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EDITORIAL

Jonathan Green

‘WE HOLD THESE truths to be self-evident.’ The democratic experiment we know as the United States began in the pursuit of bedrock principles, in common agreement with a shared set of values. This was a simpler mental task in 1776, combining those notions: ‘truth’, ‘self-evident’.

And now?

What’s self-evident on Facebook? How do you construct truths from the rival streams of siloed consciousness on Twitter? Would it be possible, in 2021, to conclude in consensus that ‘all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness’?

Is it even possible in this world—one so drenched in information yet so riven by its selective sourcing, acceptance and application—to construct a single collective of peoples, united in common aspiration?

Do we, even within our various cultures, races and affirmed identities, hold to common agreements on the fundamental state of things … can we define a social whole?

Which is not to suggest that this fragmentation—this culture of disagreement—is entirely for ill. The possibility of identity has asserted itself for many people long subjugated by dominant and often exploitative paradigms of gender, sexuality, race and class. Information and the newly democratising capacity to be heard are changing the world.

But so too is it stultifying many significant—existential—public conversations in the endless procrastination brought on by the constant assertion of conflicting first principles.

It may be that we will come to see the wood for the trees in all of this. But as Margaret Simons writes in her feature essay for this edition, a shared human melody of agreed fact is proving elusive.

There may be some solace in the world of literary thought, a place to hold hard to Ezra Pound’s observation that ‘literature is news that stays news’. •



UP FRONT

NATIONAL ACCOUNTS

Eye-Bones in Your Throat

Omar Sakr

I’VE BEEN SHORTLISTED for the Prime Minister’s Literary Awards, one of the largest book prize for authors in Australia; the ceremony is on 10 December, and I don’t want to go. You only need to attend one award ceremony to know why they’re best avoided. First, there is the ugly tension in the room, swirling around a cadre of utterly oblivious rich people for whom this is simply a party at which to display their level of sophistication. Then there is the fantasy mantra invariably doled out, by video montage of previous winners, or sometimes in person, that everyone there is a winner, there are no losers.

It’s the kind of line you might expect in a kindergarten classroom, not performed with sincerity to a room of damaged adults who know they have to smile, swallow the rising acid in their throats, and agree. A small selection of them will walk away from this night with a hefty sum of money, and the majority will walk away with nothing. We play out, at the micro level, what is true at the macro, which is the capitalistic drive for the few to succeed over the many. This is true for the premiers’ and state book prizes, I should clarify, as the three largest prizes—the Stella Prize, the PMLA and the Miles Franklin—each award their shortlisted writers $5000.
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I ask Sarah Holland-Batt, a previous winner of the PMLA for Poetry, if she found out the result before the ceremony. She said no, adding that her foot was broken at the time, in a cast, and that she had asked them directly, in the hope of avoiding interstate travel while injured. They remained tight-lipped. When $80,000 is on the line, chances are you’re going to try to be there, no matter what. As soon as I realise this, dread seeps into my fingers, it crawls into my marrow, it smothers my heart. I would have to go, and there was the chance I might be in the same room as the Prime Minister. How, I wondered, did a dropkick from Liverpool like myself come to be here? A poor cunt Lebo who went to Livo Boys, a disadvantaged public school, now the first Arab-Australian Muslim to be shortlisted for the most prestigious poetry prize in the country. And what were the ethical ramifications of my attendance and potential acceptance?

Unsurprisingly, I turned to another aberrant Muslim Lebo I knew from Punchbowl, Miles Franklin–shortlisted author Michael Mohammed Ahmad, a man I count as one of my closest brothers in this life. We were in his back yard in Birrong, I had on boxing gloves, he had on pads, and I was doing my best to break his hands. ‘Isn’t it fucked,’ I said, huffing, my gut straining against and staining my shirt with sweat, ‘that we rely so much on government grants and prizes, the same government that is full of people who hate us, who show open contempt for us and our communities, who arm genocidal militaries?’

‘Look,’ he said, in his Bankstown drawl, unhurried and annoyingly even in his breathing as I do my best Homer Simpson impression and throw punches that wouldn’t kill a fly, ‘you gotta remember the money isn’t theirs, it’s ours. Our community pays taxes like everyone else, and we deserve storytellers, too. Dumbfucks on social media talk about it like it’s all white money, but it’s not.’

Behind him, I could see the field of Birrong Boys and wheeling flocks of Lebs on the grass, yelling ‘Pass it, pass it you fucken gronk!’ They were the ugliest birds I’d seen, all chest and patchy fluff, completely unsynchronised in their migrantory patterns, and I wanted to hold—to love—each and every one of them as if they were mine. Mohammed and I kept training, moving in our own slow circles, the sparring pattern he’d taught me, until exhausted. We did this every Friday, then showered and flew to the mosque for jummah prayers.

• • •

I turned 31 on 22 November 2020, and entered an undreamed-of future. My shadow had whispered every day that my time on this earth was finite, and that I would take my own life before 30. What need to plan, then? What need to have or amass capital, to secure in the colony my own stolen slice of land? My mother was due to arrive soon, we were going to visit the grave of my father, a Turk who impregnated her and then left. Neither of them had been born in this country, arriving young and confused. She hadn’t seen or spoken to him in the many years before his death, and was not aware it was my birthday. I told her that morning, and she swore. ‘Why doesn’t anyone tell me anything?’ she said.

I reassured her she didn’t need to get me anything (it’s not like she had before) but she insisted. And so when she turned up outside my unit some hours later, driving a rusted green hunk of junk metal, trash piled in the back and on the floor of the front seat, she had in her hands a gift. It was a blue shoebox, gift-wrapped, on which she had glued diamantes to spell out ‘Happy Birthday Omar’. My throat closed up. I held onto it tight as the car shuddered on to the highway.

‘Open it,’ she said. Inside, there was a small red tin, and inside the small red tin, there was cash. I laughed, and she smiled, before urging me to put the money away. We went to Rookwood Cemetery, we stood over my father, and she sighed. ‘Poor thing,’ she said. ‘He was only 52.’ I read the Fatiha over him as she walked away, returning to water the brown patches in his grass. Over the next two weeks, she called multiple times to ask for money, and slowly what she had given was returned to her, always with the promise that she would return it. ‘Mum, please, just keep it,’ I said in a text, and she wrote back, ‘ur gorges, best mistake ever’. You might think of this as a sad story, but I don’t, first because, as she later clarified, all her children were mistakes, it’s not like I was the only one, and second because I have a mother who, in the moment, and without thought, gave me everything she had. I knew I wouldn’t be keeping the cash. Meanwhile, I still have the real gift, a beautiful glittering box with my name on it.

• • •

On the way to Canberra on 9 December I struggle to stay awake in the car. I didn’t sleep the night before. As with the six other book prizes I have been shortlisted for, I am haunted by the extravagant promise of money, and how many of my problems it might fix, not least of which is continued psychiatric care for my depression, anxiety disorder and ADHD. Meanwhile, Mum’s renting in Villawood, doing odd jobs, barely afloat; my brother is living paycheck to paycheck in Villawood with his wife and six kids; my sister is in Liverpool, in a three-bedroom house with her five kids, her mother-inlaw and her dying father, who has MS and cancer. Mum’s been homeless before and I’m terrified she will be again, soon.

Somehow I, the full-time poet, am in the best position to help her, to secure a home loan and buy a unit where I could house her if necessary. If only I could win. I am fully aware that I do not have a monopoly on suffering, or struggle, and that there are many writers deserving of financial security, the security of a home—this is the point, that nobody should have this kind of worry, coming into a celebration of the arts and of artists whom wealthy, private school–educated politicians routinely label ‘elitists’. I tweet about this and the tweets go viral.

We pull into the Hyatt, a place drenched in wealth, and I wonder again why and how it is that writers festivals and ceremonies like this accommodate their guests in the most luxurious hotels, when the average annual income of an author is $10,000, and even less for poets at $4000. This is from writing only, of course, and few are foolish enough to attempt to live off their work. As one of those foolish few, I will tell you I earned $31,000 last year, and $18,000 in the year before. I walk into the fantasy with my bumbag hanging over my belly, with all my unslept hours dragging at my skin, my melting eyes, and tell myself to try to enjoy it. My friends have travelled to Canberra to meet me for dinner, to show support for the achievement of being shortlisted. Khalid drove all the way from Melbourne, Mohammed and Winnie from Sydney.

At a halal Indian restaurant we order goat vindaloo, eggplant masala, spicy cauliflower and potato, vegetarian samosas, rice and garlic naan; it’s one of the most delicious meals I have had. They have made such an effort to be present for me, my beloveds, and I cannot focus, I feel so ill, so anxious that I am unable to show them the love they deserve in turn. My spirit feels under assault. Partly, I think, because I have not been truthful with them, here at what I know is meant to be my consolation feast (since accepting I have to be here, I’ve had a strange, growing certainty I’d actually win the prize) and partly due to outside eyes. My throat closes up again, and pain lances into my skull as though the soft tissue has clamped around a long nail.

‘What’s wrong?’ Mohammed asks, and I say I think I’ve swallowed a bone. There is something lodged in my oesophagus, it won’t go down, and every attempt to swallow is excruciating. I am fielding suggestions from them all: eat bread, try the rice, try to push it down by rubbing your throat, go to the bathroom to vomit it out (which I tried later, unsuccessfully) and over it all, Mohammed is saying, it’s the eye, bro, the evil eye, someone fucking hates ya! He begins to pray for me.

I think of the passive-aggressive remarks I’ve received in the industry, from fellow authors I once thought of as friends, from publishers and even scholars (during my short stint as a PhD candidate).

‘I wish I ticked a box like you.’

‘You’re not really Muslim if you’re queer.’

‘You’re not really queer if you’re bisexual.’

‘Why would you want to be reduced to Arab?’

‘Surely you’re not the only one? What about …’

Let me say here, since I get the last one a lot, that Maryam Azam is a Pakistani-Australian poet, Ali Alizadeh’s heritage is Iranian, and Omar Musa is a Malaysian-Australian Muslim poet. I wish for each of us the barest modicum of respect in knowing our work, and how we identify, or refuse to identify. I can feel each comment ossifying at the back of my mouth, and these are just some of the things that have been said directly to my face. There are the silences, too, every bit as hard. I have watched many other relationships corrode and fail in our industry over engrained bitterness, which is not entirely unreasonable for a business so precarious, a business that demands your enduring skilled labour over the course of years, that demands so much of you and gives so little back. A review or two, an unpaid shortlisting, the currency of ‘prestige’ or maybe a grant to try to suffer again for a country often encouraged to despise you. I am afraid, I realise, of what I might lose by winning. My throat burns around the eye.

• • •

Another sleepless night. Pacing at dawn. The writers meet in the lobby at seven and walk over to the National Library. My throat is sore but I ignore it. Tension is present among the cohort, but it’s not quite as high as at other ceremonies I’ve attended. We are all being paid something after all, and have had our one night and travel taken care of. The organisers of the ceremony have been outstanding from the start, warm and pleasant, quick to respond to queries. We are Welcomed to Ngunnawal Country by traditional owner Wally Bell, who invokes the spirits to come in and remove any evil that might be affecting us, and my body flushes all over as if brushed by lightning. Relief courses through my veins. I know now that I will be okay. Paul Fletcher, the minister of communications, urban infrastructure, cities and the arts, speaks next. He acknowledges the land he is on, and ‘most importantly, all the authors present’, and I clench my teeth. Scott Morrison couldn’t attend in person, thank God, and by video he acknowledges the traditional owners, and the Australian Defence Force.

It is a particularly unsubtle insult to mention the army in the same breath as the traditional owners of the land you stole, and especially grim given how recently these forces have come under public scrutiny for the alleged horrific slaughter of at least 39 innocent Afghan Muslims over the past decade. Joseph Brodsky once said of Americans, ‘You think evil is going to come into your houses wearing big black boots. It doesn’t come like that. Look at the language. It begins in the language.’ I would go further and say this is true across what is called ‘the West’.

I want to be clear that it doesn’t matter who else is included in the Acknowledgement, civilian or military, the harm enacted is the same. It deliberately diminishes whatever value you put on speaking into being our awareness of the true country we live on—the ongoing history and living culture of it and the people who are its custodians—when you include others in what is the only public time and space Indigenous people are held first, held apart. The Prime Minister went on to offer words on the value of diversity, how these shortlists show we welcome everyone. By the time my name was read out, I felt again a familiar blend of sorrow and fury.

In my acceptance speech, I pointed out just one of the many hypocrisies I could cite about the nature of these awards and this ceremony—namely, the racism and Islamophobia of our politics exemplified in the comments of Peter Dutton, the home affairs minister, who said in 2016 that it was a mistake to have allowed Lebanese migrants into this country in the 1970s. A mistake that included my family. It begins in language, you see. In the lie of terra nullius. In the naming of a people as a ‘mistake’, as in ‘correctable’. I was shaking, there in the heart of Canberra, struggling to breathe; there was so much that needed to be said and not enough time, not enough air with which to say it. I am amazed I made it at all to my final ‘Allahu Akbar’, part invocation, part thanks, all plea. I walked off to a smattering of confused applause from an audience that registered the Arabic—God is greater—as threat alone.

• • •

I’ll tell you a secret. More than a year ago I started putting together an organising committee for a new literary award: the Pride Literary Prize. I realised there were no prizes for queer literature in our region, no Lambda for us. I say ‘region’, because I hoped it might be big enough either at the outset or soon after to include authors from neighbouring countries such as Aotearoa and Indonesia. I was tired of complaining about our flawed award system, and I wanted to do something about it by offering an alternative. Together with some friends I started to flesh out what it could be: a prize for queer and trans writers that paid its shortlisted writers and truly celebrated each book over a sustained period of time, that didn’t only consider books but also supported other kinds of storytelling, that held writing workshops for the community, that paired emerging writers with mentors; that, in essence, was committed to nurturing the current and next generation of queer and trans artists, while honouring the past. It would be a prize with a board that had to be majority First Nations and CALD people, with a maximum three-year term, and each year the judges would likewise have to be diverse. We ourselves would not be eligible for the award. Then COVID-19 hit, and everything went to shit.

Looking back, I see it sounds less like an award and more like a literary LGBTQIA community centre that works year-round. It’s possible the scarcity of arts funding in recent times has led to the outsized prominence of the awards we do have, and the poisonously competitive air that surrounds them, but I think the problem is deeper than that. There is a profound cynicism about our award outcomes that stems from the flash-in-the-pan nature of these rituals where one person is elevated so greatly and unusually over their peers, and which are influenced by the grandeur and pomp of the process that is so at odds with most of our lived experience as authors, to say nothing of it all being orchestrated by governments that, every other week, seem determined to destroy or defund the arts. In short, we would be better served by a prize that was inclusive and equitable in nature, run by people who genuinely care about literature, which had five winners instead of one, in addition to a paid longlist; a prize that is community-minded and active each month of the year working toward the empowerment of writers at every level; a prize that has a transparent process, from its board to its final judgements. I’m telling you this because I don’t want to dream in secret anymore.

• • •

When you open my collection The Lost Arabs, you will see the dedication, ‘For Candy Royalle / gone too soon, but never lost.’ Candy was a queer Arab-Australian rockstar and poet—the only other one I knew at the time. I’ll never forget the moment she introduced me at Word in Hand, a poetry event that she MC’d; I got to speak on how special it was to share a stage with her, two queer Arab Aussie poets, I got to name us and our relationality with love for once. Months later when she said she had a book deal for her debut, A Trillion Tiny Awakenings (UWAP, 2018), I was so thrilled, so excited for what the future held. She passed away before her book was published, and I still grieve for that future, for her radical joy.

She wasn’t Muslim—a distinction that matters to me not on religious grounds, but because it speaks broadly to a class difference between Lebanese migrants and how we’re treated in Australia—but I carry her name and legacy with me anyway. This is to say, I may be the ‘first’ Arab-Australian Muslim poet to win a Prime Minister’s Literary Award, but I am not alone in these letters, not by some measure. The way here has been lit by my kin, by David Malouf and Abbas El-Zein, by Loubna Haikal and Randa Abdel-Fattah, by Samar Habib and Sarah Ayoub, by Amal Awad and Michael Mohammed Ahmad; the way has been lit by my unlettered kin, too, my illiterate grandmothers who crossed the world and left their homelands behind so their children might have a better life; the way to come to is lit by the likes of Sara Saleh, George Haddad, Yumna Kassab, Rawah Arja, Sara El Sayed and Lur Algurabi, to name but a few.

As it happens, the last time I saw Candy in person was in 2017, at a lecture given by Mohammed on Arab representations in Australian media. I was only just getting to know him at the time. Candy and I sat in the middle of the auditorium, watching this Leb from Punchbowl, in his daggy flared jeans and his thick wog accent, clinically dissect racist narratives. This contrasting is deliberate, Mohammed told me later. He was used to academics trying to bully him because of the way he dressed and spoke, telling him he had to change, as if he were incapable of mimicking them, or had a smaller vocabulary.‘They didn’t realise,’ he said, ‘that I didn’t want being a doctor of literature to change me. I wanted to change what it meant to be a doctor, what that could look and sound like.’

Similarly, I care about being the first in my community to win this award, not because of its associations in Canberra or some imagined prestige, but because I want to change what a Prime Minister’s Literary Award winner can look and sound and be like, which in this case is a thick bisexual Arab Muslim from Liverpool, raised by a single mother in Western Sydney. I care because it might lead to more readers, who, like me, have used literature as a way to survive, and because it furthers my ability to continue creating while speaking truth to power. Does this thought stick in your throat as it sticks in mine? Of course I am doing what I do best, which is trying to make meaning out of what might very well be meaningless, trying to find a way to make palatable this strange, contradictory celebration. Maybe I shouldn’t try, maybe I’m not meant to go down easy, maybe I should scrape the throat of this country with my bones until we all collectively choke. Or else find a way to swallow. •

Omar Sakr is an Arab-Australian poet born in Western Sydney to Lebanese and Turkish Muslim migrants. His latest book, The Lost Arabs (UQP, 2019), won the Prime Minister’s Literary Award for Poetry.



LEFT-HANDED CROCHET

Matilda Dixon-Smith

IAM DEVELOPING A callus on my left thumb. Although I’ve been a writer with terrible penmanship, an amateur artist (with terrible penmanship), a string player, an avid baker and an amateur seamstress in my life, I’ve never hardened the skin on my fingers so that the nerves have dulled, the skin has thickened and a callus has formed.

But the bulky, plastic crochet hooks I purchased from the two-dollar store, and the smarter, slimmer aluminium ones I later bought from Kmart, do nothing to cushion my skin from their hard surfaces. So as the hook slips in and out of my work, it slides with some minuscule amount of friction across the inner pads of my left thumb and now the callus is forming.

I have never worked with knits before. When I was a kid, my maternal grandmother taught me how to hand-sew and the very basics of working on a sewing machine. She made wonderful toys for us grandchildren, as well as clothes and beautiful costumes for the dress-ups box. She taught me how to hand-sew a small bear and stuff it with plasticky, plush batting, and together we embroidered little eyes and a nose and a mouth on it.

At her house in Canberra, where she lived alone after my pop died, she had a large corner in her sitting room where she’d craft, as well as a separate sewing room with a tall, dark-wood dresser filled with crafting equipment and various accoutrements of the trade. Each drawer held a new delight for me to ruffle through: genuine Liberty Tana Lawn; stacks of yellowing patterns from McCall’s, Simplicity and even Vogue; and tins brimming with buttons she’d bought or saved over the years. We’d often go through her buttons together, and Gran would let me pick buttons for particular projects, or even take one or two with me back to Sydney.

One of the drawers in the dresser was filled with skeins of yarn in every colour that had ever been dyed. This was a drawer I never took from, though I often opened it and ran my fingers across the tops of the technicolour mounds, feeling how the yarn changed from coarse to downy according to some scheme I didn’t understand.

I never had a need to rummage through Gran’s yarn drawer because she was never able to teach me to knit, though she was an expert knitter—and three of her four daughters eventually picked up the craft. We would sit for hours as she tried to explain to me ‘purling’ and ‘casting on’, sitting opposite me with an increasingly tight hold on her own work and a deepening furrow in her brow—though Gran was not known for ever losing her temper. Her tiny frame would tighten with frustration and she’d declare, after each session, that it was impossible for a right-handed crafter (her) to teach a left-handed crafter (me) how to knit.

My aunts who knit are all right-handed, and so is my paternal grandmother, Nerissa, who was a home economics teacher and is still an accomplished quilter, and who no doubt taught a left-handed child or two how to cast on. (Though perhaps any left-handed knitters were retrained to be right-handed, just as they were in mid-century handwriting classes.)

My mother, left-handed and indifferent to crafting, never once taught me to knit. This sounds like a familiar whinge we’ve likely saddled on her as we grew up, my sisters and I. Much like the common complaint that Mum ‘never signed us up for dance classes’, despite the fact that she did sign us up for dance classes, for which we lacked both skill and interest. We are a family of southpaws—my mother, father, younger sister and I (my older sister the only right-handed one of the bunch), but my mother never warmed to needlecrafts. Instead, she inherited her mother’s green thumb, which she is attempting to pass to me. My grandmother’s vast south-easternclimate garden (aping the English style) echoed in my mother’s many gardens in each house we moved to. Now, Mum’s mountains of drought-tolerant succulents look a little more like the natives and cacti I have tried to grow in my first-ever garden in Melbourne.

So despite my long-term membership to the Spotlight VIP club, and my general interest in a diverse range of arts and crafts, those involving yarn never caught me up like some others did—everything from dress pattern-making to a short-held fascination with air-dry clay. But yarn has fascinated me, in part because I never knew how to wield it. I would often wander down the knits aisle at Spotlight and Lincraft in town, pretending I was searching for something I needed on my list, knowing I would never find it among the knitting needles, thick skeins and knit finishings.

Most of the crafting I’ve learned, I’ve taught myself. Long before YouTube existed, teaching yourself a skill involved looking up the instructions in a book at the library or just guessing how it was done. When I was 15, a group of my schoolmates and I went to India to trek, tour and do the kinds of ‘good works’ white girls and settlers like doing in the schools, orphanages and hospitals of developing, postcolonial countries. During the Himalayas trek, I got a chest infection that meant I had to be half-carried, half-coaxed back down the mountain, while the rest of our team carried on to see the sun rise over Everest. I remember very little about the incident, and then I was waking up in a room I shared for the next week with my maths teacher, in the comfortable house of the tour operator’s family.
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Maddison Kitching

My poor maths teacher, who’d missed the trek to accompany me back down the mountain, had bought needles, thread and some fabric at a market one day, and she taught me how to hand-sew and embroider again. Bits and pieces of the skill returned to me as I worked with her, watching from my position in bed as the tour operator’s wife watched an Indian singing competition show on TV, and sometimes sidled into the bedroom to test her English on me. She brought us more fabric from her own collection and by the time the rest of the team returned from the trek I had sewn myself a headband to hold my hair back for the rest of our trip.

Recently I visited the Geelong Art Gallery and the library with my future mother-inlaw. She’d bought us tickets to a feminist talk at the library, and while we waited for the doors to open we wandered around the gallery shop. I picked up a book about hipster crochet patterns, and Gillian asked me if I crocheted. The family had, by now, seen a few of the handmade dresses and accessories I’d crafted for myself with a sewing machine, so it was a fair question. I explained to Gill, an absolute gun with the knitting needles, that my grandmother had never managed to teach me, because I was left-handed. ‘You should just teach yourself,’ she said. ‘Crochet is easy.’ I replaced the book on its shelf, but I took her words to heart. I began reading about worsted wool weights and deciphering patterns. I never bought a hook or any yarn, but I was almost ready to crochet. When the COVID-19 pandemic arrived, I bought the yarn from a place in South Kingsville, and the hooks from the two-dollar shop in Central West shops. I made a scarf and a beanie and a little octopus toy for my sister-in-law’s baby, which is due in a couple of weeks.

I was overseas again, under quite similar circumstances, when I reached into the recesses of my brain to retrieve the skill of hand-sewing garments. I lived for a very short period (more like ‘stayed’ for longer than an average holiday) in Quito, Ecuador, to work in the social work department of the big children’s hospital on the Ecovia line. Outside of our work hours, we spent more time than I’d like to admit wandering the American-style mall without much to do after our jobs had ended for the day. It was a short walk from where we lived, and we could sit and eat quietly there (and things were often less expensive than they were in La Mariscal, the New Town where the tourists stayed).

On one of the upper floors that didn’t have a juice bar or a Cinnabon—meaning we did not regularly hang out there—I found a craft store that sold relatively cheap fabric, yarn and trimmings. I began to buy cheap poplin and lawn in bright colours, collecting like a magpie until I had enough to cut out what I imagined to be a ‘top’ or a ‘dress’ or a pair of ‘dungarees’. While we sat in our living room most evenings watching pirated DVDs, I would straight-stitch my impression of an outfit by hand; I think I returned home from the trip with around eight new pieces of clothing.

When I’d left for Ecuador, my gran was living next door to us in Sydney. She had moved a couple of years beforehand because she’d been diagnosed with dementia, and my mother, who was a semi-retired teacher, had volunteered to look after her. When the matriarch in your family is diagnosed with dementia, your family begins to catalogue with intense ferociousness. Gran kept so much of the history of our lives, not just in her dresser drawers and ornate carved wooden chests, but the things she knew that no-one had bothered to ask her or commit to memory.

Before I left for my trip, I spent a lot of time, like my aunts and cousins and sisters, asking Gran questions to see what she could remember. Because, while her short-term memory was poor, she had near-perfect recollection of stories such as how she met my grandfather and the European trip they took and the look of the flats my mother grew up in on the Princes Highway in Hornsby. When it drew close to my departure time, my mother and I had a frank conversation, during which she told me it was likely Gran would not be alive when I returned. I was unsure I wanted to go away; my mother told me to go. I agreed. I left a tape I’d recorded with my singing teacher, of me singing ‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes’, which was my gran’s favourite song. They played it at her funeral, which I was unable to join via Skype because the internet wasn’t good enough where we were staying in Baños when she died.

When I returned from Ecuador, my mother took me to Spotlight and introduced me to the pattern books. I made my first dress from a pattern the summer before I moved to Melbourne—though my instinct is still to create outfits from my mind, rather than a paper pattern. A couple of weeks ago, the Vogue pattern books had a sale, and I bought four of them. My plan is to mix them all together to create my wedding dress, which I’m going to make by hand. •

Matilda Dixon-Smith is a freelance journalist, author and academic. She lives and works on Wurundjeri land, and tweets from @mdixonsmith.



THE HOLOTYPES

Stephen Orr

WHENEVER A NEW plant or animal is found and named, a single specimen is preserved and made available in a museum (or similar) for future consultation. This holotype, complete with genus (for example, Nyctimene) and species (wrightae), serves as a reference, a claim for the new type. In this case, the New Guinea tube-nosed fruit bat (Nyctimene wrightae), described in 2017 by Nancy Irwin. On Monday 3 January 1876 the Western Australian pastoralist (and father of Edith Cowan) Kenneth Brown murdered his wife. Brown was a well-respected grazier and horse breeder, but also a violent alcoholic. As he and his second wife, Mary Anne, were packing their Champion Bay house for an anticipated move, Brown (a collector of holotypes) became tired of Mary’s nagging and, according to the Portland Guardian, ‘followed the instincts of a nature at once cruel, brutal and selfish, and sought relief by destroying that which irritated[,] unmoved by pity and reckless of consequences’. Although usually a deft shot with a gun, ‘… he deliberately fires at his victim and she flies shrieking from his presence, and when he perceives the shot is not fatal follows her to her place of retreat … points the second barrel of the gun at her head and blows out her brains’.

Like Brown, the night parrot (Pezoporus occidentalis) is an Australian enigma. With common names, including the solitaire and midnight cockatoo, it’s a mainly ground-dwelling bird that lives in spinifex (tunnelling into dense grass to lay eggs) in the inland parts of each state and territory (except Victoria). This small, short-tailed parrot keeps to itself, eating green seeds, emerging at dusk to drink from pools, and attempting to take flight to avoid predators or to find water. Ironically, for a nocturnal bird, its night vision is poor. It’s not a great flyer; in fact, its awkwardness, its dumpy body, seems at odds with its more successful cousin, the budgerigar (a similar mottled, yellow-green appearance, but diurnal, lighter weight, narrower wings, longer tail). The ‘night parakeet’ was, and is, an evolutionary loser.

It was first described by British ornithologist John Gould in 1861 after a holotype shot and collected by Kenneth Brown near Lake Austin in Western Australia in 1854. Gould originally placed it in the Geopsittacus genus before deciding upon Pezoporus. The parrot was described in detail in 1868 by James Murie Gould in his work On the Nocturnal Ground Parakeet Geopsittacus occidentalis. He observed a specimen (collected by Ferdinand von Mueller) and explained: ‘While I saw the bird during the day it remained motionless on its tuft of grass, and only became lively towards sundown … I could find no point, either in the marking nor colouring, of special note.’

Fifteen-year-old Robert Austin (1825–1905) arrived in Western Australia in 1840 with his parents and brother, James. Starting in 1847 he took part in, or led, a series of exploring expeditions for the WA Surveyor’s General Department. In 1854—along with ‘ten men, twenty-seven horses, one hundred and twenty days’ provisions’—he led an expedition that passed through the Murchison River district. According to the Moreton Bay Courier (11 June 1856), ‘The country traversed was very indifferent, but the geological features are said to indicate rich gold fields.’ Minerals, gold, Harold Lasseter and the search for the two-mile-long reef, and another Australian trope—the mythmaker, stumbling through the desert in search of riches (only saved by the local Yamaji people). And there’s Kenneth Brown (with his excellent horse-handling skills) shooting the first night parrot. Meanwhile, another man (Narryer) accidentally shoots himself in the arm, several horses die at Poison Rock, and the expedition nearly runs out of water.

Austin’s report reveals little about the character of the young Kenneth Brown. Born in England in 1837, he arrived in Perth with his parents and brother Maitland in 1841. The family settled in the Champion Bay area, farmed sheep on their station (Glengarry), and the brothers grew up with a love of horses and racing. In 1852 Brown explored the regions around Glengarry with a Major Logue (as well as further expeditions in 1859, 1862 and 1863). In 1859 he married Mary Eliza Wittenoom, produced four children (including Edith), before Mary died in childbirth in 1868. In 1872 he moved to Victoria to try his luck at the Melbourne Cup, and there he met and married Mary Anne Tindall.

By this time Brown had (according to his great-grandson, Peter Cowan) ‘began to lose considerable sums … became increasingly restless and drank heavily. His behaviour from this time became erratic.’ Soon, Kenneth and Mary were constantly quarrelling, Mary the victim of verbal and physical abuse. According to the Portland Guardian, ‘on one occasion he crunched up a wine glass with his teeth … while he was habitually under the influence of liquor … he was unfit to be trusted with anything’. There was also a hint of mental instability: ‘… his grandmother had once taken up an axe to a lady friend, and was for many years in an asylum’. Types. The Ned Kelly trope: the misunderstood anti-authoritarian at war with the world. A human night parrot, minding his own business, happy to be left alone.

Over the years, the night parrot became a myth, its own brooding, solitary type, choosing to avoid man, stock, feral pests, drought. According to the Centralian Advocate in 1947: ‘The night parrot, owing perhaps to not having contact with the sun, has no gay plumage. It is not unlike the grey cockatoo parrot in size and looks, it has a mottled grey coat and has never been tamed, and we understand will not live in captivity.’ There were no confirmed sightings between 1912 and 1979. Hovering on the edge of extinction, perhaps? Like the Tasman starling (last recorded in 1923; lost due to land clearance, black rats, introduced birds); the Lord Howe warbler (rats); the paradise parrot (last recorded in 1927; lost due to drought, overgrazing, fire, prickly pear). Dozens, hundreds of others were never found, or recorded, placed in naphthalene-scented boxes and sent to European museums.

As it became (becomes) apparent—maybe we are the problem: our sheep, cattle, cats, our failure to understand the range of ecological niches, feeding patterns, finely tuned eco-webs that have evolved over millennia. Even when it was plentiful the night parrot was secretive. And now, according to the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) ‘Red List’, ‘porcupine parrot’ numbers range from 50 to 250. For most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the night parrot was more myth than real. But who cared? There was money to be made, gold to be mined, cattle to be driven to the railhead. Parrots weren’t anyone’s priority. One story (1933) tells of a nanny who ‘to amuse [her] children … tied one end of a length of twine to [a night parrot’s] leg and allowed the animal to leap several yards away, when she brought it up sharp by jerking the other end of the string’. There were also stories of parrots being caught, cooked and eaten. The apocryphal story of George VI (when he was Duke of York) offering £450 for a pair of night parrots so that ‘he could take them back to England’ (Centralian Advocate).

The landscape, we have been led to believe, needed to be made productive. Still today, Rio Tinto recently (May 2020) blasted the Juukan Gorge caves in the Pilbara’s Hamersley Range. It was, according to the Guardian’s Calla Wahlquist, ‘a sacred site that showed 46,000 years of continual occupation and provided a 4,000-year-old genetic link to present-day traditional owners.’ This was no oversight, not an accident but a choice (Rio Tinto received ministerial consent for the blast in 2013 under outdated WA Aboriginal heritage laws). Despite protests from the Puutu Kunti Kurrama and Pinikura owners of the land, a unique (but iron ore–rich) area was dynamited. According to a WA Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions report (Pilbara Region Biological Survey 2002–2013), the western Pilbara has:


Inflorescence

Julie Manning

A beanpole, I was taunted, but when I looked

your skinny knee was crossed like mine

your fanned-out skirt

a checkerboard dusty as jillaroo strides.

Your suppurating knee

the skin unsealed

angular as scaffolding,

a bright ulcerous rose

deep as a hyacinth throat—

our knees

thin as tarsal bones

we were blood and bone sisters.

As a seamstress sews a bodice

I stitched the wound,

a ruched purse with a drawstring

its small change gleaming closure.



several new cryptic gecko species, two prevalent pebble-mimicking dragons and several species of sand swimming skinks, 13 species of frog, 132 non-oceanic species of birds, 350 stygofauna species (groundwater fauna), of which more than 300 are newly discovered, 600 species of ground-dwelling beetles, 245 species of ants, 375 species of ground-dwelling spiders.

The list goes on. All highly adapted, and adapting—a fluid, vibrant, dynamic process we’re only beginning to understand.

Back to the 1870s, and Kenneth Brown takes his new wife to live in New Zealand (where their daughters, Rose and Amy, are born in 1874 and 1875). Strangely, ironically, they buy the Courthouse Hotel in Thames, 90 minutes outside Auckland. The increasingly drunken Brown ‘seems to have been seldom perfectly sober’. He is eventually arrested for assaulting a shopkeeper and threatening to kill his wife. More arguments, more fights, but Mary convinces her husband to return to Australia in 1875. A few months later, as they’re packing their house at Champion Bay, a drunken Brown loses patience and reaches for his shotgun.

Brown is an Australian holotype. The rough, untamed, angry-with-everything, alcohol- or drug-addicted monster paraded across our television screens most nights; the creator of his own world, refusing to live in others’. He is opposed to the natural world, to a natural order, a slow, seeking-to-understand approach to being Australian. Although the lessons were (and are) already there. Ullala Boss (Geoffrey Stewart), an Elder, traditional owner and Birriliburu Indigenous Ranger, told the ABC’s Ann Jones the real story of the night parrot. Two ancestral beings gathering and naming animals:

But this little bird seen them and just disappeared, never to be mentioned or looked at … But as soon as he seen them two—he just disappeared. They looked, looked, lifted [the grasses] and nothing. They tried to get him out of that big jumpy [spinifex]. Flooding it, hail stones, caused all that big rain to come to try and get him out. No. He didn’t move.

A story from the Advocate in 1947 might explain the gap between these world views. The Wanderer (who lived close to where the parrots bred) had only seen two alive, ‘although the cats have at times brought a dead one in to serve as their breakfast’. At about nine each night, these two came together to feed,

to pick up the crumbs previously spread for their benefit. Eventually their fears lessened and they became friendly and would not fly at a movement. One night the Wanderer sat watching them when a stone was hurled and landed very close, the birds’ faith shattered and they never appeared again. A new hand at the field coming up to see the boss had thought it very smart to try his hand at murder—this same man was never popular again.

Despite the fact that Mary’s murder was beyond question (‘all this occurs in open day, in the middle of a town, without any attempts to escape observation’: Portland Guardian), it took three trials to convict Brown. He admitted ‘he did not care for himself, that his pleasure in life was over long ago he only thought of his family’. The Browns were old settlers, and Kenneth had the support of locals. Indeed, maybe his actions weren’t really his fault: ‘He seems to have been attracted by a woman [Mary] in a lower station than that to which he was nominally entitled.’ The trials took 16 days. ‘On the last jury the class of settlers to which the prisoner belonged was not represented.’ Brown was found guilty of murder and hanged on 10 June 1876 at Perth Gaol.

Things may be looking up for the night parrot. Recently, several specimens have been found, and in May 2013 a live bird was photographed in Pullen Pullen, Western Queensland. This former grazing property is now a reserve, managed by Bush Heritage Australia. It is perfect night parrot country. According to Ann Jones:

Situated on the traditional lands of the Maiawali people … the whole reserve is full of mesas—flat-top hills with weathered sides. Gibber plains, flash floods, slow-moving water … those plains can support a huge range of grasses and forbs [flowering plants] and herbs that are critical feeding for the night parrot. In fact, this place is the ideal night parrot hideout.

As we at last begin to realise. The grassland, the woodlands, the freckled ducks and grey teal, the skinks and blind snakes are part of a world we’ve never really understood, even when we’ve shot it, labelled it, named it. We didn’t listen to those who might have told us. The ancestors, silenced. And when we went to the museum we felt glad things had proper names, binomial classifications, and felt that, like the rest of the pink bits, this gave us a sort of ownership. This is the story of the shooter, and his refusal, his inability, to change. Eventually facing his own extinction on the gallows. And the night parrot—solitary, but patient—waiting for the world to see, to learn, to listen to its simple two-note whistle. •

Stephen Orr studied ecology at university before starting to write fiction. He has a long-standing interest in Australian landscapes, and our often difficult history of trying to fit into them. See <www.stephenorr.com.au> and @ethelmalley2.



BAD CHARACTER

The Politics of the Australian Suburbs

Laura Phillips

IN 2020 MELBOURNE experienced one of the longest COVID-19 lockdowns in the world. Spending increased time at home during this period focused Melburnians’ attention on the utility of where they live. The suburbs have been praised for providing a safe haven in self-isolation, but not all suburbs are created with equal access to green spaces and essential services. A recent study found 340,000 Melburnians have little or no parkland within five kilometres of their homes. So, who has access to the well-connected inner and middle-ring suburbs, and who is kept out?

While the full extent of COVID-19’s impact on migration and related housing demand is yet to be realised, demand for accessible, well-connected housing that supports the sustainable growth of our cities is unlikely to dampen. A moderate increase in density throughout the inner and middle ring suburbs of Australia’s major cities is required in order to meet the long term housing needs of our growing population, while avoiding the insidious consequences of urban sprawl.

In Melbourne, an increase in density in well-serviced, transit-rich locations close to jobs and community amenities is in line with the purposes of the city’s overarching strategic planning policy, Plan Melbourne, and reflected in strategic planning objectives in local council planning policies. In an effort to boost accessible housing supply and radically reimagine how Australian cities can better meet the needs of the community, it is time to reform some of the most obstructive elements of the urban planning system. ‘Neighbourhood Character’ is one such snafu.

Bad character

The concept of Neighbourhood Character emerged in Melbourne in the 1990s as rationale for the preservation of heritage architecture and proceeded to assume a life of its own through the well-publicised ‘Save Our Suburbs’ campaigns in the 2000s.

Neighbourhood Character was formalised by ResCode, the residential design code introduced in Victoria in 2001, and today a Neighbourhood Character policy is maintained in all 32 local governments in metropolitan Melbourne. Under this policy, a planning proposal for new housing must present a concept that is aesthetically compliant with the Neighbourhood Character of the existing area in which it is to be built.

The assessment is fundamentally subjective, often conflicts with the city’s overarching policy objectives and provides broad grounds for administrative tribunal third-party appeals. Third-party appeal rights on planning application assessment criteria, such as Neighbourhood Character, are particularity idiosyncratic to Victoria. Victoria had nearly six times the number of planning appeals as any other jurisdiction in Australia in 2009–10 according to the Productivity Commission’s study in 2011.

The policy impacts the urban development of around 40 per cent of Melbourne’s growth boundary; however, according to academics Kim Dovey, Ian Woodcock and Stephen Wood, it actively works to undermine the city’s need for new housing and remains a ‘highly problematic tool for performance-based urban planning’.1

Neighbourhood Character policies attempt to reduce the essence of a suburb into assessable physical elements. Assessment of such attributes is problematic, as physical elements risk being overgeneralised, are relative and cannot be applied bluntly without consideration to a site’s overall context.2 Neighbourhood Character serves to stagnate the development of diverse housing options in order to privilege a past era of predominantly poorly designed and poorly insulated homes, which were largely constructed with the cheapest of materials available postwar. Thus the policy ignores the evolving and emerging urban context that all of our neighbourhoods are subject to.

It prompts the question, in asserting a need to preserve Neighbourhood Character, what are we really trying to protect? When existing character is the de facto preferred character, it restricts new housing to serve a defunct social model, which primarily emerged to support the suburban nuclear family. The character of our neighbourhoods is not static, just as the communities they attempt to define are not either. Take Brunswick in Melbourne’s inner north; its population is not stable or uniform and nor should its housing be.

The Neighbourhood Character policy institutionalises social homogeneity in the housing market and administrative tribunals at the expense of new innovations in housing typologies and environmentally sustainable design (ESD). According to Dovey, Woodcock and Wood, ‘the politics of enforcing all new development to fit with an image of an idealised past leads to a repression of differences’, where perceived ‘inappropriate development’ can be used as a tool for social exclusion.3

Neighbourhood Character denies the true origin of Melbourne’s neighbourhoods. It certainly ignores acknowledgement of the traditional Indigenous owners of the land, and instead seeks to establish an echo chamber of neo-colonial ideology that stifles creative design and restricts housing innovation.

Melbourne’s urban reality is characterised by the dual crises of a lack of housing affordability and the need to adapt to the increasing effects of climate change. Defining and enforcing Neighbourhood Character in isolation in this context is of no value. When read in concert with city planning objectives, Neighbourhood Character is a destructive force that undermines the strategic goals of Melbourne’s sustainable evolution.

The Davison Collaborative

In 2016, a new collaborative housing model, the Davison Collaborative, brought together three couples, two children and three dogs to transform one post-war suburban dwelling in the inner-Melbourne suburb of Brunswick into three all-electric family homes, powered by 100 per cent renewable energy for the next generation.

The project was designed by local and award-winning architectural practice Archier and realised under a Collaborative Development model developed by sustainability-driven built-environment group HIP V. HYPE. The model allowed for the collaborators to pool their financial resources to break down the barriers of high property prices in this well-connected, inner-city area.

The Davison Collaborative would provide for the supply of new and diverse housing choices in an existing urban area,4 which supports population growth in a way that encourages a 20-minute neighbourhood whereby residents can walk, cycle or use public transport to access employment opportunities and existing services.5 The elevated quality of the Davison Collaborative’s site-responsive architecture design and ESD response realised the Plan Melbourne outcomes of creating a distinctive, liveable, sustainable and resilient city.6 The compact density of their three townhouses project ensured access to relatively more affordable housing in an established suburb that is increasingly pricing out young families, such as those of the collaborative.

Despite meeting the objectives of Plan Melbourne, the planning permit application was refused by the local council on the grounds that it failed to comply with the Neighbourhood Character of the area.

The finding

The Davison Collaborative appealed the local council’s decision at the Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal (VCAT) and was successfully granted a planning permit. In all, the application went through more than 12 months of planning process, costing tens of thousands of dollars in legal and associated fees in order to receive a VCAT decision that affirmed the grounds for the original application within seven days of the hearing.

In a transit-rich precinct not constrained by heritage overlays, it should be reasonably anticipated that incremental increases in density are of appropriate character and should be supported. ‘Opportunities for change should be seen as at the upper end of transformational expectations within the zone,’ suggested the expert testimony from Rob McGauran, director of MGS Architects.

If Australian cities are to meet the objectives responsibly to densify the middle ring at a rate that keeps step, let alone anticipates projected population growth, it is counterproductive for a Neighbourhood Character assessment and appeals process to hamper, impede and artificially inflate the cost of new housing in order to obtain planning approval.

Consideration must be given to a neighbourhood’s overall capacity to support a moderate increase in density. The relevant context is increased accessible housing demand across a municipality; moderate densification should be anticipated and accommodated accordingly.

The way forward

Communities have a valued role in determining the future shape of our cities, but, ironically, Neighbourhood Character policies shift the final decisions of what shapes our streets away from the local community and into the hands of existing residents and the legal profession.

Local communities are justified in their mistrust of new development; the rapid development of lacklustre apartment buildings in Brunswick over the last ten years is evidence of this. The provision for third-party appeals on Neighbourhood Character grounds is intended to curb poor quality development, yet it is not analogous to equitable community participation.

Academics Elizabeth Jean Taylor, Nicole Cook and Joe Hurley found a strong correlation between household wealth and the rate of third-party appeals, where the wealthy seek to block increases in density in well-connected and well-resourced areas close to greenspace in order to avoid perceived risks to their property values.7 The provision for third-party objections to planning applications often serves to entrench the vested interests of well-resourced existing residents rather than to uphold any notion of building sustainable cities. These appeals rarely achieve genuine community participation in determining the form of our suburbs, rather they are part of a process that can serve to exacerbate social inequality and result in compromised built-form outcomes.

Removing site-by-site third-party appeals and introducing strategic precinct plans would go a significant way to rectifying the ineffectiveness of the system. Participatory planning can engage community discourse in the long view and seek to better align community expectations with strategic state plans. Asking questions such as who are our cities for? and what kind of city do we want in 50 or 100 years time? can frame a more holistic view that expands access to our most well-connected neighbourhoods. By incorporating community contributions within the overarching objectives at a precinct level, proposals that are compliant with those objectives would only require a building permit at a site level—increasing the efficiency and consistency of the process.

A greater emphasis on performance-based sustainability assessment in the planning application process and on state building regulations would also provide a more effective mechanism to improve the quality of new medium-density housing and would provide for the long-term sustainability of our cities.

Victoria needs to reframe the planning approvals process away from looking at the past for answers to its current and future challenges. The state planning process needs to move towards encouraging innovative responses to existing market constraints by prioritising planning proposals that champion sustainable and accessible solutions for new medium-density housing supply in well-serviced locations.

Layers of policy complexity, duplication of process between strategic and statutory planning, inflexible zoning, conflicting environmental priorities and vexatious neighbour relationships are undermining the expressed city goals to increase density responsibly in order to meet the projections of a growing population.

Projects such as the Davison Collaborative should be encouraged by the planning system, not forced to fight for approval. Melbourne’s planning scheme needs to move away from privileging existing character towards prioritising a preferred character, one that is sensitive to urban change management and looks at the highest efficiency land use to meet the challenges of Australia’s national accessible housing crisis. •

Laura Phillips is an urbanist, lawyer, podcast host and advocate for equitable and environmentally sustainable cities.



1 Kim Dovey, Ian Woodcock and Stephen Wood, ‘Understanding Neighbourhood Character: The Case of Camberwell’, Australian Planner, vol. 46, no. 3 (2013).

2 Roman Catholic Trust Corporation v Stonnington CC.

3 Dovey et al., ‘Understanding Neighbourhood Character’.

4 Encouraged under Moreland Planning Scheme clauses 11, 15 and 16; State Planning Policy clause 16.

5 Outcome 2 of Plan Melbourne seeks to ensure Melbourne provides housing choice in locations close to jobs and services. Direction 2.1 seeks to manage the supply of new housing in the right locations to meet population growth and create a sustainable city.

6 Policy 2.1 seeks to facilitate an increased percentage of new housing in established areas to create a city of 20-minute neighbourhoods close to existing services, hubs and public transport. Direction 2.2 seeks to deliver more housing closer to jobs and public transport.

7 Elizabeth Jean Taylor, Nicole Cook and Joe Hurley, ‘Do objections count? Estimating the influence of residents on housing development assessment in Melbourne’, Urban Policy and Research, vol. 34, no. 3 (2016), pp. 269–83.



UP INTO THE MOUNTAINS AND DOWN TO THE COUNTRYSIDE

Nicole Jia Moore

ON 19 AUGUST 1975, after three anxiety-riddled nights of waiting, six hours of cross-country travel, and another sleepless night squashed into a single bed with her two parents, Jia was finally ready to say goodbye. Not just to her family, she realised, but also to the last remnants of her home, her city and her entire life so far. As she stood at the village’s edge and watched the cars dwindle beyond the glassy landscape of rice paddies and distant mountains, she steeled herself against all remaining fear and doubt. For my mother, this was her chance to contribute to Mao’s revolution and the future of her beloved China.

On that first evening, Mum recalls how city kids from around the Sichuan province mingled around a small celebratory fire. Like her, most were in great spirits, laughing and discussing the great adventures that lay ahead. Some, however, were already homesick, and cried or sat quietly in fearful apprehension. Her surrogate family had welcomed her enthusiastically, assigning her a bed in their modest home. When it was time to sleep, Mum recounts with lucidity even now her horror upon hearing the rats scampering across the straw roof. She barely slept the first week, convinced they would fall squealing onto her bed during the night.

At 5 am Mum was shaken awake by her new auntie, who appeared over her, smiling gently with a bowl of rice and pickles. She dressed and ate quickly before following her new family out to a section of land to start harvesting. Mum describes how the fields caught the sun, and by midday the whole landscape was transformed into a blinding ocean. As she waded through the hours, stooped low and slicing at bunches of rice that clung obstinately to the earth, the strong urge to faint seized her. When she didn’t she wished she would. At least then she could be carried back to the shade of her dark hut. Her back ached from bending down and the sun’s heavy body slumped over her small frame, leaving the skin of her neck raw and her head swollen.

At nightfall, work finished, her auntie cooked up a small bowl of rice with salted pickles. Jia’s stomach grumbled for meat and she suddenly missed her mum’s delicious pork bone soup. Doubt, like an ugly moth, beat its large wings against her stomach. What kind of place is this? she wondered. Her fingers moved instinctively to the face of her badge, a side profile of Chairman Mao pinned proudly to the breast of her plain cotton shirt. Golden and regal. His pursed lips chided her, reminding her what a glorious thing it was to endure hardship, to purify your heart with peasant values. ‘We must put roots in the country, to make a revolution.’ His voice in the curve of her ear and on her lips and her tongue stayed with her like a warm taste until she drifted off into sleep, dreaming of softly cooked rabbit and spiced lamb skewers.

At 16, my mother was one of more than 16 million urban youths from 1967 to 1978 relocated indefinitely from China’s major cities to neighbouring rural communes and state farms at the rallying cry of China’s revolutionary leader Mao Zedong to ‘go up into the mountains and down to the countryside’. Later, people would refer less optimistically to the period as ‘the lost generation’, referencing the widespread loss of educational opportunities, jobs and quality of life for much of this generation. My mother was sent down in 1975 and was lucky because soon after Mao would die and the Cultural Revolution would end. With the re-establishment of Deng Xiaoping in 1977, a limited number of merit-based university places (less than 5 per cent) became available for the first time in 12 years. More than 5.7 million people took part, making for one of the largest and most competitive entrance exams in history.

Through determination and extreme studiousness, my mother was fortunate enough to land one of these coveted places on the ‘first train’, and eventually a PhD scholarship to study physics at Macquarie University in Sydney. Like many children of immigrants, I am keenly aware of the opportunities that have come through my mother’s dedication to the limited opportunities presented to her, and accordingly the difference between her world view and the privileged, Western academic lens I am informed by. To me, the sent-down youths are another historical example of a group’s unjustified exploitation for a larger political agenda, namely Mao’s attempts to reassert the purity of communist ideology, despite these same coercive, violent tactics causing the ‘Great Leap Famine’ and the deaths of 45 million people only five years earlier.

What was presented to the public as necessary socialist re-education was mostly about disbanding the Red Guard, groups of students Mao had called upon to fight any dissent to communism. However, as their passion grew into disorder and violence, Mao’s solution was simple: they could be moved to the country. The program was also a solution to growing urban unemployment, with the removal of many soon-to-beemployed high school graduates improving the amount of work available and reasserting Mao’s ability to make the nation wealthy.

His solutions came at a great cost to a whole generation of young people. And yet, when I talk to my mother she is hesitant to speak negatively about her experiences. I ask her, ‘Did you struggle?’

She tells me, ‘I was passionate, young and ready to take on anything.’

I ask, ‘Are you angry that your generation lost so many opportunities?’

She replies, ‘It made me strong. Grateful for what I have today.’

For the most part, she seems to look at the experience with a lot of nostalgia, telling me about the kindness of the peasants in the town and the strong friendships she formed. Her regard for the experience surprisingly fits with the narrative of many Chinese commentators: that the movement created a generation of strong leaders with the ability to endure hardship and understand the sufferings of the common people. The current president, Xi Jinping, a former sent-down youth, is a poster boy for this, often citing his time in the countryside as deeply enriching and inspiring him to make a difference.

Yet it does not take a lot of research to find countless tales of harsh manual labour, violence and deaths. The youths who returned to the city without the education necessary to compete with younger, university-educated generations were left trailing at the bottom of society. For Deng Xiaoping, the growth of the nation was the paramount aim. Equality traded up for trickle-down economic policies that made little attempt to correct for the costs the revolution had on this generation. My mother concedes, ‘Our generation lost our right to education. A lot of my friends never got to go to uni. Some married peasants and never left.’ What appears to have affected my mother most, surprisingly, is a loss of faith. ‘I think my passion saved me going in. I believed and so I really felt I could put up with anything. But the harshness of the situation disillusions you. Everybody had a belief crisis.’

[image: image]

Aaron Billings

Among those who experienced it, the situation cannot be polarised as it often is in Western academia, as inhumane, without acknowledging that the highly politicised Chinese youth were often motivated to take on the challenge. For my mother and her friends, this was not a punishment but a lucky educational experience. Michel Bonnin, in a review of The Lost Generation, remarks that these are the ‘thoughtful’ generation, becoming the force of resistance against the Cultural Revolution and crueller aspects of government policy. It is hard to know what China would be without the unfortunate history of the sent-down youths, and perhaps when recounting it, it is best to focus on the passion and bravery of city kids taking up sickles and adopting peasant roles to serve their country.
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