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PROLOGUE

It was October 2001 and American cluster bombs were raining down on Afghanistan in retaliation for the September 11 attacks on the United States. Al Qaeda and Taliban encampments were being bombarded and their occupants were on the run, fleeing to the mountainous Afghan–Pakistan frontier or escaping across the border into neighbouring Iran.

Among the exodus was an Australian woman named Rabiah Hutchinson, a member of the jihadist elite, known among her fellow fugitives as ‘Umm Mohammed’—meaning the mother of Mohammed.

The former country girl turned hippy backpacker would have seemed an unlikely jihadist to those who knew her as a child in Mudgee, New South Wales, or as a dope-smoking teenager on Sydney’s northern beaches in the 1970s. But Rabiah Hutchinson was a veteran of the global holy war. She was a trusted insider, known and respected by the Taliban and al Qaeda leadership. She was married to a leading al Qaeda strategist and member of Osama bin Laden’s inner circle, and had been handpicked by bin Laden’s right-hand man, the Egyptian doctor Ayman al Zawahiri, to set up a new women’s hospital in Kandahar. Western intelligence analysts would later call her ‘the matriarch of radical Islam’; or—in the words of former CIA field officer Marc Sageman, who worked with the mujahidin in Pakistan—‘the Elizabeth Taylor of the jihad’.

As she fled across the Afghan countryside, Rabiah certainly didn’t look like a Hollywood star. Her burka was tattered and caked with dirt; her hair, concealed beneath it, matted and unkempt. She hadn’t showered for months. Her four children who were on the run with her looked like a gang of grubby kuchis, the Afghan gypsies who roam the country’s barren mountains.

In the wake of September 11, the United States and its allies had gone to war in Afghanistan to root out the al Qaeda perpetrators, their Taliban hosts, and anyone who supported or sympathised with them. ‘Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists’, US President George W Bush had declared. From the perspective of the US and Australian governments, Rabiah Hutchinson was ‘with the terrorists’. Now, like the rest of them, she was a fugitive: hunted from the air by US forces, and on the ground by Afghan troops.

‘The next four months—it was just living like you can’t imagine’, Rabiah recalls. ‘Every few days we’d have to move, and the Americans would find out our position and they’d attack. You can’t imagine in your wildest dreams—you’re fearing rape and torture and mutilation and death. Sometimes the Apache helicopters would come down so low you could see the pilots sitting in them. They were shooting women and children in the back from Apache helicopters while they were running.’

Rabiah and her children spent three months on the run in Afghanistan before escaping across the desert border into Iran, where they were detained under house arrest by the Iranian Revolutionary Guards. Finally, in 2003, they gave themselves up at the Australian embassy in Tehran, and were flown home to Australia. Rabiah’s passport was cancelled and she was branded a threat to national security. According to the assessment from the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO): ‘There is a strong likelihood that further travel by Rabiah Maryam Hutchinson will involve participation in, or support and preparation for acts of politically motivated violence (and) conduct that might prejudice the security of Australia or a foreign country’.

Condemned as a would-be terrorist and placed high on ASIO’s watch-list, Rabiah became a virtual prisoner in her home in Sydney’s southwestern suburbs, where she remains in 2009. She can occasionally be seen striding along the streets of Lakemba, a solitary figure swathed in a black abaya and niqab, only her eyes visible behind a slit in the fabric. Despite the scrutiny of the Australian authorities, she remains fiercely committed to her beliefs, and dismissive of the reputation she has acquired.

‘I’m just a 55-year-old granny with diabetes and arthritis on a disability pension’, Rabiah insists. ‘What are they so worried about? They’ve got it wrong. I’m not important. I am absolutely nobody. I just happened to be there.’

But her protestations of insignificance belie the extraordinary life she has lived—twenty years on the frontlines of an ideological war that has reshaped our world. Over the course of those two decades she has been a witness to—and participant in— some of the epochal episodes of our time. She was there in Indonesia during the Islamist uprising against the Suharto regime in the 1980s. She was there at the now infamous Ngruki Islamic boarding school in Java, the crucible for the Indonesian militant group Jemaah Islamiyah, led by her mentor Abu Bakar Ba’asyir. She was there in the mujahidin camps of Pakistan during the Afghan holy war in the 1990s. And she was right there in Taliban-ruled Afghanistan at that moment in history when the September 11 attacks on the United States signalled the cataclysmic struggle that has defined our age.

So who is this mysterious black-veiled woman with the broad Australian accent and fiery Scottish temperament, who has Western governments so unnerved? And how did a former Mudgee girl and surf-loving backpacker who set out in her teens on the hippy trail end up at the heart of the global jihad? Clearly, this is no ordinary granny.

[image: Image]

I first met Rabiah Hutchinson in August 2007, in a coffee shop in Bankstown in the south-western suburbs of Sydney. I was waiting at the pre-arranged meeting place when her black shrouded figure appeared, the face concealed behind a veil, the hands encased in black gloves. All I could see of her was her piercing blue eyes—glaring at me with bald hostility.

‘I will never trust you’, she snapped when we were introduced. I knew full well the reason for her animus. Nine months earlier, I had written an article that was featured on the front page of the the Australian newspaper under an ‘exclusive’ caption in bold red print and a prominent headline: ‘Australian Woman Married to Al-Qa’ida Boss’. The story revealed her marriage in 2001 to the al Qaeda strategist Mustafa Hamid, also known as Abu Walid al Misri, a member of Osama bin Laden’s advisory shura. It also disclosed her association with bin Laden’s deputy, Ayman al Zawahiri, and how he had chosen her to take charge of his hospital project.

An intensely proud and private woman with—I quickly learned—a fearsome temper, Rabiah was furious at my report. Apart from the public opprobrium it generated, it had caused her only sister to finally sever contact with her. ‘I’ll never trust you’, Rabiah repeated, to make quite sure I understood.

It was an inauspicious beginning to a meeting I had been working towards for four years. I had first heard about Rabiah in 2003, while making a program for ABC TV’s Four Corners on the Australian connections of Jemaah Islamiyah (JI), and later while researching my book, In the Shadow of Swords, on JI and the Bali bombings. JI insiders had described a gregarious former hippy who had been married to the group’s Australian emir, the Indonesian Abdul Rahim Ayub. Stories abounded of how, in the 1980s, she had been desperate to join the jihad against the Russians in Afghanistan, but the conservative menfolk of JI would not allow it. She had finally gone off and done it anyway.

For the next four years I tried to track the elusive Rabiah down. I sent her letters and a copy of my book, in which she was briefly mentioned. I knocked on the doors of flats and houses where she had lived, only to find each time that she had moved on. (She has never lived in one place for more than three years.) I contacted her friends and acquaintances and asked them to pass on messages. It was all to no avail. She had no wish whatsoever to speak to me, or to any journalist for that matter. By the time we finally met at the coffee shop in Bankstown, her view had scarcely softened. She was there under sufferance, at the urging of a friend who believed it was time she told her side of the story.

For my part, I was sure it was a story I wanted to tell. I had spent the past four years reporting on terrorism; or, more precisely, the violent struggle being waged worldwide by Islamic militants, some of whom have resorted to terrorism. But what compelled my continuing interest was not the phenomenon of terrorism itself or the appalling details of the individual terrorist acts. What held me fascinated—and still mystified—were the personal stories of the people who have become involved in the jihadist movement, either on its periphery or at its core. Who are these people? Where do they come from? What is it they believe in? And what do they want? Rabiah’s story intrigued me. Here was a woman as Australian as me, who had become a footsoldier in the global jihad. Why? It seemed to me that unravelling Rabiah’s story might provide some answers to these confounding questions, and perhaps help us understand the magnetism of the Islamist cause, which has made it among the most momentous religious and political movements of our time and spawned some of the most intractable conflicts on the planet. My task now was to persuade her to tell her story.

After venting her hostility, Rabiah relented enough—still under sufferance—to agree to meet me again. Eventually we began meeting once or twice a week, which we did for well over a year. Finally she agreed to co-operate in the writing of this book, which could not otherwise have been written. She agreed because I persuaded her I would tell her story honestly and with integrity, in a way that was faithful both to her life and convictions, and to my journalist ethics. Her condition was that it had to present her side of the story. Mine was that it had to be true, warts and all, and rigorously factual. It was an uneasy relationship at first. We argued often, about world politics, the ‘war on terror’, the tenets of the Islamic faith (about which I knew nothing, she hastened to point out). She sometimes shouted and harangued me, occasionally wept, tried continually to convert me, and once or twice hung up the phone in my ear. Eventually, she began to trust me, and I began to admire and respect her, not only for her dogged resolve and unflinching conviction, but for her personal qualities as well. I found her funny, warm and compassionate, a great storyteller with an enormous memory for detail, a wry sense of humour, and a strong streak of self-deprecation. She can also be obstreperous and intimidating. The hundreds of hours we spent together were certainly never dull.

I have endeavoured as far as possible to corroborate Rabiah’s story, and to ensure that its crucial historical and political context is accurate and factual. I traipsed around her hometown of Mudgee and her teen haunts on Sydney’s northern beaches to find relatives, schoolmates, old boyfriends and former neighbours who could illuminate her story. In June and July 2008, I travelled to Indonesia and Afghanistan to visit the locations that feature in her journey and seek out colleagues and mentors who witnessed her role in the Islamist movement. Notwithstanding my efforts, parts of Rabiah’s story are impossible to verify; in some instances I have omitted details I could not confirm; in others I have relied on her account. There are also gaps in her story; facts and details that she has not told me, either to guard her own privacy or that of family, friends and colleagues, or to protect people whom she fears might suffer from the exposure, or for other reasons of her own. I have changed some names throughout the book, either at Rabiah’s request, or that of individuals, or at my own discretion. These are explained in the notes at the end.

As a journalist, it has at times been a difficult line to walk, between honouring my professional obligations—truth, fairness, rigour, the pursuit of facts ‘without fear or favour’—and honouring the leap of faith she made by entrusting me with her story. Rabiah is a controversial figure. Some of her views are confronting and extreme. They are her views, not mine, but I have chosen to present them as they are, and not to judge her for them. That I leave to readers. Some readers may find me too sympathetic. If I seem so, it is because I respect her right to hold beliefs and opinions that are alien to mine, and admire her tenacity in doing so. It is also because I felt that the normal imperative of journalistic objectivity was less compelling than my undertaking to present an account that is true to Rabiah’s experience and beliefs. And finally it is because I believe that such a remarkable story is best allowed to speak for itself.
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ROBIN MERRY HOOD

Mudgee, New South Wales, 1953–1965

Sunday 2 August 1953 was a day of noteworthy events, chronicled faithfully as always in the Mudgee Guardian.

Another atomic weapons test to be held at the Woomera rocket range. Three men charged with sedition after a raid on ‘red haunts’ in Sydney including the printery of the Communist Review. Man tells the divorce court that his bride of eleven days knocked him out with a pot of rabbit stew.

And there on page two, tucked between the district cricket results and an advertisement for Kellett’s Ironmongery, was a small but eagerly awaited item of news: ‘A bonny baby daughter has come to brighten the home of Mr and Mrs Jim Hutchinson of Mudgee’.

Jim and Bessie had been trying for years, since the birth of their son George, now aged seven. Bessie had had four miscarriages and another son, Wayne, born with a hole in his heart, who died at four months. Herself an only daughter, Bessie had longed for a baby girl.

‘What do you want to call your sister?’ Bessie asked George, who was turning somersaults on the front lawn as his parents arrived home from Mudgee district hospital with their precious bundle.

‘Robin Merry Hood’, replied George, whose hero was the dashing brigand of Sherwood Forest. Bessie laughed. ‘Why Mary?’ she asked, not realising that George meant Merry, as in merry men.

‘So everyone will know she’s a girl.’

In keeping, more or less, with young George’s suggestion, the baby was named Robyn Mary Hutchinson. The story of how her name was chosen is a favourite and oft-told anecdote. ‘I always loved Robin Hood’, she says. ‘The principle of stealing from the rich and giving to the poor—not the stealing part, but just the idea of the rich having to give to the poor—really appealed to me.’

Like the legendary Nottinghamshire of mediaeval times, Mudgee in the 1950s was a community of haves and have-nots. Pegged out in the 1830s by the colonial planner Robert Hoddle, and enriched by the New South Wales gold rush, it was a town of wide streets, stately Victorian buildings and leafy parks. When the gold was exhausted, the district’s mineral-rich soils and the completion of a rail line to Sydney ensured that it continued to flourish as a producer of fine wool, fat lambs, vegetables, dairy products and wine. By the turn of the century, Mudgee was a bastion of the squattocracy, lorded over by a clutch of wealthy families such as the Loneragans and Kelletts who ran stores, mines and hotels. The divide was keenly felt by working-class folk like the Hutchinsons. ‘There was a right side of the tracks and a wrong side, and we lived on the wrong side’, Robyn would later recall.

Her first recollections were of playing in the yard of the family’s home at 51 Horatio Street, a lemon-coloured, cement-rendered bungalow with a Hills Hoist and a treehouse built in a huge old eucalypt out the back. Thursdays were washdays, when Bessie would light a fire under the big copper tub set in bricks in the laundry, and stir the household linen in boiling water and Sunlight soap until it was spotless.

‘If I close my eyes I can still the see the house and the white sheets flapping on the clothes line, and Maggie swinging back and forth on the sheets’, Robyn remembers. ‘Maggie’ was her magpie, the first of many wild animals she tamed as pets. ‘I have this thing with animals. I think I’ve always liked animals more than humans, and I got this magpie when I was two years old. It had a damaged wing and we nursed it back, and then it wouldn’t leave. I used to dress him up and put little hats on him, and play cowboys and Indians with him.’

When Bessie came out to unpeg her clean linen from the washing line, she would often find a row of dirty claw marks along the bottom of the sheets, and Maggie dangling like a feathered trapeze artist, swinging back and forth in the breeze.

Jim worked two jobs to provide for his young family. By day he was a salesman in the drapery department at Loneragan’s department store on a salary of eight pounds a week, and by night a ‘steward’—the term used then for a bar tender—pulling beers in the Neptune Bar at the Hotel Mudgee. He was fond of a beer himself and would often stagger home to Horatio Street three sheets to the wind, after a night of bowls at his regular haunt, the Soldiers Club. Jim and a mate were champions in the men’s pairs, in which they played ‘like infuriated soldier ants’ to take the trophy, the Mudgee Guardian reported.

Jim and Bessie had married in Sydney in June 1945 at the tail end of World War II, as Lord Mountbatten was declaring victory in Burma and US B-29 bombers were bombarding Osaka in Japan, a prelude to the atomic bombings that would end the war. Bessie was a dark-haired, high-spirited Mudgee girl who had left school in sixth grade and got a job in the coal town of Lithgow. She worked on the production line at the small arms factory, which made Bren machine guns during the war. Jim hadn’t been Bessie’s first choice. At the height of the war she had fallen in love with an American officer whom she’d met at a dance hall in Sydney while he was on shore leave. They’d become engaged, and at war’s end he had bought her a ticket to fly home with him to the United States. But Bessie’s mother, Lurline, was bed-ridden with heart disease and Bessie had to choose between leaving with her young fiancé and staying with her dying mother. She chose to stay, nursing her mother until her death at the age of forty-nine, four years after the war. From then on, she wore the air of a woman whose hopes had been dashed.

She married Jim on the rebound. The son of a Lithgow coal-miner, his given name was Kenneth Roy Hutchinson, but everyone called him Jim. He had left school at fourteen, worked variously as a salesman in the Sydney department store Mark Foys, a fruit and vegetable vendor, machinist, and telephone linesman for the Post Master General’s Department. He enlisted in the army in 1943, as a private in the Second Battalion of the Second Australian Infantry Division, but never made it overseas to fight, apparently because of extreme myopia. The closest he got to seeing action was at Townsville in north Queensland, home of the Australian Army’s Heavy Anti-Aircraft Battery. His war record was distinguished only by an admonition for going ‘AWL’—absent without leave—and another for ‘conduct to the prejudice of good order and military discipline’, the details of which were not recorded. Because he never saw active service over seas, his father-in-law would often joke derisively about Jim’s time in ‘the bucket brigade’.

Bessie’s father, a dour Scotsman named Archibald Roy McCallum, was the bane of Jim’s life. Archibald was the grandson of a Scottish settler, Donald McCallum, who had migrated to the Australasian colonies in 1831, and turned his hand to farming on the fertile plains of the Cudgegong River valley around Mudgee. Donald and his wife Christina had nine children, among them Archibald’s father, John McCallum, born in 1845, who listed his occupation as ‘maintenance man, farmer, Gold miner’. John himself never struck it rich, but his eldest son, John Alexander, found a nugget the size of a cricket ball, enough to set himself up in comfort.

John junior’s brother, Archibald—Robyn’s grandfather— was a gifted horseman who turned his skills to training racehorses for a stud at Cullenbone on the Cudgegong River. Robyn recalls that on weekends Archibald would travel to race tracks around the district to cheer on his charges, dressed in his customary navy pinstriped suit and waistcoat, with his silver-grey hair parted neatly down the middle beneath a grey fedora hat. He drove a mustard-coloured Vauxhall with a wooden dashboard and leather seats, which he polished lovingly with saddle wax. Race days were the only time old Archibald abandoned his stiff reserve. Family folklore has it that the most excited he ever got was when one of his rank outsiders came in first, and he slapped Bessie so hard on the back that her false teeth went flying over the railing.

A God-fearing Presbyterian who never drank, cursed or womanised, Archibald (who was commonly known by his second name, Roy) had no time at all for his hard-drinking son-in-law Jim, who was Roman Catholic, to make matters worse. ‘My grandfather hated him with a passion’, says Robyn. ‘He considered my father beneath him.’

Jim wasn’t the only one who cringed under Archibald’s withering disapproval. ‘Everyone was afraid of my grandfather except me and I think that’s why he loved me’, Robyn recalls. ‘He used to call me his wee bonny lassie. He was the person I loved most in my life—I don’t think anyone loved him except me.’ She called him ‘farv’ or ‘farvie’, short for grandfather. While the others tiptoed around the old curmudgeon, she would fiddle with his fob watch, and blow her snotty nose on the starched white handkerchief embroidered with his initials that peeped from his breast pocket. Only his ‘wee bonny lassie’ was game to tease the peppery patriarch.

‘You’re Scotch, aren’t you?’ she would ask with mock innocence, to annoy him.

‘Do I look like a bottle of whiskey? I’m a Scotsman’, he would indignantly reply.

Archibald’s wife Lurline had been a pillar of the Mudgee citizenry, eulogised in the Guardian as ‘a member of a very old district family … a kindly, charitable lady (who) was held in the highest regard by her neighbours’. After her death, the widower had sold his own property and rented a room in a neat weatherboard bungalow a dozen doors up Horatio Street, owned by an upstanding local family named the Pitts, whom Archibald considered far more respectable than his own unruly brood. ‘They were the epitome of what he approved of—husband and wife, mother and father, solid job, own home, family car, church on Sunday. Their little girl was always immaculately dressed with ribbons in her hair’, says Robyn. Such was Archibald’s scorn for his son-in-law that he refused to set foot in Jim and Bessie’s home. When the children wanted to see their grandfather, they would have to walk up Horatio Street to visit him. ‘It was very sad for my mum. She had been the apple of his eye—until she married my father.’

When their daughter was still a toddler, Jim and Bessie decided to leave Mudgee and make a new start in the city. Robyn’s vague recollection was that her heavy-drinking father had been retrenched from his job, but the urge to escape the pitiless scrutiny of his overbearing father-in-law may also have been a factor in the move. They relocated to the working-class seaside suburb of Narrabeen on Sydney’s northern beaches, where Jim and Bessie took over the snack bar in the beer garden of the Narrabeen Hotel. Their new home had an orchid garden and a backyard swimming pool that had been filled with concrete after a child drowned in it. Surrounded by bushland, it was almost like being back in the country.

George was a serious, responsible boy, who could safely be left in charge of his little sister. She was a scrawny, pale-skinned runt, with a shock of frizzy white-blonde hair and an eye-patch she wore from the age of two to correct a severe astigmatism. What she lacked in physical stature she made up for in sheer pluck, as she stumbled through the bush behind her brother like a pint-sized pirate, game for almost anything.

‘My mother used to say that poem: “There was a little girl who had a little curl, right in the middle of her forehead, and when she was good she was very very good, and when she was bad she was horrid”. She used to throw her hands up in the air and say “Thank God you’re not twins”, because she never knew what I would do next. I didn’t have any fear.’ At age two, Robyn recalls packing a toothbrush, face washer and some scraps of food and striding off into the scrub to collect cicada shells in a paper bag, hoping Bessie could bring them back to life. By the time she wandered home several hours later, the local police were leading a search party through the bush to find her.

While Bessie slaved all hours in the hotel kitchen, Jim spent his time propping up the bar and yarning with the regular clientele. Over time, his drinking got steadily worse, as did his volatile temper. Publicly, he was an amiable enough drunk, but at home after a heavy night he would sometimes lash out in violence. ‘He never beat my brother and I, but he beat my mum’, Robyn remembers.

Her half-brother, Roderick, thirteen years Robyn’s junior, paints a sobering picture of their father. Roderick was one of two sons born to Jim Hutchinson’s second wife. He made their lives a misery. ‘He was always violent’, says Roderick. ‘I love my father but I’ll never forgive him for the alcoholism and the beatings. My dad would come home from the pub each night, and he had two moods—if he whistled he was happy, if he was silent I would cop the beatings. It went on till I was fifteen or sixteen years old. Never once in my life did he tell me he loved me. There was nothing.’ Roderick’s brother Brett, who was a year-and-a-half younger, committed suicide at the age of twenty-seven. Roderick himself attempted suicide three times and was finally diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder, which he attributes to his brutal upbringing.

Fortunately for Robyn, Jim Hutchinson was not yet the extremely cruel man he would become. And in any event, Bessie was not one to tolerate such treatment for long. There were constant arguments, occasional bursts of violence, and money was always tight. By the time Robyn was about three years old, Bessie had had enough; she packed up the children and went home to Mudgee.

‘My mother, in the face of damnation, left my father and went back to Mudgee and tried to survive—in a world that did not cater for divorced women. My family was looked down on because Mum had separated. My grandfather wouldn’t support her financially, and she was too proud to take welfare. So she worked. She had to do jobs that were normally done by men, because in those days they paid double the wages that they paid to women.’

Bessie and the children moved into the Woolpack Hotel, a gold-rush–era bloodhouse that still had the old stables out the back where thirsty prospectors would tether their horses when they stopped for an ale. Now derelict and with its windows painted over, the old pub had ceased trading and was operating as a cheap boarding house. Bessie found work as a ‘donkey stoker’ at another hotel, shovelling fuel into the coal-fired hot water system known as a ‘donkey’. Her other tasks included chopping wood for the hotel fireplaces and cleaning out the stinking black sludge from the cesspool where wastewater from the kitchen and bathrooms stagnated before flowing to the sewer. While George was at school, Robyn would trail around after her mother as she worked. ‘I was always at the pub. I hated it’, she recalls. Bessie’s wage was barely enough to put food on the table for her and the two children. Robyn remembers her mother eating bread and dripping while the children ate meat, and buying cheap Dairy Bell margarine that she wrapped in discarded butter paper so the children would think they were eating butter.

The old teetotaller, Archibald, was horrified at his daughter’s new circumstances. In 1950s Mudgee, ‘good women’ didn’t divorce and they didn’t go to hotels at all. Those who did were allowed only in the dining room or ‘ladies lounge’; the bar was reserved for men. ‘My grandfather couldn’t bear it, so he shunned her’, says Robyn. ‘His view was “you are second class”. He felt she had brought shame on the McCallum name.’

As best she could under the circumstances, Bessie instilled in her children a strict moral code, which prized good manners, respect for one’s elders, adherence to the Queen’s English, modesty, frugality and above all honesty. ‘My mum was a very strong woman who taught us honesty and truthfulness and that you stand on your principles. She hated gossip, I guess because she was a victim of it all her life. She taught me very strongly that what’s important is not how people perceive you, it’s how you are yourself. If someone is saying something about you, it’s either true or not true; and if it’s not true, you don’t care what they say. It gave me a very strong sense of self-worth.’

Bessie insisted the children were always neat and clean, even though their clothes were patched and threadbare. ‘Being poor is no excuse for being dirty’, she would tell the children. They only ever had three sets of clothing each; it was all they needed, according to Bessie—‘one on, one off, one in the wash’. A former neighbour, Stephen Gay, remembers Bessie as ‘a rough and tough typical Aussie’ who enjoyed a laugh and a few beers but was a stickler for her rules, which included forbidding the neighbourhood children from running up and down her hallway. ‘She was a genuine old rough diamond’, says Gay.

The only occasions Robyn got a spanking were when she told lies. One time was when her mother sent her to the shops to buy a packet of her favourite Capstan cork-tipped cigarettes and Robyn spent the ha’penny change on lollies, lying to her mother afterwards that there had been no money left. Bessie found out and whipped her with the cord from the electric iron.

‘Do you know why I’m punishing you?’ she asked her whimpering daughter.

‘Because I stole money?’ sniffed Robyn.

‘No, because you looked me in the eye and you lied. And there is nothing on the face of this earth that’s worse than a liar.’

Robyn didn’t mind the odd thrashing; a far worse punishment in her view was being ignored. ‘If my mother beat me, it didn’t have much effect, but if she stopped talking to me, it used to kill me. Because for me, to be ignored was just intolerable. It’s just my personality—I can’t stand to be ignored.’

Aside from the occasional hiding, it was a carefree life for an intrepid child. Robyn had an old red bike with no brakes, on which she would pedal up to the Flirtation Hill lookout with the other kids, wait for a puff of smoke in the distance, and then race the train, careening at full pelt down the hill to the showgrounds. It got so that Bessie refused to buy her another dress; even her ‘Sunday best’ was constantly being darned. ‘It was always ripped, the lace would be hanging off it, because I’d been up a tree, or crawling under the barbed-wire fence, or in the chicken coop playing hospitals with the chickens.’ Playing hospitals was Robyn’s favorite game, but she was never one for make-believe—all games had to be as real as she could make them. One Christmas, to Bessie’s horror, she ‘operated’ on her brand-new Red Riding Hood doll, cutting a chunk out of its leg with a kitchen knife and then hacking off its hair.

At four years and ten months—‘as soon as my mum could get rid of me’—Robyn was packed off to Mudgee public primary school, dressed in a little brown tunic and yellow shirt and lugging an oversized schoolbag, her eye-patch replaced by round tortoiseshell glasses. She came home unimpressed after day one in kindergarten. ‘I told my mother it wasn’t school, it was playschool. They didn’t teach me how to read or write. All we did was sing songs and play games. I said it shouldn’t be called a school because we didn’t learn anything.’

She devised her own ways of making kindergarten more interesting. One day she led a gang of children to play horses in the yard of the old Mechanics Institute next door, a dilapidated barn of a place with a rusty corrugated-iron fence and overgrown grass. Always a forceful personality, she liked being able to get the other kids to do what she told them to.

‘We’re all wild horses, so first we’ll graze and then we’ll run’, she announced.

Her playmates started pretending to eat grass, which wasn’t good enough for Robyn.

‘You’re not being a real horse’, she chided them, ‘you have to really eat it, or it won’t be real’.

So the children proceeded to eat grass, until one boy began to gag.

‘He went blue in the face and nearly choked, then he started crying and the teacher came, and my mother got called up to the school’, Robyn recounts. It was the first of many times that Bessie Hutchinson would be summoned to the school about her errant daughter’s behaviour. ‘Poor mum, I was a shocking child. Not that I was a delinquent, but I was always coming up with the most outlandish schemes and acting them out—and they would have to be as real as possible.’ Whenever there was trouble, the teachers knew where to look. ‘I always got caught because I wasn’t allowed to lie. So if anything was wrong in class, the person they would ask was always me, and I would have to tell the truth.’

During her second year in primary school, the family abruptly packed their bags and moved again. Bessie had a new boyfriend whom she’d met at the pub, a rouseabout who did mustering and shearing on farms around the district. He moved with them to a one-horse town called Wollar, 50 kilometres out of Mudgee, which consisted of a couple of dirt roads, a pub, a bakery, a general store, a one-teacher school and about twenty houses. As Robyn recalls it, their new home was little better than a shack, with dirt floors, no bathroom and no electricity. They used kerosene lanterns and cooked on an open fire. Once a week Bessie would fill a tub with water from the copper and scrub the children in front of the open fire until their skin shone. Robyn’s memories are not of grinding poverty but of rollicking, childish adventures. ‘I was in my element there. We had all sorts of animals. I used to go rabbit hunting with my brother, and we used to pick wild mushrooms the size of dinner plates and bake them in the oven at the local bakery.’

Weekday mornings, George and Robyn would clump across the paddock from their house to the tiny school, which was elevated on concrete stumps to let the air through and keep the snakes out, or so the children were told. On Saturday nights the townsfolk would dress up in their finery for the weekly square dance at the newly built memorial hall, a large corrugated-iron shed with a fancy cement-rendered Art Deco façade stuck on at the front. Inside was a polished dance floor with bench seats lining the iron walls, and a stage where a local bush band would bash out the latest hoedown tunes on a squeezebox, a banjo and a ‘lagerphone’— a broomstick with metal beer-bottle caps nailed down its length, which makes a racket not unlike music when thumped rhythmically on a hardwood floor.

A few months after their arrival, Robyn had something else to amuse her—a baby sister named Susan, whose birth presumably explained the family’s hasty departure from Mudgee.

‘One day Mum went away and had this baby. I didn’t even know she was having a baby. I just got up one morning and she was gone. Our neighbour was there and she said to me, “your mother’s gone to get a baby from underneath the cabbage leaf”. So she came back with this baby, and after a few hours I said “OK, it’s a nice baby but you’d better take it and put it back under the cabbage leaf now”. I was very, very jealous, because for seven years I’d been the baby of the family, with no competition.’

Like her father, Jim Hutchinson, Robyn’s stepfather was a drinker with a quick temper, ‘a bit of a no-hoper’, she recalls. She claims that one day when she saw him hitting her mother, she picked up his rum bottle and clubbed him over the head. Not long afterwards, Bessie packed up her three children and their few belongings and returned, yet again, to Mudgee.

Under sufferance, Bessie’s father Archibald took his daughter and her young brood in. They moved into a semi-detached bungalow in Lewis Street, Mudgee, which Archibald shared with Bessie’s bachelor brother, Noel. Uncle Noel was a simple, good-natured fellow who delighted the children with his first-class yodelling—which drove old Archibald almost to distraction— and took them spot-lighting at night in his ute for rabbits, which he skinned and sold for their pelts. Noel worked for the council as the night-soil collector, doing the rounds of Mudgee each evening to empty the sewage cans from the backyard dunnies of the town. He would regale anyone who would listen with stories like the one about the time he was bailed up by a blue cattle dog with a brimful can on his shoulder and ended up with shit all over him. After school, Uncle Noel would drive Robyn in his pickup truck to the main drag, Church Street, and pull up in front of Wilf Hodges’s radio and television shop. Television had just been introduced and Robyn’s family could not afford one. They would stand transfixed among a small crowd of townsfolk in front of the store, watching Rin Tin Tin without sound through the plate-glass window.

The divide between rich and poor was sharply felt by young Robyn. ‘The fact that if you didn’t have money you weren’t as good as someone else was, for as along as I can remember, something I couldn’t accept. I used to say to my grandfather, “it’s not right, it’s not fair”. Being rich doesn’t make you a better person.’ From an early age she bristled at wealth and privilege, smarted over perceived injustice, and flaunted a fierce pride, grounded in her family’s strict code of morality and discipline.

For Bessie, the strictures that resulted from living as a divorced single mother in a country town under the same roof as her domineering father made for an oppressive life. ‘My grandfather was very, very hard on my mum’, says Robyn. ‘Whenever she was in Mudgee, she had her father and brother living with her. He was very strict on her; she wasn’t allowed any male companionship or Catholic friends. It didn’t matter what she did, she couldn’t please my grandfather.’ For Bessie, the city lights still beckoned, and she would often pack up the children and head off for weekends or holidays in Sydney, to stay with a friend whom the children knew as Auntie Dulce. ‘My mother was torn between wanting her own life and looking after her brother and grandfather, so she would come to Sydney, but then the guilt would get to her and she would always go back to them.’

As long as they lived under Archibald’s roof, they had to live by his rules. ‘If he spoke to you, you spoke. If he laughed, you laughed. If my grandfather put his hat on the hall table and my brother’s gloves were underneath it, my brother wouldn’t lift that hat. It was farv’s hat. We weren’t allowed to speak at the dinner table—but I did. I think he liked the rebellion in me. I think I used to shock him and that he secretly approved of my defiance.’

Archibald taught Robyn to play the card game euchre when she was four years old. Occasionally she would beat him, and once she asked if he had let her win. ‘He looked at me with this look that said: “how could you even suggest such a thing?” He said something like, “if you truly love someone you can never deceive them”. He said, “you’ll never achieve anything in life except on your own merit”. And, like my mother, lying—he abhorred it.’

Archibald’s rigid morality had a profound influence on Robyn. ‘He was very straight, he was always very sure of what he liked and didn’t like, what was acceptable and what wasn’t. He was very much a man of principle. I guess he was a black-and-white man.’ From the time Robyn could talk, it was maddeningly clear to Bessie that the child had inherited her grandfather’s unflinching certitude. ‘My mother used to say to me, “Robyn, there is grey! It’s not all just black and white. There’s grey”.’ On this point, however, Robyn could never be persuaded: ‘I don’t see grey. It’s all black and white to me.’

At the age of eight, Robyn was sent to Sydney to undergo treatment on the astigmatism that her eye-patch had failed to correct. She was a guest of the Royal Far West Children’s Health Scheme, a charitable organisation that subsidised medical treatment in the city for the offspring of remote communities in western New South Wales, coupled with ‘the holiday of a lifetime by the sea’ at its Manly Beach sanatorium. She recalls being there for what seemed like months on end, awaiting surgery on her eye. Notwithstanding the much lauded community service provided by the Royal Far West Scheme, the separation from her family was an ordeal for young Robyn.

‘You weren’t allowed to have your own clothes’, was her abiding memory forty years after the event. ‘In the morning when you got up, they’d have boxes of clothes—they’d have socks, singlets, and for the girls, pleated tartan skirts and blouses. You had to line up to get your clothes. Because we had to line up, the little ones got shoved to the back, so by the time you got to the boxes you’d have to wear whatever was left, sometimes it would be odd socks.’

By her own account, the staff found her a trying troublemaker. ‘I got into a lot of strife there. I was always getting into trouble. I remember turning on the industrial polisher and it went berserk and they couldn’t get to the plug to turn it off. Another time I found an old wind-up gramophone in a storeroom above the girls dormitory. I took it back and gave it to one of the older girls who was my friend, and convinced her that if we could plug it in we could turn it into an electric one. So I attached an electrical wire to the metal handle and got her to shove the wires in the socket. She got electrocuted—not badly, but her hair stood on end.’

‘How do you think of these things? Why don’t you just play with blocks like the other children?’ she recalls the exasperated matron exclaiming.

The eye treatment she received was ultimately unsuccessful, and Robyn was left legally blind in one eye. She recalls Bessie telling her that after she came home she wouldn’t speak, except in monosyllables. She later fell ill with a kidney disease called nephritis, which kept her confined in the Mudgee district hospital for weeks at a time. The main task for the nursing staff was keeping such a hyperactive child occupied; one day, in a fit of boredom, she cut off her eyelashes with a pair of craft scissors. A legacy of her lengthy hospitalisation was an enduring fascination with medicine. She liked to follow the nurses on their rounds, and afterwards joined the Mudgee branch of the Red Cross. In her red cape and white uniform with its Red Cross insignia, marching around the war memorial clock tower on Anzac Day, she fancied herself as a little Florence Nightingale.

‘I was always on a mission. There was always some mission or cause—I don’t mean stealing from the rich and giving to the poor, but I used to champion causes that I believed were unjust.’ The Red Cross ladies auxiliary would organise local families to knit clothing for poor children overseas. Robyn never had much patience with domestic science, and she knitted so tightly that the jumper she was fashioning wouldn’t come off the needles, so Bessie finished it for her. When a teacher displayed it in class to show the other children a perfect sample, Robyn was sure she would be struck down dead by a bolt of lightning for the deception.

From as early as she can remember, she was certain there was a God. At weekly scripture classes at Mudgee Primary, she listened rapt to stories of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Ghost, in their Kingdom of Heaven. ‘They would talk about how wonderful it was that when you belong to this community you’re going to heaven. And when I heard about heaven, I knew I wanted to go there.’

Eager to find out more, she pestered her mother to enrol her in Sunday school at Mudgee’s Presbyterian Church. Bessie herself had little time for organised religion since the death of her baby son, Wayne, when she was told that her tiny boy would be consigned to purgatory if he wasn’t baptised to purge the stain of original sin. ‘She still believed in God but she stopped going to church’, says Robyn. ‘She was very anti church establishment. She said that no God that is just and loving could punish a child for the supposed sins of the mother and father; she said it was impossible for her to believe that. But my mother never imposed her beliefs on us, she had this principle that you had to find out for yourself, especially about personal beliefs.’

So Bessie pulled Robyn’s well-darned ‘Sunday best’ out of the wardrobe and sent her off to the weekly Sunday class at St Paul’s. It proved a galling revelation for the girl. ‘The Sunday school was filled with the children of happy homes. People like my mum, who was on the fringes of society—she was a divorced woman who worked in a hotel—women like her weren’t acceptable. From very early on I could see the hypocrisy and double standards. What you would hear about in Sunday school—that Jesus loves everybody—didn’t happen in the real world, in the playground or society at large.’

Robyn’s stint at Sunday school ended when she was caught by the teacher gobbling mouthfuls from a jar of Perkins Paste, the glue given to the children to stick together cut-out pictures of Jesus and John the Baptist that they’d been given to colour in. She liked the smell of the stuff and wondered how it tasted. The teacher sent a note home to her mother, saying Robyn could not come back the following week. The seeming illogic of the punishment confounded her. ‘They were telling us Jesus would save us, even the sinners—so if I was a sinner, shouldn’t I be going to Sunday school more, not less?’

Like much of the Western world since the Reformation, Mudgee society was polarised by a deep sectarian divide. Robyn and her friends used to parade past the imposing Victorian sandstone edifice of St Mary’s Roman Catholic Church, chanting ‘Catholics, Catholics, march to hell! While the Protestants ring the bell!’ But at the age of eleven Robyn underwent her first conversion, after befriending a Catholic girl who lived next door. Her family had moved house again, into a pale-blue weatherboard bungalow in Court Street with a rusting bull-nosed verandah poised on pillars of sun-baked clay bricks. The ceiling was of decorative pressed metal and the interior timber walls were stained a dark smoky brown from decades of wood fires. In the backyard, Uncle Noel kept chooks, cattle dogs, rabbits and a geriatric cockatoo called Cocky, who liked to mimic its master yelling at the dogs, and was once heard screeching at a pair of startled Seventh Day Adventists, ‘get up the back, you mongrels!’

Next door lived the Daniels family, who had two girls about Robyn’s age. Robyn and Laurette Daniels became fast friends, and the Daniels girls would scramble through a hole in the paling fence to go snake-hunting in the long grass up the back near Uncle Noel’s chook shed. Sometimes the kids would borrow George’s air rifle to take pot shots at starlings nesting in the eaves. Because Robyn was the littlest of the troublemakers, the older ones always got blamed, even though she was usually the instigator.

Every Sunday morning the Daniels family would head off to St Mary’s for Sunday mass, and one week they invited Robyn to go with them. The children sat meekly on the hard wooden pews under a giant crucifix suspended from the soaring high gothic vaulted ceiling, as the priest, resplendent in snow-white vestments, intoned in Latin the Confiteor, the general confession of sin.

 

Confiteor Deo omnipotenti, beatae Mariae semper Virgini, beato Michaeli Archangelo …

I confess to Almighty God, to blessed Mary ever Virgin, to blessed Michael the Archangel, to blessed John the Baptist, to the holy Apostles, Peter and Paul, to all the Saints and to you brethren, that I have sinned exceedingly,

In thought, word and deed,

Through my fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault …

As he uttered the words in Latin—mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa—the priest would strike his breast three times in a show of sorrow for the sins of the congregation. The ritual absolution was completed with the words: ‘May Almighty God have mercy upon you, forgive you your sins and bring you to life everlasting. Amen.’

Eleven-year-old Robyn sat spellbound, as shafts of sunlight pierced the blazing stained-glass windows to illuminate the bleeding heart of Jesus and the graphic images of Christ’s agony depicted in the Stations of the Cross lining the walls. The way to heaven seemed brilliantly clear, and she decided Catholicism would be her redemption.

‘In the Catholic church there was clarity, perhaps because the mode of worship was more organised’, says Robyn. ‘I felt it was closer to what God wanted for me. It was clearer—not who God was but what God required of me. I thought, OK, this is what I have to do to obtain salvation. I knew what was expected of me. It was all part and parcel of what I was seeking out.’

When Robyn announced that she was becoming a Catholic, Bessie and Archibald were aghast; it was ‘like becoming a Japanese during World War II’. But as usual when it came to his granddaughter, Archibald relented, and bought her a mantilla of white Spanish lace that cost seven pounds, which she wore to mass each Sunday thereafter with Laurette and her family.

Like everything, Robyn took her new faith in earnest. One day they were visited by a middle-aged aunt, who had divorced, lost custody of her children and suffered a nervous breakdown. Robyn decided she needed deliverance from sin. ‘So Laurette and I dressed up as nuns. We got a tablecloth and tied it around my head. I was the Mother Superior, Laurette was the novice. We made her repent. We threw water on her and made her kneel at the end of the bed in Uncle Noel’s room for hours.’ As for why a grown woman would do the bidding of a couple of pint-sized zealots, ‘I could always get people to do what I wanted. I was very intimidating. And I had this thing about pretending—every-thing had to be real.’

Robyn would continue as a practising Catholic for six years. But beneath her characteristic certitude lay a nagging doubt. ‘It was always with a fear that I didn’t really belong there and I was afraid for people to know who I really was, because the picture of a good Christian—I didn’t fit into. I always felt like I was a fake. That picture was mother, father, children, going to church on Sundays, sitting around the table saying grace—all the things my family didn’t do.’

Across the road in Court Street lived another family, named the Hanchards, who seemed to Robyn to be everything that her family was not. The father was a supervisor in the furniture department at Loneragan’s and instructed the Mudgee Girls Marching Squad, of which his daughter, Annmarie, was a proud member. ‘She had reddish hair and freckles and she always had these pretty dresses’, Robyn remembers. ‘She was the epitome of what a little girl is supposed to be. I was so jealous of her. And they had a car. And she had a father. I think it was just green-eyed jealousy because she had everything.’

The marching girls used to line up in three rows of three, a leader with a whistle at the front, and march in formation around Victoria Park, dressed smartly in red tartan vests and berets, white skirts and shiny white boots. They practised on Mondays and Thursdays after school, and marched in local parades and at the annual agricultural show. It made Robyn’s blood boil with envy.

One day when the neighbourhood children were playing in the long grass out the back at Court Street, Robyn smuggled her brother’s air rifle out of the house, wrapped in Bessie’s best embroidered linen tablecloth. Her quarry was Annmarie, who was up the back near the shed. Both girls would remember the showdown more than forty years later.

‘I do remember her bailing me up in the bloody chook shed’, says Annmarie. ‘There was bloody thistles, or stinging nettles. I think we’d had a fight over a bike or something. They used to go snake-hunting, that’s probably why she had the air rifle. I remember she did have a gun.’

As for her memory of what happened next: ‘She said she was going to shoot me’.

Robyn’s recollection is crystal clear. ‘Right, start marching’, she ordered, or words to that effect. The air rifle was pointing at Annmarie; and Robyn’s faithful accomplice, Laurette, was by her side.

‘We made her march around and around in circles until she fainted. It was 47 degrees. She was petrified.’ Robyn insists the air rifle wasn’t loaded; the object was simply to terrify her unfortunate neighbour. ‘I told her afterwards, “if you tell your mother what we’ve done I’ll come in the middle of the night and shoot your toes off and you’ll never do marching again”.’

At the age of eleven, Robyn Mary Hutchinson was cock of her little roost; a tenacious tomboy borne of harsh material privation, with a rebel’s disdain for conformity, a proud contempt for wealth and privilege, an unyielding clarity about right and wrong, and a deep-seated yearning to find her place in the world.

But now childhood was coming to an end, and with it all the certainties of her young life so far. Her long-suffering mother Bessie had finally had enough of old Archibald’s overbearing ways. ‘My mum always hoped her father would soften towards her, but he never did. At heart she was a country girl and hated the city, but the control my grandfather had over her life was stifling and overwhelming.’ Determined to shake off the yoke of her father’s domination, Bessie decided to pack up and leave Mudgee, this time forever.
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Sydney, 1965–1972

Before the first rays of dawn illuminated the Cudgegong River valley, Bessie piled the children and their luggage into Auntie Dulce’s green FX Holden, and they set off on the twelve-hour drive across the Blue Mountains to Sydney. It was nightfall by the time they arrived at Dulce’s house in Lagoon Street, Narrabeen, not far from where Robyn had roamed the bush collecting cicada shells as a toddler. It was only when Bessie announced she had found them their own place that Robyn realised to her dismay that this time they would not be going back to Mudgee.

Their new home was a downstairs flat beneath a house propped like an eyrie on the sandstone cliff top at Harbord on Sydney’s northern beaches, overlooking a craggy coastline of pounding surf and yellow sand beaches. Eleven-year-old Robyn counted 127 steps as she clambered up the winding stone pathway from the road to the front door, her heart sinking with each footfall.

‘They got me up there and I wouldn’t come down’, she later remembered. ‘Moving from the country back to the city was horrific, it disturbed me greatly. I hated it. I was out of my element, I was like a fish out of water with city kids. It was a terrible time.’ The only consolation was that her family finally owned a television, so Robyn could spend hours on end watching her favourite programs, the ones starring animals, such as Lassie and Rin Tin Tin. ‘I became very sad and depressed because we’d left the country. I became a recluse. I stayed home, watched television, ate myself silly and was very, very unhappy.’

For an 11-year-old country girl, Sydney in 1965 was another world. It was the swinging sixties, a time of seismic social and political shifts in Australia. The country was still in the grip of Beatlemania, after the Fab Four’s riotous tour downunder the previous year. It was the year that British model Jean Shrimpton scandalised polite society by appearing at Melbourne’s Flemington racecourse in a sleeveless mini-dress; ‘five inches above the knee, NO hat, NO gloves and NO stockings!’ as the Sun News-Pictorial gasped. The 19-year prime ministership of Robert Gordon Menzies was coming to an end, and a youthful Harold Holt was about to take the helm. Australia sent its first troops to Vietnam, prompting a corps of neatly frocked middle-class mothers to take to the streets with placards demanding ‘Save our Sons’, the beginning of a massive anti-war movement.

Bessie got a job in the snack bar at the Harbord Diggers Memorial Club, a popular local institution that advertised ‘Modern Go Go Dancing for Teenagers’, and boasted a lineup of Saturday night entertainment, which featured ‘Myleeni the Belly Dancer from the Latin Quarter’, and ‘Koko, TV’s Educated Monkey’. On big nights they would pull headline acts such as Little Patti with Col Joye and the Joye Boys. For Bessie, it was liberation at last from the social straitjacket of Mudgee. The Diggers had a ladies’ darts club and a ladies’ indoor bowling club, although they drew the line at allowing women to play billiards and snooker. Here it didn’t matter where your father worked, or whether you were married or divorced. And, as Robyn put it, ‘If a woman went to the beer garden for a drink on a Sunday it didn’t mean she was the dregs of society’.

Robyn and her little sister Susan were enrolled in the local state school, Harbord Public. To Robyn’s embarrassment, she was a year behind her classmates, having had to repeat a year at school in Mudgee due to illness. Although she was older, the city girls were streets ahead of her. ‘I was a kid from the country. There was no such thing as fashion where I came from. The girls in the city were already into boyfriends and music, they were much more advanced. I found it repulsive. It was just a different world. I hated city life.’

Her brother George had left school years before to get a job and help his mother support the family. A talented athlete and artist, he had abandoned his hopes for a career as a cartoonist to work as a salesman in a menswear store, according to Robyn. He was now lugging furniture for a firm of removalists on Sydney’s north shore.

‘My brother was very distant, I always looked up to him, he was seven years older so he was the father figure in my life’, Robyn recalls. ‘He was always the authority figure. He was very matter of fact, not emotional, quite cold—like my grandfather. He picked up a lot from my grandfather—the importance of stability; the man goes to work, saves money, gets married, buys a house, educates his children.’ George would pay Robyn pocket money out of his wage, and withdraw it as punishment when she misbehaved, which was often. ‘His approval always meant a lot to me. I wanted him to be pleased with me—but he very rarely got the opportunity to be.’

The baby of the family, Susan, was a placid, happy child, devoted to her older sister. ‘She was the opposite to me, she’s very good-natured, she hasn’t got a bad temper, she takes a long while to get angry’, says Robyn. The pair of them would clamber down the rocky cliff face every morning to walk the half a dozen or so blocks to school. On one occasion Robyn put Susan in a plastic bucket attached to a rope and lowered her over the balcony, from where it was a sheer 10-metre drop over jagged rocky outcrops to the bottom.

‘Are you sure about this, Robby?’ a nervous Susan asked her.

‘Don’t worry about it, just get in, I know what I’m doing’, Robyn assured her.

‘I always knew what I was doing’, she remarks wryly, remembering the event years later.

By dint of sheer chutzpah and a knack for invention, Robyn devised ways to steal a march on the sassy city girls, and her forceful personality soon commanded a following. She formed her own club at school; by way of initiation, would-be members had to take off their shoes and socks and walk barefoot across a line of scalding-hot metal garbage bin lids in the asphalt playground. Those who joined were obliged to do Robyn’s needlework homework for her, and stand in line at the school canteen to fetch her lunch.

But despite her ingenuity, she often felt she didn’t belong— even within her own family. Her brother was tall, stern and well behaved. Her sister was petite and amiable. Only Robyn was short, fat and miserable. She felt like a changeling.

‘Mum’, she said one day, ‘I’m grown up now, I’m mature, so I wanted to ask you …’

Bessie sighed and folded her arms. ‘Yes, what is it now, Robyn?’

‘Am I adopted?’

Bessie put her head on the side and looked at her tubby twelve year old.

‘Robyn, if you’d been adopted I would have given you back years ago.’

Her relationship with her mother was close—by virtue of necessity they shared a room and a bed, just as they had done in Mudgee—but fractious. Robyn’s argumentative nature exasperated her mother. ‘If Jesus Christ were to come back tomorrow, you’d argue with him too’, Bessie would exclaim. However, Robyn calculated that it wasn’t difficult to get her way. ‘I learned very early on that my mother carried an awful lot of guilt—about her divorce, about never having her father’s approval, about the fact that we didn’t have a father. I learned to manipulate her from a very early age. If I wanted something that wasn’t good for me, she would say no. And you couldn’t argue with my mum. So I would just sit there and stare into space and get a sad look on my face.’

‘What’s wrong?’ Bessie would ask.

‘Oh, nothing’, would come the dispirited reply.

‘Come on, tell me. What’s wrong?’

‘I was just thinking about how all the other kids at school have fathers.’

With that, a guilt-ridden Bessie would usually relent and give Robyn whatever it was that she was after. When this failed, Robyn would mutter, ‘I wish I’d gone to live with my father’. One day Bessie called her bluff. ‘If you’re so keen to live with your father, I’ll arrange it’, she announced darkly. In no time she had packed Robyn’s port and put her on the train to Wentworth Falls in the Blue Mountains to stay with her father, Jim Hutchinson, who had remarried and was now with his new wife running the bar at the historic Hydro Majestic hotel.

‘I thought I’d died and gone to hell’, Robyn remembers. ‘He was still an alcoholic and he would get drunk every day and scream at his wife.’ In bed at night, Robyn would cover her head with pillows to block out the thumping sounds from the kitchen. After two weeks she rang Bessie and begged her to be allowed to come home. After that she didn’t mention her father again, and the episode was never discussed.

Robyn’s pubescent misery ended when she turned thirteen and the family moved down the hill to a block of flats a short walk from Freshwater Beach, a pristine crescent of sand and sparkling ocean that hails itself as the birthplace of Australian surfing. It was here that the legendary Hawaiian Duke Kahanamoku demonstrated his board-riding prowess on a hand-carved timber plank to thousands of rapt spectators in 1915. The board he fashioned out of local hardwood is still proudly displayed at the Freshwater Surf Club. By the mid 1960s, with the advent of Gidget, the Beach Boys and Midget Farrelly’s win in the world championships at Bondi, a new surfing craze was in full swing. ‘That’s when I discovered boys’, says Robyn. ‘I sure lost all that weight.’

The teenage crowd practically lived at the beach; the boys surfed, while the girls hung out in the sand dunes talking about boys. Robyn had her first marijuana joint at thirteen, in a shelter shed on the grassy dunes of the Freshwater Beach reserve. On weekends they would clamber through the Wormhole, a tunnel blasted by local fishermen through the rocky headland linking Freshwater with its more upmarket neighbour, Manly. Freshwater was traditionally a working-man’s beach, the site in the 1900s of a men-only camping ground, where workers pitched tents on the weekends to enjoy their time off by the sea. Ladies were allowed only on Sundays. Manly was a more genteel resort, with an amusement park at the wharf featuring a ghost train and ferris wheel, and hordes of tourists drawn by its famous slogan: ‘Seven miles from Sydney, 1000 miles from care’.

Robyn attended secondary school at Manly Girls High, whose veteran headmistress Miss Simpson was dedicated to grooming virtuous young ladies, regardless of their socio-economic pedigree. The uniform was a pressed fawn pinafore with matching tie, gloves and boater hat. Prefects were stationed at the school gates to impose detention on girls who failed to wear the correct shade of fawn socks. Robyn preferred white: ‘Hence, I was always in detention’.

At the weekly assembly, the girls would stand to attention to sing the school anthem, whose lofty morality reflected Miss Simpson’s vaulting aspirations for her pupils.

 

Truth the rock that man must build on

Truth the sword with which we fight

Wisdom gained by patient learning

Turns on truth its radiant light.

 

Beauty in our thoughts and actions

Beauty in the sky above

And the Glory of the sunlight

Lets us glimpse God’s perfect love.

Robyn’s strong will and audacity marked her out as a leader among the girls. A former school friend, Deborah Jensen, remembers her as extroverted and charismatic. ‘She was an unreal girl, so much fun to be around. She was awesome—very funny, very articulate, she made you laugh.’ Deborah says Robyn ‘always had a desire to be in the spotlight’ and that she liked to ‘play roles’. ‘She was just a full-on character, she was a wild child.’

On one occasion, while Robyn and Deborah were waiting outside the deputy headmistress’s office to be punished for some misdemeanour, Robyn suggested a contest to see who could spit from the farthest distance on the young Queen Elizabeth, who gazed serenely from a framed portrait on the wall. Robyn spat first, as Deborah recalls: ‘She did it deliberately to break me up. I do remember it hitting the wall and this big globule dribbling down the wall. And that was the end of me—I was just hysterical; and panicking—because the deputy headmistress was about to come around the corner.’ Robyn’s version has the headmistress appearing just in time to find a gob of saliva trickling down Her Majesty’s face, as a result of which another spell in detention followed.

‘I had a very strong personality and I had the ability to get the girls to co-operate with me’, says Robyn. ‘I don’t want to use the word bully, I wasn’t really a bully.’ Some of her former classmates might disagree; by her own account, she could be tough and intimidating. There was one girl she used to pick on by making her wear her glasses upside down, for no particular reason except ‘because I was wicked, because I could’.

Among the teaching staff, Robyn gained a name for herself as a gregarious student who questioned everything and insisted on saying exactly what she thought. She was also known as a ringleader and troublemaker. ‘I was always very opinionated’, she recalls. ‘I wasn’t rude or abusive or violent, I was just non cooperative. The deputy principal absolutely detested me, because I was so disruptive.’

She claims her disruptive conduct was often a reaction to some perceived injustice. ‘If something happened in class and I deemed it unfair or unjust—that was the end of it; and then I would get other people onto the cause. There was no such thing as “it’s not my business” or “I don’t want to get in trouble”.’

There was a male teacher, Mr Mallard (not his real name), who would sometimes touch the girls inappropriately, according to Robyn. She says she reported him but nothing was done. Mr Mallard’s classes were riotous affairs. Picking Robyn out as a leader, he sought her assistance to get the girls under control.

‘If you can get the girls in my class to co-operate, I’ll let you sit wherever you want.’

‘I already sit wherever I want’, she responded.

One day Robyn brought a bottle of dishwashing detergent from home and filled up all the disused inkwells in the girls’ wooden desks with soapy pink liquid, then instructed her classmates to take the innards out of their ballpoint pens, thus arming themselves with empty plastic tubes, like pea-shooters. When Mr Mallard turned his back to the class and began writing on the blackboard, the twenty-five girls took their cue from Robyn and began blowing bubbles through their pen tubes into the air. The classroom was soon full of inky pink bubbles that exploded when they landed.

Turning back to the classroom, Mr Mallard exclaimed in alarm.

‘Where are all these bubbles coming from?’

‘Bubbles, sir? What bubbles?’ the girls chorused.

Mr Mallard was so rattled he was unable to finish the lesson, by Robyn’s account.

Academically, she was an erratic achiever who could succeed or fail depending on the subject and the teacher. Only later she discovered she suffered from dyslexia, an affliction somewhat offset by a near photographic memory. ‘My attitude was—and I really regret it now—that if I liked a subject and respected the teacher, I would excel. But if I didn’t I wouldn’t go to classes.’ She claims she could have been a ‘straight As’ student, except that ‘I was always in trouble, always being sent out of class. I spent more time in the assembly hall on detention than in the classroom.’ Like the matron at the Far West Children’s Home, the headmistress, Miss Simpson, could see the girl had potential. ‘You have the ability to do so much’, she scolded Robyn. ‘Yet you cut off your nose to spite your face.’

Her little sister Susan would spend her own school years living down her older sibling’s notoriety. ‘Oh, so you’re Robyn Hutchinson’s sister, are you?’ the teachers would ask her. ‘She always felt like going “No, no! I’m not like her!”’ Robyn recalls.

Robyn’s school years ended when she dropped out two years short of completing high school, at the age of fifteen. Failing mathematics put paid to her ambition for a career in medicine; she would later enrol in night school to study for her Higher School Certificate in the hope of becoming a nurse. After leaving school she settled for the nearest thing she could find—a job as an assistant in a pharmacy in Manly. Her favourite task was helping in the dispensary, but she was often admonished for her lack of tact as a saleswoman: on one occasion she advised an elderly lady who was browsing among the anti-wrinkle creams not to bother, because it was like ‘shutting the barn door after the horse has bolted’.

On weekends, Robyn and her friends would don the latest psychedelic fashions and persuade their parents to allow them to attend ‘The Harbord Bop’, a Saturday night dance at the local civic centre. The new craze among the beach crowd was ‘the Stomp’, which involved literally stamping around the dance floor to tunes such as Little Patti’s hit ‘He’s My Blonde-headed Stompie Wompie Real Gone Surfer Boy’. Robyn was extremely popular among the local boys. ‘All the boys loved her’, says her friend Deborah Jensen, who recalls Robyn’s young admirers painting her nickname ‘Hutchy’ in 2-metre letters in the driveway of the block of flats where her family lived. At one of the Saturday night dances, Robyn met an up-and-coming young surfing champion named Ian Goodacre, who didn’t dance but walked her home afterwards. Later he invited her to a Christmas party at the factory where he was apprenticed as a silk-screen printer. It was the beginning of a romance that lasted almost three years.

‘She was great, she was a really nice person’, Ian Goodacre remembers. But headstrong and argumentative as well: ‘We did have our moments, we used to fight a bit’, he also recalls. Ian’s family lived in a neat Edwardian bungalow with a picket fence on Pittwater Road, just up from the Manly Fisherman’s Club. His father Jim was a bus driver who had worked for the same company for twenty-five years and drank liquor only on Christmas Day, when he indulged in a single beer. His mother Beryl, a favourite among the surfing crowd, worked at the hamburger joint at Queenscliff Beach.

‘It was his family I loved’, says Robyn. ‘I loved the stability and the decency and the loyalty towards one another, and the caring—all the things I didn’t have as a child.’ Their house became Robyn’s second home. The pair of them would spend hours on Ian’s timber verandah printing t-shirts with elaborate silk-screen designs featuring surf scenes and pithy slogans like ‘You are a Child of the Universe’ from the poems of Khalil Gibran. When Ian went away on surfing trips, Robyn would some times stay with his parents and curl up on the couch with them, watching television. ‘They treated her like their own daughter’, remembers another friend. Robyn called them ‘mum’ and ‘dad’.

Her own home life had grown increasingly turbulent. Bessie had hooked up with a builder’s labourer named Fred, another chronic alcoholic with a mean streak. ‘Fred was a bit of a nasty type’, says Ian Goodacre. ‘So she had no stable “father thing” happening. I think she was looking for that stability that she lacked.’ Ian would sometimes confuse Fred’s name with that of Robyn’s beagle, Jack. ‘No, Fred is the two-legged dog and Jack is the four-legged dog’, Robyn would point out. Bessie spent much of her time playing the poker machines at the Diggers Club, when she wasn’t at home drinking with Fred. ‘I hated drinking, I hated it’, Robyn vehemently recalls.

Around this time, her grandfather, Archibald Roy McCallum, died in the tuberculosis ward of the Manly Hospital from lung cancer, aged seventy-six. Although she had seen little of him in the four years since they had left Mudgee, the death of her beloved ‘farvie’ was a blow. She was with Ian at a surfing contest in Newcastle when he died, and returned to Mudgee for his funeral at St Paul’s Presbyterian Church. ‘I remember looking at the coffin and thinking how small it was. I always thought he was so big.’ He was buried in the Mudgee cemetery next to the grave that held his wife Lurline and Bessie’s baby son, Wayne. There was a final bitter sting for Bessie in the old man’s death. In his will he left one hundred dollars for Robyn, nothing for Bessie or anyone else in the family, and the rest to the family with whom he had boarded in Mudgee.

But for Robyn these were heady days, and there was little time for mourning. Ian had won the junior trophy in the New South Wales schoolboys’ surfing titles, and was a minor celebrity on the surf scene. They travelled around the country to surfing contests on the Queensland Gold Coast and at Victoria’s famed Bells Beach. The Beatles’ psychedelic anthem ‘Lucy in the sky with diamonds’ was in the charts and many in the surf crowd were doing drugs, mostly marijuana, hashish and LSD, though a few later graduated to heroin. Robyn and Ian holidayed in Byron Bay where they picked magic mushrooms in a paddock and cooked up a hallucinogenic omelette. There were constant parties, tickets to rock musicals such as Hair and Jesus Christ Superstar, and concerts with bands such as Daddy Cool and Billy Thorpe and the Aztecs. The former Mudgee girl basked in her share of the limelight. ‘I never understood how I ended up in the “in crowd”. I was the beach bunny of this surfing idol. You’d walk down the street and people would say, “there goes so-and-so’s girlfriend”.’ Looking back later as a devout Muslim, these memories would seem surreal. ‘When I talk about these things it’s almost like I’m talking about a different person.’
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