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  INTRODUCTION




  What accounts for Unreliable Memoirs being the best memoir in the world? And by that I mean no backhand compliment. The memoir genre has suffered an over-grown

  pullulating decadence of bloom in the thirty-five years since Clive’s work was published. One need only be bitten by a shark or fondled by a step-dad to unload one’s history upon the

  reading public. Nowadays to say “best memoir in the world” is almost to say “best fart in an elevator.”




  But do not blame Clive. His book trails none of the stink of the up-to-date memoir. Especially it has no funk of message—no fetor of “setting goals,” no reek of

  “courageous persistence,” no effluvium of “self-acceptance,” and none of the fetid compost-heap putrescence of “finding my inner me.”




  Nor does Clive ever fall back upon that most pathetic trope of storytellers, in use since some garrulous hominoid in a tree first grunted and pantomimed his exploits to whichever ape-men could

  be induced to sit on his branch, “And it really happened.”




  On the contrary Clive starts his preface to Unreliable Memoirs by saying, “Most first novels are disguised autobiographies. This autobiography is a disguised novel.”




  Thus Clive becomes, so far as I know, the first honest memoirist. And, so far as I see, the last.




  Unreliable Memoirs is written with a mastery of the honest and a down-the-hole understanding of its pitfalls. When a man writes with total honesty (if such a thing has ever been done) he

  is beset by accuracy’s qualms and hesitations and must plant himself around with a caveat hedge of perceptions-versus-realities. When a man writes with partial honesty it isn’t hard to

  guess the person honesty is partial to. Honesty comes in various types and kinds and the best is exaggeration.




  Clive exaggerates to wonderfully honest effect. He sets to work with singular material, a combination of an exceptional young mind, an up-bringing in a far-distant land in the exotically-named

  town of Kogarah, a pained childhood with his father a Japanese prisoner of war surviving only to die in a repatriation plane crash and his mother worn by worry and toil and, finally, tragedy. Then

  Clive, by a wild act of exaggeration, makes all this universal.




  He takes the yeast of his memory and plants it in the bread dough of ours.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                When we were kids a year would last forever.




                Then we grew up and were told it was all over.




                Now we are old and the memories returning




                Are like the last stars that fade before the morning.




                —from the Clive James poem “When We Were Kids”


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The motto of other memoirs is “Know Me.” The motto of Unreliable Memoirs is the better version, inscribed on the temple of the Delphic Oracle. Or, I should say, the motto is

  “Getting to Know Thyself, Slowly”—the inscription at Delphos as written by a man too modest to use the imperative mood of the verb.




  But not so modest that he’s dull and unrevealing about the nature of “The Kid from Kogarah” both inside: “Having a character that consists mainly of defects . . .”

  And out: “Similarly uncontrollable was my virile organ, which chose the most inconvenient moments to expand. For some reason riding on the top deck of the trolley bus led to a spontaneous

  show of strength.”




  It is a book of embarrassment. Clive in his room lets the neighborhood fat kid climb on top of the wardrobe to “bed bomb” in a flying belly flop onto Clive’s mattress.

  “He had . . a behind like a large bag of soil . . . The frame of the bed snapped off its supports with the noise of a firing squad . . .” The author hides from his mother. “Once

  again it was very dark under the house.”




  Clive with social over-enthusiasm is beguiled by the Kogarah Presbyterian Church. “Standing opposite the St. George District Hospital, it was handily placed to entertain polio patients

  with massed singing of ‘Onward Christian Soldiers.’ Many a surgeon must have paused gratefully during a tricky operation to relish the top notes of our resident coloratura, Mrs. Pike,

  as she howled above the choir like a dingo with its paw caught in a trap.”




  Clive at University falls in with bohemian aesthetes. “It was my first, cruel exposure to the awkward fact that the arts attract the insane.”




  Anyone who is or has been “getting to know thyself, slowly” blushes with recall of suchlike. Yet, universal as Unreliable Memoirs may be, it is not an Everyman’s Memoir.

  There are sly echoes of George and Weedon Grossmith’s 1892 masterpiece, The Diary of a Nobody, which, when first serialized in Punch, bore the prologue:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Why should I not publish my diary? I have often seen reminiscences of people I have never even heard of, and I fail to see – because I do not happen to be a

                ‘Somebody’ – why my diary should not be interesting . . .




                CHARLES POOTER




                The Laurels,




                Brickfield Terrace,




                Holloway.




                

              


            


          


        


      


    


  


But Punch was kidding, and so is Clive.


  Instead, this is an Every-Thinking-Person’s memoir. It’s a record of the chaos each individual releases into the world at birth. The need for that individual to think is evident in

  the well-thought-out descriptions of the protagonist’s thoughtless acts, “. . . helping to restore the colour in a faded patch of the lounge-room carpet . . . by rubbing a whole tin of

  Nugget dark tan boot-polish into the deprived area.”




  It is a book of embarrassment rather than humiliation. The root meaning of humiliation is to be humbled, ground into dust underfoot. That can’t be done to Clive James by any person;

  he’d stub his toe on Clive’s works.




  Nor is it a book of shame. Shame derives from a Teutonic word indicating dishonor. There’s nothing dishonorable about realizing you’ve done things to be ashamed of. The shame would

  be in convincing yourself that those shameful things are “issues” that you must come to terms with by “owning your issues” and “honoring your issues,” as is the

  modern way. But not Clive’s.




  Nor again is it a book of guilt. Guilt as a noun stems from a good Old English term for crime. But guilt as a concept has, in our psychiatric times, undergone apotheosis (not the first deity to

  arise from transgression) and become so sacred and awful that we cannot touch it or feel it or look upon it lest we, like Actaeon surprising Diana at her bath, be turned into something fit only to

  be mounted over the mantelpiece at Carinhall, Hermann Göring’s hunting lodge. Clive’s gaze at guilt is level and steady.




  Unreliable Memoirs is a book of embarrass(ment), embarrass being French for “encumbrance, impediment, hindrance.” It’s a book of things that must be left

  behind, climbed over, and untied like Gordian knots. (Preferably with wit as sharp as Alexander’s sword.)




  And Unreliable Memoirs is full of lessons on how to do so. Although I think these lessons leaked out by mistake. Clive means to entertain. But Clive is so profoundly entertaining that you

  can’t help but learn something by watching his act.




  First, read deeply. I’m not sure exactly why. Maybe reading is a way of tying yourself to the mast so that you can hear the siren-song of ordinary life without smashing on the rocks of

  everyday existence and becoming a journeyman plumber in New South Wales.




  More likely, reading thousands of books is a way of being intimate friends with thousands of people, an impracticality in life, particularly when the intimate friends died before you were

  born.




  Everything in print is a personal and confidential confession to the reader and begins with a literal or implied “I.” Even the mild first sentence of Unreliable Memoirs

  – “I was born in 1939.” – is not something you’d tell a stranger on a trolley bus, especially not on the top deck.




  “I know . . .”




  “I remember . . .”




  “I believe . . .”




  “I think . . .”




  “I’ve heard . . .”




  “I’ll tell you a story . . .”




  And my personal favorite beginning, from The Autocrat of the Breakfast Table by Oliver Wendell Holmes, “I was just going to say, when I was interrupted . . .”




  The Autocrat is only one of the literary soundings Clive has taken to sail the complex genius of Unreliable Memoirs through the narrative shoals of simple naivety. A careful reader

  will note that Clive has fathomed . . .




  But it’s hard to be a careful reader of Clive James. You’re having too much careless fun along the way. Me too. I patently don’t know what I’m talking about here and will

  abandon the rudderless nautical metaphors.




  I do know Clive has read Evelyn Waugh’s A Little Learning, but more learnedly than the way Waugh wrote it. He’s read H. L. Mencken’s Happy Days, wiping the

  satisfied smirk off its face. He’s read Samuel Butler’s The Way of All Flesh, which is autobiography as thinly disguised as Clive in his brief childhood career as “the

  Flash of Lightning.” (“You would not have known, when this sinister avatar caught and slipped your startled gaze, that his mask and cape had been made by his mother.”) However,

  Clive writes a Bildungsroman without any tedious Bildungs.




  Clive is the best-read person I’ve ever known. He’s read it all, often in its original language, no matter if the language is as unwonted as Russian or Japanese.




  Once, before the dawn of Google, I asked Clive for the source of a bit of Ring Lardner dialogue that I wanted to use in a travel article. I couldn’t find the quotation in my, I thought,

  complete set of Lardner.




  “The Young Immigrunts,” said Clive, “published in 1920, page 78.”




  I can’t absolutely swear that Clive said, “page 78.” But there it was:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Are you lost daddy I arsked tenderly.




                Shut up he explained.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Read deeply for whatever reason. And don’t stop talking. Otherwise how will you know what you’re saying? Just pause every now and then to listen. Clive is a great talker but

  he’s no mere solo artist. He talks beautifully in duet and ensemble.




  He does it by listening. Here is Clive listening to his Sunday School teacher: “. . . Mr. Purvis would launch into an attack on beer and Catholicism. He pronounced beer bee-ar. The

  legionaries who pee-arsed Christ’s side with a spee-ar had undoubtedly been enslaved to bee-ar. A sure sign of Catholicism’s fundamental evil was that it required the drinking of wine

  even in church, wine being mee-arly another form of bee-ar.”




  Listen and you’ll be amazed at the crap you hear. Crap is the stuff of human life, or, as the King James Bible tactfully puts it, “the Lord God formed man of the dust of the

  ground.”




  Also, be embarrassed. There is no road to sophistication except through the sophomoric.




  Be self-conscious. We’re forever told to be conscious of others. Well-meant advice. But in my experience others make it very difficult not to be conscious of them. Seeing the world

  through the eyes of other people is all well and good. But you have to be careful to see the world through your own eyes too, the way Clive does.




  Someone else may be looking at a clear path across the lounge-room carpet to the loo. Clive spies the ice-slick patch of Nugget dark tan boot-polish that’s only a step away.




  And fail at most of the things you try. No, fail at all of them. The Victorian critic John Churton Collins said, “The secret of success in life is known only to those who have not

  succeeded.” And Collins would know. His entry in The Cambridge Guide to Literature in English ends, “Morbidly interested in murder, spiritualism and graveyards, and depressive in

  temperament, he drowned himself near Lowestoft.”




  Not that reading Clive James will cause you to do anything remotely like drowning yourself near Lowestoft, unless you’re reading him while swimming off the Suffolk coast and choke with

  laughter. Clive finds a cheerier message in Collins’ aphorism. Fail at everything anyone has ever done. Then you’ll have to come up with something new that no one has done before or

  will do again, such as write Unreliable Memoirs.




  PJ O’Rourke




  







  To Rhoisin and Bruce Beresford and the getting of wisdom




  







  




  

    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
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  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 jail, 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 Ulawarra 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 backyard 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 tortoiseshell 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, bread-boards 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

  onto 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.
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