. Rousseau was more the writer; Casanova was more the man

  of action; and the distinction seems always to apply. The writer brings more resources to the cover-up, but the cover-up is the very thing that reveals where the bodies are buried: a tumulus of

  subterfuge. In modern times, perhaps the most flagrant example is provided by Ernest Hemingway. His book of memoirs A Moveable Feast is an unputdownable masterpiece, but one of the things it

  is masterly at is self-deception, which as always brings self-revelation prancing in its train. Though the book purports to show the young writer in his years of struggle, its narrative tone

  suggests that he was already a man of destiny, around whom the whole of existence revolved like a wheel on a jewelled pivot. He evokes post-First World War Paris enchantingly, but as his personal

  fiefdom. Its other inhabitants, no matter how distinguished, are important only in relation to him, and it soon transpires that he is adjusting the record to suit his self-esteem. Gertrude Stein

  emerges as a monster of selfishness. In fact she selflessly helped him to get started. Ford Madox Ford is drawn as a buffoon. In fact he was appreciative of Hemingway’s talent and did

  everything he could to help.




  It has been said of Hemingway that he was the type of man who could never forgive a favour, and you would guess that to be true even if you had no documentary evidence to go on except A

  Moveable Feast. Hemingway’s eminence has decreed that the documentary evidence is abundant. All of his biographers, without exception, have come reeling back from the archives with the

  awful knowledge that he never spoke the truth about anything, but really you don’t need them to tell you. His memoirs do the job. The account of his Paris adventures with Scott Fitzgerald

  leaves the indelible impression that Fitzgerald was the more honest man. Fitzgerald, indeed, was incurably honest: his articles about his breakdown (collected by Edmund Wilson in The

  Crack-Up, a book every would-be writer should keep nearby as a touchstone and a warning) are sufficient proof of that. In A Moveable Feast Hemingway tells the story of his impromptu

  boxing match with the Canadian writer Morley Callaghan, with Fitzgerald as the referee. According to Hemingway, Callaghan’s victory was due to Fitzgerald’s incompetence, perhaps even

  his malice. Callaghan, in his own memoirs of the period, That Summer in Paris, makes it clear that he thrashed Hemingway fair and square. No other result was ever likely, because Callaghan

  actually knew how to box. But really we don’t need Callaghan to tell us. Hemingway’s remarks on the subject have the giveaway shapeliness of self-serving fabrication. That Summer in

  Paris is an excellent book, a little classic of modest veracity. But A Moveable Feast is a big classic, in which a flawed man makes perfect art by the same impulse that made all his

  other perfect art – to get away from himself. When Hemingway’s true nature finally got him cornered, there was only one thing left to do. He shot himself for the same reason he wrote

  the books.




  On the quiet, William Faulkner had the same problem as Hemingway with telling the truth. Hemingway exaggerated his war service, even going to the extent of wearing medals to which he was not

  entitled. (Compare Fitzgerald’s rueful acknowledgment of ‘the overseas cap never worn overseas’.) Faulkner saw no war service at all, but allowed people to think he did. By

  maintaining a tactical silence at the right time, he gave the impression that he had flown in combat. That he never did makes Pylon no lesser a book about flying. Faulkner knew enough about

  the trickiness of his personality not to make the mistake of writing a memoir. He found his refuge in the bottle, as so many writers have. Almost always it is a case of a self that can’t live

  with itself. Why an ordinary ego should judge itself by standards appropriate only to Jesus Christ is a continuing mystery, but it probably has something to do with the unnatural concentration of

  will that it takes to function as any kind of artist at all.




  In other words, when it comes to writers the ordinary ego is extraordinary. The Nobel laureate and international man of mystery Elias Canetti published three volumes of memoirs in which he is

  always acute on the subject of writers and their self-regard. In his years in Vienna before the Anschluss, the young Canetti was in awe of the great Robert Musil, author of The Man

  Without Qualities. One of Musil’s qualities was a daunting capacity to keep himself to himself, even in the smoky propinquity of the literary café in which all the artists of the

  period set up their second home. Canetti fretted that he could not get Musil’s attention. Then Canetti published his own novel, Die Blendung (called Auto da Fé in

  English, which makes you wonder what it is called in Spanish) to some acclaim, including an enthusiastic letter from Thomas Mann, whom Canetti admired almost as much as he admired Musil. Flushed

  with his favourable reviews and the warm glow of Thomas Mann’s letter in his pocket, Canetti entered the café and found to his delight that Musil was rising to his feet to congratulate

  him on a brilliant success. Canetti momentarily interrupted Musil’s encomium to say, Yes, and I have just received a letter from Thomas Mann saying the same thing, can you imagine? Musil

  retreated instantly into his usual hauteur and hardly acknowledged Canetti’s existence ever again. The anecdote is a nice study in Musil’s high estimation of himself: embittered by a

  lack of international recognition, Musil had Thomas Mann’s towering prestige on the brain, and Canetti made an irreparable mistake in forgetting that fact even for an instant. But what makes

  it an even nicer study is that Canetti’s memoirs, from beginning to end, are an unrestrained hosanna to his own importance. Reading them in a mixture of boredom and astonishment, you would

  think that nothing in the history of the time mattered a damn except Canetti’s literary career: Hitler barely gets a mention.




  Canetti overdid it, to the point where his writings, though much lauded, are doomed to remain little read. But very few writers underdo it. Thomas Mann himself took fanatical pains to guard his

  status: he never turned down an honorary degree, and by the end of his life his accumulated gowns, hoods and velvet caps could have outfitted an entire academic procession. Along with his priestly

  dedication to his art there was a monumental effort expended on putting up a front. Sensibly he never wrote a memoir as such, confining most of his personal writings to a diary, in which we find,

  during the later years of his exile in California, that while whole armies were tearing each other to pieces in Europe he was concerned with a new manicure for himself, and a shampoo for the family

  poodle. His world view was of an unmatched scope and depth, but at the centre of it was an unrelenting self-regard, and it is hard to see how he could ever have reconciled the two things in an

  account of his life, even though the two things were the one thing in their essence. The same applied to Proust, justifiably seen by Mann as his worthy predecessor. In Search of Time Past is

  a divine act of self-sacrifice, but the human being who wrote it was perfectly capable of rigging a prize committee to vote his way. Nowadays there is a whole biographical industry devoted to

  proving our artistic heroes fallible, but really it is money for jam, because fallibility is what they are made of. It’s what they make of it that counts.




  That any writer, of any magnitude, serves himself in the first instance is what Montesquieu would have called a loi: one of those general principles that apply in any society at all

  times. Down here at my end of the scale, I can only say that I never doubted its truth. My own memoirs were written to give containment and a measure of tranquillity to psychic turmoil, and in the

  certainty that any of my troubles which I tried to conceal would come percolating through in accordance with the further loi formulated above. All I can claim beyond that is a hope –

  the hope that what has always been a burden to me will lighten the spirits of someone else if only by demonstrating that a public performance, though it might assuage private regrets, can’t

  always blot them out. But leaving these protestations of humility aside (the best thing to do with them, now that we know what they are worth) I don’t delude myself that the original books

  achieved their measure of welcome solely on the grounds of their validity as self-administered psychotherapy. They have a story to tell, and stories within the story. Here is the narrative of a

  young man who went in search of something. He knew it wasn’t a white whale, or El Dorado, or King Solomon’s mines. But what was it?




  Whatever it was, it seemed to him that it could not be had in the land of his birth: not at that time, anyway. Later on, in the Whitlam years, Australia boomed for all to see. Actually it had

  already started to boom when I was there: the migrants from ravaged Europe were enriching our culture from the bottom up. But that early stage of expansion I was too dull to spot, and the later

  stage I wasn’t around to witness. While I was slowly struggling to my feet in London, Australia went on exfoliating, so that by the time I made my first trip back I could scarcely find my way

  through the blooms of its achievements, and ever since, no matter how often I return, I have always been overwhelmed by the sense that the whole thing got away from me after I took my eyes off

  it.




  In Australia it is now sometimes said that we, the last expatriates, no longer have any right to our superior attitude to the country we renounced. For my own part, I can only protest that if I

  ever seemed to express such an attitude, it was all bluster. In some of my articles and broadcasts, when I finally got going in the British media, I tended to belittle developments in Australia,

  which was very foolish of me: but I had burned my boats, was by no means certain of being able to live off the land, and might have been whistling to keep my courage up. Any superior attitude I

  really had was towards Britain: I thought that we Aussies, less hampered by the weight of tradition and therefore closer to the bubbling well-spring of the English language, could write rings

  around the locals if given the chance. I got my chance writing about television for the Observer; but when, in the middle of that, I wrote a book that clicked, it was a book that

  unreservedly celebrated Australia – Unreliable Memoirs. Its two sequels were about an Australian in Britain, and if there are ever any further volumes, they, too, will be about someone

  who has never forgotten where he came from. To the eternal journalistic question about an Australian expatriate’s relationship with the National Identity, that is still the only answer I can

  summon: if this famous national identity means anything, it means something that comes with you wherever you go, and stays with you no matter how long you stay away. But the Australian journalists,

  as always, have yet another awkward question up their sleeves: why do you stay away?




  It’s hard to answer. In Sydney to cover the Olympic Games, I found the Australia of my dreams, and all the world’s dreams too: the good place, full of confidence and generosity, a

  hot-house for the talents. The contrast with present-day Britain was almost pitiful: at the very moment when Britain’s entire, time-honoured creative effort seemed to be disappearing

  forgetfully into a dome-shaped black hole, Sydney Harbour Bridge was a light-storm, a flame fountain, a feu de joie. How could I go back to the cold, the crumbling transport system, the

  rampant yobbery, the suicidal repudiation of history, the hopelessly misbegotten public projects, and the witless re-branding of perennial humanist institutions as a prelude to their going

  bankrupt? One answer is that there is an adventure in Britain too, and perhaps it is still a more interesting one. There is no hardship allowance for describing Australia’s rise to glory

  – you could take half your pay in sheer euphoria – but to make sense of Britain in its flailing post-imperial transformations takes everything you’ve got. Another answer is more

  personal, and thus more likely to be true.




  In twenty years or so, Unreliable Memoirs, while presenting no threat to Jeffrey Archer, has clocked up sales figures that I would be a fool to quarrel with, because they have provided

  the basis for a financial independence without which my two decades in television would have seemed like a century in a salt mine. But in Australia the book has had something better than a success.

  For two generations of the reading public, it has become their picture of a lost childhood – of what it was like to grow up when Australian life still had a dependable structure, before the

  pressures of global competition broke up the old certainties. As a result, its author has become part of the mental landscape: he is included in the conversation of an enormous family. When I sit

  to read and write at Rossini’s café on Circular Quay – my hangout for a long breakfast whenever I am in Sydney – every few minutes a different passer-by asks the same

  question: ‘When are you coming home?’ The answer that I am home cuts no ice. Nor should it. I know what they mean. It is a great privilege to be surrounded by so much intimacy,

  but the affection is more than I am equipped to answer except through writing, where affection comes easily, out of my better nature. My deeper nature, however, is to keep my distance from all

  ties, and London is still the place for that. Even in its latterday form as a behavioural sink, a den of thieves and a bedlam of managerial fatuity, the magna civitas is still a magna

  solitudo, and a great solitude is what I need, while I work on the long task of forgiving myself for having been born blessed, and for a consuming melancholy that I never earned.




  No doubt this is a distortion of personality: un-Australian, to use the word that came briefly into vogue when a referendum to favour a republic was put to the judgment of the Australian people.

  I suspect many of them declined the offer because they could hear the sinister note of compulsory patriotism. Freedom and diversity guard each other, and if a country could form the whole of

  one’s character, Napoleon III and Victor Hugo would have been the same person. There will always be some people who, loving the land where they were born, nevertheless pack up their kit, set

  out in a strange direction, and go so far that they can’t get back. The direction is set by an internal compass, and the distance by an unfathomable desire. Nor is it certain that there is no

  longer any role for the absentee. If Australia, on a necessarily small scale but with a certain laconic zest, has now entered its own imperial phase, and one which could be all the more dazzling

  because it depends on art and not on armies, a sentinel at the northern ramparts will always have a message to send home. One part of the message would be that artists and intellectuals, in the hot

  flush of national enterprise, should beware of being drawn by barons into a conspiracy against the people. The urge of the barons is to arrogate to themselves a preponderance of political

  influence, and so protect their windfall gains. But talent, too, is a windfall gain. Creative achievement earns its merit, but the capacity for such achievement can be handed out to anyone, and is

  often given to those who could hardly hold down an ordinary job. In that respect, the author of this tripartite divertissement is without illusions. In every other respect he has always been prey

  to every illusion possible, wherein lies the comedy. When Janice Breen hit me with her stuffed cloth rabbit, I thought she liked me.




  

    London, 2001


  




  





  UNRELIABLE MEMOIRS




  





  Preface




  Most first novels are disguised autobiographies. This autobiography is a disguised novel. On the periphery, names and attributes of real people have been changed and shuffled

  so as to render identification impossible. Nearer the centre, important characters have been run through the scrambler or else left out completely. So really the whole affair is a figment got up to

  sound like truth. All you can be sure of is one thing: careful as I have been to spare other people’s feelings, I have been even more careful not to spare my own. Up, that is, of course, to a

  point.




  Sick of being a prisoner of my childhood, I want to put it behind me. To do that, I have to remember what it was like. I hope I can dredge it all up again without sounding too pompous.

  Solemnity, I am well aware, is not my best vein. Yet it can’t be denied that books like this are written to satisfy a confessional urge; that the mainspring of a confessional urge is guilt;

  and that somewhere underneath the guilt there must be a crime. In my case I suspect there are a thousand crimes, which until now I have mainly been successful in not recollecting. Rilke used to say

  that no poet would mind going to gaol, since he would at least have time to explore the treasure house of his memory. In many respects Rilke was a prick.




  Premature memoirs can only be conceited. I have no excuses against this charge, except to say that self-regard is itself a subject, and that to wait until reminiscence is justified by

  achievement might mean to wait for ever. I am also well aware that all attempts to put oneself in a bad light are doomed to be frustrated. The ego arranges the bad light to its own satisfaction.

  But on that point it is only necessary to remember Santayana’s devastating comment on Rousseau’s Confessions, which he said demonstrated, in equal measure, candour and ignorance

  of self. However adroitly I have calculated my intentional revelations, I can be sure that there are enough unintentional ones to give the reader an accurate impression. I had an absurdly carefree

  upbringing. If my account of it inspires disapproval, that can only serve to help redress the balance. One doesn’t expect to get away with it for ever.




  

    C.J.


  




  





  1. THE KID FROM KOGARAH




  I was born in 1939. The other big event of that year was the outbreak of the Second World War, but for the moment that did not affect me. Sydney in those days had all of its

  present attractions and few of the drawbacks. You can see it glittering in the background of the few photographs in which my father and I are together. Stocky was the word for me. Handsome was the

  word for him. Without firing a shot, the Japanese succeeded in extricating him from my clutches. Although a man of humble birth and restricted education, he was smart enough to see that there would

  be war in the Pacific. Believing that Australia should be ready, he joined up. That was how he came to be in Malaya at the crucial moment. He was at Parit Sulong bridge on the day when a lot of

  senior officers at last found out what their troops had guessed long before – that the Japanese army was better led and better equipped than anything we had to pit against it. After the

  battle my father walked all the way south to Singapore and arrived just in time for the surrender. If he had waited to be conscripted, he might have been sent to the Western Desert and spent a

  relatively happy few months fighting the kind of Germans whose essential decency was later to be portrayed on the screen by James Mason and Marlon Brando. As it was, he drew the short straw.




  This isn’t the place to tell the story of my mother and father – a story which was by no means over, even though they never saw one another again. I could get a lot of mileage out of

  describing how the good-looking young mechanic wooed and won the pretty girl who left school at fourteen and worked as an upholsterer at General Motors Holden. How the Depression kept them so poor

  that they had to wait years to get married and have me. How fate was cruel to both of them beyond measure. But it would be untrue to them. It was thirty years or more before I even began to

  consider what my parents must have meant to each other. Before that I hardly gave them a thought, except as vague occurrences on the outskirts of a solipsistic universe. I can’t remember my

  father at all. I can remember my mother only through a child’s eyes. I don’t know which fact is the sadder.




  Anyway, my mother let our little house in Kogarah and we went to stay with my Aunt Dot in Jannali, another half hour down the Illawarra line. This move was made on the advice of my father, who

  assumed that the centre of Sydney would be flattened by Japanese bombs about two hours after the whistle blew. The assumption proved to be ill-founded, but the side effects were beneficial, since

  Jannali was a perfect spot to grow up in. There were only a dozen or so streets in the whole area. Only one of them was paved. The railway line ran through a cutting somewhere in the middle.

  Everything else was bush.




  The houses were made of either weatherboard or fibro. Ours was weatherboard. Like all the others, it was surrounded by an area of land which could be distinguished from the bush only because of

  its even more lavish concentrations of colour. Nasturtiums and honeysuckle proliferated, their strident perfumes locked in perpetual contention. Hydrangeas grew in reefs, like coral in a sea of

  warm air. At the bottom of the back yard lay an air-raid trench full of rainwater. I fell into it within minutes of arriving. Hearing a distant splash, Aunt Dot, who was no sylph, came through the

  back door like a train out of a tunnel and hit the lawn running. The door, a fly-screen frame with a return spring, made exactly the same sound as one of those punching-bags you try your strength

  on. Aunt Dot was attired in a pink corset but it didn’t slow her down. She covered the ground like Marjorie Jackson, the girl who later became famous as the Lithgow Flash. The earth shook. I

  was going down for the third time but I can distinctly remember the moment she launched herself into the air, describing a parabolic trajectory which involved, at one point, a total eclipse of the

  sun. She landed in the trench beside me. Suddenly we were sitting together in the mud. All the water was outside on the lawn.




  Usually my mother was first to the rescue. This time she was second. She had to resuscitate both of us. She must have been in the front of the house looking after my grandfather. He needed a lot

  of looking after. Later on my mother told me that he had always been a selfish man. She and Aunt Dot had given a good part of their lives to waiting on him. Mentally, he had never left England. I

  remember him as a tall, barely articulate source of smells. The principal smells were of mouldy cloth, mothballs, seaweed, powerful tobacco and the tars that collect in the stem of a very old pipe.

  When he was smoking he was invisible. When he wasn’t smoking he was merely hard to pick out in the gloom. You could track him down by listening for his constant, low-pitched, incoherent

  mumble. From his carpet slippers to his moustache was twice as high as I could reach. The moustache was saffron with nicotine. Everywhere else he was either grey or tortoise-shell mottle. His teeth

  were both.




  I remember he bared them at me one Christmas dinner. It was because he was choking on a coin in a mouthful of plum pudding. It was the usual Australian Christmas dinner, taking place in the

  middle of the day. Despite the temperature being 100°F in the shade, there had been the full panoply of ragingly hot food, topped off with a volcanic plum pudding smothered in scalding custard.

  My mother had naturally spiced the pudding with sixpences and threepenny bits, called zacs and trays respectively. Grandpa had collected one of these in the oesophagus. He gave a protracted,

  strangled gurgle which for a long time we all took to be the beginning of some anecdote. Then Aunt Dot bounded out of her chair and hit him in the back. By some miracle she did not snap his

  calcified spine. Coated with black crumbs and custard, the zac streaked out of his mouth like a dumdum and ricocheted off a tureen.




  Grandpa used to take me on his knee and read me stories, of which I could understand scarcely a word, not because the stories were over my head but because his speech by that stage consisted

  entirely of impediments. ‘Once upon a mpf,’ he would intone, ‘there wah ngung mawg blf . . .’ My mother got angry with me if I was not suitably grateful to Grandpa for

  telling me stories. I was supposed to dance up and down at the very prospect. To dodge this obligation, I would build cubbyholes. Collecting chairs, cushions, breadboards and blankets from all over

  the house, I would assemble them into a pillbox and crawl in, plugging the hole behind me. Safe inside, I could fart discreetly while staring through various eye-slits to keep track of what was

  going on. From the outside I was just a pair of marsupial eyeballs in a heap of household junk, topped off with a rising pall of sulphuretted hydrogen. It was widely conjectured that I was hiding

  from ghosts. I was, too, but not as hard as I was hiding from Grandpa. When he shuffled off to bed, I would unplug my igloo and emerge. Since my own bedtime was not long after dark, I suppose he

  must have been going to bed in the late afternoon. Finally he went to bed altogether.




  With Grandpa laid up, I was the man of the house, except when Uncle Vic or Ray came home on leave. Uncle Vic was Aunt Dot’s husband and Ray was her son, therefore my cousin. Uncle Vic was

  an infantry corporal stationed in New Guinea. Sometimes when he got leave he would bring his Owen gun home, minus the bolt. I was allowed to play with the gun. It was huge. I stumbled around

  pointing it at bull-ants’ nests. The bull-ants, however, didn’t bluff so easily. The only argument they understood was a few gallons of boiling water poured down their central

  stairwell. I once saw Uncle Vic administer this treatment, in revenge after half a dozen bull-ants stung me on the right foot. They were the big red kind with the black bag at the back. When that

  size bull-ant stings you, you stay stung. My foot came up like a loaf of bread. I just lay in the road and screamed. The same foot got into even worse trouble later on, as I shall relate.




  While I staggered around blasting the nasturtiums, Uncle Vic did a lot of enigmatic smiling. One day I struggled all the way down to the railway cutting so that I could show the gun to some

  local children I hoped to impress. They hadn’t waited. I could see them climbing the hill on the other side of the railway line. I shouted to them, holding the gun up as high as I could,

  which I suppose was no height at all. They couldn’t hear me. I think it was the first big disappointment of my life. When I came back dragging the gun through the dirt, Uncle Vic did a bit

  more of his enigmatic smiling. Talking to him years later, I realized why he was so quiet at the time. It was because he wasn’t too thrilled about what he had seen in New Guinea. Japanese

  scouts used to sneak up on our sentries through the thick white morning jungle mist and punch meat-skewers through their heads from ear to ear.




  Ray was more forthcoming, until he got sick. He was a fitter with the RAAF somewhere up there but after his first leave he never went back. He just stayed around the house in his dressing gown,

  getting thinner. He used to let me stand on his feet while he walked me around. The game was called Giant Steps. I loved it. Then the day came when he didn’t want to play it any more. My

  mother told me he wasn’t strong enough. I got into trouble at the dinner table when I asked him why he was holding his fork with both hands.




  So really my mother was the only pillar of strength available. One parent is enough to spoil you but discipline takes two. I got too much of what I wanted and not enough of what I needed. I was

  a child who was picked up. The effects have stayed with me to this day, although in the last few years I have gradually learned to blame myself instead of circumstances. My mother had a strong will

  but she would have had to be Fabius Cunctator to cope with my tantrums when I didn’t feel like going to school. Every second day I played sick and stayed home. Her only alternative was to see

  how far she could drag me. She would have had a better chance dragging a dead horse through soft sand. The school was a single-room wooden hut with twelve desks. Painted cream, it sat in half an

  acre of dirt playground about a mile from our house. Bushfires burned it down every couple of years but unfortunately it was easy to replace. The first year of school wasn’t so bad. I liked

  Miss Dear. Usually I got more questions right than anybody else and was awarded first choice of blocks. I chose the set with the arches and the columns. I would go off on my own into a corner of

  the playground and build structures akin to the Alhambra or the Escorial, throwing a fit if any other child tried to interfere.




  Even the best set of school blocks wasn’t as good as the set I had at home. Passed on to me by Grandpa, they were satin-smooth Victorian creations of inch-by-inch oak, every length from

  one to twelve inches, plus arches, Doric columns, metopes, triglyphs and sundry other bits and pieces. With them I could build a tower much taller than myself. The usual site was the middle of the

  lounge room. A length of cotton could be tied to one of the lower columns, so that I could retire into hiding and collapse the tower by remote control at the precise moment when Aunt Dot lumbered

  into range. It made a noise like Valhalla falling. She would have one of her turns – these needed plenty of space – and demand that I be sent to school next day.




  Toys were scarce. A few crude lead soldiers were still produced so that children could go on poisoning themselves but otherwise there was almost nothing. It was a big event when my mother bought

  me a little painted red cow. Presumably it was English. I took it to school and lost it. Next day she came with me to school, wanting to find out what had happened to it. My carelessness with

  everything she bought me went on hurting her for years. She construed it, accurately, as ingratitude. From the sensitivity angle I was about as obtuse as a child can be. I was sensitive enough

  about myself, but that’s a different thing.




  School, passable for the first year, became unbearable in the second, when the kind Miss Dear was supplanted by a hard case called Miss Turnbull. Dark, cold and impatient, Miss Turnbull might

  have been the firm hand I needed, but already I was unable to cope with authority. I still can’t today, tending to oscillate between nervous flippancy and overly solicitous respect. In those

  days, when I was about a third of my present height and a quarter of the weight, there was nothing to do except duck. I did everything to get out of facing up to Miss Turnbull. I had Mondayitis

  every day of the week. As my mother dragged me down the front path, I would clutch my stomach, cross my eyes, stick out my tongue, cough, choke, scream and vomit simultaneously.




  But there were some occasions when I ended up at school no matter what I did. It was then revealed that I had Dropped Behind the Class. Words I could not recognize would come up on the spelling

  wheel. The spelling wheel was a thick card with a window in it and a cardboard disc behind. As you turned the disc, words appeared one at a time in the window. I remember not being able to

  pronounce the word ‘the’. I pronounced it ‘ter-her’. The class had collective hysterics. They were rolling around on the floor with their knees up. I suppose one of

  the reasons why I grew up feeling the need to cause laughter was perpetual fear of being its unwitting object.




  From the start of Miss Turnbull’s reign until the day we left Jannali, every morning I would shout the house down. For my mother, the path leading from the front porch to the front gate

  became a Via Dolorosa. My act reached ever new heights of extravagance. Either it worked or it didn’t. If it didn’t I would sit in school praying for the bushfires to come early and

  incinerate the place. If it did I would either hang around the house or go and play with Ron, a truant of my own age who lived next to Hally the butcher down near the station. Ron was a grub. I was

  always being warned off him because he was so filthy. He and I used to squat under his house tweaking each other’s ding, watching each other pee, and so on. I can’t remember it all now.

  I suppose I have repressed it. If there was any sexual excitement, it took the form of intense curiosity, just as I was curious about my mother when we were in the bath together. I remember the

  shock of seeing Ray undressed. He looked as if he had a squirrel hanging there. I had an acorn.




  Ron’s wreck of a mother used to give us buttered bread with hundreds and thousands on it. It was like being handed a slice of powdered rainbow. They must have been a poor family but I

  remember my visits to them as luxuries. As well as the technicolor bread and butter, there were vivid, viscid green drinks made from some kind of cordial. Ron’s place would have been Beulah

  Land except for one drawback. They had a cattle dog called Bluey. A known psychopath, Bluey would attack himself if nothing else was available. He used to chase himself in circles trying to bite

  his own balls off. To avert instant death, I was supposed to call out from the front gate when I arrived and not open it until I was told that Bluey had been chained up. One day I opened it too

  early and Bluey met me on the front path. I don’t know where he had come from – probably around the side of the house – but it was as if he had come up out of the ground on a

  lift. He was nasty enough when chained up but on the loose he was a bad dream. Barking from the stomach, he opened a mouth like a great, wet tropical flower. When he snapped it shut, my right foot

  was inside it.




  If Bluey hadn’t been as old as the hills, my foot would have come right off. Luckily his teeth were in ruins, but even so I was only a few tendons short of becoming an amputee. Since

  Bluey’s spittle obviously contained every bacterium known to science, my frantic mother concluded that the local doctor would not be enough. I think I went to some kind of hospital in

  Sutherland. Needles were stuck into me while she had yet another case of heart failure. Bluey was taken away to be destroyed. Looking back on it, I can see that this was tough on Bluey, who had

  grown old in the belief that biting ankles was the thing to do. At the time I was traumatized. I loathed dogs from that day forward. They could sense my terror from miles away. Any dog could back

  me against a wall for hours. Eventually I learned not to show fear. The breakthrough came when I managed to walk away from a dog who had me bailed up against the door of a garage. Admittedly he was

  only a Pekinese about eight inches long, but it was still a triumph. That was more than a year ago.




  





  2. VALLEY OF THE KILLER SNAKES




  Such incidents must have been hell on my mother’s nerves. I would have been enough of a handful even in normal circumstances but the sweat of looking after me was made

  worse by her uncertainty about what was happening to my father. She got some news of him when he was in Changi but after he was moved to Japan there was not much to go on. The mail from Kobe, when

  there was any, was so censored it looked like shredded lettuce. During the last part of the war she wasn’t even certain that he was alive. In those circumstances it couldn’t have been

  much help to her, having the kind of son who goes off and gets half-eaten by a dog.




  Lesser catastrophes were no doubt just as wearing, since they happened all the time. My collection of marbles consisted mainly of priceless connie agates handed down by Grandpa. Ocean crystals,

  iced roses and butterflies in amber, they tumbled from their draw-string bag like a Byzantine avalanche. I took them out and lost the lot to a local thug called Mick Roach. Years older than I, Mick

  dated up clay-dabs against my connies. A clay-dab, as its name suggests, could be dissolved in water or squeezed flat with a thumb. Mick used steelies for taws. Steelies were ball bearings an inch

  in diameter. They blasted my defenceless cannon-fodder from the ring. On top of his superior artillery, Mick could actually play marbles, whereas I had no idea of what I was doing, otherwise I

  would not have allowed him to readjust the size of the ring for each go. When it was his turn, the ring was about four inches in diameter. When it was my turn, the Arunta tribe could have held a

  corroboree around its circumference.




  I lurched home in tears, trailing an empty bag. My mother went berserk. She tried to shame Mick’s parents into giving my marbles back, but Mick’s father talked some confident

  nonsense about a fair fight. ‘If your father was here,’ said my mother with a strangely shaking voice, ‘there’d be a fair fight.’ I wish I could say that I shared her

  anger, but I think I was just embarrassed about the fuss. I wanted my mistakes forgotten, not faced up to – the foundations of a bad habit.




  Quite apart from moral disasters, there was the question of my physical safety. Even after Bluey’s demise, there was still good reason to believe that I would do myself an injury if left

  unsupervised. I had a terrifying gift for carving myself up. Running around barefoot, I would go out of my way to jump on a broken bottle. Gashes caused by rusty corrugated iron were treated with

  Acriflavine, an antiseptic that turned the surrounding skin variously blue and yellow, so that I looked half ancient Briton, half Inca. The only asphalt road in the area led down to the railway

  line at about the same angle as a door-wedge. It might not sound a very perilous incline, but I was able to prove empirically that it was more than steep enough for a small boy on a tricycle to

  attain terminal velocity. The pedals became a vicious blur. There was no hope of getting my feet back on them. It was apparent that I would arrive at the bottom of the hill just in time to be flung

  on to the line in the path of a train even then looming out of the cutting. Hearing my screams, my mother came after me like the back half of Zeno’s paradox about Achilles and the tortoise,

  if you can imagine Achilles in drag and the tortoise screaming its head off while balanced on a shaking bicycle seat with its legs stuck out. She caught up with me at the last moment. It was part

  of the pattern. I always survived, but only after scaring her to death.




  And then there were Australia’s natural wonders. Jannali was not quite the bush proper, but it was certainly an outer suburb. You could walk over the next hill and be back in the sort of

  country that the convicts used to die in when they ran away. Not that they would necessarily have died of hunger. There is plenty for you to eat. Unfortunately there is also plenty that wants to

  eat you.




  By now I have grown used to the benevolence of the English countryside, where there are no natural hazards beyond the odd clump of poison ivy, a few varieties of inimical mushroom, and half a

  dozen adders all of which wear number plates and have exclusive contracts with BBC television. Walking at ease in such an Augustan context, it is sometimes difficult to remember what it was like to

  inhabit a land crawling with danger. I have already mentioned the bull-ants. There were also snakes. Walking to school bare-footed along dirt paths lined with banksias and waratahs, I was always

  expecting to meet one of the snakes portrayed in the gaudily detailed charts which were hung up in the railway station and the post office. Luckily the only snakes I ever encountered were harmless

  civilians: the filing clerks and secretaries of the serpentine world. But Uncle Vic caught a full-sized fighting snake right outside our front gate. It was a black snake – one step worse than

  a brown snake. A black snake can kill an adult if it is big enough. This one was big enough. Uncle Vic pinned it to the ground in the middle but both ends of it went on trying to get at him.




  The next step up from the black snake is the tiger snake. It was statistically likely that at least a few tiger snakes were in our district, probably holed up in some shack and sending their

  girlfriends out to buy liquor. Over and above the tiger snake, so to speak, is the taipan. Luckily ours was not taipan country. Indeed at that time the taipan was not yet famous anywhere. Up in

  Queensland, in the sugar cane belt, the taipan was soon to begin making headlines and getting its photograph in Pix. Tiger snakes and black snakes can’t compete with taipans, but they

  are bad enough. Brown snakes are pretty bad. Allegedly harmless snakes don’t look very benevolent either. I used to think about all this a lot on the way to or from school. Whether to run

  fast or tip-toe silently was a constant dilemma, which I tried to solve by doing both at once.




  I also thought about spiders. Two of the worst Australian spiders are the funnel-web and the trap-door. One is even more lethal than the other but I can’t remember which. It doesn’t

  matter, because either can put a child in peril of its life. The funnel-web is a ping-pong ball in a fox fur. It inhabits a miniature missile silo in the ground, from which it emerges in a savage

  arc, ready to sink its mandibles into anything that breathes. The trap-door spider is really a funnel-web plus cunning, since it conceals the mouth of its silo with a tiny coal-hole door. Both

  kinds of spider can leap an incredible distance. A wood pile might contain hundreds of each kind. If you even suspected the presence of either species in your garden you were supposed to report

  immediately to the responsible authorities. After the war an English immigrant lady became famous when she was discovered gaily swatting funnel-webs with a broom as they came flying at her in

  squadrons. Any one of them, if it had got close enough even to spit at her, would have put her in bed for a year.




  I somehow managed to avoid meeting trap-door spiders or funnel-webs. Quite often I came face to face with a harmless relative, which Aunt Dot called a tarantula and I called a triantelope.

  Actually it was just a common or garden spider called the huntsman, whose idea of a big thrill was to suck a wasp. The huntsman wove big vertical webs which I used regularly to walk into when

  heading tentatively down the back path to the lavatory after dark. Getting mixed up in the web, to which I knew the triantelope must be at some point attached, was a frightening sensation which I

  attempted to forestall by inching forward very slowly, with one hand held out. It didn’t help.




  But the real horror among spiders was more likely to be encountered in the lavatory itself. This was the red-back. The red-back is mainly black, with a scarlet stripe down where its spine would

  be if it were a vertebrate. Looking like a neatly rigged and painted single-seater that might once have been flown by von Richthofen, the red-back had enough poison in it to immobilize a horse. It

  had the awkward habit, in unsewered areas like ours, of lurking under the lavatory seat. If a red-back bit you on the behind you were left with the problem of where to put the tourniquet and not

  long to think about it. Nor could you ask anyone to suck out the poison, unless you knew them very well indeed. I saw plenty of red-backs and actually got bitten by one, luckily not on the behind.

  I think it was a red-back. Certainly I told my mother it was. Once again the site of the wound was my right foot, which by this time must have been looking as if it belonged to Philoctetes. My

  mother knelt, sucked and spat. We were both frightened but she was not too frightened to act. She must have been getting tired, however, of being both father and mother.




  After the first atomic bomb there was a general feeling that Japan had surrendered. The street was decorated with bunting. Strings of all the Allied flags were hung up between the flame trees.

  The Japanese missed their cue and all the bunting had to be taken in. Finally the Japanese saw the point and all the bunting was taken out again. Everybody was in ecstasies except my mother, who

  still had no news. Then an official telegram came to say that he was all right. Letters from my father arrived. They were in touch with each other and must have been very happy. The Americans, with

  typical generosity, arranged that all the Australian POWs in Japan should be flown home instead of having to wait for ships. My mother started counting the days. Then a telegram arrived saying that

  my father’s plane had been caught in a typhoon and had crashed in Manila Bay with the loss of everyone aboard.




  Up until that day, all the grief and worry that I had ever seen my mother give way to had been tempered for my ears. But now she could not help herself. At the age of five I was seeing the full

  force of human despair. There were no sedatives to be had. It was several days before she could control herself. I understood nothing beyond the fact that I could not help. I think that I was

  marked for life. I know now that until very recent years I was never quite all there – that I was play-acting instead of living and that nothing except my own unrelenting fever of

  self-consciousness seemed quite real. Eventually, in my middle thirties, I got a grip on myself. But there can be no doubt that I had a tiresomely protracted adolescence, wasting a lot of other

  people’s time, patience and love. I suppose it is just another sign of weakness to blame everything on that one moment, but it would be equally dishonest if I failed to record its piercing

  vividness.




  As for my mother, I don’t presume even to guess at what she felt. The best I can say is that at least they got the chance of writing a few words to one another before the end. In one

  respect they were like Osip and Nadezhda Mandelstam in the last chapters of Hope Against Hope – torn apart in mid-word without even the chance to say goodbye. But in another way they

  were not. My father had taken up arms out of his own free will. In Europe, millions of women and children had been killed for no better reason than some ideological fantasy. My father was a free

  human being. So was my mother. What happened to them, terrible though it was, belongs in the category of what Nadezhda Mandelstam, elsewhere in that same great book, calls the privilege of ordinary

  heartbreaks. Slowly, in those years, the world was becoming aware that things had been happening which threw the whole value of human existence into doubt. But my father’s death was not one

  of them. It was just bad luck. I have disliked luck ever since – an aversion only increased by the fact that I have always been inordinately lucky.




  Grandpa’s death was easier for me to deal with. Everybody was ready for it. Grief was kept in bounds. There was no way of pinpointing the moment when he passed to the beyond. In his dark

  bedroom he merely turned into a slightly more immobile version of what he had already been for years. It was time to open the windows and let in the light. I was encouraged to take a look at the

  corpse – a wise decision, since it immediately became clear to me that there are more terrible things than dying a natural death. The old man merely looked as if he had been bored out of

  existence. Perhaps I got it all wrong then and have still got it all wrong now. Perhaps he died in a redemptive ecstasy after being vouchsafed a revelation of the ineffable. But I doubt it. I think

  he just croaked.




  Ray was harder to be blasé about. We hadn’t played Giant Steps for a long time. Eventually he was too weak to stand. He was taken away to the military hospital at Yaralla, where over the

  next few years he gradually wasted to nothing. He used to smile at me through the mirror mounted over his face as he lay in the iron lung. The smile took an age to arrive and another age to go

  away. It was like watching sand dry in the sun. I can remember being scolded for not caring enough. I think it was Aunt Dot who did the scolding. The unremitting gradualness of it all must have

  been hard for her to take. People’s emotions are no less real just because they carry on a lot. Aunt Dot could do the mad scene from Lucia when her lemon meringue pie collapsed. But

  there is no reason to believe that she felt her bereavement any the less for feeling little things too much. She was, and is, a good woman who would have mothered me if she had been called upon.

  Mothering, however, wasn’t what I was short of.




  My mother decided it was time to go back to our house at No. 6, Margaret Street, Kogarah, a place I couldn’t remember having seen. There was nothing to keep us in Jannali, where losses

  appeared to be accumulating steadily. Changing schools was certainly no great wrench. There were no playmates I would particularly miss, except perhaps the unspeakable Ron. I was taken to a party

  that year where there was a present for every child except me. It turned out that my present, a box of soldiers, had been mislaid. The mistake was quickly rectified. But it took all afternoon and

  half the night to coax me down from my tree. Definitely time for a change of scene.




  Besides, Kogarah was more of a built-up area, and therefore, my mother reasoned, safer. It would even have the sewer on soon – an unheard-of luxury. The only problem was to get the tenants

  out. They had promised to move when asked, but by now there was a housing shortage and they didn’t want to go. My mother, however, had lost too much. She wouldn’t stand for losing her

  house as well. It had cost her and my father everything they had ever earned. She was firm about not letting the tenants break their agreement. Out they went and in we moved.




  Even in my memory the house is small. Early on there were a lounge, two bedrooms, a kitchen-dining room, a bathroom and a back veranda, with laundry and lavatory built into the back wall. Later

  we had the back veranda enclosed with fibro and Cooper louvres so that it could count as a room too. Between the front fence and the paved street there was a concrete footpath and a piece of lawn,

  known as the front strip, which included a box gum tree big enough for a child to swing upside down from and drop on its head. Every household mowed its own front strip. It was to be a constant

  source of shame to my mother that our piece of front strip was never as finely mown or sharply edged as the front strips of the next-door neighbours.




  From the front fence to the house was the front lawn. There was a car’s-width of lawn down the right side of the house, leading in almost every case but ours to a garage. This was called

  the driveway whether you had a car or not. On the other side of the house was a much narrower passage between house and fence, just wide enough to walk through. Behind the house was a back yard.

  Most of this, in our case, was lawn: a mixture of buffalo grass, couch and tenacious crops of paspalum. There were passion-fruit vines growing on the fence where the garage should have been. In the

  opposite back corner was a peach tree, in which over the years I made various attempts, all unsuccessful, to build a tree house. There were patches of vegetable garden along all three edges of the

  back yard. These were devoted to the growing of the kind of vegetables I always refused to eat – chocos, beetroot, rhubarb and so on. Or is rhubarb a fruit? Despite my mother’s

  imprecations, I could never see the point of the choco. Whatever you do with it, it’s still nothing. It looks like an albino avocado and tastes like cellophane. Its only advantage lies in its

  cheapness. You can’t stop chocos growing. It takes a flame-thrower to keep them down.




  The widest of these vegetable patches lay parallel to the back fence, beyond which was a poultry farm inhabited by thousands of chooks all synchronized to wake you up at dawn. Later on the farm

  became a housing estate. Whatever lay beyond the back fence, I was always tunnelling towards it. The back patch was the site of my unflagging efforts to get back to the womb by digging into the

  earth. I started this at quite an early age, attaining more proficiency as time went on. My early burrows were simple dugouts roofed over with box tops, after which the earth was heaped back on.

  There was just room for me. I would persuade my mother to cover up the entrance and leave me down there all afternoon. It didn’t matter if the thing collapsed – it was only a few inches

  of dirt. Older children had been known to try the same trick in sand dunes, with fatal results. She probably reasoned that it was better to let me indulge these fantasies where she could keep an

  eye on me.




  Over the next few years, the back patch started looking like the Ypres Salient. I would dig complicated networks of trenches, roof them over, and continue tunnelling from inside, honey-combing

  the clay all the way down to the water table. Other boys in the street were fascinated. It became known that I was taking my Donald Duck comics down there and reading them by torch-light. They,

  too, turned up with armfuls of comics. Suddenly I had friends. I had stumbled on one of the secrets of leadership – start something, then let people know you are doing them a favour by

  bringing them in on it. Candidates for my tunnel club had to go through a probationary period of hovering on the outskirts. It was like being put up for the Garrick. Finally half the small boys in

  the district were spending the whole weekend somewhere under our back yard. Similar scenes must have occurred on the night of the Great Escape from Stalag Luft III. I overdid it when I started

  letting the little kids down there. Little kids, I should have known, ruin things. Geoffrey Teichmann was only about four years old, Crawling somewhere down around Level 7 leading off Shaft 4, he

  brushed against one of the fruit-case slats I used for pit props. The whole system fell on him. Parents arrived from everywhere to dig the little twerp out. The was the end of that.




  But my new-found acceptability was strictly a local phenomenon. School was still a nightmare. I went to Kogarah Infants’ School and then to Kogarah Primary. They were both in the same

  place, near Kogarah station, more than a mile away on the trolley bus. The fare was a penny. The trolley bus went down Rocky Point Road, through a shopping centre called the Bundy, then turned left

  to cut across Prince’s Highway and climb over the hill to the station, where it either turned around at the Loop or went on to Rockdale. There were shops at the Loop, including Parry’s

  Milk Bar, the centre of local night life for years to come. Being bought a fruit sundae in Parry’s late at night was pretty well the most luxurious thing that could happen to you.




  Two minutes’ walk up the hill from the Loop was the school. I could make that two minutes last an hour – sometimes a whole day. If it had not been for another boy called McGowan, I

  would have been cast as the school’s problem child. Luckily McGowan was so disturbed that I seemed unobtrusive by comparison. A ginger shambles, McGowan wore glasses with one lens covered up

  by brown sticky paper, presumably to correct a fault of vision. He screamed without provocation, frothed at the mouth, bit pieces out of other children and kicked teachers in the stomach. In the

  playground he would run at the supervising teacher while her back was turned, so that he would be going at full speed when she wheeled at the sound of his running footsteps. He was thus able to get

  plenty of force behind the kick. The teacher would be taken away on a stretcher. Eventually there were no longer any members of the staff willing to take on the job of supervising any classroom or

  playground with McGowan in it, so he was removed. That left me looking more conspicuous.




  The only thing I liked about school was skipping around in circles until the music stopped, then lying down on the floor for Quiet Time. I was very good at Quiet Time. Otherwise it was all a bit

  hopeless. I piddled on the floor when it was my turn to sing. Conversely, I got caught drinking my daily bottle of milk in the lavatory. For some reason this was regarded as a fearful crime. My

  mother used to pick me up after school. One day we missed each other and I went home alone on the bus. Meanwhile my mother was going frantic at the school. There were mutual tears that night. Next

  day when I answered my name at the morning assembly roll-call, the headmistress said, ‘Ah yes, that’s the little boy who ran away from his mother.’ Thanks a lot, witch. I kacked

  my pants on the spot.




  The whole secret of kacking your pants, incidentally, is to produce a rock-solid blob which will slide down your leg in one piece and can be rolled away into hiding at the point of the toe. That

  way, your moment of shame can be kept to the proportions of a strictly local disaster. But if you let go with anything soft, it takes two teachers to clean you up and the whole affair attracts

  nationwide publicity. You get people interviewing you.




  





  3. BILLYCART HILL




  The name I answered to in my early years was Vivian James. Later on my mother gave me my choice of new first names and I picked Clive out of a Tyrone Power movie. She

  sympathized with the fix she and my father had got me into by naming me after Vivian McGrath, star of the 1938 Davis Cup squad. After Vivien Leigh played Scarlett O’Hara the name became

  irrevocably a girl’s name no matter how you spelled it, so those few little boys who had been saddled with it went through hell. I just got sick of ending up on the wrong lists, being sent to

  sewing classes, etc. Children in Australia are still named after movies and sporting events. You can tell roughly the year the swimming star Shane Gould was born. It was about the time Shane

  was released. There was a famous case of a returned serviceman who named his son after all the campaigns he had been through in the Western Desert. The kid was called William Bardia Escarpment

  Qattara Depression Mersa Matruh Tobruk El Alamein Benghazi Tripoli Harris.




  Things marginally improved when I was promoted, a year early, from the Infants’ School to the Primary School. The embarrassments of co-education were at last left behind. No longer were we

  obliged to pair off and hold hands tweely when marching into the classroom – a huge advance on previous conditions. I achieved early promotion solely through being good at reading. The reason

  I was good at reading had nothing to do with school. In our last year at Jannali I had started to pick my way through Grandpa’s musty old bound sets of Wide World magazine. Also there

  were bright yellow heaps of the National Geographic. In our first years at Kogarah, while searching my mother’s room, I found the wardrobe half full of magazines. These were mainly

  Picture Post, Lilliput, Collier’s, the Saturday Evening Post, Life and Reader’s Digest. I started off by looking at the pictures but gradually progressed to being

  able to read the text.




  I can’t remember what it was like not to be able to read English fluently. Nowadays, if I am learning to read a new language, I try to savour the moment that separates not knowing how to

  from not knowing how not to. At the time, I simply found myself able to read. Over the next few years I absorbed everything in those few hundred magazines. I read them until there was nothing left

  to read and then read them again until the covers pulled away from the staples. The Saturday Evening Posts with the Norman Rockwell covers satisfied every demand of my aesthetic sense, the

  gustatory requirements included. I used to read them instead of eating. I felt about them the way Turgenev felt about the emblem book he wrote of to Bakunin, and made a part of Laretsky’s

  childhood in A Nest of Gentlefolk.




  I suppose if I had been John Stuart Mill I would have sought out a better class of reading matter. Indeed my father and mother had done a lot of fairly solid reading together: stacked away at

  the top of the cupboard in the hall were cheap sets of Dickens, Thackeray and the Brontës. For some reason I was never to seek them out, even in my teens. I always had an automatic aversion to

  the set books. Reading off the course was in my nature. My style was to read everything except what mattered, just as I ate everything except what was good for me.




  In Primary School I ceased being the class halfwit and became class smart alec instead. This presented a whole new set of difficulties. Coming out first in the term tests attracted accusations

  of being teacher’s pet. It was true, alas: Mr Slavin, although a fair-minded man, couldn’t help smiling upon anyone who knew how to answer the questions. Too many boys in the class had

  trouble remembering their own names. Most of the heat was focused on an unfortunate called Thommo, who was caned regularly. For ordinary offences Thommo was caned by Mr Slavin and for more serious

  transgressions he was caned by the Deputy Headmaster. Mr Slavin was authorized to impart up to four strokes. Thommo usually required six even to slow him down. We used to sit silent while the

  Deputy Head gave Thommo the treatment outside is the corridor. The six strokes took some time to deliver, because Thommo had to be recaptured after each stroke, and to be recaptured he had first to

  be found. His screams and sobs usually gave away his location, but not always. One day the police came to the classroom and made Thommo open his Globite school case. It was full of stolen treasures

  from Coles and Woolworths: balloons, bulldog paper clips, funny hats, a cut-glass vase. Thommo was led howling away and never seen again.




  Despite Thommo’s fate, on the whole I would rather have been him than me. His manly activities merited respect. As teacher’s pet, I was regarded with envy, suspicion and hatred. I

  had not yet learned to joke my way out of trouble and into favour. Instead I tried to prove that I, too, could be rebellious, untrammelled, dangerous and tough. To register, any demonstration of

  these qualities would have to be made in view of the whole class. This would not be easy, since my desk was at the back of the room. There were five columns of desks with seven desks in each

  column. The five most academically able boys sat in the back five desks and so on down the line, with the desks at the front containing the dullards, psychopaths, Thommo, etc. The problem was to

  become the cynosure of all eyes in some way more acceptable than my usual method of throwing my hand in the air, crying ‘Sir! Sir! Sir!’, and supplying the correct answer.




  The solution lay in the network of railway tracks carved into the top of each desk by successive generations of occupants. Along these tracks fragments of pencil, pen holders or bits of chalk

  could be pushed with chuffing noises. I also found out that the exposed wood was susceptible to friction. At home I was already an established fire-bug, running around with a magnifying glass

  frying sugar-ants. I had learned something of what pieces of wood could do to each other. This knowledge I now applied, rubbing the end of my box-wood ruler against the edge of one of the tracks. A

  wisp of smoke came up. Eyes turned towards me. The wisp became a billow. More eyes turned towards me. The billow was fretted with fire. Mr Slavin’s eyes turned towards me.




  He gave me his full four strokes. The pain was considerable, but the glory was greater. ‘What’s sauce for the goose,’ he said as I tucked my smarting hands under my armpits,

  ‘is sauce for the gander.’ Mr Slavin’s epigrams were distinctly sub-Wildean but he had a knack for trotting them out at precisely the appropriate moment. He might even have had an

  inkling of how much I wanted to be a goose.




  This small triumph spurred me fatally towards bigger things. There was a craze on for dongers. Crazes came one after the other. There was a craze for a game of marbles called followings. There

  was a craze for cigarette cards: not the cards that used to come in packets of English cigarettes, but cards made elaborately out of the cigarette packets themselves. The cards had different values

  according to brands, with English Gold Flake scoring highest and Australian Craven ‘A’ scoring lowest. You flicked your cards at a wall. The one who finished nearest the wall got a

  chance to toss all the cards in the air at once. The ones that fell face up were his. Bottletops worked roughly the same way, except that the one who got closest to the wall stacked all the

  bottletops on his upturned elbow and then swiped downwards with his hand, getting to keep as many of the bottletops as he could catch between hand and wrist. It is difficult to describe and even

  more difficult to do. I always lost. I wasn’t bad at cock-a-lorum, but falling over on the asphalt playground added painfully to my usual array of sores and scabs. The craze I hoped to be

  good at was dongers.




  A donger was an ordinary handkerchief folded into a triangle. You held each end of the hypotenuse and twirled until the handkerchief had rolled itself tight. Then you held the two ends together

  in one hand while you rolled the fat centre part even tighter with the other. The result was then soaked in water to give it weight. The more reckless boys sometimes inserted a lead washer or a

  small rock. The completed donger was, in effect, a blackjack. Every playtime, with me hovering cravenly on the outskirts, donger gangs would do battle against each other. The brawls looked like the

  battle of Thermopylae. Finally the teacher on playground duty would plunge into the mêlée and send everyone in possession of a donger up to the Deputy Headmaster to get six. With me

  hovering elsewhere, solo desperadoes would then creep up on their victims behind the teacher’s back. The idea was to clobber the target and be walking in the opposite direction with the

  donger in your pocket before the teacher turned around. He always turned around because the sound of the donger hitting someone’s head was unmistakable. It sounded like an apple hitting

  concrete.




  I was very keen not to be among those victimized. It followed that I should become one of those doing the victimizing. To this end I built a donger and chose the target likely to win me the most

  fame. At one point in the circumference of the playground there was a low picket fence separting the Boys’ Primary School from the Girls’ Primary School. It was forbidden to linger at

  this fence. I noticed a girl using the fence as a whippy. She was leaning against it with her face buried in her folded arms while other girls hid. If some other girl got to the whippy while she

  was away searching, there would be a cry of ‘All in, the whippy’s taken.’ But at the moment she was still busy counting to a hundred. I came at her in a long curving run, swinging

  the donger like a sling. Contact was perfect. She dropped as though pole-axed – which, to all intents and purposes, she had been. I ran right into the teacher’s arms.




  And so I kept my feared but wished-for appointment with the Deputy Headmaster. He was a tall, slim man in a grey dustcoat. I can’t remember his name, but I can well remember his quietly

  sardonic manner. He pointed out to me that in hitting the little girl I had caused her pain, and that he was now about to show me what pain was like. The instrument I had employed on the little

  girl had been strictly banned. The same embargo, he explained, did not apply to the instrument he would now employ on me. I was inspecting this while he spoke. It was a long, thick cane with a

  leather-bound tip. Unlike other canes I had seen, it did not seem to be flexible. Instead of swishing when it came down, it hummed. The impact was like a door slamming on my hand. I was too stunned

  even to pee my pants. The same thing happened to the other hand. Then the same thing again happened to each hand twice more in succession. That would teach me, he informed me, to hit little girls

  with dongers.




  If he meant that it would teach me not to hit little girls with dongers, he was right. For one thing, I couldn’t have lifted a donger, let alone swung one. When I tried to feed

  myself my play-lunch sandwiches, I kept missing my mouth. But at least the fame accruing to the maximum penalty had raised my status somewhat. I was never admitted to the inner circle of Kenny

  Mears, the school’s most impressive bully. But for a while I was not so often among those bullied. Probably I was lucky not to be included among the oppressors. I admired Mears, but for his

  self-possession more than for his capacity to inflict suffering. He was completely without fear. Like Napoleon or Hitler, he seemed imaginative through having no idea of natural limits to his

  actions. He was a sawn-off Siegfried, a Nietzschean superman in short pants. He embodied Gibbon’s definition of the barbarian, since his liberty was to indulge the whim of the moment, and his

  courage was to ignore the consequences. He was a frightful little shit.




  But he had the kind of poise that I have always envied. He swore at the teachers man-to-man and could absorb an infinite amount of punishment without batting an eye. Indeed he never even

  blinked. Playing marbles, he made Mick Roach look like the Marquis of Queensberry. Mears fudged unblushingly. Wittgenstein defined a game as consisting of the rules by which it is played. If he had

  seen Mears in action, he would have realized that a game is further defined by what the dominant player can get away with. The basic rule of marbles is that the taw must be fired from outside the

  ring. If the firing hand creeps inside the ring before the moment of release, it’s a fudge. Mears fudged more blatantly than his helpless opponents would have believed possible. Standing up

  instead of crouching down, he fell forward until his firing hand was almost touching the dates. Then he released his taw. The dates sang out of the ring and into his keeping. If anybody protested,

  violence would ensue. Nor was anyone allowed not to play. Years later I saw the film of Guys and Dolls. There is a famous scene where Nathan Detroit’s floating crap game moves to the

  sewers, and Big Julie from Chicago proposes to roll his own dice, which have no spots. When challenged, he produces a .45 automatic. I thought immediately: ‘Mears’.




  Mears’s favourite means of persuasion was the Chinese Burn. Grasping your hand in one of his, he would twist your wrist with the other. After having this done to me by boys older and

  bigger, I sought revenge by doing it to boys younger and smaller. But I quickly found out that I was naturally averse to being cruel. Reading the Wide World magazines, I had been excited by

  a chapter dealing with torture chambers. I still find it disturbing that sex and cruelty should be connected somewhere in my instincts. But the human personality is a drama, not a monologue; sad

  tricks of the mind can be offset by sound feelings in the heart; and the facts say that I have always been revolted by the very idea of deliberately causing pain. Considering the amount of pain I

  have been able to cause without meaning to, I suppose this is not much of a defence, but to me it has always seemed an important point. I burned a lot of sugar-ants with my magnifying glass, but if

  the sugar-ants had spoken to me as they might have spoken to St Francis, I would have desisted soon enough. Having a character that consists mainly of defects, I try to correct them one by one, but

  there are limits to the altitude that can be attained by hauling on one’s own bootstraps. One is what one is, and if one isn’t very nice or good, then it brings some solace to remember

  that other men have been worse. At various times in my life I have tried to pose as a thug, but the imposture has always collapsed of its own accord. I could be coerced into hurting other people. I

  have done it by chance often enough. But I could never enjoy it.




  At home things were a bit easier than at school. Once or twice I announced my intention of running away, but my mother defused the threat by packing me a bag containing peanut butter sandwiches

  and pyjamas. The first time I got no further than the top of our street and was back home within the hour. The second time I got all the way to Rocky Point Road, more than two hundred yards from

  home. I was not allowed to cross Rocky Point Road. But I sat there until sunset. Otherwise I did my escaping symbolically, tunnelling into the poultry farm and surfacing among the chooks with a

  crumbling cap of birdshit on my head.




  The teacher’s pet image would have followed me home if my mother had had her way. She had a deadly habit of inviting the neighbours in for tea so that she could casually refer to my school

  reports a couple of hundred times. The most favoured recipient of these proud tirades was Nola Huthnance, who lived four doors down. Nola Huthnance was no mean talker herself, being joint holder,

  with her next-door neighbour Gail Thorpe, of the local record for yapping across the back fence – an unbeatable lunch-to-sunset epic during which there was no point at which one or the other

  was not talking and very few moments when both were not talking simultaneously. But not even Nola Huthnance could hold her own when my mother got going on the subject of her wonderful son and his

  outstanding intelligence. Long after I had been sent to bed, I would lurk in the hall listening to my mother extolling my virtues in the lounge room. Apparently Gogol’s mother was under the

  impression that her son had invented the printing press and the steam engine. My own mother thought along roughly the same lines. I lapped it all up, but could see even at the time that such talk

  would do me no good with the locals, unless I cultivated a contrary reputation on my own account.




  Luckily, whether by being just the right age or by having more than my fair share of productive neuroses, I continued to think up the kind of games that most of the other children in Margaret

  Street were keen to get in on. Wet weather put an end to the tunnelling season, but it produced flooded gutters. In those days proper concrete kerbing had not yet been laid down. Water flowed down

  erratic gutters through the width of bare earth and clay between the front strip and the ragged-edged asphalt road. Swollen with rain, these gutters were ripe for having sticks and plastic boats

  raced down them. At the top of Margaret Street, beyond the T-junction with Irene Street, was a block of waste ground known as the quarry. Probably the convicts had once hacked stone there –

  Botany Bay was only about a mile to the east. The fall of ground from the back to the front of the block was only fifteen feet or so but to us it looked like Annapurna. In wet weather the water

  poured down the exposed rock face of the quarry and formed streamlets begging to be dammed. I used to build whole networks of mud dams, fanatically smoothing them off and facing them with pieces of

  fibro, so that they resembled the photographs of the Boulder and Grand Coulee dams in my Modern Marvels Encyclopedia. In the lakes formed by the dams I built harbours for plastic boats.

  Liberated from the confines of the bath, they could be pushed around in a more interesting seascape than that bounded by my soapy knees. There were secret bases under tufts of overhanging grass.

  Holding my face close to a boat as I pushed it, I could study the bow waves and the wake. The boats were only a few inches long but they looked like the Bismarck if you got near enough. I

  built roads along the docks and up through the foothills. Plastic, lead and tin toy cars could be pushed along them. Dinky Toys were rare at that time. A Triang Minic jeep – later lost, to my

  mother’s anguished disgust – was the star turn. Wound up, it could make progress even through mud. Other vehicles had to be pushed. With them it was all pretend.




  But it was pretend in ideal surroundings. Other children brought their boats and cars, blundering into my ashlared revetments, gouging crude paths, botching together laughable garages and

  ludicrous U-boat pens. At first I told them to go and build their own dams. Then I resigned myself to having my work ruined. At the small price of an offence to my aesthetic instincts, I was able

  to rule the roost. Besides, with cheap labour available my schemes could be allowed to wax ever grander. Like Themistocles linking Athens with Piraeus, I walled in the whole area. My designs

  assumed the proportions of Karnak or Speer’s Berlin. I was the overseer, the construction boss, the superintendent of works. But even when my loyal slaves were toiling away in every

  direction, I would sometimes relapse into a detailed concern for a certain stretch of road or dockside, smoothing it endlessly with the edge of my hand into an ever sweeter curve or sharper

  edge.




  None of this meant that I was a good practical hand. For example, I could not build billycarts very well. Other children, most of them admittedly older than I, but some of them infuriatingly

  not, constructed billycarts of advanced design, with skeletal hard-wood frames and steel-jacketed ball-race wheels that screamed on the concrete footpaths like a diving Stuka. The best I could

  manage was a sawn-off fruit box mounted on a fence-paling spine frame, with drearily silent rubber wheels taken off an old pram. In such a creation I could go at a reasonable clip down our street

  and twice as fast down Sunbeam Avenue, which was much steeper at the top. But even going down Sunbeam my billycart was no great thrill compared with the ball-race models, which having a

  ground-clearance of about half an inch and being almost frictionless were able to attain tremendous velocities at low profile, so that to the onlooker their riders seemed to be travelling downhill

  sitting magically just above the ground, while to the riders themselves the sense of speed was breathtaking.




  After school and at weekends boys came from all over the district to race on the Sunbeam Avenue footpaths. There would be twenty or thirty carts, two-thirds of them with ball-races. The noise

  was indescribable. It sounded like the Battle of Britain going on in somebody’s bathroom. There would be about half an hour’s racing before the police came. Residents often took the law

  into their own hands, hosing the grim-faced riders as they went shrieking by. Sunbeam Avenue ran parallel to Margaret Street but it started higher and lasted longer. Carts racing down the footpath

  on the far side had a straight run of about a quarter of a mile all the way to the park. Emitting shock-waves of sound, the ball-race carts would attain such speeds that it was impossible for the

  rider to get off. All he could do was to crash reasonably gently when he got to the end. Carts racing down the footpath on the near side could go only half as far, although very nearly as fast,

  before being faced with a right-angle turn into Irene Street. Here a pram-wheeled cart like mine could demonstrate its sole advantage. The traction of the rubber tyres made it possible to negotiate

  the corner in some style. I developed a histrionic lean-over of the body and slide of the back wheels which got me around the corner unscathed, leaving black smoking trails of burnt rubber. Mastery

  of this trick saved me from being relegated to the ranks of the little kids, than which there was no worse fate. I had come to depend on being thought of as a big kid. Luckily only the outstanding

  ball-race drivers could match my fancy turn into Irene Street. Others slid straight on with a yelp of metal and a shower of sparks, braining themselves on the aphalt road. One driver scalped

  himself under a bread van.




  The Irene Street corner was made doubly perilous by Mrs Branthwaite’s poppies. Mrs Branthwaite inhabited the house on the corner. She was a known witch whom we often persecuted after dark

  by throwing gravel on her roof. It was widely believed she poisoned cats. Certainly she was a great ringer-up of the police. In retrospect I can see that she could hardly be blamed for this, but

  her behaviour seemed at the time like irrational hatred of children. She was a renowned gardener. Her front yard was like the cover of a seed catalogue. Extending her empire, she had flower beds

  even on her two front strips, one on the Sunbeam Avenue side and the other on the Irene Street side – i.e., on both outside edges of the famous corner. The flower beds held the area’s

  best collection of poppies. She had been known to phone the police if even one of these was illicitly picked.




  At the time I am talking about, Mrs Branthwaite’s poppies were all in bloom. It was essential to make the turn without hurting a single hair of a poppy’s head, otherwise the old lady

  would probably drop the telephone and come out shooting. Usually, when the poppies were in bloom, nobody dared make the turn. I did – not out of courage, but because in my ponderous cart

  there was no real danger of going wrong. The daredevil leanings-over and the dramatic skids were just icing on the cake.




  I should have left it at that, but got ambitious. One Saturday afternoon when there was a particularly large turn out, I got sick of watching the ball-race carts howling to glory down the far

  side. I organized the slower carts like my own into a train. Every cart except mine was deprived of its front axle and loosely bolted to the cart in front. The whole assembly was about a dozen

  carts long, with a big box cart at the back. This back cart I dubbed the chuck wagon, using terminology I had picked up from the Hopalong Cassidy serial at the pictures. I was the only one alone on

  his cart. Behind me there were two or even three to every cart until you got to the chuck wagon, which was crammed full of little kids, some of them so small that they were holding toy koalas and

  sucking dummies.




  From its very first run down the far side, my super-cart was a triumph. Even the adults who had been hosing us called their families out to marvel as we went steaming by. On the

  super-cart’s next run there was still more to admire, since even the top-flight ball-race riders had demanded to have their vehicles built into it, thereby heightening its tone, swelling its

  passenger list, and multiplying its already impressive output of decibels. Once again I should have left well alone. The thing was already famous. It had everything but a dining car. Why did I ever

  suggest that we should transfer it to the near side and try the Irene Street turn?




  With so much inertia the super-cart started slowly, but it accelerated like a piano falling out of a window. Long before we reached the turn I realized that there had been a serious

  miscalculation. The miscalculation was all mine, of course. Sir Isaac Newton would have got it right. It was too late to do anything except pray. Leaning into the turn, I skidded my own cart safely

  around in the usual way. The next few segments followed me, but with each segment describing an arc of slightly larger radius than the one in front. First gradually, then with stunning finality,

  the monster lashed its enormous tail.




  The air was full of flying ball-bearings, bits of wood, big kids, little kids, koalas and dummies. Most disastrously of all, it was also full of poppy petals. Not a bloom escaped the scythe.

  Those of us who could still run scattered to the winds, dragging our wounded with us. The police spent hours visiting all the parents in the district, warning them that the billycart era was

  definitely over. It was a police car that took Mrs Branthwaite away. There was no point waiting for the ambulance. She could walk all right. It was just that she couldn’t talk. She stared

  straight ahead, her mouth slightly open.




  





  4. THE FORCE OF DESTRUCTION




  Such catastrophes distressed my mother but she wrote them off as growing pains. Other exploits broke her heart. Once when she was out shopping I was riding my second-hand

  Malvern Star 26-inch frame bicycle around the house on a complicated circuit which led from the back yard along the driveway, once around a small fir tree that stood in the front yard, and back

  along the narrow side passage. Passing boys noticed what I was up to and came riding in. In a while there were a dozen or so of us circulating endlessly against the clock. Once again I could not

  leave well alone. I organized a spectacular finish in which the riders had to plunge into my mother’s prize privet hedge. The idea was for the bike’s front wheel to lodge in the thick

  privet and the rider to fall dramatically into the bush and disappear. It became harder and harder to disappear as the privet became more and more reduced to ruins.




  Giddy with success, I started doing the same thing to the hydrangeas. Finally I did it to the fir tree, ramming it with the bike and falling through it, thereby splitting its trunk. When my

  mother came wearily down the street with the shopping she must have thought the house had been strafed. I was hiding under it – a sure sign of advanced guilt and fear, since it was dark under

  there and red-backs were plentiful. She chased me up the peach tree and hit me around the ankles with a willow wand. It didn’t hurt me as much as her tears did. Not for the only time, I heard

  her tell me that I was more than she could cope with. I suppose there was a possibility that I somehow felt compelled to go on reminding her of that fact.




  Bombing my bed didn’t make me very popular either. It was a trick I learned while recovering from mumps. Climbing on to the top of the wardrobe in my room, I would jump off and land on my

  bed, which seemed an immense distance below. Actually it was only a few feet, but the bed groaned satisfactorily. Eventually there were half a dozen of us climbing up and jumping off in rapid

  succession. It was a mistake to let Graham Truscott play. He had a double chin even at that age and a behind like a large bag of soil. But it took him so long to climb the wardrobe that it seemed

  unreasonable not to let him jump off it. The frame of the bed snapped off its supports with the noise of a firing squad and crashed to the floor with the roar of cannon. I sent everyone home and

  tried to restore the bed to its right height by putting suitcases under it, but all that did was cave in the suitcases. Once again it was very dark under the house.




  And once again there was an element of panic in my mother’s fury. It sprang, of course, from the fact that what we owned was all we had. My mother had a War Widow’s pension to bring

  me up on. It wasn’t much. The Returned Servicemen’s League, always known as the RSL, was a formidable pressure group in the post-war years but those servicemen who had not returned

  exerted no pressure at all. The Legacy Club threw a Christmas party every year. Otherwise the bereaved wives were paid off mainly in rhetoric, most of it emanating from the silver tongue of Robert

  Gordon Menzies, alias Ming, who went on being Prime Minister for what seemed like eternity. My mother never failed to vote for him. She had quite a lot of political nous, but Ming’s patrician

  style numbed her judgment. Thus she went on remaining loyal to the Liberal Party, while the Liberal Party went on ensuring that her pension would never be so lavish as to encourage idleness.




  She eked out her pittance by smocking babies’ dresses. The smocking was done on a brick wrapped in cloth. The panel to be smocked was threaded on a long pin and the pin was in turn pushed

  through the cloth along the top edge of the brick. Then with a needle and thread she produced row after row of tiny stitches, the stitches forming exquisite patterns on the pink or blue cloth. She

  was paid piece rates. They were not high. She worked pretty well all day and often far into the evening while we listened to the radio. She would stop only for Jack Davey, who we were agreed was a

  great wit. Bob Dyer she found ridiculous, but listened to him just so that she could loathe him. After I went to bed she often went on working. Once a week she took the finished pieces up to the

  woman in Oatley who assembled the dresses. The round trip took the whole day. It was often during these absences that I perpetrated my worst crimes, such as the bed-wrecking incident. Right back at

  the very start, almost the first week we were in Kogarah, I distinguished myself by helping to restore the colour in a faded patch of the lounge-room carpet. I did this by rubbing a whole tin of

  Nugget dark tan boot polish into the deprived area. By the time she got back from Oatley I was already in pre-emptive tears, having divined that the results did not look quite right. On such

  occasions she looked beyond anger, manifesting a sort of resigned desperation.




  Gradually I learned that damaging anything around the house produced more emotional wear and tear than I could deal with. So I started damaging things away from the house. I became adept at

  knocking out street lights. There was plenty of gravel lying around at the edge of the road. After dusk I could bend down, pick up a stone, flick it up at the light, and be halfway home before the

  pieces of shattered bulb hit the ground. These were small-time depredations but they led on to bigger things.




  Every Saturday afternoon at the pictures there was a feature film, sixteen cartoons and an episode each from four different serials. The programme just went on and on like Bayreuth. The Margaret

  Street children would join up with the Irene Street children and the combined mass would add themselves unto the Sunbeam Avenue children and the aggregate would join the swarm of children from all

  the other areas all moving north along Rocky Point Road towards Rockdale, where the Odeon stood. In summer the concrete footpaths were hot. The asphalt footpaths were even hotter: bubbles of tar

  formed, to be squashed flat by our leathery bare feet. Running around on macadamized playgrounds throughout the spring, by summer we had feet that could tread on a drawing pin and hardly feel

  it.




  When you got to the Odeon the first thing you did was stock up with lollies. Lollies was the word for what the English call sweets and the Americans call candy. Some of the more privileged

  children had upwards of five shillings each to dispose of, but in fact two bob was enough to buy you as much as you could eat. Everyone, without exception, bought at least one Hoadley’s

  Violet Crumble Bar. It was a slab of dense, dry honeycomb coated with chocolate. So frangible was the honeycomb that it would shatter when bitten, scattering bright yellow shrapnel. It was like

  trying to eat a Ming vase. The honeycomb would go soft only after a day’s exposure to direct sun-light. The chocolate surrounding it, however, would liquefy after only ten minutes in a dark

  cinema.




  Fantails came in a weird, blue, rhomboidal packet shaped like an isosceles triangle with one corner missing. Each individual Fantail was wrapped in a piece of paper detailing a film star’s

  biography – hence the pun, fan tales. The Fantail itself was a chocolate-coated toffee so glutinous that it could induce lockjaw in a mule. People had to have their mouths chipped open with a

  cold chisel. One packet of Fantails would last an average human being for ever. A group of six small boys could go through a packet during the course of a single afternoon at the pictures, but it

  took hard work and involved a lot of strangled crying in the dark. Any fillings you had in your second teeth would be removed instantly, while children who still had any first teeth left

  didn’t keep them long.




  The star lolly, outstripping even the Violet Crumble Bar and the Fantail in popularity, was undoubtedly the Jaffa. A packet of Jaffas was loaded like a cluster bomb with about fifty globular

  lollies the size of ordinary marbles. The Jaffa had a dark chocolate core and a brittle orange candy coat: in cross section it looked rather like the planet Earth. It presented two alternative ways

  of being eaten, each with its allure. You could fondle the Jaffa on the tongue until your saliva ate its way through the casing, whereupon the taste of chocolate would invade your mouth with a

  sublime, majestic inevitability. Or you could bite straight through and submit the interior of your head to a stunning explosion of flavour. Sucking and biting your way through forty or so Jaffas

  while Jungle Jim wrestled with the crocodiles, you nearly always had a few left over after the stomach could take no more. The spare Jaffas made ideal ammunition. Flying through the dark, they

  would bounce off an infantile skull with the noise of bullets hitting a bell. They showered on the stage when the manager came out to announce the lucky ticket. The Jaffa is a part of

  Australia’s theatrical heritage. There was a famous occasion, during the Borovansky Ballet production of Giselle at the Tivoli in Sydney, when Albrecht was forced to abandon the

  performance. It was a special afternoon presentation of the ballet before an audience of schoolchildren. Lying in a swoon while awaiting the reappearance of Giselle, Albrecht aroused much comment

  because of his protuberant codpiece. After being hit square on the power-bulge by a speeding Jaffa, he woke up with a rush and hopped off the stage in the stork position.




  Everyone either ate steadily or raced up and down the aisles to and from the toilet, or all three. The uproar was continuous, like Niagara. Meanwhile the programme was unreeling in front of us.

  The feature film was usually a Tarzan, a Western, or the kind of Eastern Western in which George Macready played the grand vizier. At an even earlier stage I had been to the pictures with my mother

  and been continuously frightened without understanding what was going on – the mere use of music to reinforce tension, for example, was enough to drive me under the seat for the rest of the

  evening. At a later stage I accompanied my mother to every change of evening double bill both at Ramsgate and Rockdale – a total of four films a week, every week for at least a decade. But

  nothing before or since had the impact of those feature films at the Rockdale Saturday matinees.




  In those days Johnny Weissmuller was making his difficult transition from Tarzan to Jungle Jim. As Tarzan he got fatter and fatter until finally he was too fat to be plausible, whereupon he was

  obliged to put on a safari suit and become Jungle Jim. I was glad to learn subsequently that as Jungle Jim he had a piece of the action and was at last able to bank some money. At the time, his

  transmogrification looked to me like an unmitigated tragedy. His old Tarzan movies were screened again and again. Many times I dived with Tarz off Brooklyn Bridge during the climactic scene of

  Tarzan’s New York Adventure. In my mind I duplicated the back somersaults executed by Johnny’s double as he swung from vine to vine on his way to rescue the endangered Jane and

  Boy from the invading ivory hunters. In one of the Tarzan movies there is a terrible sequence where one lot of natives gives another lot an extremely thin time by arranging pairs of tree trunks so

  that they will fly apart and pull the victim to pieces. This scene stayed with me as a paradigm of evil. No doubt if I saw the same film today I would find the sequence as crudely done as

  everything else ever filmed on Poverty Row. But at the time it seemed a vision of cruelty too horrible even to think about.




  I can remember having strong ideas about which cartoons were funny and which were not. Mr Magoo and Gerald McBoing-Boing, with their stylised backgrounds and elliptical animation, had not yet

  arrived on the scene. Cartoons were still in that hyper-realist phase which turns out in retrospect to have been their golden age. The standards of animation set by Walt Disney and MGM cost a lot

  of time, effort and money, but as so often happens the art reached its height at the moment of maximum resistance from the medium. Knowing nothing of these theoretical matters, I simply consumed

  the product. I knew straight away that the Tom and Jerry cartoons were the best. In fact I even knew straight away that some Tom and Jerry cartoons were better than others. There was an early

  period when Tom’s features were puffy and he ran with a lope, motion being indicated by the streaks that animators call speed lines. In the later period Tom’s features had an acute

  precision and his every move was made fully actual, with no stylisation at all. Meanwhile Jerry slimmed down and acquired more expressiveness. The two periods were clearly separated in my mind,

  where they were dubbed ‘old drawings’ and ‘new drawings’. I remember being able to tell which category a given Tom and Jerry cartoon fell into from seeing the first few

  frames. Eventually I could tell just from the logo. I remember clearly the feeling of disappointment if it was going to be old drawings and the feeling of elation if it was going to be new

  drawings.




  But the serials were what caught my imagination most, especially the ones in which the hero was masked. It didn’t occur to me until much later that the producers, among whom Sam Katzman

  was the doyen, kept the heroes masked so that the leading actors could not ask for more money. At the time it just seemed logical to me that a hero should wear a mask. It didn’t have to be as

  elaborate as Batman’s mask. I admired Batman, despite the worrying wrinkles in the arms and legs of his costume, which attained a satisfactory tautness only in the region of his stomach. But

  Robin’s mask was easier to copy. So was the Black Commando’s. My favourite serials were those in which masked men went out at night and melted mysteriously into the urban landscape.

  Science-fiction serials were less appealing at that stage, while white-hunter epics like The Lost City of the Jungle merely seemed endless. I saw all fourteen episodes of The Lost City of

  the Jungle except the last. It would have made no difference if I had seen only the last episode and missed the thirteen leading up to it. The same things happened every week. Either two

  parties of white hunters in solar topees searched for each other in one part of the jungle, or else the same two parties of white hunters in solar topees sought to avoid each other in another part

  of the jungle. Meanwhile tribesmen from the Lost City either captured representatives of both parties and took them to the High Priestess for sacrifice, or else ran after them when they escaped.

  Sometimes white hunters escaping ran into other white hunters being captured, and were either recaptured or helped the others escape. It was obvious even to my unschooled eye that there was only

  about half an acre of jungle, all of it composed of papier mâché. By the end of each episode it was beaten flat. The screen would do a spiral wipe around an image of the enthroned High

  Priestess, clad in a variety of teatowels and gesturing oburately with a collection of prop sceptres while one of the good white hunters – you could tell a good one from a bad one by the fact

  that a bad one always sported a very narrow moustache – was lowered upside down into a pit of limp scorpions.




  Exotic locations left me cold. What I liked was the idea of possessing unlimited powers and yet blending undetectably into everyday life, although not so undetectably that ordinary people would

  not be able to tell at a glance who I was. The trouble with Superman, Captain Marvel, Captain Marvel Jr, Batman and the rest of the dual-identity squad was that no one thought much of them when

  they were in mufti. Lois Lane practically wore her lip out sneering at Clark Kent while the poor drongo stood there and took it. Billy Batson was always getting his crutch kicked. Bruce Wayne was

  derided as a playboy. None of that happened to me. Discreetly informing people one by one, I made sure everybody in the district knew that when dusk descended it was I, and nobody else, who became

  the Flash of Lightning.




  





  5. ENTER THE FLASH OF LIGHTNING




  Thus there was no fruitless speculation about my real identity as I streaked past in my green felt mask and black cape. Like Dracula, the Flash of Lightning made his appearance

  only after nightfall. In the hours between sunset and bedtime an imposing figure could be seen outlined against the stars. In less time than it took to pronounce his name in an awed whisper, he was

  gone, running down one side of the street and up the other, darting along driveways, clambering over back fences and making his inexorable progress from back yard to back yard. You would not have

  known, when this sinister avatar caught and slippped your startled gaze, that his mask and cape had been made by his mother.




  Actually the Flash of Lightning’s cape was almost his undoing. It was fastened at his neck by two short lengths of rope tied in a bow. Flitting awkwardly homeward over our back-yard fence

  one night, I got the rope tangled around the top of a paling. The result should have been death by strangulation. There was a frantic, wordless struggle in which the Flash of Lightning’s

  proverbial dignity was overwhelmed by a mortal urge to breathe. Just when it looked like curtains for the Flash of Lightning, the cape popped a seam and I dropped vertically into the choco

  patch.




  But such failures were few. Generally the Flash of Lightning was a success. Other boys started appearing in masks and capes. Moments after the sun dropped they would come swooping towards me

  like fruit bats. Obviously everything was up to me. Standing around in mysterious attire, surrogates of the Flash of Lightning awaited their instructions. Meanwhile they announced their names.

  There was a Green Flash, a Black Flash and a Red Flash. Graham Truscott wanted to call himself the Flash of Thunder. I took pity on them all and gave them their assignments. These started off as

  harmless games of doorbell-ringing but became less cute with time. Throwing gravel on Mrs Branthwaite’s roof must have been agony for her, even though it was endlessly amusing to us. Films of

  Kristallnacht never fail to make me think of those brilliantly staged raids by the Flash of Lightning, in which a dozen handfuls of gravel would all land on Mrs Branthwaite’s tiles

  only seconds before the perpetrators, magically divested of capes and masks, were back at home sitting around the Kosi stove and helping their parents listen to Pick a Box. The difference

  between mischief and murder is no greater than what the law will allow. All we were allowed, thank God, was mischief – and in retrospect that looks bad enough.




  What I had going, of course, was a gang. Only lack of opportunity saved us from outright deliquency. There was a limit to what destruction we could cause, but everything within that limit sooner

  or later got done. Overwhelming temptation was provided by a sudden increase in the number of building sites. The bottom half of the street, towards the park, had previously been vacant blocks.

  These were suddenly all built on at once by the Housing Commission. The plan was to provide a lot of new houses in a tearing hurry. People at the top of the street started sneering at the people at

  the bottom of the street before the people at the bottom of the street had even moved in. Adults were agreed that this sudden influx would lower the tone. By night, and even by day if conditions

  were favourable, the Flash of Lightning and his gang made sure that work on the building sites proceeded as slowly as possible.




  It is remarkable how much damage a group of small boys can do to a building site if it is left unguarded. In loose moments I might pride myself on possessing a creative impulse but I don’t

  have to do too much introspection before being forced to admit that a destructive impulse is in there somewhere as well. Under my supervision, dumps of mixed lime were well seeded with bricks. A

  brick dropped from high up into soft lime makes a very satisfactory glurp. Studded with bricks like ice-cream full of chipped chocolate, the lime quickly became unusable. We smashed tiles by the

  hundred. Porcelain lavatory bowls were reduced to their constituent molecules. Timber frames stood upright, waiting for brick walls to be formed around them. Using an umbrella as a parachute, the

  Flash of Lightning could jump from the top of one of these frames and land in a sandpit. Or the Flash of Lightning thought he could. The Flash of Lightning was lucky to land perfectly flat, so that

  he was merely winded instead of crippled for life.




  That put a temporary end to my share in the marauding. But if we had all gone out every night and worked until dawn taking apart everything that had been put together, transformation would still

  have been inevitable. The district was changing. The poultry farm was sold up and subdivided into blocks of building land. Irene Street was extended through it, to join up with a new road called

  Madrers Avenue, so that there were now two ways up to Rocky Point Road. This must have happened in fits and starts over the course of years, but I remember it as a surge of innovation. Concrete

  kerbing was laid down, so that everybody’s front strip had two edges to be kept sharply defined instead of one. Most sensational change of all, the sewer came. Vast trenches were dug in which

  pipes were laid. My mother boldly proposed that one of the miraculous new devices should be installed not only in the outside lavatory but in the bathroom itself. The very notion spelled doom for

  the dunny man.
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