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			Thanks to the companions, comrades and sisters 
from all the different decades.

			A place in the sun

			We came to Adelaide in the 1970s and early 80s, in the wake of the Dunstan era. We came from every direction, every state and territory. I could say we came because of Dunstan, because of the pink shorts, women’s advisors, arts, community health, land rights. And because of Dr George Duncan, inoffensive British academic, drowned in the Torrens in 1972. The police never answered for that murder, but it led to the decriminalisation of homosexuality, a first in Australia. We were lesbians, the oppression sometimes violent, more often insidiously undermining. We were not illegal like gay men. Nevertheless a freed South Australia meant a hopeful place for us as well.

			We were a mobile lot, shifting, unsettled, pushing the bounds of identity. Lesbian feminist, radicalesbian, separatist, socialist feminist, anarchist feminist lesbian. Labels, badges. We were trying out ways to belong.

			We knew what we didn’t want. We were fierce in rejection. We rejected not just marriage – strictly between a man and a woman back then – but heterosexuality itself. We rejected submissiveness and jealousy, monogamy and motherhood. We rejected the missionary position, some of us, even when the top was a woman. We rejected patriarchy in all its forms. We rejected the military industrial complex, the rape of Mother Earth, the enslavement of women. We rejected competition and consumerism and capitalism.

			‘Do you have to be on the wrong side of every fence?’ my mother asked.

			Hah! I wonder who taught me that skill? Left-wing ex-Communist parents. A complex of fences.

			Many of us came to Adelaide for the sake of interstate relationships, a feature of our lives. The Overland chugged its way between Melbourne and Adelaide. Sometimes we flew on the old secondary-student concessions that didn’t have photos, risked being caught when we couldn’t remember the names we’d used for the tickets.

			Adelaide, our unlikely destination, a dry flat provincial city, looked more and more interesting. A woman-sized city, scaled down from Melbourne and Sydney, a breathable place. Nearly everyone we knew was from somewhere else. We could be whoever we wanted to be with whoever we wanted to be with.

			We might not have admitted that we came to Adelaide because of Dunstan. His credentials were good, though. For a man.

			We moved here. We stayed.

			Adelaide was women’s theatre, pub crawls, women’s bars, pool tables, dances, picnics with mud slides. It was lovers, complex labyrinthine multiple relationships.

			We lived in cheap old stone houses with cracked walls, draughty doors and windows, gardens with lemon trees and chooks. They were big communal households, four or five residents, plus a floating population of visitors, lovers, and travellers passing through. The roles weren’t fixed. Travellers became lovers, lovers became residents, residents passed through. I’ve got a crush on every womin in this house tonite, said the housebook.

			We shared cars, jobs, baths, ideas, joints, alcohol and tobacco. We relaxed our objection to competition enough to play soccer and softball. We called the households by street name: Baliol St, Albert St, Beulah Rd, Hoxton St, Gladstone Rd, Stanley St.

			We took over rundown farms and orchards in the hills. We chopped firewood and planted trees, looked after animals, grew vegetables. We taught each other electrics and plumbing, carpentry and car maintenance.

			We let the hair on our legs and in our armpits grow wild. But on our heads we cut it short. Really short.

			It sounds like a cliché now, but we didn’t wear bras. We did wear overalls with badges on them. Linked women’s symbols. Feminist Thug. Women who strive to be equal with men lack ambition.

			‘I thought you didn’t approve of uniforms,’ my mother said.

			We worked in collectives, sometimes paid. Women’s shelters, women’s health, Rape Crisis, Reclaim the Night, Feminist Anti-Nuclear Group, Women Against Nuclear Energy, against Roxby, against Pine Gap, collectives for artists and poster-makers, musicians and performers. We learnt non-violent resistance.

			We were hard on each other and ourselves. Ideology is a harsh mistress. There were disagreements and schisms.

			

			
One of the pleasures of Adelaide was the countryside on the doorstep, easy to reach vales, valleys and southern beaches. Just up the highway was the desert, the Pitjantjatjara lands, and Alice Springs, definitely a sister city. There we glimpsed the harsh realities of life for Indigenous Australia. Those of us who had white skin and comfortable white ideas began to address our racism. Back to the question of identity and belonging. A bigger question this time: how to be white on Aboriginal land.

			‘We look for a way of being here,’ wrote poet Miriel Lenore.

			The Dunstan legacy didn’t end homophobia, or lesbophobia, that poisonous confluence of misogyny and homophobia. We lived every day with the possibility of violence and taunts from passing men: variations on a theme, colourful expletives about our clothes and bodies, the same basic message. Who’d want you anyway? You are grotesque, abnormal and ugly.

			Our soccer team registered officially as the Armpits.

			‘If only you’d let your hair grow. So much softer when it’s longer.’ My mother, and a disagreement dating way back. Softer hair had never cured me of being too tall. I realise now that she was worried about my safety.

			Self-harm is a problem for lesbians.

			In politer circles it was a different oppression: invisibility, as though our very existence was too discomfiting to acknowledge.

			‘Do you have to drag lesbianism into everything?’ Mother again. Yes, I do. The choice between hatred and invisibility isn’t inspiring.

			

			
Adelaide wasn’t perfect for anyone else either, of course, wasn’t immune to AIDS for a start. Uranium mining went ahead, there were weird murders, wrongdoing and incompetence in high places. Politics veered back to the right.

			The Hindmarsh Women’s Health Centre was co-opted. Co-option by government was the downside of the Dunstan legacy. If you become part of the mainstream, do you have to file your sharp teeth? Fangs catch in the social fabric, cause snags.

			But on the whole there was room for our rejectionism and objectionism. Perhaps room to reject and object is a negative thing to hope for. But it’s important.

			We had fun. We had humour, and mostly we didn’t have the bitter urgency of the large cities. I would slink away from interstate visits, relieved to be bound for South Australia. Home. In my heart of hearts I knew I wasn’t edgy enough for Sydney, nor fierce enough for Melbourne.

			We could have done the things we did in other places. They were being done everywhere at that time. But Adelaide was just right. Not cold and remote, not humid and redneck. Not addicted to freeways and economic growth like Perth, where I grew up. No danger of South Australia being too wealthy for its own good.

			Did we think we would change Adelaide?

			I doubt we foresaw how Adelaide would change us.

			It was a small city. Small enough that you met people outside your own tight circle, got to know the old Greek couple next door, chatted to the cyclist beside you at the protest, shared community radio airspace with a motley collection of broadcasters. You watched the emergence of men’s groups and new-style husbands and sons, met the academics who still believed that universities were not about money. You shopped at the Central Market with everyone from gardeners to yuppies. You rubbed shoulders. It was a small enough city that people couldn’t help but notice each other.

			It’s harder to be extreme when you know your neighbours.

			Community is a composting sort of process, and in a small place the compost heaps overflow into each other in a healthy way.

			We were composted, along with everyone else. Our preconceptions mouldered, decomposed. We noticed that, after all, not everyone hated lesbians.

			We became less fierce in our rejections.

			We made friends with women who had men in their lives.

			We made friends with men, and not only gay men.

			We mended our bridges with fathers, brothers, ex-husbands.

			We made peace with our mothers, realised how they had worried. How they had envied us.

			We became farmers, lawyers, gardeners, teachers and builders; artists and accountants; pensioners, posties and professors; council workers, social workers and carers; doctors and nurses; bush walkers, bird watchers and bureaucrats …

			The snags in the social fabric began to look like part of the pattern.

			

			
Some of us had children. Nothing more decomposing than children. Pioneer lesbian mothers weathered the disapproval of both the general community and the lesbian community. A heroic job.

			Though of course being childless has its problems too. Deliberately barren is not a compliment.

			Did we compromise, tone ourselves down? Once upon a time we had despaired of the middle-class middle-aged lesbians ahead of us. Why didn’t they come to our dances, our pub nights, our rallies? We called them dinner-party dykes.

			Then we got older ourselves, more settled, more comfortable, more monogamous. We stayed in at night. Had friends over for dinner.

			Settled is not the same as silent.

			Picture this. We are embedded. That pattern in the social fabric is us. We have fifty years of experience. We know how community works. We understand the mechanics of resistance. We are tough. We have networks and alliances and connections in every direction. Social capital. What can they throw at us that we haven’t already faced?

			Here are South Australia’s leaders, some elected, some not, scratching each other’s backs, protecting each other’s interests. Patriarchs, powerbrokers, members of the Adelaide Club, the government, the Establishment. All well-greased by the mining and fossil fuel companies.

			We can stare any one of them down. We taught them in reception, cleaned them up when they shat their pants. We washed their dishes and noticed how much alcohol was stashed in their cupboards. We treated their prostate cancer and listened to their wives. We filled out their tax returns and processed their court records. We know who they are. We know a whole lot more about them than they will ever know about us.

			They have no idea of the value of what they destroy. They have dismantled community health programmes, closed the women’s shelters, tried to gag community radio, let their developer mates destroy our trees and open space. They think it’s okay to frack the farms, drill for oil in the Great Australian Bight, dig a giant hole in the desert, a nuclear waste dump for the whole world.

			The planet is in an alarming state, at a terrifying moment. Global thought and local action are crucial. They require not just activism but authority, the wisdom and knowledge that come from wrangling a long-term place in a particular community.

			We may be unsung and overlooked, we Great-Aunties of Adelaide, but we are a power in the land. They don’t know it yet, those so-called leaders, but they need us, have never needed us more. There’s a lot of shit to clean up, and we are the ones to supervise them while they do it.

			My mother lived in Perth. Shortly before she died, the fog in her brain cleared and she frowned disapprovingly.

			‘You’ve been away a lot,’ she said.

			‘Yes,’ I said mildly. ‘I live in Adelaide.’

			Physically she was unable to move. But, channelling her own matriarchal mother, she drew herself up to full emotional height.

			‘Why?’ she demanded.

			Well, where to start?

			Lock and key

			Following a women’s protest at Pine Gap in 1983 I spent a night in the Alice Springs lock-up, an experience that shook me deeply. Not the actual arrest, but seeing a dark side of life in Central Australia.

			There were 111 of us arrested protesters, all named, by an amazing coincidence, Karen Silkwood. It was exactly nine years since the ‘accidental’ death of the eponymous US anti-nuclear activist. We were locked up until we were prepared to supply other names and agree to fingerprinting.

			They put us in the men’s section of the watch house, presumably because it was bigger. We over-filled the cells, which was much better than being there alone, but wasn’t ideal. There were six in my cell, clustered around two bare metal bunks and a toilet that was blocked within an hour or so. The authorities later claimed that we’d wilfully blocked the toilets, but in our case it was all done with natural bodily functions.

			It was a sobering place, not clean, walls covered in graffiti, some of it angry, some of it despairing. There was a miasma, an atmosphere – not a good one. 

			It was a hellhole.

			

			Privileged white women from the big cities (most of us) were not the usual occupants of this place.

			It was a shock. I’m sure we were all land rights supporters by then. We were finally beginning to understand something, a little bit, about the reality of being Black in this country. We’d read things, been told things. We knew more than we had about Australia’s past, two hundred years of genocidal violence and racism. And the Central Australian landscape played its part, an old, old country. A land so ancient that it changed our perspective. How could we not respect the people who have cared for that country for so long?

			But theory is one thing. A night in the watch house is another.

			It was only a glimpse, but very real. I wasn’t the only one to come out changed.

			We did come out, in the morning. We’d communicated all night, cell to cell, by shouting, mostly in an orderly way, one voice per cell, best-practice consensus decision-making. Many of us thought we should stay where we were, do something about … what? Racism? Where would we start?

			Outside the watch house were women from the camp. They called on us to come back. We were there to protest about Pine Gap, after all. So we made a collective decision, gave our names and were released. Two women were injured in the fingerprinting process. The rest of us went back to camp thoughtful, but physically unharmed.

			Indigenous people we met in the street said it was the first night anyone could remember that there’d been no men in the lock-up. That was something. We were given Arrernte permission to spread our camp into men’s land that had previously been forbidden to us.

			Later in the week a group of Elders, women, spoke to us about how we should do things next time. First sit down and talk with the communities, they said. Listen. Sit down here, sit down there, and then here, and then there, and so on until everyone agrees. Maybe they’d heard about the cell-to-cell communication and thought there was some hope of training us in proper ways.

			For the next four decades I was an exemplary citizen. Then I was arrested again.

			It was a more frivolous affair this time and at my age that’s as it should be. I’m white, white-haired, cis female, a pensioner and not in debt. I don’t have to worry about job security or my CV. I’m unlikely to be badly treated. I’m a lesbian, but it doesn’t show as much as it used to (the look now is just old lady). People like me are ideal for the front row at a demonstration. Manacles fodder. We can afford to be arrested.

			Nevertheless, on this occasion our Extinction Rebellion group didn’t plan arrests, just a provocative action during the Tour Down Under. The cycling race is sponsored by Santos, a fossil fuel giant. Santos sponsors other sports, and arts, and so on. It also sponsors the two main political parties. All together that constitutes state capture. Or corruption.

			Our manifesto read:

			We are baring our aging breasts and our wobbly bums in the hope of shocking because polite submissions and pleas have not been enough.

			

			Santos (and others) are making squillions out of destroying the climate … This company is not benevolent. It is prepared to destroy future life on Earth in order to make profits now.

			DUMP SANTOS

			There were ten of us, but it wasn’t anything to get excited about. You would see more flesh on any suburban beach on any summer day. We sang ‘Don’t Be Too Polite, Girls’ by Glen Tomasetti, which is more historical than offensive, though still highly relevant.

			We and our local supporters greatly outnumbered the two police from the outer-suburban station. There were two other officers in scarier uniforms. But none of them seemed to be expecting trouble any more than we were. The senior of the two local officers muttered occasionally into a mic on her shoulder – someone somewhere was taking an interest.

			They let us drop our front flaps. SANTOS SUX! our collective breasts read, one character per woman. Then we turned round to bare our bums. DUMP SANTOS.

			Evidently that was too much for the disembodied shoulder voice. The police moved toward us and announced that we were under arrest.

			At this point an element of farce became apparent.

			The scary men had disappeared, and obviously the two local officers physically couldn’t arrest ten women. Some of us drifted obediently up to the police car. Others, with more to lose, shot through. The younger officer turned an apparently blind eye while my companion melted away, but held me firmly by the arm.

			

			He was very polite, though a little uncomfortable, possibly thinking about his grandmother.

			‘I suppose you’d like me to do up my bottom flap?’ 
I asked.

			‘Mmm hmmm,’ he replied. Maybe more, but I’m a bit deaf.

			The eventual haul was three of us, installed in the back of the police car, charged with indecent behaviour.

			At the local watch house you drive in through one roller door, which closes behind you, then another opens in front, allowing access to the cells. Between the two roller doors is a not-very-large area, and here we stood for the next hour or more. Sometimes we leant against the wall or sat on the floor.

			By this time, we were on good terms with the woman in charge.

			The reason we couldn’t be processed in the normal way was that somebody had apparently escaped from their cell. In addition to that, another prisoner was having a heart attack. Our police car had to be moved and an ambulance brought in. Then the heart-attack victim, who didn’t look too bad actually, had to be wheeled from the cells on a stretcher. He was despatched to the local hospital with 
a guard in attendance.

			Things might have sped up then, except that another man was also having a heart attack. The whole process was repeated, this time with the man sitting up on his stretcher and looking very cheerful. Off he went.

			‘It’s because it’s Sunday,’ we were told. ‘Much better to be in hospital for the weekend than in the cells. More comfortable. Better food.’

			

			
We got lots of media coverage for our action, which was great. And people laughed, which was even better.

			The ABC quoted our proclamation: ‘We are charged with indecent behaviour. We know who is behaving indecently and it’s not us.’

			The Advertiser said, ‘Bare-chested climate activist vows to continue fight following arrest’.

			But our favourite headline was from road.cc, a UK cycling newsletter: ‘Partially naked pensioners arrested for Tour Down Under protest’.

			Their readers had fun in the comments.

			Well, that’s a bit cheeky (hawkinspeter)

			Just doing it for the crack (Hardly Wiggins)

			Perfectly acceptable behaviour for the Tour Downed Undies (JustTryingToGet…)

			For our third and final court appearance our press release read: ‘The three defendants now admit that their action may have caused disruption to the digestion and seriousness of people passing.’

			The police withdrew the charges, and our exemplary status was restored. We were told by the police not to do it again, but that’s a puzzle. If it’s not illegal enough to warrant prosecution, then surely it’s legal, and can be done again? We reserve the right. Maybe appearing on a footpath near you.

			Inconvenient

			Activism, passive resistance, peaceful protest. 
Behind all the good clean fun, there’s a question. Why do it? Why protest? It inconveniences workers and commuters, uses up public resources such as police time. It’s messy and untidy and makes people uncomfortable. Why do we, some of us, have this urge to make things better, a missionary zeal? Beware. It isn’t loveable. Who likes the village busybody?

			We could wait for the next election and then vote.

			But most of us can only vote because people before us got out into the streets and demanded it. In the UK women disrupted meetings, threw stones, set fire to empty buildings and letterboxes. They were imprisoned and went on hunger strikes, then were force-fed. Emily Davison died on the racetrack at Epsom, run down by the king’s horse.

			 Winning the vote for women in Australia was a bit more orderly, but it still took a long fight, and the guts to risk upsetting people. Votes for Indigenous Australians took even longer, part of the broader ongoing struggle for justice.

			None of it happens without a vanguard of protest.

			Don’t get me wrong; I am not advocating sovereign citizenship, with everyone making up their own rules. That could never be a good system.

			The law miscarries, and can be inaccessible for the people who need it most. I see how biased it can be. I see its many faults and failings. Despite that, I believe in The Law as a concept. I believe in a judicial system made up of independent parts, separated so they can keep each other honest. A system of safeguards. Very far from perfect, like democracy itself, but the best we’ve come up with so far.

			However, belief in the rule of law shouldn’t stop us from protesting. Peacefully and loudly.

			Newcastle, in New South Wales, is apparently the biggest coal port in the world. In 2023 that was 144.5 million tonnes exported, a lot of coal, producing a lot of emissions elsewhere in the world. Nothing to do with us though, apparently. Our leaders are comfortable that those emissions will appear on someone else’s report card.

			Newcastle is also the headquarters of a remarkable group of people. Energetic, hard-working, hopeful. They are called Rising Tide. For one weekend every year they shut down the harbour with a brilliantly coloured flotilla of kayaks, rafts and giant inflatables. That means stopping half a million tonnes of coal.

			When I was eight, I joined the Brownies and rose to be Sixer, meaning leader, of the Gnomes. Pixies and elves are more what a young girl aspires to, but you take what you can get, and we Gnomes were a sturdy bunch.

			My parents thought their daughters should experience everything, but their broad-minded resolve must have been tested when they saw me saluting the queen in my brown uniform. We skipped around a toadstool, a red cap with white spots that looked suspiciously like Amanita muscaria. Great combination: the saluting, the skipping, the brown uniform, the hallucinogenic mushroom. The whole thing was probably banned eventually.

			Anyhow, there was a lot of core Brownie ethos about helping Mother in the home, especially the kitchen. So it was in this spirit, channelling an inner Sixer, that I reported early for my first Rising Tide shift on the Newcastle foreshore in 2023: the kitchen tent.

			Half a dozen wiry young women were hefting gas bottles and huge saucepans. The nearest one looked up and asked what I wanted.

			‘I’m on the roster for 9.30,’ I said, beaming, all but saluting.

			‘Then go away,’ she said curtly. ‘Come back at 9.30.’

			I retired, chastened. Clearly she was more than a Sixer.

			At 9.30 I was allowed to start chopping enormous piles of vegetables. Chopping, chopping and more chopping. This sort of thing doesn’t get you onto the front page, nor does it get you arrested. But we Gnomes want to make it clear that every bit of diced carrot helps.
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