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EDITORIAL


Jonathan Green


IT’S ODD TO think that 77 years ago Meanjin began as a slim volume of Queensland poetry deployed against the creative hiatus imposed by war. As founding editor Clem Christesen wrote in the first of his many editorials:


In an age governed by the stomach-and-pocket view of life, and at a time of war and transition, we still strive to ‘talk poetry’. For we believe that it is our duty to do so. We believe that it would be a grave error to suppose the nation can drop its mental life, its intellectual and aesthetic activities for three or five or more years, neglecting them and those trained to minister to them, and then pick everything up again as though nothing had happened.


I’ve quoted that passage before, and think of it often. That tension, between the steely realities of politics and the capacity of the literary imagination to speak higher, lasting truths is a thing we feel today in modern, peacetime, Australia; a country both at peace and at war, depending on the necessities of political argument and the pervading quiet menace of terrorist threat. We act as if both states apply, getting on with life as usual while restricting valuable freedoms, and giving politics great license any time it claims the immunity of ‘national security’. This makes for a complex reality, but one in which the insights of intelligence and the imagination are as much necessary as welcome.


It’s a global theme of course. The world’s many conflicts have honed a patina of perpetual tension. Governments reluctantly constrain the liberties of their peoples, often to their own benefit, and we read daily of a US administration that dismisses criticism as nothing more than ‘fake news’.


This is not a tactic without consequences. Raimond Gaita points out in the feature essay in this edition, that the world that gave us President Trump, is one that has seen a questioning of the very notion of what, in fact, is truth. The effect is to sideline seriousness. How can we have meaningful conversations on matters of significance if nothing is pinned to fact? Is truth now an idea that only exists relative to political conviction and convenience?


It’s perhaps a little immodest to suggest it, but in these times a publication like Meanjin has a particular and important duty: to stand apart from the argy bargy of common politics, to embrace any argument or insight delivered with intelligence and to hold to the ultimate certainty of thoughtfulness and truth.




UP FRONT



NATIONAL ACCOUNTS


September quarter


Matt Chun


A COUPLE OF WEEKS ago I drove to Windsor in western Sydney to visit a crime scene.


The scene was at a monument to Lachlan Macquarie, the fifth governor of New South Wales, who gave the small township its name on his first tour of the colony. The crime, on this particular day, was graffiti. On 13 February the statue was painted red, covered with anti-colonial statements, an Aboriginal flag and the label ‘Murderer’.


Hawkesbury Police local area command had appealed to the public via Facebook in an effort to shame the graffiti artists and to appeal for leads. Chief inspector Garry Sims vowed to ‘investigate until those responsible were caught’, stating that ‘this memorial is a tribute to [Macquarie’s] leading role and influence between 1810 and 1821’. Within a day police had removed the post, citing a growing number of racist comments in the feed. However, many commenters had also identified Macquarie as a ‘genocidal maniac’ and ‘war criminal’, and criticised police for editorialising on the incident.
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First Dog on the Moon


Photographs of the defaced monument had revealed a provocative and visually striking image. However, much of the graffiti had been removed by Hawkesbury Council the morning after. On my visit the monument smelled of turpentine but was still blushing red; a crime scene in partial clean up. While circumnavigating the monument with my camera, a police car slowed to a crawl beside the park.


Macquarie has long been celebrated as a renaissance man and humanitarian. But, despite the assertions of police, Macquarie’s enduring historical status is questionable. On 8 May 1816, for example, Macquarie ordered that Aboriginal inhabitants:


… surrender themselves … as Prisoners of War. If they refuse to do so, make the least show of resistance, or attempt to run away from you, you will fire upon and compel them to surrender … Such Natives as happen to be killed on such occasions, if grown up men, are to be hanged up on trees in conspicuous situations, to strike the Survivors with the greater terror … Such Women and Children as may happen to be killed are to be interred wherever they may happen to fall …


By his own account, Macquarie planned and ordered the massacre, torture and incarceration of Aboriginal people and the abduction of Aboriginal children. At the Appin massacre in 1816, children, women, warriors and the elderly were surprised in their homes at night; shot, decapitated and hung from trees, or driven ‘in despair over a precipice’.


In comments to the Hawkesbury Gazette, Barry Corr, an Indigenous man, historian and Windsor resident, said: ‘Coming to terms with the horror and the implications of the 1794–1824 Frontier War is something the Hawkesbury community has consistently failed to do.’


In identifying his victims as ‘Prisoners of War’, Macquarie contradicts his own attempt to reframe a military campaign of dispossession as mere ‘conflict’ and ‘settlement’. These semantics are perpetuated today as orthodoxy, enshrined in the colonial monuments and rituals that continue to occupy and define Australian public space.


In using the term ‘Prisoners of War’, Macquarie acknowledges the lie of Terra nullius. Far from being an empty continent, Australia was home to a strong, dissenting population, ultimately subdued through a program of institutionalised brutality.


In the ‘defaced’ statue we are presented with a perfect cultural intersection: two forms of public art, diametric in their opposition, competing for civic space and over the historical record. The original artwork is sanctioned, staid and steeped in colonial mores; the updated sculpture is gestural, spontaneous, contemporary and illegal. Crucially, the graffiti artists have not damaged or concealed the memorial: they have appropriated it, made it their own. The monument remains intact, but its meaning has been inverted. It was the act of appropriation that first caught my attention. It is one thing to smash symbols of oppression; quite another to recruit them.


Having viewed the memorial, I visited Elissa Blair, curator of Hawkesbury Regional Gallery in Windsor, who is reluctant to label the act of graffiti as art. I suggest that, in terms of both artistic merit and political acuity, the statue is not above criticism. Blair lowers her voice: ‘Don’t say that too loud around here.’


Commissioned in 1994 to commemorate the impending bicentenary, celebrating European invasion of the Hawkesbury, Windsor’s Macquarie is represented on a concrete dais in military regalia, perched above the viewer in foppish contrapposto. The statue’s slight and disproportionate body emphasises a conspicuously oversized sword.


If the sculptor hoped to convey an attitude of gravity and forbearance, he has unwittingly portrayed a figure of vacant condescension. The figure is surrounded by a pastiche of mosaic, celebrating a pastoral landscape of felled trees and grazing sheep. Surrounding this, a brickwork arrangement attempts to activate the authoritative tropes of classicism. In short, this public artwork is ripe for parody and contemporary artistic appropriation.


No less than eight plaques have accumulated around the statue, attempting to establish an unblemished timeline of Macquarie’s grand influence, supported by quotes from the governor’s own journal. Despite the damning evidence, this monument makes no attempt to detach itself from the historical record. Its pretence to be an accurate record serves only to highlight its deliberate omissions.


Local Hawkesbury councillor Nathan Zamprogno positioned himself at the frontline of this debate, using Facebook to decry the ‘wanton vandalism’ to the memorial, recalling the ‘sense of community pride that prevailed on the day it was opened’, calling for the introduction of CCTV surveillance at the memorial site and concluding that ‘someone, somewhere in our community knows who did this. Report them today’.


Using the label ‘wanton’, the councillor implies that the graffiti was unprovoked, unreasoned and expressive of no agenda. This seems consistent with local reportage of the incident; the overt politics of the graffiti is unacknowledged. The Daily Telegraph, for example, reported only that the monument was ‘damaged with paint’ and that ‘strong words’ were painted. These words were then cropped from its accompanying photograph.


As a political figure and, through his blog, as a self-styled public intellectual, Zamprogno actively engages with cultural identity in the Hawkesbury region. Strongly denying any notion of the stolen generations or genocidal policies in Australian history, he promotes the celebration of Australia’s ‘mostly British’ foundations. The councillor also finds an impressionable audience for these views in his role as a local school teacher.


Zamprogno, echoing the local police and the media, insists that the graffiti be described as ‘desecration’. Deploying the didactic approach of sacredness and profanity is nothing new, nor is it accidental. Monuments are designed to lend a quasi-religious permanence to our false and propagandistic origin story. Our deference to these monuments, and our participation in the attendant ritual of Australia Day, compound our complicity in the narrative and ensure its perpetuation.


Leaving Windsor I drive out of Lachlan Court shopping centre, past the Macquarie Arms Hotel, turning into Macquarie Street, passing Macquarie kindergarten as I reach the highway, where a sign reminds me that I have visited ‘A Macquarie Town’. Macquarie is also immortalised in the naming of a bank, a university, a library, a lake and countless civic spaces across Australia. A new statue of Governor Macquarie was unveiled in Sydney’s Hyde Park as recently as 2013.


It is difficult to ignore the intention of nomenclature. In naming streets, parks, institutions and public spaces we are obliged daily to invoke the pervasive emblems of a historical mythology, to reaffirm its fictions. In this way our false narrative is embedded as a national doctrine. The conflict between the Macquarie monument and its graffitied revision is not a conflict of aesthetics but of agency. Graffiti is an imposition upon the social infrastructure of a particular place. A memorial to the legacy of Lachlan Macquarie, therefore, is itself an act of graffiti writ large.


Monuments are the glib and artless ‘tags’ of colonialism, imposed upon the unceded territories and existing histories of Aboriginal nations. They are illegitimate and deserving of outrage. •




Matt Chun is a studio artist and writer working in Sydney, Taipei and Bermagui, a small town on the far south coast of NSW. He writes on visual culture and national identity. See <mattchun.com.au>.








BLOOD BROTHER


Chris Womersley


IT’S ALWAYS SUMMER in childhood. I remember when we went to see the Peanuts movie Race for Your Life, Charlie Brown for your birthday. Your dad dropped us off outside the cinema and we accidentally went into the wrong cinema and saw The Deep instead. It was 1977. We were nine years old. Lost treasure, Jacqueline Bisset in a wet T-shirt, harpoon guns.


We lived next door to each other until we were 15, our back yards joined by a gate cut into the fence, through which we could come and go as we pleased. We climbed to the tops of trees and all over the roofs of our houses—seeking a better view, I guess. Danger and escape from it. We could see a long way, perhaps not far enough. One hot afternoon we scored a gash in our palms with knives, smeared blood in each other’s wounds and swore undying loyalty. An exchange. It was corny and it was true.


We collected dozens of cicadas in an old ice-cream container. We boiled and cut open a golf ball. In Manila we drank shakes made with condensed milk. More than once we stole your mother’s cigarettes and smoked them in the back shed. We swam one summer weekend at Aireys Inlet and got into a rock-throwing fight with some older kids. We made slingshots from coat hangers and rubber bands and shot at birds in trees. We ate plums straight from the tree, bitter, juicy. We made plans. Those countless Sunday mornings playing football when we were boys and, when we were older, shooting pool or playing pinball on weekday nights at Johnny’s Green Room. Smoking cigarettes, drinking coffee, ‘Money for Nothing’ always seemed to be on the jukebox, which makes it 1985 or so. The hours kicking a ball around in your back yard or watching videos of The Deer Hunter, Star Wars, Taxi Driver, Apocalypse Now and The Graduate. Endlessly, until we knew most of the dialogue. Are you trying to seduce me? You talkin’ to me? Charlie don’t surf.
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I don’t feel I have a right to miss you, not really, because we hadn’t seen each other in years. I remember that day. The last time, that is. You, driving a taxi, sad and overweight; me leaving a Narcotics Anonymous meeting. Acland Street, St Kilda. This was probably in 1999. We were 31. We made plans to catch up, but never really did. You were at my wedding, but not really there at all; it was as if you had already left. But still. I do. Miss you, that is. And perhaps you of all people understand that you can’t help feeling what you feel.


I’d heard of your troubles, of course, because our mothers are still friends and see each other regularly. Besides, it was our entire childhood, where everything really happens—the place where, as we age, we spend more time.


One afternoon I came home from school and you were waiting for me on the burning footpath, terrified. There was someone in your house, you said. A burglar or a murderer. We were probably 12 years old. Our older siblings were elsewhere, had most likely moved out of home by then. The parents were not around. It was different in those days; we had our lives and they had theirs.


From my place we grabbed a cricket bat and, having decided that entering through the back door was wisest, crept up the side of your house where the plum tree grew. The house was dark and cool, as always. The creak of old floors beneath the grey carpet. Did we call out or did we creep through room by room, opening cupboards and flinging things aside in our search for the intruder? We were excited, fearful of what we’d find.


The house is difficult for me to recall. I think your sister’s bedroom was on the right, your own room on the same side but a little further along. There was a TV room, the dining room, which was hardly ever used, the kitchen that overlooked our back garden. From that kitchen window we might have seen our dog, Winston, snuffling about in our back garden, maybe my odd sister sitting on the couch watching Family Feud, rocking back and forth.


I remember hearing of your death. A bad phone line, my mother weeping as she relayed the news, the cold air on the porch at my brother’s place in the country where I took the call. Stars, the fog of my breath, the vast universe. The shiver in realising that a menace long eluded had at last slipped inside.


Often, in the middle of the day, I stop and think of what you chose to leave behind. The smell of dawn breaking over the ocean, the flavour of nectarine, a great joke, a catchy new song. I guess it wasn’t enough.


Your note reached me several months later, after it was released by the police. They said you wrote it as the drugs took hold, but I don’t know how they determined that. Thanks, but you never needed to apologise. I think that what you did was heroic in its way.


We found nothing, of course, that afternoon as we riffled through your house in search of the axe murderer, pulling our best Kung Fu moves and shouting Ha! as we kicked open doors and flung aside clothes. Afterwards we laughed and poured ourselves orange juice before going outside to kick the footy.


I was flattered you trusted me that day, that you thought me strong enough to help you. Because there was something hiding there, wasn’t there? Somewhere we failed to look. I’m sorry we weren’t able to flush it out and kill it. I was too young and you were too young. But, my friend, your blood runs in me still. •




Chris Womersley is the author of four novels: City of Crows, Cairo, Bereft and The Low Road. His short fiction has been published in Granta, Meanjin and Griffith Review. See <chriswomersley.com>.







Those days.


Caitlin Maling


I always wrote the story beginning to ending, like those poems about men swimming long laps across lakes with the sky and pines and change of seasons, the certainty of resolution as the arm raises to a vee in the curve of a migrating bird before striking into the water. Often I began “we were by the river”. You were not holding me but there was pressure in the salt air, like a bandage or embrace. The swans were standing in pairs, sun absorbed into their black bodies, heads under wings like a beheading or a magic trick where he halves his beloved only to put her together again. I can’t remember exactly what was said. I don’t write dialogue. Only the action, the morning, how we stood not touching and you turned, departed. In the poems, the men swim from one shore, turn at the other and come back. They are not lonely, the parts of their body coming together like birds. I raised my hand and held it to the base of my neck, where the pulse is, and traced in time the beginning and ending of this.








THE GRAMMAR OF GERALD MURNANE


John Stephenson


IN HIS RICH and heartfelt Meanjin essay ‘In Praise of the Long Sentence’ (no. 1, 2016, pages 56–65), the novelist Gerald Murnane disclaims having received any thorough grounding in English grammar during his ‘patchy’ education across a number of schools. Nonetheless much of his essay is strong on, even you might say soaked in, grammatical analysis, particularly with regard to the structure of paragraph-long sentences. Unfortunately, despite Murnane’s confident presentation and his rightly esteemed fine literary record, his own sentence analysis occasionally invites challenge.


The essential concept here is the distinction between main and subordinate clauses, a main or principal clause being one that can stand by itself as a sentence while the subordinates, like branches from a tree, enrich the main with further information but are unable to stand independently. The two quotations here from his essay include his own quotations of another’s and of his own work. The racial issue and literary taste involved in the first inner quotation are weighty and even eye-goggling but not to the present point.


A distinction is sometimes made between right-branching and left-branching sentences. This is a right-branching sentence from a short story by Flannery O’Connor:


She was a long-faced blonde schoolteacher who boarded with them and Mr Cheatham was her admirer, a rich old farmer who arrived every Saturday afternoon in a baby-blue Pontiac powdered with red-clay dust and black inside with negroes that he charged ten cents a piece to bring into town. The main clause is at the left, and the subordinate clauses all follow. It is not hard to compose a very long right-branching sentence—not much harder than threading beads … You absorb the main item to start with and you don’t have to strain to swallow all the extras afterwards. (p. 64)


(A left-branching sentence is one where the subordinate clauses precede the main clause.)


Murnane’s analysis of the sentence is not correct. The principal clause that begins O’Connor’s sentence is: ‘She was a long-faced blonde schoolteacher’. It has a subject, verb and predicate and can stand by itself. To it is then attached a subordinate clause: ‘who boarded with them’. Then comes, attached to the preceding by the conjunction ‘and’, a second principal clause: ‘Mr Cheatham was her admirer’. It has a subject, verb and predicate and can stand by itself. To this second principal clause all the rest of the sentence from ‘who arrived every Saturday’ applies, qualifying and enriching it with detail. This can be made very clear—allowing for a small stylistic change—by inserting a full stop and a capital letter:


She was a long-faced blonde schoolteacher who boarded with them. And Mr Cheatham was her admirer, a rich old farmer who arrived every Saturday afternoon in a baby-blue Pontiac powdered with red-clay dust and black inside with negroes that he charged ten cents a piece to bring into town.


To conclude his essay Murnane offers a favourite long sentence from his own work, not from one of his published books but from an unfinished and unpublished manuscript called ‘O, Dem Golden Slippers’ (again, racial issues are not to the present point). Although he does not describe this as a classically right-branching sentence, the direction and weight of his immediately preceding remarks suggest strongly that he sees it as a good example of one: ‘this for its directness, its interconnectedness, and its needing only four commas among its more than 100 words and its six clauses’:


During each morning of his holidays, the chief character of this story and the owner of the collection of racebooks had checked the level of the water in the drinking troughs for fifty and more Hereford steers in a paddock of grass and had poured buckets of water into the soil around the roots of each seedling in the lines of seedlings of cypress and sugar-gum that the owner of the racebooks, who was also the owner of the Hereford steers, had planted a few months previously along one of the paddocks of grass, which he rented from three men who were the sons of one of the sisters of his father. (p. 65)


Although a much longer sentence than the first, its structure is similar to it and his error is similar. He is correct that it possesses six clauses but, again, two of them are principal clauses. Its breakdown is this:


Adverbial phrase qualifying principal clause 1: ‘During each morning of his holidays’


Principal clause 1, having a subject (bifurcated but referring to the same person), a verb and a phrasally elaborated predicate: ‘the chief character of this story and the owner of the collection of racebooks had checked the level of the water in the drinking troughs for fifty and more Hereford steers in a paddock of grass’


Conjunction linking to principal clause 2: ‘and’


Principal clause 2, having a subject, verb and elaborated predicate: ‘(implicit subject he) had poured buckets of water into the soil around the roots of each seedling in the lines of seedlings of cypress and sugar-gum’


Subordinate clause 1 (first part), to previous principal clause 2: ‘that the owner of the racebooks,’


Subordinate clause 2: ‘who was also the owner of the Hereford steers,’


Continuation of subordinate clause 1: ‘had planted a few months previously along one of the paddocks of grass,’


Subordinate clause 3: ‘which he rented from three men’


Subordinate clause 4: ‘who were the sons of one of the sisters of his father’.


Again, this can be made clear by bringing the implicit ‘he’ to explicitness (italics mine):


During each morning of his holidays, the chief character of this story and the owner of the collection of racebooks had checked the level of the water in the drinking troughs for fifty and more Hereford steers in a paddock of grass, and he had poured buckets of water into the soil around the roots of each seedling in the lines of seedlings of cypress and sugar-gum that the owner of the racebooks …


Murnane at the beginning of his essay laments comments by Frank Kermode about the author Thomas Pynchon, such as: ‘Pynchon loves very long sentences.’ Declaring adherence to a theory of fiction deriving from Wayne C. Booth, Murnane remarks:


Kermode, in his careless attribution of a love of long sentences to an entity that he named ‘Pynchon’, betrayed his ignorance of Booth’s common-sense distinction between the flesh-and-blood Thomas Pynchon and the implied author of the texts that he put his name to. (p. 57)


This is marvellous PoMo toshery, part of that historical-critical attempt, by first separating authors from their real-life bodies, to eventually define them out of existence. Kermode’s inference is perfectly defensible. And Gerald Murnane loves long sentences. •




John Stephenson is the author of The Optimist (Text), a novel about the poet Christopher Brennan. His new novel, The Baker’s Alchemy (Brandl & Schlesinger), will be out for Christmas.








NO EASY FEAT


Alana Hunt


I


It was hot and the roads were dusty and at times very dark. We drove for 19 hours along some of Australia’s most isolated roads, our convoy of five cars and one bus carried my in-laws and my in-laws’ extended family, across eight different Aboriginal nations for a law ceremony. We drove for hours without catching sight of another car, and by the time we reached our destination, most of us were in a state of near delirium.


I am terrified of long drives and I did protest. I wanted to rest for the night and I told my partner that we might die in a road accident if we didn’t. He said, quite plainly, we will die if we don’t stick together. My white rationalism met his black rationalism. For him the decision to make this journey was out of our hands; we had a ceremony to get to and we couldn’t stop. No-one was allowed to be on the roads after our entourage. In the past, the ‘highways’ that coursed across Australia as foot tracks would have been empty at this time. Today, most people in Australia aren’t aware of the role these roads still play in ceremonial business. But those of us who do must follow the law. The consequences of not doing so, my partner reminded me, could very well be death brought by the powers pulsating through this Aboriginal country. So we drove through the night.


We camped for a week in a small Aboriginal community in the remote north-west of Australia. There must have been 1000 of us, accommodated by a community of less than 200 residents. A record number of 94 boys were taken through this particular ceremony. No-one could remember a gathering of this size. My partner’s son was one of them and, as one of his mothers, I had certain ceremonial obligations to fulfil.


I was the only non-Indigenous person in a sea of 1000.I was a bright white minority in another’s country and I had to listen carefully. At one point a lady called out: ‘Hey white girl, you got something to cover your head?’ Next thing I knew every woman was lined up, heads covered, faces to the ground, in preparation for the first public appearance of the boys in five days.


Organising a gathering like this is no easy feat. There is the transport, the fuel, the food, the shelter, the toilets, the showers, the firewood and the constant need for drinking water. And of course the ceremonial process—who does what, when and how. And finally the forms of trade and payment that follow through the age-old practice of wirnan. Non-Indigenous people who are paid good salaries in Aboriginal communities to organise far less, with very varying degrees of success, would be in awe at how seamlessly things flowed. I know I was. For a week we sat in the heat, under tarps held up by paperbark trunks made into post and lintel structures. We never knew exactly when the ceremony would end, and things changed regularly. It was hot and it rained, and then it got even hotter. People did want to go home. But no-one complained. Respect, patience and commitment dominated. It was an environment of social harmony and everything that needed to happen happened when it needed to.


This was something done for Aboriginal people by Aboriginal people. It took place on their terms. And as simple as it sounds, in Aboriginal Australia—a land so often dominated by white professionals—this is a rare thing.


II


Earlier this year I heard about a small amount of funding that was available for projects that strengthened ‘the emotional and social wellbeing’ of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people based on the needs identified ‘by the community for the community’. The funding model was self-described as innovative, grass-roots and empowering.
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Men in Peppimenarti make their first public appearance in five days. Photo by Chris Griffiths


I helped my in-laws apply to support the logistics of these ceremonies for which they are, in large part, responsible. For the cash-strapped population of remote Aboriginal Australia, transporting and feeding 1000 people over hundreds of kilometres is no easy thing, yet people are working bloody hard to make sure it happens. The benefits to wellbeing, identity and community cohesiveness that a little cash could support through these ceremonies seemed obvious and boundless. This was nothing vague or ill thought out. It was one of the clearest things I have been part of in Aboriginal Australia. Cultural obligations, community and familial responsibility combine the social and intellectual spheres to forge one important sense of purpose and place through ceremony. This is where the things that bind people are rooted. And it is from here that wellbeing grows.


When the funding body advised us that our submission was unsuccessful they suggested our application was better suited to the Department of Culture and the Arts (DCA). Now, would DCA fund a baptism, a bar mitzvah or a pilgrimage to Mecca? When did religious and social rites of passage become art? The funding body deeply offended us. And we never wrote back.


What their advice brought home is how wider Australia generally views remote Aboriginal Australia; it’s either a lifestyle choice or an aesthetic object. It also showed us how even the most well-intentioned efforts are grounded in notions of ‘wellbeing’ that are still inherently Western. The fact that this world continues in its own way, out of sight of mainstream Australia is undoubtedly its strength. However, the inability to value the very real contribution it makes to the social and emotional wellbeing of Aboriginal people is everyone’s loss.


III


As the week-long ceremony drew to its end, I stood behind my son, as did the mothers of 93 other boys. An almost endless stream of men passed before us, as every man present shook every boy’s hand and bestowed their advice; ‘be good’, ‘stay out of trouble’, ‘respect’, ‘listen to your mother and father now’, ‘I’m proud of you’. This progression of men, one after the other, continued for about 20 minutes. It was phenomenal.


I have never before seen that degree of control, of group organisation, of respect, patience, collaboration, purpose and happiness that that week brought about. This is what an individual and community’s social and emotional wellbeing is grounded in. This is what happens when things for Aboriginal people are done by Aboriginal people. •




Alana Hunt is an artist and writer who lives on Miriwoong country in the north-west of Australia.
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GENOCIDE TOURIST


Lucas Grainger-Brown


THE MORNING HEATWAVE, having grown rampant on the city skyline, overspills into the streets of Phnom Penh. Our tuk-tuk driver drags a veil of dust through the heavy amber spears of sunlight. He wears a wholesome white cotton shirt and brown fisherman’s trousers. The urban musk of petrol, fruit and rubbish billows the fine fabric into a Michelin Man burlesque. He pilots with patient aggression around meteoric potholes and slaloming squads of mopeds. Rusting Ford trucks flaking green and white paint heave across tight corners, chickens screeching and pallets shifting in the back.


The stain left by the Khmer Rouge draws thousands of genocide tourists to Cambodia every year. Young couples exploring one another; patrician types inspecting former colonies; dirt bike riders seeking unblemished jungle trails; the singlet and hiking boots set aching for non-Western civilisation. In the early morning this temporary diaspora converges at Choeung Ek, the killing field where the Khmer Rouge slaughtered almost 9000 political prisoners.


Our driver circles a roundabout, kills the bike without warning and coasts along the shoulder into a laneway. A young Cambodian boy, perhaps five or six, steps from blue-grey gloom. He takes the driver’s money in exchange for a large plastic Coca-Cola bottle filled with incandescent liquid. The driver rips his bike seat up and upends a brief rainbow into the petrol tank. Gold dust haloes the Buddhist priests and beggars wandering the alleys branching in the background over the boy’s shoulder. They move with quiet urgency about their business. Abominable heat is building. Chickens have begun to wilt in their cages. We unfurl back into traffic, a minnow returning to the shoal.


Pol Pot and his cadres entered Phnom Penh four decades ago, after five years of civil war. They emptied the capital city, and then every Cambodian town and city. In a matter of weeks the revolutionaries dispossessed an entire populace into serfdom. Each family was atomised and scattered. From 1975 until 1979 the itinerant slave nation was shunted at rifle point around countryside plantations. The population was returned to the earth figuratively and literally: as many as 3 million died, from an estimated pre-genocide population of 8 million. Religious structures were degraded and destroyed. Ethnic minorities were slaughtered. Survivors of the rolling, multifaceted purges succumbed to famine and malaria.


The tuk-tuk stops a second time at one of the inestimable number of blankets lining the roadside, strewn with motorbike tools and knickknacks. The driver buys us protective facemasks for the dust. He pays for them with his own wad of notes withdrawn from a bag nestled on the underside of his stomach. He passes them to us without a word. Twenty minutes later we escape the outward march of newly grouted, gated communities and arrive at the entrance to an old semi-rural orchard.


The shady trees conjure soft breezes in leafy sotto voce. The dead lie beneath shallow undulations beside worn wooden boardwalks. Under my sandals, under the tourist infrastructure, under a faint dusting of dignifying soil, lie skeletons, one over the other, down and down. Others are out there, discovered and undiscovered, on farmland, beside roads, below patios. Choeung Ek is one of more than 23,000 documented mass graves dotting the Cambodian map.


A visitor route is meticulously set out within guiding barriers. I trace it slowly, listening to an audio tour, obeying small numbered signs in the topsoil. A soft voice re-creates each scene. Two hundred are in this grave beside the wreckage of a shed. They didn’t use firing squads. Bullets were precious. The corpses were stacked up with intimate violence, always under cover of darkness. Axe handles and hoe blades and strangulation were the normal methods. Prisoners opened new graves by day and filled them by moonlight. The generators pounded all night as the cadres worked. Revolutionary music keened over loudspeakers.


When it rains, bones and clothes leech up from the ground. Scraps and rags lie innocently in the dust, stabbed back into reality by root-system regurgitation. Staff and volunteers photograph the fragments and sort them by type. Returned pieces join their like inside a pyramidal Buddhist stupa by the gates. Five thousand skulls, pressed up against glass panels, greet and farewell visitors. We retrace our steps under their gaze and search out our driver in the parking lot scrum. The bike splutters and kicks. The tuk-tuk driver offered us a two-for-one deal. Choeung Ek followed by Tuol Sleng, the high school that the Khmer Rouge transfigured into a torture camp.


We manoeuvre back to the capital in silence, at velocity, masks suffocating in the clay-kiln wind. The barbed-wire compound of Tuol Sleng is 1.5 kilometres west of the spine of the capital, the Mekong River, and the apparatus of government. Tenements and restaurants abut the school’s perimeter fence. Inside stand three rectangular buildings, three storeys apiece, unvarnished grey and umber, juxtaposed around a wide sandy courtyard. The colonnade on the second and third floor of each school building is netted with barbed wire. The wire stopped prisoners throwing themselves over the edge.


Each former classroom holds a selection of artefacts, starkly alone in the expanse of the floor. Rusted beds and manacles, extracts from the jailor’s records. Confessions and dispatch papers for those sent to Choeung Ek. Some rooms are mirrored in grainy black and white photos of themselves, taken by Vietnamese soldiers when they liberated the compound. Rough handmade walls of clay bricks subdivide the ground floor of the second building. The divisions form a dim warren of chambers, some an arm’s length wide. Fingernail marks scar the clay. In the third building, dusty billboards chronicle the work of the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia, which has adjudged perpetrators of the genocide since 1997. Shrivelled grandfathers feature in the witness box alongside neat lists of their crimes.




Giving Up


Nathan Curnow


Giving up is such a long, slow slide,


something Icarus knew nothing about,


he fell so fast there was barely time


to lose faith in youth or flight.


How lucky to miss the monstrous tow


of tiny tugs that bring you down,


the kind you feel on backyard nights


lying out on the old trampoline.


And you know it’s over but you work


and drink, working less and drinking more,


the clip and creak of rusty springs


whingeing louder year after year.


But to plummet from the heights


of wild belief like Icarus across the sky,


his father’s quest for freedom and family,


another man who tried to have it all.


Athena brought Daedalus brand new wings


urging him to fly once more like a god—


a long-winded trail of promise to bear


with a name pronounced ‘dead’ and ‘loss’.





The next day I find Pol Pot’s Little Red Book of revolutionary edicts in a bookstore. The title is somewhat of a misnomer. The dictator Pol Pot made few public appearances. The communal sayings in the Little Red Book were mostly uttered by foot soldiers. They said to one another, ‘arrest someone by mistake; never release him by mistake’. They agreed that for internees too exhausted to work ‘Hunger is the most effective disease’. To their victims, face-to-face: ‘If you wish to live exactly as you please, the Angkar will put aside a small piece of land for you.’ ‘It is no gain to keep you; it is no loss to destroy you.’


The regime called itself the Angkar, ‘the organisation’. By a coincidence of language it sounds close to Angkor, megacity of the grandiloquent Khmer Empire that ruled most of Indochina from the ninth to the fifteenth century. That ancient sprawl in Cambodia’s north was a template, an aspiration, for the Angkar. One impetus was perceived former glory, the frescoes of dead god-kings. Others were Maoist thought and the metastasis of obliterating B52 bomb runs conducted by US fighter planes across the Vietnamese border. But tracts in the Little Red Book also declaim into the void beyond monuments, dogma and carnage, into uneasy subjectivity and passing recognition. The Angkar’s slogans contain sentiments we have all felt, if only in existential antipathy and, certainly, ephemerality as we consistently banished them.


In this era one can believe that genocide is utterly alien. And this is nowhere easier than amid old buildings and quiet fields that, in careworn black and white and sepia, render the acts they signify distant. A seductive solution suggests itself: the past is a foreign country. Empathy builds upon this, seeking to right an ancient, unrepeatable wrong. Explain the evil and remember the fallen. Avoid taking pictures; donate money; pause in reflection before the stupa, in revulsion before the rusted wire. Then return to the present era at the exit and drive off towards the future.


Intuition, in all its blueprints for decency and hope, runs counter to stubborn facts. The exacting definition of genocide as developed during the Nuremberg trials provides a rhetorical protection against all but the worst atrocities. Under this definition the United Nations recognises only five instances of genocide in human history: those perpetrated against Turkish Armenians, European Jews, Rwandan Tutsis, Yugoslav Muslims and Cambodian pluralities. In contrast Genocide Watch, the coordinating organisation of the International Alliance to End Genocide, estimates that some 164 episodes of genocide, ‘politicide’ (the deliberate destruction of a political group) and mass killing were perpetrated between 1945 and 2008. This more encompassing figure includes all forms of extermination while still excluding interstate war.


Despite the best of intentions, the concept of genocide sanitises routine violence against minorities. The definition dovetails with the comforts of history and the distance of tourism to obfuscate the truth that mass killing, war and authoritarianism never left us. And once committed they never leave us, acknowledged or not. At Choeung Ek, amid scorched grass dappled with patches of shade, each cooling lagoon bursting with sweating genocide tourists, the bones of nameless victims are thrusting up to join the present day. Elsewhere—from the illimitable perspective of millennia, most everywhere—thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of killing fields yield without fanfare. •




Lucas Grainger-Brown is a PhD candidate at the University of Melbourne, researching the 2016 British EU referendum and implications for democratic theory. He has written for Australian Book Review, Going Down Swinging, the Age and Arena Magazine, among others.








GROMMETS


Jenny Sinclair


I’M DRIVING SOUTH on Melbourne’s Western Ring Road, shouting. ‘Can you hear me?’


‘No,’ he says.


I try again, in capital letters this time. ‘I said, look at the digger.’


‘Where?’


‘Over there,’ I say, tapping at the side window before quickly returning my hand to the wheel. We’re driving past road works. There’s a lowered speed limit, which I’m obeying but some other cars aren’t. There are trucks—really big trucks—and there’s a concrete wall a few centimetres to our left.


He bursts into tears, howls. ‘I didn’t see it. Where’s another digger? Where’s another digger, Mummy?’


‘I don’t know. Please stop crying,’ I say.


We keep this up, or variations on it, all the way to Ballarat. Ninety minutes of me shouting, my son aged three-and-a-half not catching my words, or my not understanding his, which is worse. Over the past few months he’s developed an aversion to repeating himself and a sense of frustration at not being understood, in equal measure. So we drive and shout and occasionally scream (mostly him) and I try to speak clearly and slowly in order to develop his phonics and to show him the cows and horses and clouds and diggers, and try to not crash while I’m doing it.


His hearing loss is at 40 to 55 decibels down, depending on the ear and the tonal range of the sound. He has a common, treatable condition known as glue ear—basically gunk blocking his ears after infections as a baby. He’s not deaf, not even partially. He just can’t hear very well.


Six months ago his wonderful childcare centre mentioned that his speech wasn’t developing as it should. His vocabulary and comprehension were fine, so we went for a hearing test. ‘Mild conductive hearing loss’ was the assessment—borderline for speech development. Come back in three months. In the meantime we started speech therapy; one-on-one work, plus me of course, playing games and working intensively on one sound at a time: F, S, Z, L … He progressed, but not fast enough to catch up, and his hearing got worse. After three months the new assessment was ‘not currently adequate for speech development’ and our family—me, his dad and his older brother—were shouting all the time, while his most frequent word was ‘what?’


The audiologist told me that glue ear will always eventually clear itself as the child’s facial structure matures. The child may be seven by then. So a few days before our drive to Ballarat, our GP referred us to an ear, nose and throat specialist (ENT) to discuss treatments, including grommets. These are basically a tiny tube inserted in a hole punched through the gunk and the eardrum itself. Sound travels through the tube to the inner ear. Problem fixed.


They also require surgery with a general anaesthetic, can cause pain and bleeding, and prevent the child from swimming unless waterproof earplugs are fitted. (He loves the water.) There may be other options, but grommets seem the most likely to be recommended by the ENT; right now we’re waiting for our appointment to come around.


Between the two hearing tests, I read an article by Belinda Barnet, a Melbourne academic with a special interest in how technologies affect humans.1 She wrote about the decision to fit her congenitally deaf baby with a cochlear implant—an invention pioneered in Australia—and the way the deaf community responded to her decision. Deaf community advocates see the wave of surgeries on very young deaf children as treating them as pathologically deficient.2 Children should be allowed input into the decision to augment their hearing, they say, and ‘fixing’ deafness is an attack on the culture of deaf people and their community’s language (sign, or in Australia, Auslan). There’s even an ‘ism’ for it: audism, or the privileging of the ability to hear. This community can be tight-knit; in Seeing Voices, Oliver Sacks describes visiting a university for the deaf, writing that it was ‘an astonishing and moving experience … there was something very joyful, even Arcadian’.


For Barnet, who was born deaf on one side before cochlear implants were an option, the right decision was to give her child ‘the gift of speech’. She believed that early intervention, while her daughter was going through stages of acquiring language, was needed. But her article, and the extensive and mostly thoughtful if fiery comments below it, made me wonder what we were thinking of doing.


The grommets offer a fast fix. We’ll be able to cut back on the speech therapy. We can stop shouting—speaking more loudly to a child sounds simple, until you’ve done it all day, in public places. Shouting, I think, is like smiling, in that it changes your mood to match what your body is doing. It makes you angry. When I speak to my son loudly and with artificial clarity, I feel like I’m talking down to him. Every parent knows how it feels to be sick of the sound of their own voice; try it at double volume.


Are we, though, just applying medical technology to solve an issue that could be resolved with a bit of effort on our part? In the discussion beneath Barnet’s article, one person asked why deaf children couldn’t both have cochlear implants and learn sign language. One reply: ‘Because being a parent to a small child is already a ****-ton of work.’


In his book Far from the Tree, Andrew Solomon zeroes in on the way disability—and many other forms of difference—is constructed. Disability, he writes, is the difficulty faced by people with physical and mental differences—he calls them impairments. The condition, whether it’s being deaf or in his case gay, is part of the person. Disability comes when that person seeks to interact with a world that won’t accommodate them. Solomon offers the observation that having a child who isn’t what a parent expected tests and possibly expands the parent’s capacity to accept difference in general. Because parents love, and if they can’t change the child, they have to change themselves. Solomon would call the surgery we’re contemplating an ‘optimising intervention’. Barnet chose to optimise: ‘Implanted children are Deaf children with an extra ability,’ the cyber theorist wrote.3


There’s no question of whether we’re shutting our son out from a community he was born into; he’s not deaf and in time will grow out of it. So he needs to be able to speak and comprehend in the way non-deaf people do. Even if the glue ear persists for years, we could achieve this by intensive speech therapy; by wording up everyone he interacts with (but how do you do that with other small children?) and by always getting down to his level and speaking loudly and clearly into his left ear. You could make an argument that inflicting surgery on a child to avoid all that is just lazy parenting.


Then I think of the other things—the frustration when his playmates don’t understand him, the feeling of exclusion that might bring. The sound of birds outside the window. The feeling of being included in conversations. I think of the easy, casual interaction you have when you’re cooking and call out something over your shoulder to a kid who’s watching TV, and he answers the same way. Or when you’re driving along the road and say to your child: ‘Look, a digger’ and it doesn’t end in tears. I hear of friends of friends whose children have had grommets inserted. ‘A whole world opened up,’ one friend tells me. Meanwhile, my file labelled ‘R’s hearing and speech’ fattens with therapy exercises and information sheets with full-colour illustrations of the middle ear.


I’m a tourist in all of this. It’s the smallest, lightest brush with disability—the stares in supermarkets as I shout at my child, the appointments, the homework and the anxious monitoring of progress. We have an easy way out, which we’ll probably take.


One of the comments on Barnet’s article nags at me: ‘I’m deaf. I function in society. It’s pretty wearing and tiring. I’d rather it wasn’t.’ This person is not wishing he or she wasn’t deaf, though they may wish that. I don’t know. But they are wishing it wasn’t so hard to get along in the world when you’re even a tiny bit different. •




Jenny Sinclair’s books are Much Ado about Melbourne (Affirm Press, 2015) and A Walking Shadow (Arcade, 2012). She is a PhD candidate in creative writing at the University of Melbourne.





 


1 See <https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/mar/25/was-my-deaf-baby-disabled-if-so-i-felt-an-overwhelming-urge-to-fix-her>, accessed 30 May 2017.


2 See <http://deafaustralia.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Education-earlyinterventionpolicy-310420091.pdf>, via Barnet, accessed 6 June 2017.


3 See <http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09687599.2017.1316550>.
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AUSTRALIA IN THREE BOOKS


Kerryn Goldsworthy
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The Commandant (1975) by Jessica Anderson


Charlotte Brontë was 12 and Charles Dickens 18 in October 1830 when Captain Patrick Logan, third commandant of the Moreton Bay penal settlement, was murdered by a person or persons unknown, his decomposing body discovered in hilly country behind Brisbane Town more than a week after his disappearance. All the signs were of ambush and desperate flight, and Logan’s body showed the marks of Aboriginal weapons.


Over his four years at Moreton Bay, Logan had made the convicts hate him for the extreme severity of his punishments, sometimes a life-threatening 150 lashes. The official report of his death stated that he was killed by Aborigines but rumours began that one or more of the convicts who had escaped into the bush had been behind the Aboriginal attack, and probably ringleaders in it. Jessica Anderson based The Commandant on these facts and on a number of historical figures including Logan himself and his wife, Letty.


Australia has been a sovereign nation for only five years longer than it was a ragbag collection of colonies with their eyes turned to Britain, rather than to each other, and their fates in the hands of the British government under a succession of monarchs. The Commandant is a reminder of the international context in which Australian colonies existed in the nineteenth century chiefly in order to serve British interests under British rule. After the vicious flogging—100 lashes—of a convict called Martin when Logan’s clever, virginal, sexually-awakening and confused young sister-in-law Frances reports, with truth, that he has touched her, the officer who takes over as Commandant after Logan’s death reminds Frances that he is now the representative of the King:


‘I know you blame me, sir, for what happened to [Martin].’


‘You must take part of the blame, Miss O’Beirne.’


‘I do. I shall. But what of the rest?’


‘It is his. I admit it.’


‘Then let me take mine, and let him take his. But let King George take his share, too.’


‘Miss O’Beirne, on this settlement, I am King George.’


Anderson’s novel is a study in character, or rather of character embroiled in politics, set in a remote colony against a violent, unstable and panoramic historical background, and her version of Patrick Logan is fleshed out to become a far more complex figure than is suggested either by his official legacy as a tireless explorer or by his cursed name in popular culture, in such places as the folk ballad ‘Moreton Bay’:


My back from flogging was lacerated


And oft times painted with my crimson gore


And many a man from downright starvation


Lies mouldering now underneath the clay


And Captain Logan he had us mangled


All at the triangles of Moreton Bay.


This may have been the song at the back of Anderson’s mind when she wrote the most chilling scene in this chilling novel, in which the intractable, unbreakable convict Lewis Lazarus, flogged more than once by Logan, goes with the search party to find Logan’s body and when none of the other convicts will touch it, much less wrap it in blankets and bear it back to the settlement, undertakes to deal with it alone: ‘I will bring ’im in alone. I will do it all. Will stitch ’im up, bear ’im to the Limestone, and row the boat … and if ee thinks to defeat me at this stage by stinkin’, why, ee is wrong again.’


He wraps the body and stitches it up, hauls it onto a litter and follows the party back towards the settlement:


Lazarus had gained on them, and was pulling easily, with both ropes over one shoulder, instead of one over each as before. And his face was raised to the sky, and he was singing.


... Henry now understood that while Lazarus’s song might not be cheerful, it was certainly outrageous. Indeed, he heard it now as exultant … But perhaps it was not exactly exultant either, unless there was such an emotion as funereal exultance. It was wordless, harsh, and full of hate, and yet was not debased, for while exulting in one man’s death, it paid tribute to death, and acknowledged the coming death of the singer.


The reaction of Logan’s sister-in-law Frances is briefer and calmer but equally brutal: ‘When she had heard Lucy cry that her father was dead, one cool plain word had formed in her mind: “Good.”’


But against this hatred of Logan in various quarters, Anderson balances a number of positive yet wholly believable traits. Logan is physically strong, energetic and fearless. At least one of his military underlings is grieved by his death. He is tender and affectionate towards his small children, who love and trust him. And his aesthetic and sexual passion for his wife, and hers for him, is evoked by a series of hints that leave the reader in no doubt.


Most intriguingly of all, Anderson hints that Logan’s behaviour is at least partly a result of psychological damage suffered in a long military career that included fighting in the Napoleonic Wars. The term ‘post-traumatic stress disorder’ was not yet in use in 1975 when this novel was written, but Anderson clearly thinks that some such disorder affected the real-life Logan. This is a book about the terrible damage done to everyone who experienced the convict system: not just the convicts but also the doctors, the military and their families and servants. The Aboriginal people are a presence in this novel of colonialism, but they are represented as mysterious and unknowable.


Anderson made a living writing radio plays for some years, and her experience and skill in this demanding form are on display in The Commandant, which I think is one of the most underrated novels in the history of Australian literature. She is a master not only of dialogue but also of silence, which she uses in the way that a photographer or an architect uses negative space. The novel is intensely cinematic both structurally and visually. Why someone has not yet made a movie of it remains a mystery.


Come in Spinner (1951) by Dymphna Cusack and Florence James


I own two copies of the classic Australian wartime novel Come in Spinner. One is the unabridged version, published for the first time in 1988. The other is an even more battered cloth-bound reprint of the original publication, a heavily cut (let’s not use the harsh word ‘censored’) version of the original manuscript, as Florence James recalls in her introduction to the unabridged text. There is an inscription written diagonally across the corner of the flyleaf, in my mother’s handwriting. It says:


To Daddy.


4-9-55.


Fondest love.


Christine, Kerryn and Wendy.


The fourth of September 1955 was Father’s Day; Christine was six, I was two, and Wendy was 15 days old. My 28-year-old mother had somehow managed—while heavily pregnant, running two small children and a farmhouse in the bush with all the amenities that 1955 could provide there, including electricity supplied by the temperamental generator in the garage—to organise a copy of the book as a gift for my father.


It’s set in Sydney over a hot week in October 1944, the year during which both of my parents turned 17, and it is full of soldiers, sailors, airforce personnel, struggling women, and wartime romances and marriages. Most of it takes place in the Sydney CBD and Kings Cross. By June 1945 both of my parents were in uniform themselves. They met at a dance in Sydney held for members of the armed forces: he was sea, she was air. They were officially engaged when they were both 18, and after my father was demobbed they were reunited, early in 1946, at my aunt Claire’s fiat in the Cross. They were married the following year and stayed that way until my mother’s death in 1999.


So Come in Spinner is one of my personal myths of origin. It’s as though my parents walked out of its pages. Naturally I don’t regard this as a reason why it might stand for ‘Australia’; that’s more to do with the astonishing amount of ground covered by this book. In the wake of Pearl Harbor and then Singapore, there is a new and terrifying theatre of war: Australia is fighting less for England and more for itself, allied less with England and more with the United States. There are wartime shortages and hardships, war profiteers and black marketeers, the heartless machinations of the hated Manpower, corruption in high places, brothels, horrible socialites, parasitic rent-collectors, hard-working pastoralists, tired abortionists, fear, hope, realism, delusion, and most of all the physical, emotional and material struggles of women in wartime, as they keep the home fires burning. Or not.


The book is written in a slangy colloquial style you wouldn’t expect from these two highly educated and politically sophisticated writers, but it’s told mainly in internal monologue and dialogue, faithfully reflecting the thoughts and conversations of its subjects. The three main characters—Guinea, Deb and Claire—work in a beauty salon in downtown Sydney’s Hotel South-Pacific, a grand edifice where deals are done behind closed doors, the rich occupy suites on their holidays while Deb the masseuse is lucky to get a hot, small, smelly room next to the service lift-well; the six o’clock closing law means a disgusting drunken crush in the bars; and the management tries to squeeze as much hard work, money, and influence out of everyone as they possibly can. There is a secondary cast consisting mainly of husbands, boyfriends, suitors and seducers, and a minor cast of hundreds, all of which allows Cusack and James to cover their bewildering array of concerns for ordinary people in wartime. In her introduction to the 1988 edition, James writes:
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