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To my brother





Prologue


The telegram came on Saturday 4 September 1965 but lay in my college mailbox over the weekend. What was the point of checking my mail? I had been doing that obsessively for days, waiting for the visa that would take me to the Soviet Union for a year of research. Friday was the last chance, but no visa came. The Baltica sailed for Leningrad without me. With nothing to do but unpack my suitcases, I went off to the St Giles’ Fair with some other Australian graduate students. For Oxford, a place I didn’t much like, the fair wasn’t too bad.


Monday was the beginning of the new academic year, my second away from Australia, the year that I had been counting on not spending in Oxford. I didn’t bother to go over for my mail in the morning, but after lunch I looked in at the porter’s lodge and found the telegram. It was signed ‘LOE DOSS PAT’ but after an instant’s disorientation I recognised that this must be from my mother, Doff (I had recently given up my childhood habit of calling her Mummy and Brian, Daddy) and younger brother Pat, and that ‘loe’ meant love. I had never received a telegram from Doff before, and couldn’t connect it with her voice: the text seemed stilted, unreal, an altogether implausible document. It read:



BRIAN DIED IN SLEEP SYDNEY FRIDAY LETTER COMING


I had heard of bad news hitting you like a blow but never taken it literally. That’s how this line of text hit me. The blow propelled me out of the lodge onto the street, pounding at full speed back to my room, gasping for air, inwardly shouting that it wasn’t, couldn’t be, true; the person who loved me most, who loved me no matter what, couldn’t be dead. And, in counterpoint, the acceptance, thudding along with my feet (he’s dead, he’s dead), and an insistent question: Who is going to watch me now? It was not just that the person who loved me unquestioningly, uncritically, was gone. Gone also was my audience, the applauder from earliest childhood of my swimming, diving, tree-climbing and other exploits (‘Daddy, are you watching? I’m going to jump!’), my violin-playing, my exam successes, and in general of my life. And without an audience, what was the point of the performance?


I became other things than my father’s daughter. Even at the age of twenty-four in 1965, I was not only that. Indeed, if you’d asked me about my father in August 1965, I would have said grandly that he was part of that past that I had irrevocably repudiated when I left Australia a year before. In fact, he was that part of the past that I had repudiated with particular vigour (Sylvia Plath’s Daddy, you bastard, I’m through struck a chord); I had even stopped writing to him six months before, to punish him. So it goes between parents and children in unhappy families. Like it or not, for the first twenty-four years I was more my father’s daughter than anything else. What follows (Daddy, are you watching?) is my father’s daughter’s story.
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Brian Fitzpatrick, my father, was a radical historian and civil liberties activist, a controversial and even notorious figure in his day, which was the 1940s and 1950s. People thought he was a Communist, although actually he was far too much of a contrarian and iconoclast to put up with any party’s discipline, and this was a problem in the Cold War years in which I grew up in Melbourne. Because of his left-wing politics or his drinking or both, he had no job or regular source of income; this was also a problem. When I was very young, my father was my hero. Then, encouraged by him to be a critical thinker and to challenge authority, I turned my critical thinking on him. Our relations hit rock bottom in 1965, and then he died.


In Melbourne, like it or not, I was always known as my father’s child. One of the points of leaving Australia was to shed that identity. I had chafed at being always ‘Brian’s daughter’, and now I had got what I wanted: I wasn’t Brian’s daughter anymore, first because he was unknown to most of the people around me, and second because he was dead. Beware of making wishes in case they come true. It took me a long time to get over my father’s death, but at a certain point, living in another country with Australia almost unreachably distant, I forgot him so thoroughly that I couldn’t remember his voice or what he looked like. I never even dreamt about him, he was so thoroughly buried.


But gradually things changed. In the 1990s, back in regular contact with Australia, I began thinking about Brian again. I read through his papers in the National Library and started to remember him a little better. I wrote a scholarly article on the basis of the archival work and spoke at a memorial dinner for the hundredth anniversary of his birth. When someone asked me to write a short essay about growing up as Brian’s daughter, I agreed. I thought I could do it without too much trouble, just as I had done the scholarly article. No problem of excessive emotional involvement, I thought; certainly my relationship with my father had been fraught, but that was all so long ago, and besides, I was temperamentally detached, it was one of my qualities as a person as well as a historian (my profession as well as Brian’s). And of course it was to be a memoir of my father, not a piece of self-exploration, no plumbing of the depths.


If it turned out otherwise, I suppose that should come as no great surprise. Forty-five years is evidently not long enough to achieve real indifference. I had thought, when I returned after so long to thinking about my childhood and the problems of our family, that distance would have put it all in perspective and the problems would seem much smaller than they had done when I was closer to them. Perhaps the perspective bit was right; at any rate, I saw things less exclusively from my own standpoint and more from that of my parents. But that only seemed to make it worse, a multiplication of misery. In addition, I started to get a feeling of inexorability—that the story of my relationship with my father didn’t end badly for contingent, accidental reasons but couldn’t have ended any other way.


When people asked me in the past couple of years what I was writing, I gave the anodyne answer that it was a memoir of my Australian childhood. That sounds vaguely exotic to Americans and Europeans; presumably there would be a lot in it about the bush, the beach, the sun, wide-open spaces. There is some of that; I lived in a mythological Australia as well as a real one, after all. But in reality my childhood was urban, like that of most Australians, and the important things that happened all had to do with people and their relationships with each other. I could have said that the subject of my book was love, death, and betrayal, if that didn’t sound so operatic. The main betrayals were mine, at least that’s how I perceived it in my adolescence and young adulthood. The deaths were of those I had betrayed.


I felt a little hijacked by my earlier self when this theme of betrayal forced itself in. Live long enough and you stop feeling guilty; the operatic role—traitor to those I loved—no longer seemed to fit. But back then, and for a long time afterwards, I saw myself as someone who inevitably, though involuntarily, did harm to the people around me. It was the first of my conceptions of myself that Misha, my future husband, set out to dispel, but that happened when I was nearly fifty. In retrospect, I would mainly let myself off the hook, though perhaps not as thoroughly as Misha did. There probably wasn’t much I could have done about my father except put an ocean between us.


This wasn’t meant to be an exercise in plumbing the depths and stirring up the mud at the bottom. I hadn’t wanted or intended to find out things about myself writing this memoir. When I noticed that I had, it put me in a quandary. As a historian, I have always taken pride in putting in whatever I discovered, even—or particularly—if it wasn’t what I expected or wanted to find. Evidently the same thing applies now I have become a memoirist. It would have been nice to have left some things out, but I found myself unable to do so.


I tried to be honest in this book. But honesty is another can of worms: what do we mean by it? There’s honesty as emotional truth and honesty as factual accuracy, and it turns out that the two are incompatible. I wrote the first draft of these memoirs out of my head, consulting nobody and checking nothing. Then, since I’m a historian by trade, I went off and did research. I talked to friends and family members, checked facts, read all the family letters and other personal documents in my possession, looked things up in my father’s and mother’s papers in the National Library. The result was that I found out that practically everything I remembered was slightly or significantly wrong, or at any rate contested by other accounts. Things didn’t happen when I thought they did or where. Other people remembered them differently, or failed completely to remember what I regarded as most important. There was documentary evidence apparently contradicting things I thought I knew for sure, and, on the other hand, no documentary evidence to support some key aspects of the story.


At times I was tempted to write this as a Rashomon story, the same events seen from all sorts of perspectives. That would have made sense if we had my father’s and mother’s versions to draw on, but unfortunately we don’t, just a few fragments that I have tried to include. But there’s the matter of all the factual amendments and counter-narratives from friends and other family members, notably my brother David and uncle Alan Douglas. In telling the story, I can hear a kind of muffled commentary of factual and interpretative corrections running in the background. I have incorporated some of their corrections and let the reader know about others. But in the final analysis, it’s my story, and that’s the way I had to tell it.


There are undoubtedly inaccuracies throughout this book. Indeed, there is one in the very first paragraph, where I write that, once the visa for my Soviet trip failed to come through, I stopped reading my mail and spent the weekend at St Giles’ Fair. That’s how I remember it, but there’s a letter from me to my mother, written on Monday 6 September after I got the news of my father’s death, that says the St Giles’ Fair was starting that day and I was planning to go. When I first read this as a researcher, it seemed so unlikely that I would have gone to the fair after getting the terrible news that I discounted it, thinking I’d somehow muddled up the tenses. Then I looked up the St Giles’ Fair on the web and found that it is always held on a Monday. All these years I’ve remembered it differently, but I’ve remembered it wrong.


I left this error in both to remind the reader that I am an unreliable narrator and because it’s so firmly embedded in my memory that I can’t tell the story without it. That’s how it is with memory: you bring up the file, tell the story in the way you think is ‘true’ (that is, plus or minus a few factual details), and then save the story you told; that edited version is the memory. When I’ve caught myself out adding or subtracting ‘facts’, I generally let the reader know, on the principle of disclosing information that may be used against me.


Take the case of my father’s visits to my great-aunt Ishie in the nursing home where she spent the last years of her life. I had left Australia by this time, but I have a distinct memory of having been told that it was my father, not my mother, who visited her, despite the fact that he was only a relative by marriage. It was an illustration for me not only of the close bond between my father and Ishie but also of his kindness and generosity, in implicit contrast to my mother. When I tried this story on my uncle Alan a few years back, he positively snorted: ‘Your father may have visited Ishie a couple of times, but it was your mother who went dutifully every week’. So my story was probably wrong, but I believe it, or at least I believe its emotional truth. Or did believe it: Alan’s correction left a trace of unease. How often have I edited my stories of my life to show my father in a better light than my mother?


Writing memoirs can be a salutary experience for a historian. It was a bad moment when I realised that if somebody else came and wrote my life, using all the available sources but my memory, they would (from my point of view) get it wrong. Meaning that if I, as a historian, write about somebody else, I am bound to get them wrong too? Luckily that’s something for me to worry about later, once I get back to writing history. For now, I am an autobiographer, not a historian; I’m writing memoirs, not a history of my life. And yet, I can’t promise that you won’t sometimes sense the historian hovering somewhere in the wings, muttering comments along with that chorus of witnesses who don’t remember things exactly my way. I even let her, the historian, sidle onto the stage from time to time and take over from the memoirist, particularly when I have the documents to let my father and mother speak for themselves. As a memoirist, I’ve told the daughter’s story of the family. But for a daughter, not to mention for a historian, there’s a fascination in the stories that were not fully told and now never will be—my father’s and mother’s versions of our life as a family. How would my father have told the story of his daughter? Or my mother the story of the child who seemed so much her father’s daughter, not her mother’s? I don’t know, but I have done my best to gather the clues and give the reader, as well as myself, the possibility of imagining it.





1


SPEAK, MEMORY


‘You were such a tight little family’, wrote Barbar, my maternal grandmother, when my father died. I was surprised by her choice of words, but they fitted. Tight in the sense of close, crowded, tense, hard to breathe in, and, on top of that, tight in the sense of poor. Little in that there were only four of us, two adults and two children, not like Barbar’s own family or Grandpa’s, with a dozen or more people crowded into the family photographs, mainly demure Edwardian girls who would grow up to become maiden aunts, or even like my father’s family of eight siblings or my mother’s family of four. And a family: yes, I have to admit it, albeit an unhappy one with an uneasy attitude to family values.


But those images belong to a later period, let’s say from about the age of six or so, when things started to go downhill. There was an earlier halcyon time, a golden age before the fall in my memory, like Russia before the Revolution in Nabokov’s. In that golden age, I wasn’t part of any ‘tight little family’ with problems, but the loved and admired centre of the world, not just at our place (22a Clendon Road) and among all my parents’ friends, but also at my grandmother’s in Boyanda Road (the first grandchild!), and my great-aunts’ in Wattletree Road. This was the time preserved (no doubt by now partly created in my mind) by the annotated photograph albums my mother kept of my early years: Sheila in her cot, in her pram, crawling, toddling, walking, laughing, at the beach, on her tricycle, in her new school uniform


The parents were Dorothy Mary Fitzpatrick, née Davies, and Brian Fitzpatrick, twenty-eight and thirty-five years old when I was born. They called each other Brian and Doff and, once I learned to speak, I called them Daddy and Mummy. The names I was given were Sheila Mary. The Mary was after Doff, I thought as a child, though it turns out it was also the name of my father’s mother. Why my intellectual parents should have chosen the name Sheila, disrespectful Australian slang for ‘girl’, is a mystery. Later my mother could only say that she had eliminated all other possibilities—evidently she was the name-chooser and worrier—and anyway, it looked good in print. This perhaps tells us something about the direction of my parents’ hopes for their first-born.
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My father was the centre of my childish universe. He claimed Irish Catholic ancestry, and indeed that was true of his schoolmaster father, but his mother was of Protestant Scottish stock. The family, originally from a Victorian country town, moved to the Melbourne lower-class suburb of Moonee Ponds in 1914, when Brian was nine. As schoolmasters’ sons will, Brian did well in school, though he retained resentful memories of the time when his father, who was also his English teacher, unfairly denied him the English Prize. His two elder brothers went off to fight in World War I, and Frank, the eldest and ten years Brian’s senior, returned to head the household after their father’s death in 1919. Frank thought young Brian had run wild, been spoiled (as the youngest boy among five sisters) in a family of women, and set about instilling manly discipline. Brian’s violent objection to this treatment was perhaps the root of his lifelong aversion to parental authority, and indeed discipline of any kind. It might not be too much of a stretch to see many of Brian’s choices in life as a direct repudiation of Frank’s. If Frank was to be a capitalist (he became a successful businessman, manufacturing pipes), Brian would be a socialist; if Frank was an Imperial patriot, Brian would be an Irish rebel; if Frank was a practical man, Brian would be an intellectual; if Frank—indeed, if the whole Fitzpatrick family—valued respectability, Brian would choose the bohemian life.


First, however, he had to get away from home. He told me that when he was about fourteen, he ran away to sea, which may or may not be true; another version is that he tried to join the navy but was turned down because of poor sight. Academic success came more easily, and in his matriculation exams Brian got a First in English as well as a state Senior Scholarship worth £40, a significant sum in 1921. This enabled him to enter the University of Melbourne; later he also won a scholarship to the University’s fanciest residential college, Trinity, giving him his first contact with Melbourne’s Anglican elite. He was active in student journalism and one of the founders of the University Labor Club, where he met the woman who later became his first wife, Kathleen Pitt. He was a romantic, according to Kathleen, impetuous and impressionable. Despite quarrelling with Ernest Scott, the Professor of History (Kathleen, a budding historian herself, thought he ‘lacked the discipline’ for a historian), he graduated with honours in 1925.


In 1926, Brian left for England and spent sixteen rather directionless months in London working as a journalist. It was the only overseas trip he would ever make, and the experience was not happy, despite later stories of sighting GK Chesterton in his flowing cape in a Fleet Street pub. Brian seems to have been drinking heavily—‘It was hard when a man was alone with his tortured nerves in a strange land’, he wrote in a semi-autobiographical story—and landed in hospital with concussion after an ill-judged chivalrous intervention to protect a woman (unknown to him) from harassment. After that, he went back to Australia, tail between his legs, still feeling the after-effects of the beating. In Sydney, he worked as a journalist, continued to drink, and moved in a bohemian artistic and literary milieu. The pattern was interrupted in 1932, when he married Kathleen—a cut above him socially: it was not for nothing that she entitled her autobiography Solid Bluestone Foundations—in St Patrick’s Catholic Cathedral, Melbourne. Brian acquired a taste for lawn tennis at this period, an aristocratic demeanour, and perhaps the distinctive accent that, if not British, was not markedly Australian. But the marriage soon failed, leaving a lasting bitterness on Kathleen’s side.


Brian was doing well in journalism by this time; he had a job as a feature writer on domestic and international affairs for one of Keith (father of Rupert) Murdoch’s newspapers, the Melbourne Herald. But the Murdoch press was too conservative for Brian, and around the time of his break-up with Kathleen, he threw up the job too. His new avocations were history and civil liberties, what would now be called human rights. He had conceived the idea of writing a history of Australia in terms of British economic imperialism that would confound the academics and challenge their standard story. The project sounds Marxist—though in fact Brian knew little of Marx and denied any influence from him—and was definitely leftist in tenor. Brian’s civil liberties interests reflected the same leftist orientation. A central issue in the Australia of the 1930s was book censorship. ‘Undesirable’ books imported from abroad were regularly seized at the port of entry by Customs—they included Marx’s Capital, so perhaps Brian can be excused for neglecting it—and this naturally infuriated intellectuals, especially those on the Left. My mother, then a young university tutor, got to know my father when they both used to take the Glen Waverley train home after evening meetings of the Book Censorship Abolition League.


The cause célèbre of the period was the Kisch case of 1934, when a suspected Communist, Egon Erwin Kisch, a well-known figure in the European world of Leftist journalism, was forbidden entry to Australia to speak at a conference against war and fascism. Kisch jumped ship, literally, at Fremantle, and broke his leg. His brief imprisonment and subsequent deportation became the stuff of legend. Under the Commonwealth Immigration Act, aliens could be deported if they were unable to demonstrate competence in a European language (a rough test for whiteness); and Kisch, though a polyglot who could get by in most European languages, was tested in Scots Gaelic and failed. My father loved that story; it appealed to his sense of the ridiculous as well as his sense of outrage. He was not the only one to be upset by the government’s actions in the Kisch affair; others springing to Kisch’s defence included Vance and Nettie Palmer, a generation older than Brian and already well-known writers, with whom he became lifelong friends. It was in the wake of the Kisch affair that the Australian Council for Civil Liberties was founded at the end of 1935. My father was on the organising committee, as was my mother; he subsequently became the ACCL’s permanent (but unpaid) general secretary. To the extent that he ever had a job in my conscious lifetime, this was it.


Miss Dorothy Davies, as she is primly referred to in the ACCL minutes, was the clever, shy, eldest daughter of a patent attorney, Leslie Bartlett Davies, and his wife Barbara, brought up in the middle-class Melbourne suburb of Glen Iris. The Davies family was of Scottish and English descent: solid middle-class Presbyterian, and so were the Macindoes on the maternal side. The Davies grandfather had been a noted land-developer in Victoria, active with his brother in colonial politics, who lost his money in the great crash of 1893. Her own father was still struggling to establish himself at the time of her birth but later became a person of consequence in his profession; politically, he was active in the Young Nationalists, a ginger group in the conservative party. Doff was an extremely good student at school and a brilliant one at university, ending up in 1934 with first-class honours, first place in History and Politics, and the university’s Dwight Prize; she was rewarded with tutorships in Economic History and Politics, her professorial mentors being Joe Burton and Macmahon Ball, both on the moderate Left politically. She was a hardworking and meticulous student; her lectures notes neatly written in different coloured inks, are wondrous to behold (could she have recopied them after the lectures?). She lived at home, travelling in every day on the tram; in the course of these journeys, as she told me, she read the whole of Gibbons’ Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.


In later life, Doff would describe herself as mildly socialist in her university days, more of a bluestocking than an activist. That’s not the impression one gets from looking at the prewar minutes of the Council for Civil Liberties. To anyone who knew her in later life, it’s a surprise to find out how intensely engaged in civil liberties work she was: a real partner of Brian’s, but harder-working and more conscientious about detail, and just as radical in her positions, but in a colder, more rigorous style. In these years, there was an equally close working partnership between them on the historical side. Brian was writing the book that became British Imperialism in Australia, in which Australia’s dependence on exports and primary industry, notably sheep-raising, is a major theme. Doff, in close parallel, was researching the history of the Australian wool trade.


When Brian arrived on the scene, a divorced man, if not still formally a married one, and a drinker to boot, Doff’s parents must have cringed, but they accepted him, or at least my grandmother (known to me and ultimately to the whole family as Barbar) did; Grandpa was always so remote that it was hard to tell. Brian paid them back for their assumed disapproval by a stiff formality: Barbar was always ‘Mrs Davies’ to him, whereas he never called her sister-in-law, my great-aunt Ishie, Miss Davies. That was my observation as a child, though I have been told since that any son-in-law of the period would have used the formal form; it was the custom of the time. All I can say is that when my father called Barbar ‘Mrs Davies’, there was an edge to it.


It’s easier for me to see my parents at this period through my grandparents’ eyes than through their own. The parents were not prone in later years to reminisce to their children about earlier, presumably happier times. My mother did tell me, either as a warning or as justification for her error of judgement in marrying, that she had thought she could change Brian and stop him drinking. Sometime in the 1980s, long after his death, she had me climb a ladder to extract his courting letters from a dusty cupboard and insisted on my reading them; it was a time when I was very down on my father, and she wanted me to think better of him. There were some sexual bits in the first letter, which naturally repelled me (what child can bear to hear about their parents’ sex life?), and I declined to continue. When I looked at them in the archives after her death, that particular letter seemed to be missing, but in the others I found the Brian she might have been trying to show me: a buoyant, decisive, optimistic, generous person, full of activities and plans, who was out to rescue her not only from boring, bourgeois Glen Iris but also from her own anxiety and self-doubt. (‘How dare you wallow in depths of misery, such as those of Wednesday’s letter’, he reproached her affectionately in one letter.)


Evidently his encouragement wasn’t working; in the same letter, he wrote wryly of his ‘evident inability to keep you cheerful’. Although he praised her work on the wool trade unstintingly and did his best to help her finish it, she baulked: 750 pages of neatly typed manuscript survive, with handwritten corrections and a table of contents, but it covers only twenty-six years of the wool trade in colonial New South Wales, and she never completed it. This was one of Doff’s great failures in her own eyes; probably Brian, a fast and fluent writer as well as a great persuader, saw it as a baffling failure of his own. In public, Doff blamed my arrival in 1941, though privately she once told me that she had reached a dead end with the book, and pregnancy had got her off the hook.


Later Doff would occasionally say that she had expected something different from marriage to Brian than what she got (which I understood to mean poverty, unhappy motherhood and social isolation). What that something was she didn’t specify, but I assumed it was an interesting life, friends, being in the thick of things. It was accepted between them that Brian was better with people, the one of the pair with charm and social assurance (later she would call it showing off) who made friends easily, the politically savvy one who had connections and a former journalist’s confidence in using them. Of the people Doff met early on through Brian, the writer Eleanor Dark, who lived with her doctor husband in the Blue Mountains, was particularly important. Eleanor respected Doff as an intellectual and university woman. Doff, for her part, admired and envied Eleanor’s life: domestically well-organised, financially secure, but also high-minded (the Darks’ politics were on the Left, they were environmentalists avant la lêttre, and Eleanor corresponded with many of Australia’s early feminists) and non-bourgeois. She tried, though not very successfully, to share the Darks’ and Brian’s enjoyment of bush-walking.


In photographs of the period, Doff, slim with blue eyes and wavy brown hair, pretty enough but with a rather uncertain expression, usually appears in neat suits; it must be a tribute to her status as a working woman, as nobody else in her family wore them. Brian, by contrast, is often in a bathing suit, swimming or sitting on the beach, or in shorts, hiking. There are few photographs of them together, probably because one or other of them was usually the photographer, but as I remember they looked a bit odd side by side, as if they didn’t quite belong together. If you wait around too long to get married, Doff once told me, you miss out on the best ones and have to wait for one of the rejects in the second round. But that was the kind of thing Doff liked to say, so I don’t take it too seriously as a motive. The marriage took place in the summer of 1940, when Doff was twenty-seven and Brian thirty-four. As a married woman, Doff felt obliged to resign from her university tutorship, as Kathleen had done eight years earlier under the same circumstances. The newlyweds first took a flat in Orrong Road, Toorak, and then moved a few blocks away to Clendon Road, a flashy address but a low fixed rent. We lived there the whole of my childhood.
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Flat 3, 22a Clendon Road, Toorak: the address still comes to me in a childish singsong, along with the telephone number, BJ4634. ‘Petersburg, I have all the numbers of your telephones’, the Russian poet Osip Mandelstam wrote of the vanished pre-Revolutionary Russian past, but from my Australian past I retain only the one. Our flat was on the corner of Malvern Road in a two-storey block of six called Wanda Court. The flat had two bedrooms, one that doubled as my father’s study and the other my room, and a large, light-filled living and dining room. It was at the intersection of two roads with quite different characters. Malvern Road had the tram lines: the trams stopped with a metallic rattle at our corner, then rang their bells and lumbered up the hill. I used to have a nightmare in which a tram did the unthinkable and came off the rails after me. Clendon Road, leading into upscale Toorak, was lined with plane trees which the council annually cut back to within an inch of their lives.


Across Malvern Road was Toorak railway station and the shops, including the newsagent where Brian bought newspapers and the Women’s Weekly and borrowed detective stories: he liked Agatha Christie and Ngaio Marsh. The newsagent came to be of personal interest to me from about five, when I learned to read: it sold children’s magazines (and comics too, but only stupid people read them), one of which advertised an intriguingly titled column: ‘Thereby hangs a tale’. That seemed a funny thing for Thereby (three syllables, with stress on the first) to do, whoever he was. The Corner Shop, where Brian bought cigarettes, was not far away. Cigarettes were an interesting commodity because they were rationed (so, probably, were many foodstuffs, but I was not interested in these more mundane goods) and sometimes unavailable; at one such time, my father had been on the point of deciding to give up smoking, but then a consignment arrived in the nick of time.


I have clearer childhood memories of Boyanda Road, where Barbar and Grandpa lived, than I do of our place in Clendon Road. It was a big red-brick house, probably Edwardian, with a formidable dark-green hedge in front, religiously trimmed by Grandpa. A small orange tree stood in a pot outside the kitchen door; I felt a special kinship with it, perhaps on height grounds. The best thing about Barbar’s house was the big single room upstairs where the four children had lived, with Arthur Rackham prints on the wall. I imagined this as a kind of children’s commune, something like Peter Pan, though I think in fact the siblings squabbled over space and would have liked it to be divided up. The kitchen was also a somewhat magical place, especially when Barbar, my grandmother, and Barbie, her youngest daughter, rolled out pastry for pies with rolling pins, an exotic tool unknown at home, or made dumplings with golden syrup. Barbie was a blithe spirit, still very young then, living with her parents while her husband was away at the war: when I later read the lines ‘The good are always the merry / Save by an evil chance’ I immediately thought of her.


Barbar was a contraction of my grandmother’s first name, not a reference to Babar the Elephant in the children’s stories, though he was a favourite of mine and I saw a kind of spiritual as well as nominal connection between these two benign characters. Barbar was comfortable, like a pillow; you could lean up against her. The house was comfortable too—cool in summer, shielded by verandas, with lots of dark wood. The bookcases contained lots of books about Scotland, home of our ancestors, of which I particularly liked the one on Scottish tartans (illustrated in colour). There were Australian children’s books from my mother’s childhood, too: Snugglepot and Cuddlepie, The Magic Pudding and Seven Little Australians.


I thought of the books as Barbar’s, like everything else in the house, though it may well have been Grandpa who read, or at least acquired, them. Grandpa was the downside of Boyanda Road from my standpoint; a tall thin man, rather remote in general but particularly to children. Grandpa, unlike the female members of the family, seemed immune to my childish charms; he had no repertoire of games and there seemed no way to talk to him. It was said that Grandpa had once played the flute, an appealing and even appropriate image given his reedy frame, but I never heard him do so. The only thing he seemed to be interested in was golf, but it was clear that Barbie and even Barbar, not to speak of ever-critical Doff, were bored by his golf stories.


Not being able to talk to Grandpa was a major disadvantage because I liked talking. My childhood nickname was Fink, along with its derivatives Finkie and Finkie-pie. This had nothing to do with the American meaning of ‘fink’ as an informer, which my parents surely didn’t know, but was a comment on my opinionated nature from an early age (‘I think …’ insistently repeated) as well as my defective pronunciation. Names were very important to me; I clearly subscribed to the belief that once you name a thing, you own it. My parents were Mummy and Daddy; any other form of address (Mum, Dad, Ma, Pa, Mama, Papa, etc) was unthinkable. There was a good boy called Ian up Clendon Road, whom I used to play with, and across Malvern Road were his antitheses—the red-haired Catholic rough Ians whom my parents considered undesirable companions.


From an early age, words interested me, almost more so than the things they stood for. Paraphernalia, for example, which didn’t mean anything in particular but was fun to say. (‘This is young Katherine who lives in Australia/with her toys and her books and her paraphernalia.’) Or civil liberties, something incomprehensible connected with my father, responsible on occasion for his absence or non-availability, and therefore regarded by me with suspicion. ‘Civvernimmities doesn’t mean anything!’ I am said to have blurted out, aged about three, in the midst of an adult conversation, annoyed, probably, at being temporarily overlooked. My father liked words too. Not three incomprehensibles but one incomprehensible, he would intone sonorously, in a spirit of parody, from the definition of the Trinity in the Athanasian Creed.
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My father had a special place in my world, and for that matter, in the universe: as a small child I saw him as greater than all around and regarded him with absolute love, pride and admiration. It’s hard to recapture this, especially when I look at photographs and see a youngish man, medium height or a bit below, hair neatly parted at the side and lying flat on the head (what now looks like the Hitler haircut, but it was common then), not bad looking but with no special distinction or authority. That isn’t the man I remember from childhood. That man was a giant, bestriding my narrow world like a Colossus (I immediately thought of my father when I first read that Shakespearean line). He was famous, not like other fathers; people knew his name and recognised him on the street, he gave broadcasts on the radio. He knew everything as well as everyone. He could do everything, including things that nobody else in the family did, like swimming far out to sea, climbing rocks, riding a bicycle singing, speaking French, reciting poetry, typing in that dramatic staccato that was the cantus firmus of my childhood.


He was fearless and brave, and encouraged me, his ‘Boy’, to be the same (‘cracking hardy’ was one of the virtues he recommended; crying was disapproved of). He had none of the anxiety and excessive cautiousness about dangers in the external world (for example, from climbing trees) of the female relatives. He was strong: you could ride on his shoulders for a long time without his getting tired and telling you to get off; as I grew up a little, we developed a routine where I actually stood on his shoulders. He was funny, telling wonderful stories and jokes, and fun to play with (unlike other fathers, he was often available for playing, reading stories, walks in the park, playing ball, going to the beach, and so on). From early childhood, Brian’s was the physical presence I remember most clearly: sitting on his lap, stroking the funny short hairs at the back of his neck; lying in bed listening to him singing a goodnight lullaby.


Unlike my mother, who was very definitely part of a family, my father stood alone, self-fashioned, as was appropriate for one so great. He actually did have a family, as he would admit under questioning, but it was irrelevant to him, which I heard with awe. His mother and father—Irish Catholic, as I understood (inaccurate on both counts, as it later turned out, but that was my father’s mythology of his family), in contrast to my mother’s Scottish Presbyterians—were both dead, and he had been very sad when his mother died (he did not say anything about his reaction to his father’s death). He had many siblings, but the only one I knew as a child was Kevin, the middle brother, whom Brian seemed to regard more in the light of a civil liberties case than a sibling (there had been some trouble when he was serving in the army in World War II). Brian claimed not to be able to remember the names of all his sisters and, when one of them greeted him by name on the tram, he thought she was being over-familiar (not recognising her, owing to his short sight) and snubbed her; that was one of his funny stories. For me as a small child, this was another proof of his remarkable singularity.


When I was older, but still quite young, he used to take me out—into town on the tram, to concerts, to restaurants, at least once to a May Day procession—and introduce me proudly to his friends. Doff must have come sometimes, but often the two of us went alone. Everyone knew him, and he knew everyone. In my eyes, he was the ultimate in savoir faire and savoir vivre: I could not imagine him at a disadvantage or at a loss to deal with a situation. He was my audience, the one who could be counted on to watch as I jumped from a tree branch and listen when I spoke (not always too busy, like Mummy), the one who was sure not only to applaud but to do so intelligently (not like the great-aunts, Ishie always excepted, who often didn’t get the point). My love, pride and admiration for him were fully reciprocated; I felt him to be an absolutely reliable source of encouragement and approval, and indeed, seeing myself through his eyes, had nothing but approval and admiration for myself. It was impossible to imagine a better father.
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My mother was a much less vivid presence in my early life, or at least in my memory of it. I have had to struggle for images of her; she seems to have been pushed onto the periphery by more assertive characters—Brian and my great-aunt Ishie. There are no negative memories of her from this period, though those come later; perhaps it’s because of those later problems that I have forgotten what she was to me in my first years. Unless my memory is right and it was a case of post-partum depression and failure to bond.


My mother had some stories about my birth. The first was about arriving at the hospital, in labour with me, and being required by the admitting nurse to give oral answers to a series of questions including her religion, to which Doff answered, ‘None’. Looking at Doff’s Irish last name, and presumably noticing that no husband was present, the nurse asked: ‘How do you spell it?’ The second story was that Nazi Germany attacked the Soviet Union, thus bringing it into the war, when she was still in hospital, having just given birth to me. Since I was born on 4 June without any particular complications and the attack came on 22 June, Australian time, this seems unlikely. But Doff’s story conveyed the momentousness of the occasion, as well as some sense that she, as well as the world, had entered dangerous waters. Dymphna Clark, wife of my parents’ friend Manning, told the same story with more plausibility about the birth of her daughter Katerina on 20 June. Perhaps that’s why Katerina and I both grew up to become Russianists.
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