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‘Biography is about freedom—
it shows us infinite possibilities.


It’s about choices in life.’


Hazel Rowley





Introduction


Drusilla Modjeska


AT THE HEART OF BIOGRAPHY is a paradox. ‘A biography is not a life,’ Hazel Rowley writes in the prologue to Christina Stead; ‘lives cannot be recovered.’ And yet that, in some measure, is exactly what the biographer must do: if not recover, then re-imagine, re-envision a lived life with all its mess and contingency into a pattern of words, a narrative, a book we can hold in our hands.


Life as art.


‘No one knew better than Stead,’ Rowley continues, ‘that life itself is a narrative.’ As a writer of novels that mined her life, and the lives around her, Christina Stead well knew the power of stories—those we hear and those we tell, the versions and the detours, the truths, the mis-truths, the ‘ocean of story’—as Christina Stead put it—in which we all live and breathe and shape our being. ‘Turning life into story is one of humanity’s enduring pleasures,’ Rowley concludes the prologue to this, her first biography. ‘Stead may not even have been aware of the paradox when she wrote: “The true portrait of a person should be built up as a painter builds it, with hints from everyone, brush-strokes, thousands of little touches.”’


As a child in the 1950s, Hazel Rowley loved stories. She loved reading them, she loved telling them, and at a remarkably young age she realised that the writers of the books she read had their own stories—like the Brontë sisters in their Yorkshire vicarage—that were as magical and absorbing as the stories they wrote. By the age of nine, she had determined on becoming a writer.


It is the origin story of a biographer, and one I recognised when I met Hazel Rowley for the first time in the early 1980s. We were both living in Sydney, we were both finishing post-graduate studies. I was writing about the women novelists of Christina Stead’s generation who—unlike Stead—had stayed in Australia. Hazel was recently back from Paris where she’d been writing a thesis on Simone de Beauvoir and Violette Leduc. A decade after the heady arrival of second-wave feminism, we were both trying to make sense of our own lives and ambitions; I remember being deeply impressed that Hazel had the verve to go straight to the heart of the matter, so to speak—to Simone de Beauvoir, one of the great pillars on which feminism stands—the woman, the figure, who taught us that we were not born women, we learned to become the women society would have us be. Our lives, our stories, were ours to shape. Or were they?


Hazel had interviewed Beauvoir in Paris, and as it happens, I had recently interviewed Stead who was back in Australia after the fifty-year absence that made her the writer she was. Neither interview had turned out well, and it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that we were both still reeling as we measured up to the fact that neither of these legendary figures had met our great hopes. It was a necessary lesson—our heroes are (disappointingly) human, just like us—and that is one of the most important starting points for a writer of lives. Not to judge, as Hazel says again and again in these essays, but to understand. We could laugh about it later, realising how besieged they were by all us eager young feminists with our deeply meaningful questions. But at the time it was a blow. As Hazel describes, Beauvoir gave the most perfunctory answers, as if by rote, to the questions she’d prepared with such care. Rather than help her see through, or beneath, the contentious swirl of stories that surrounded her, Beauvoir shored them up, curator of her own mythology. With me, Stead had been cranky and impatient. What a ridiculous question! Write your own book! At least—to my surprise, and unlike Beauvoir with Hazel—Stead poured us a drink as I packed away my notes, and as she relaxed, she began to speak about her characters as if they were as alive and ferocious as she was. I never did get an answer to what gave her the courage to leave Sydney at the age of twenty-five in a steerage berth on the SS Oronsay; I never believed the ‘Alone’ of For Love Alone, the novel that gives that journey its own mythic proportions. For an answer I’d have to wait for Hazel’s biography.


For Hazel Rowley would, of course, go on to write of both these magisterial and perplexing figures. It would be two decades before she returned to Beauvoir with Tête-à-Tête. Christina Stead, Hazel’s first biography, was published in 1993. It was a huge decision for Hazel, taking on Christina Stead in her early thirties when she was also teaching for a living. She knew how ‘tangled and unpruned’ Stead’s archive was, how dizzying that ‘ocean of story’; she knew how conflicted the stories were that swirled around her, those she told and those that were told of her, and she knew there were letters that would be hard to get to see. (She did get to see them, a long and tangled story of its own, and one she tells here in these essays.) Persistence, as she also says, is a necessary attribute for a biographer. And determination. Hazel had plenty of both: an energy and will to match her subject—and anything that was thrown in her path. Why start easy? she asks. It wasn’t just her fascination with Christina Stead that kept her on course; it was also that she knew the significance of those novels and that life, not only for an understanding of Stead herself, writing through the mid-decades of the twentieth century—but for the unfolding of our contemporary lives and times. The necessary double lens of the biographer: looking back to look forward.


‘It’s a hell of a life that Hazel Rowley has on her hands,’ Peter Craven wrote in one of the first reviews on its publication in Australia. ‘This is biography of the highest order, as finely organised as anything by [Richard] Ellmann’—the biographer of Yeats, James Joyce and Oscar Wilde. When Christina Stead was published in New York in 1994 and in London in 1995, the reviews and the recognition continued; again it was the skill of her biographical narrative that was lauded; her ‘deft’ handling of the many layers of story. Peter Craven wrote that her ‘command of narrative tempo’ put her on the same shelf as David Marr’s Patrick White (1991). These two influential biographies re-set not only our understanding of these major writers but also the constrained culture of Australian writing that they had had to break from, and through. Peter Craven also put her on the shelf alongside Ellmann, a placing I wouldn’t challenge—both Hazel Rowley and Christina Stead belong in that company—though I would say that Ellmann (1918–1987) was a biographer of a different generation, writing when there was still a largely unchallenged demarcation, especially in the lives of men, between the public, the literary, and the messy realms of life which were considered ‘private’. (His Oscar Wilde, significantly, was published in 1984.) On my shelves, Hazel’s biographies are adjacent to Ellmann’s. Her shelf is with the notable biographers of her generation, including Hermione Lee, Richard Holmes and David Marr, who were born, like her, in the years immediately after the Second World War. They all came of age, as Hazel puts it, ‘at the tail end of one era and the beginning of another.’


Hazel was seventeen in 1968, the year that marks the start of that new era. It was a ‘heady’ time to be young. Richard Holmes, at twenty-three, was in Paris at the epicentre of that change, on the trail of Mary Wollstonecraft, who’d been there during the French Revolution. He’d write of this dual moment in his influential Footsteps that came out in 1985, just as Hazel was making the decision to take on Christina Stead. Before then, at university during the 1970s, she was reading in French and German as well as in English; early in the decade she had read Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949) at much the same time as Kate Millet’s Sexual Politics—one book from two years before she was born, the other published in 1970. And from them both, she took in the catch-cry of her generation that the personal is political. Beauvoir had been saying it back then—Mary Wollstonecraft had been saying it two centuries before—and here it was again, loud and clear and powerful. It was a way of seeing that was influencing the new generation of biographers. Hermione Lee’s Virginia Woolf would not be published until 1996, three years after Christina Stead, but Hazel was already reading Hermione Lee, and had long before read Orlando, Woolf’s fictional retort to the ‘smoothed over’ practice of Victorian biography with its aura of objectivity, ‘the confusion of the passions’ left off the page as if they never existed. Orlando was published in 1928 not long after Christina Stead arrived in London, and when Simone de Beauvoir was a student in Paris. As Hazel Rowley knew, and Hermione Lee would write, Orlando was a rallying-cry to future biographers (as well as to the novelists of her time) to write the multiple selves that inhabit us all, and not be restricted to one, or two, or six at best. There is no such thing as an objective biography, Hermione Lee would insist. Claire Tomalin (a decade older) was writing of lives of wives and mistresses that were smoothed out of existence in too many Great-Man biographies. Richard Holmes’s Footsteps were both literal and conceptual, bringing the biographer and their subject closer, looking from the same window, walking the same ocean shores, while reminding us with every step that the past is not the present, then is not now—though the tides of history that sweep in and sweep out, recede and return, connect that world with ours.


‘We all swim in a certain culture,’ as Hazel Rowley writes here. Social forces can shape ‘even our smallest decisions’. So when she tells the story of wanting to be a writer at the age of nine, she knows that it takes more than a child’s dream. And when Christina Stead says her life as a ‘word-spinner’ was decided by the time she was ten, for Hazel Rowley the biographer, the question that lies behind, or beyond, asks why that particular young woman could muster the wherewithal, not least the money, for that dark steerage berth.


Even with Simone de Beauvoir in Paris at a time when education was opening up to women of her class, there was still a question, for as Beauvoir herself says, that education was designed for ‘young ladies’, and not with the Sorbonne in mind. What got her there—and beyond to become one of the pre-eminent writers of the mid-twentieth century? Well, there was Sartre of course. Love again, and the grand mythology of their ‘essential’ love with its ‘contingent’ freedoms. Freedom, truth-telling, independence. Great words for a partnership that refused marriage and inspired so many of us in the 1970s, but that was—as Hazel well knew from that interview—far more complex than its presentation. When she returned to Beauvoir in Tête-à-Tête, it was to write of Beauvoir and Sartre through the lens of that mythologised relationship. She would insist that Tête-à-Tête was not a biography, but it is very definitely biographical, another step in the new ways of thinking about the writing of lives that she did so much to open up. Spoiler alert: those with a stake in this contested story objected loudly when Tête-à-Tête was published, as Hazel tells us here, in ways that would curtail further publication in France. The ‘Ups and Downs’ of biography can be considerable, and this was a low Down. But outside France, Tête-à-Tête was well received, with a hint of gratitude for delving into this fiery tangle of selves. The ruckus in France didn’t put Hazel off turning her attention to another legendary partnership, this time between the privately contingent and publicly essential Roosevelt marriage. Another hell of a story. Franklin and Eleanor: An Extraordinary Marriage was published in 2010.


How did a man struck down with polio, never to walk again become the President of the United States? And how did ‘a shy, awkward woman with buck teeth’ become the most ‘admired, controversial and savagely mocked First Lady the United States has ever known?’ (Hazel was writing before Michelle Obama had made her mark.) What made the Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt alliance possible? Hazel Rowley’s answer is to bring the personal into focus in this most political of marriages, through the notion—Beauvoir and Sartre’s Existentialist belief—that as individuals we have ‘a degree of choice, whatever our circumstances’. And the extent to which choice—in all its inevitable ambiguities—could (and could not) be lived, was for Hazel, a ‘burning question at the core of biography.’


Nowhere was the choice of subject more difficult for Hazel than with her second biography—of Richard Wright, the author of the highly contentious novel, Native Son. If Christina Stead had been a tough decision, it was little compared to taking on Richard Wright. What business did a white Australian woman have writing the biography of a Black American writer? Who was she to ask, let alone answer, how the boy born in a wooden shack near the Mississippi, grandson of slaves, with only grade eight schooling, got to Chicago—and from there to New York, and then Paris? In Chicago he joined the Communist Party and began writing; in Paris, where he moved after Native Son, he became a close friend of Simone de Beauvoir, moving in the same intellectual environment of ‘committed literature’. His Native Son, published in 1940, tells the excoriating story of Bigger Thomas, the angry young man railing at the virulent racism that affected his every decision—if that’s the word for the chain of events that lands him on Death Row? Bigger Thomas, archetype of all that is considered bad—turned bad, named bad—in a Black man, comes to a glimmer of understanding only on the night before his execution; maybe it is not he who is bad, essentially bad, but those forces around him, the ugly tide of race and injustice that holds him down as he thrashes against it. With Native Son, Richard Wright became one of the most notable writers in the United States. The text had been toned down by white editors, and still it became a sensation, both lauded and damned. It bought Wright a house, and brought the young James Baldwin to his door; it was greeted with ambivalence by friends and fellow-writers of colour, including Langston Hughes, who asked whether Bigger Thomas was the way to represent the political embedded in the personal, or could it reinforce the stereotype? By the time Hazel was writing, there were young Afro-American writers who’d say they ‘hated’ Native Son ‘with a passion’.


Little wonder the decision to write the life of Richard Wright had Hazel sitting bolt upright in the middle of the night. Two decades later, it might not have been a choice she could make, but in the 1990s it was still possible to cross the divide of race, and as she writes here, the fact that she was an ‘outsider’ may have been an advantage, her Australian accent easing the way in the black ghettoes of Mississippi, Chicago’s South Side, and Harlem where Wright had lived. ‘There were days when the only white person I would see was myself, in the mirror.’ And then there was the intellectual landscape of those who’d written of, and from, the cliff-face of that treacherous terrain. For this, she thanks the support of Harvard’s Du Bois Institute of African American Studies where she developed the conceptual framework for the biography alongside her reading of Wright’s large and sprawling archive in the manuscript Library at Yale University—another ‘privileged world’ in which he had ‘had no place’. The double lens, the many lenses of biography, that Hazel Rowley uses with a seeming ease in the biography that takes us into Wright’s life and lets us feel its weight.


With Richard Wright, international recognition of Hazel Rowley as a biographer was confirmed. And so was her life away from Australia. She would return for visits and she’d correspond with her antipodean friends. But for those of us who knew her, it was a loss that would be compounded by the shock of her sudden death in New York in 2011. One of the joys (as well as a sorrow) of reading Life as Art—and re-reading the biographies—is the beguiling power of Hazel’s voice, the sensibility that inflects each word. I can almost see her sitting across my kitchen table, as clear and present as she ever was.


When I first read the biographies as they were published, my attention was (I realise now) on the flow of time and of story that linked the radical possibilities of her subjects’ early lives with the forward movement (or so we thought) of ours. But the tides of history do not flow all in one direction. Re-reading the biographies now, it is the resurgence of the Right, the repressive culture of 1950s USA that draws my attention: the state surveillance, the censorship, formal and informal, that hobbled the publications of Christina Stead, and was implicated in the death of Richard Wright even in distant Paris. The questions Hazel Rowley places at the core of her biographies—freedom and choice, the political within the personal—are no less pertinent when viewed through this lens. And it may well be that right now, in our polarised, post-truth world, they are all the more important. For the currents that swirl around us as they retreat and return, have everything to do with how we live our lives and form ourselves as we move through time, and time moves through us.


Drusilla Modjeska
 February 2021





About Hazel Rowley


HAZEL ROWLEY (16 November 1951 – 1 March 2011) was an internationally acclaimed biographer, who left behind a legacy of great writing when she unexpectedly died in New York in 2011, aged 59. Hazel had a passion for ideas, conversation and storytelling and for exploring the lives of exceptional men and women. She had a strong interest in cultural differences and languages and the influences and choices that shape individual lives.


The pieces in this collection are a mix of published articles, unpublished essays and talks, as well as excerpts from Hazel’s journals. They have been chosen to show the way Hazel approached the whole process of writing biography, from choosing a topic, to researching, to writing and publishing. For Hazel it didn’t stop there—she continued to talk about her subjects and discover new aspects of their lives.


Hazel recorded minute details of her life in her personal journals and wrote constantly from an early age. She spoke French and German fluently, and through her travels, often researching her biographies, she made friends all over the world. She was an entertaining speaker and was often invited to writers festivals and to give talks on radio.


Hazel was born in London. In 1960 she emigrated with her parents, Betty and Derrick, her older brother Martin and younger sister Della to Adelaide, where her father took up a position as inaugural Professor of Immunology and Microbiology at Adelaide University. Hazel attended school and university in Adelaide, writing a PhD on Simone de Beauvoir and Violette Leduc and what their autobiographies reveal about the female experience. She gained scholarships to both France and Germany while writing her PhD and interviewed Simone de Beauvoir during her time in Paris.


After working as a tutor in Sydney, she moved to Melbourne in 1984 to teach literary studies at Deakin University, Victoria. During her twelve years at Deakin she wrote her first biography, Christina Stead: A Biography, which won the National Book Council’s ‘Banjo’ Award for non-fiction in 1994 and was shortlisted for many other literary prizes. Her next biography, about a prominent African American writer, Richard Wright: The Life and Times, was begun in Austin, Texas, while on sabbatical in 1994. Hazel left academia (and Australia) in 1997 to work full-time on the Wright book, moving to Boston, Massachusetts. Her next book, Tête-à-Tête: Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre, was written while she lived in Paris, and for her final biography, Franklin and Eleanor: An Extraordinary Marriage, Hazel moved to New York. This last book won the 2012 ABIA (Australian Book Industry Awards) for Biography of the year.


Hazel was still living in New York in March 2011 when she contracted an MRSA infection (methicillin-resistant staphylococcus aureus) followed by strokes from which she died.


Published biographies


Christina Stead: A Biography, Heinemann, Melbourne, 1993; Henry Holt, New York, 1994; Martin Secker & Warburg, London, 1995; revised edition by Miegunyah Press, Melbourne, 2007


Richard Wright: The Life and Times, Henry Holt, New York, 2001; Owl paperback, Holt, 2002; reissued by Chicago University Press, 2008


Tête-à-Tête: Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre, HarperCollins, New York, 2005; Harper Perennial, 2006; Chatto & Windus, London, 2006; Vintage, London, 2007


Franklin and Eleanor: An Extraordinary Marriage, Farrar, Straus & Giroux, New York, 2010; Picador 2011; Melbourne University Press 2011


There have been fourteen translations of Tête-à-Tête by the following publishers: Ambo Anthos, Holland; Objetiva, Brazil; N.W. Damm & Son, Norway; Grasset, France; Citic, China; Santorski, Poland; Metaihmio, Greece; Lumen–Random House, Spain; Ivrit, Israel; ASA, Portugal; Parthas, Germany; Riva, Bulgaria; Bonniers, Sweden; Hainaim, Korea.





WRITING BIOGRAPHY
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THIS SECTION COVERS Hazel Rowley’s thoughts on writing biographies and why she loved writing them, as well as the many difficulties she encountered. Hazel was passionate about biography and storytelling. She chose subjects who lived their lives independently and courageously. She often talked about how her subjects’ stories had an enriching effect on her own life.


In interviews, Hazel was often asked what united the seemingly diverse subjects of her books. ‘For those who have read all four, the thread is clear,’ she wrote in an introductory passage on her website. ‘They were courageous people, who all, in some way, felt “outsiders” in society. Above all, they were passionate people who cared about the world and felt angry about its injustices.’


The ups, the downs: My life as a biographer


Published in Best Australian Essays, 2007, pp. 49–64; ABR, July–August 2007, no. 293


My brother, an intensive care specialist, has been known to end phone conversations by saying, ‘Gotta go, got lives to save.’ He really does. I’ve never seen him at work, but I imagine he is mostly rearranging tubes on whimpering bodies; I know that he once clambered into a helicopter to fetch a shark-savaged fellow with shredded limbs. The sight of blood makes me queasy, and I’m terrified of hospitals. But I once sat my brother down and tried to explain (between urgent calls on his mobile phone) that biographers also have someone’s life in their hands. ‘If you read a dull biography, you come away thinking that person’s life was dull,’ I told him, ‘whereas in reality, it’s almost never the life that’s the problem; it’s the narration.’ My brother coughed. ‘No wonder people are wary of biographers,’ he said. ‘It’s bad enough to die; we don’t want some dullard turning our lives into insipid gruel.’


My brother, sister and I have made such different choices in life: what is it, I wonder, that led me to biography? Looking back, I am struck by how fortunate I have been, both in terms of historical timing and my personal circumstances. I have also made some quite dramatic choices. They are complex things, choices. Existentialists would say they come from deep within us, reflecting some sort of ‘original choice’ we made in our childhood. Certain moments stand out when people said something to me that caused a click in my mind, but why these moments and not others? You have to want to hear those words; they have to strike a chord in you. Ultimately, other people influence you only in ways you choose to be influenced.


Since my early twenties, I have been deeply influenced by existentialism, a philosophy which is fundamentally a sophisticated reflection on the extent to which the individual is free or not free. The question that most interested the existentialists was: in what ways do we make ourselves out of what we have been made? In her memoirs, Simone de Beauvoir muses: ‘How is a life formed? How much of it is made up by circumstances … how much by chance and how much by the subject’s own options and his personal initiatives?’


In their own biographical and autobiographical writings, Sartre and Beauvoir examined their subject’s situation (the historical period, social class, family dynamics, the person’s physical constitution and so on), while scrutinising, as if under a microscope, any actions that were signs of rebellion or compliance. They saw these as defining moments, which reflected a deep-seated choice of being. In other words, these were moments of existential choice.


I had no say in this whatsoever, but I often think how lucky I was to have been born in the early 1950s. I am grateful to have been brought up before the Internet, mobile phones, BlackBerries and iPods made kids into jittery, easily bored, semi-autistic creatures who, by being so fanatically plugged into the virtual world, have no time left for the world of the imagination. When I was growing up in the 1950s and 1960s, our family did not have television, as a matter of principle, though we usually rented a set during the summer holidays. I was an avid reader, and it seemed to me there was nothing more noble and exciting than being a writer, having the power to transport people into another world.


From the age of nine or so, I wanted to be a writer. One summer in Adelaide, I wrote a novel with a girlfriend. We sat at a folding table beside her family’s swimming pool. One wrote while the other read or swam; then the roles were reversed and the other one took up the story. Her father handed the manuscript to Nancy Cato, the South Australian writer, who was encouraging and told us to persevere. Every summer during high school, I wrote short stories in notebooks, then typed them up on my Remington manual and sent them to magazines. They were all rejected, but even the rejection slips made me feel proud. Real writers get rejection slips.


During my student years, I wrote less for the sheer pleasure of writing. I had less time and more distractions—such as falling in love. This was the late 1960s and 1970s, when societies all over the Western world were undergoing fundamental changes. I had been politically active from the moment I started university (the anti-apartheid campaign, anti-Vietnam War demonstrations, women’s liberation), and we students were convinced we were going to change the world forever. It was a heady period in which to come of age, especially for women. I remember feeling sorry for Simone de Beauvoir, who had done so much to inspire the women’s movement and would not be alive to see what I took for granted my generation would see: a complete transformation of society, with all of us working half-time (due to technological advances) and true equality between the sexes.


I took a combined honours degree in French and German. I loved languages and the worlds they opened up. A German fellowship allowed me to spend two years at the University of Freiburg, attending lectures and making a start on my PhD. Then I went just across the border to Strasbourg, supported by an Australian Commonwealth scholarship. In both Germany and France, I was active in the women’s movement. In Paris, I interviewed the woman who by this time exerted more influence on my life than anyone else: Simone de Beauvoir. Altogether I spent three years away from Australia, and this was before email, before long-distance phone calls were cheap. There was no hand-holding from home. I was completely immersed in two very different cultures. A marvellous experience for a future writer.


I wrote my PhD dissertation on Simone de Beauvoir and existentialist biography. One of the many things I liked about Sartre and Beauvoir was their lifelong interest in biography. Another was their commitment to being public intellectuals, who considered it their responsibility to speak out about oppression, injustice and the forces that militated against individual freedom. They were also interested in our own complicity in our non-freedom, a state of mind they called ‘bad faith’. (In The Second Sex [1949], Beauvoir shows how tempting it is for women to slip into certain roles, rather than taking the harder road, which is to assume the burden of their freedom.) After World War II—and the deaths of close friends at the front, in the Holocaust and the Resistance—Sartre and Beauvoir were highly conscious of the limitations of individual freedom. Nevertheless, they argued that individuals have a degree of choice, whatever our circumstances. This, to me, is the burning question at the core of biography. What makes it possible for a handsome, athletic man, who is struck by polio at the age of 39 and never again able to take a single step on his own (and this at a time when the words ‘infantile paralysis’ and ‘cripple’ carried a severe social stigma) to become president of the United States? How does a shy, awkward woman with buck teeth and a wavering falsetto voice become one of the most effective speakers of her time and the most outspoken, independent, courageous, admired, controversial and savagely mocked First Lady the United States has ever known? (As you may have guessed, I am currently writing a book about the Roosevelt marriage.)


A humanities PhD is, of course, great training in research and mounting a sustained argument, but whereas in the United States a humanities PhD involves three years of coursework, followed by a dissertation, supervised by a committee of three, a humanities PhD in the British–Australian system generally involves no coursework whatsoever. At least in my time, you would sit at home or in a library or postgraduate room for four or five years incubating a thick dissertation, with occasional meetings with your supervisor. It tested your powers to withstand isolation. I suppose that is quite useful for a future writer. You came out of the experience as chastened as a monk, quivering with self-doubts. I suppose that, too, is useful for a future writer. But one thing was not at all useful for a future writer and it still isn’t, and that is the language of the academy. English departments should impart the pleasure and power of playing one of the world’s richest languages like a musical instrument, but sadly enough, they are among the worst strongholds of academic jargon. By the early 1980s, when I was finishing my PhD, postmodernism was in vogue and postgraduate theses clanked with words like ‘discourse’, ‘marginality’, ‘signifier’, ‘masculinist’ and ‘to problematise’. For the last thirty years, the reigning ethos in humanities subjects has been that in order to appear intelligent your sentences must be unintelligible. Fortunately for me, I was extremely resistant to this pressure. I regarded it as a nasty virus.


My PhD was in French Studies, but I wrote it in English and it was about history and philosophy as much as about literature. I did not want to teach in a French department, I was not qualified to teach in an English department, I was 31 and it was not at all clear what I was going to do with my life. I did various part-time jobs, some writing and quite a bit of worrying. And then a piece of extraordinary luck came my way. Despite the fact that we had, for years, been talking about ‘interdisciplinarity’, universities were still rigidly divided into ‘departments’. The very word, when you think about it, sounds like something out of Kafka. What good fortune I had, in 1984, to crack a job in ‘Literary Studies’ at Deakin University, at that time probably the most interdisciplinary university in the country. The Literary Studies area was keen to employ someone who did not have a standard English Department background, and I was thrilled to have the freedom to range across disciplines pretty much as I pleased.


Deakin was regarded as the equivalent of Britain’s Open University, a progressive sort of place that offered education to working people who would not otherwise have the opportunity to study. In order to write course material for our long-distance students, we formed teams and planned the course content together. These meetings sometimes involved hefty arguments, but this was part of the stimulation. Even with our on-campus teaching, we ‘team-taught’, and I personally learned a great deal from my colleagues.


It was challenging to have two sets of students: the younger on-campus students, who mostly came from the Geelong area, and the highly motivated, mature-age students, who came from all over Victoria and sometimes from interstate, whom we met at occasional weekend schools. Deakin academics were not segregated into departments; the ‘Literary Studies’ area was part of the School of Humanities, and our offices were scattered throughout the building. I shared my corridor with philosophers, sociologists and political scientists. The humanities staff was expected to attend each other’s seminars. For me, this set-up could not have been more ideal. And dare I remind you, we had six months study leave every three years on full pay and, provided we were presenting a paper, the university funded an international conference every year. Luckily, I was aware at the time how good these conditions were. It would have been sad to realise it only afterwards. Because we were going to look back on this as the tail end of a golden period in the academy.


Academics are expected to write books, and there was nothing I wanted to do more. I had no trouble deciding to write a biography; that had been the thrust of my PhD thesis. Biography was ‘interdisciplinary’, and I would be writing for the general reader rather than the academy. But deciding on the subject proved a torturous process. I wanted to write about a woman writer—no doubt because I was looking for some sort of model. Since coming to Deakin, I’d been reading my way through Australian literature—for the first time in my life, I might add (my generation hardly touched upon Australian literature at high school)—and I wanted an excuse to dive in deeper. I was fascinated by Henry Handel Richardson, Katharine Susannah Prichard, Dymphna Cusack and Christina Stead. For various reasons, I whittled the choice down to Cusack and Stead. I lacked confidence, and it seemed far too daunting to take on Stead, a towering international figure. ‘She’s too big,’ I told my boyfriend. ‘Why start small?’ he said.


I have found in life that the anticipation is nearly always worse than the challenge itself. Once I got started, I was in my element. I made an appointment with Brenda Niall, a biographer I knew and admired, and she gave me some excellent tips. She showed me how she organised her files, one manila folder for every year of her subject’s life, and how she cross-referenced details on index cards. ‘When you interview people,’ she told me, ‘don’t just ask them about Christina Stead; ask them about themselves. After all, they are characters in your book.’ We discussed taping versus note-taking and agreed that it depended on the situation, but it was safest to take notes anyway. The most important thing was to sit down somewhere, straight after an interview, and go through your notes while the conversation was still fresh in your mind.


I set up a reading group in Australian literature, and four of us met each month for several years—a precious memory for us all. I gave my chapters to a friend who saw it as her mission to make me throw away what she called my ‘academic boots’ and who would write ‘Boring!’ and ‘Cut!’ in the margin whenever she felt the narrative pace was lagging. My working conditions were perfect: a six-month study leave spent in London and New York where I conducted dozens of interviews, and long summer breaks with no teaching. In the final year of writing, I took unpaid leave. The book came out in 1993, published by Heinemann, and won the Banjo Award for Non-fiction.


In 1994 I had another six-month study leave. Of all places to go to, I freely went, of my own volition, to Austin, Texas. I owe this experience to my friend Frank Campbell. We were sitting in the Deakin staff club, and I told him that much as I liked both places, I was tired of feeling lonely in New York and London. ‘Go to Austin,’ he said. ‘Why on earth would I go there?’ I said. ‘The university has a fantastic library,’ he said. ‘Oil money. I have friends there, an interracial couple, who have a kind of open-house on Sunday afternoons. Through them you’ll meet everyone interesting in town.’


Until I went to Texas I had to some extent swallowed the myth that America is a gigantic melting pot. It looks that way on the surface, especially on the streets and in the subways of New York. In Texas, I discovered American Apartheid. I saw that poverty and police abuse had a great deal to do with skin colour. I saw that even in educated circles—perhaps especially in educated circles—black people and white people rarely had dinner at each other’s houses. A notable exception was the verandah of the sprawling Southern Gothic house where I spent my Sunday afternoons and where a handsome young African American told me that Richard Wright had changed his life. Little did I realise, that steamy October afternoon, that he would change mine too.


While I was in Texas my Stead book was published in the United States, by Henry Holt and received glowing reviews. Over lunch in New York, on my way back to Australia, my publisher asked me what I wanted to write next. I said I would like to write about Richard Wright. She put her head in her hands and looked at me through her fingers. She asked me why. I told her that I thought race the most fraught and complex subject in America and I wanted to try to understand it, from the inside out. Richard Wright was such a viscerally powerful writer that he made me feel what it was like to be a black boy growing up poor in segregated Mississippi in the 1910s and 1920s, with grandparents who had all been slaves and an uncle lynched for running a business that was too successful. Wright had felt in exile in his own country, first in the Deep South and then in the North. In 1946, he and his wife left the United States in disgust.1 As they sailed out of New York Harbor, Wright wrote in his journal, ‘I felt relieved when my ship sailed past the Statue of Liberty.’ They moved to Paris, and at first Wright could scarcely believe his new freedom. But it was the beginning of the Cold War and, as a black American writer who spoke out about American race relations, Wright could not escape the tentacles of the State Department. Paris was bristling with spies and informers, and Wright  knew  he was being closely  watched. We will probably never know for certain whether his premature death in 1960, at the age of 52, was natural or helped along by the CIA.


By this time, my publisher had taken her head out of her hands. ‘I like your outsider perspective,’ she said. ‘It’s fresh. And I like your passion. If you write a good proposal, we’ll publish you.’


Back in Melbourne, I was intensely aware of my hubris. Would I ever be able to understand, let alone convey, the experience of a black man in America? I was not American, I was not black, I was not a man. I struggled with the question of legitimacy, the feeling that I didn’t belong at the other side of that high invisible fence that separates black and white America. Henry Holt was courageous enough to offer me a substantial advance, but before I had signed anything, I backed out, scared. One day, the phone rang. It was Jock McCulloch, a friend of mine, then a colleague at Deakin, who had written a great deal about race. He said: ‘I’m going to say something and then hang up. Listen, Hazel. A publisher has offered you a good advance. You want to be a writer. You want to broaden your horizons. You want to know more about race. You’ve got a fascinating subject. Do you want to spend the rest of your days knowing you did not have the courage? That’s all I want to say. Think about it.’ A click, and the line went quiet.


In the next few weeks, the figure of Richard Wright loomed before me. His whole life was about courage, daring and determination. He always grappled with the sense that he was an interloper in territory meant only for whites. He hadn’t given in, had he? Needless to say, the people at Henry Holt were not impressed by my vacillations, and I had to write a very convincing proposal to persuade them to take me back on board.


At first I thought I would take unpaid leave to research the book in the United States. But by now it was the mid-1990s, and the Australian academic world had changed. Almost overnight, universities became businesses. We were seeing the rise of the bureaucrat and the demise of the intellectual. The government decreed that universities had to prove their worth in order to gain funding, but the criteria for measuring intellectual endeavour were so ludicrous that I came to the conclusion I could not be the kind of writer I wanted to be under these conditions. At the age of 45, I ‘took a package’. Tied in with this decision was another, to leave Australia. I was eight when my family came to Adelaide from England; I had studied French and German; my soul has always belonged to Europe. North America was a new episode, and I would see whether I wanted to stay there or not, but at least it was closer to Europe. I sold my St Kilda flat; I sold my car. I had written an article for the Australian explaining why I felt obliged to leave the university system, and it came out on the very day I was leaving to spend Christmas with my family before departing for the United States. That morning, before my phone was cut off at midday, I received fifty-eight phone calls from academics around the country thanking me for saying what I’d said.


I was stepping into the unknown and taking a huge risk—financial, professional and personal. But sometimes in life you know what you don’t want more clearly than what you want. It’s funny, too, how your head rattles with clichés when you make an existential choice. ‘Life is short,’ I told myself. ‘It’s now or never. Take the plunge.’ I even remembered something a Marxist boyfriend used to say, twenty years earlier in Germany: ‘Wer, wenn nicht wir? Wann, wenn nicht jetzt?’ (Who, if not us? When, if not now?)


I went to the United States on a three-year visa and had no idea what I would do when that expired. To my astonishment, I obtained a green card with remarkable ease, in a category the name of which I relish: ‘Alien of exceptional ability’. But meanwhile I was an alien and I had a book to write on the most fraught and emotional subject in America: race. It wasn’t just that I knew next to nothing about the subject matter; I did not know much about my readers, either. The least of my problems was to change over to American spelling. I had to find out fast what American readers knew about their history, about race issues and how they talked about these things.


I am exceedingly grateful that the Du Bois Institute in African American Studies at Harvard made me a visiting fellow, a privilege they extended year after year. Professor Henry Louis Gates welcomed scholars from Africa, Europe and elsewhere; he did not want African American Studies to be a ghetto. We came together as a group every Wednesday for a two-hour lunchtime seminar. In that Harvard common room, among the Persian rugs, deer antlers and portraits of white men, we heard speakers from all over the world and engaged in animated discussion about race issues.


Richard Wright took me to the black ghettoes of Mississippi, to the South Side of Chicago, to Harlem. There were days when the only white person I would see was myself, in the mirror. As it turned out, it was a real advantage to be an outsider. My accent gave me licence to ask questions I could not have asked if I had been a white American. At first, my black interviewees would look at me with bemusement, but when they saw that I had done my research thoroughly and was open-minded, they talked to me more frankly than I had dared to hope. When I finished the manuscript, I gave it to American friends to vet—black friends and white friends. Nevertheless, I was scared of the reviews. Would they call me a naive white woman from Australia?


The publisher’s blurb on the back of the book made me sound like an American. I also noticed that they had left off the author’s photograph. When I asked about it, they pretended it was a question of space. In fact, the marketing people did not want to reveal my colour.


The book came out in August 2001 and had cover reviews in the New York Times, the Washington Post and the Chicago Tribune. I was proud that the highest praise came from well-known black male intellectuals. The Washington Post reviewer, an African American writer who lives in Paris, told me afterwards that he could tell from certain sentences that I was not American, but he had not been able to work out whether I was black or white, and the enigma had intrigued him throughout the book. (In the United States, the name ‘Hazel’ is possibly more commonly a black name than a white name.)
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“Hazel was a gifted story-
teller and her work is always
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