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    A ‘LIFESCAPE’




    I OFFER THIS book as what I would describe as a ‘lifescape’. It features experiences from my life with the talented (the best), the sometimes unreasonable, the blatantly horrible, the powerful, and then a few of the great and good to entertain and hopefully at times challenge orthodoxy. It is about the most precious things in life that drive most of us: the people and the things we care about—our passions. I hope you will find satisfaction, surprise and stimulation in equal measure.




    I lost my job at NewsCorp Australia in early August of 2013 and I have no intention of telling any major aspect of that story in detail in this book. Necessarily there are some references, but that story is best left for another day. On leaving News I had what I would describe as a ‘tsunami of kindness’, with over 700 emails and text messages alone. There were many calls and offers of friendship and support. Immediately on parting I did complete a detailed account of my period at NewsCorp but for release many years hence, when dust has settled and the solace of time has done its magic.




    But those aspects of my life that gave rise to my appointment at NewsCorp Australia are in this book, with some observations from having been at that company in a variety of leadership roles for more than eighteen years and then as head of all its Australian operations. There is possible evidence that mine was not an entirely irrational appointment but then … you be the judge. But I will disappoint you if you seek a revenge manual about NewsCorp.




    In a similar way, while I dedicate these pages to the solid mandala of my life—my wife Catherine Dovey—you shall read no more about her (well, she makes four brief appearances). She is a private person, as is the case with many children of politicians. With great love to her, our marriage is off the record. Nor will you hear of my father-in-law Gough Whitlam or my mother-in-law Margaret and our life with them. Nor about Catherine’s brothers, nephews and nieces. That is part of our pact. My sister and her family is also protected territory.




    In the writing of this ‘lifescape’, it occurred to me what sort of book I wanted to publish. It is not autobiographical in the traditional sense, but rather a collection of essays on the things I am passionate about. In talking about these topics, though, I am sure you will gain a measure of insight into how I think and feel. In fact, you will probably gain more insight into my life from these essays than you would from a blow-by-blow chronological retelling. By necessity, time periods overlap in the chapters, but I have written this book so you can pick it up, read a bit and put it down, or go the whole nine yards.




    I am an ordinary person from ordinary circumstances. And I have no illusion that my life has been amazingly fortunate in the lucky dip of life. It has often been bathed in the glow of kindness and love. Elsewhere I describe the process of life as being about the acquisition and application of knowledge. I believe how we manage life attests to our own abilities and character, as reinforced and nourished by our home environments, the reliability and quality of our formal education and the tools it imbues us with—and then follows the experience from which we manage, make decisions and grow.




    Here I am sharing with you what I have learned from a wonderfully endowed youth—no money, but access to all areas—to many diverse professional and personally enhancing experiences. I hope at times you will laugh and maybe you might cry—goodness knows I have. Rules of Engagement describes my mood over the years and presently. I freely admit I am a glass half-full kind of person. So this book is optimistic. Serendipity has ruled in much of my life, including my being alive today. I stopped noticing the serendipity factor until recently. It may sound clichéd but I have never been more aware that life is the greatest gift and we waste too much of it.




    I resist negative definitions, and have no intention to waste time on lost opportunities. Nor will the tough stuff of trite but true observations that demonstrate ‘life wasn’t meant to be easy’ ring through these pages. I suppose in many ways this is about an odd-ball’s life—someone who has been an outlier. Ultimately, it is about the kid who was the nerd. But I was one of the fortunate nerds who broke into the mainstream through the rubric of hard work. I am an inveterate bowerbird for information, analysis, ideas, study and self-improvement. Sometimes it has worked and at other times I have failed. Plan, Execute, Analyse, Learn—PEAL—my mantra for decades, has proven to be a winner and has worked like a treat in several of the enterprises I have led.




    As I’ve said, this is not a chronological narrative nor is this a ‘memoir’. It is the story so far told through a series of reflections on experiences and ideas that have shaped and influenced the course of my life. A good book is rich with stories and there are many anecdotes through full-blown ‘tellings’, or should I say ‘tillings of old soil’ in these pages.




    While my publisher offered me an index, something that I believe is expensive to create but is often seen as a signifier of a book’s importance, there is no index! I chose to eschew it. As a friend recently said of my decision to do so, ‘Mate, they will just have to buy it!’ If you are looking for names, a particular story, anecdotes or a quote, then read the book.




    Nothing beats stories and the conclusions we draw from them. Enjoy.




    Sydney, August 2014
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    MOTHER




    MY MOTHER JOAN lives with me. Fortunately, she is not as active a presence as she was after she died on 18 July 2008. For months afterwards she would visit me, each night. She would tap on my shoulder, demanding my attention urgently. This was not something I had anticipated, having had no sense of an afterlife nor an aspiration to one—living responsibly here and now is demanding enough. But there she was, so vividly in our bedroom, tap, tap, tapping. Seeking, I don’t know what but she was persistent. I could only think it was to do with the troubling nature of her final illness. I have no rational explanation for these occurrences.




    The strongest of these visitations occurred when I was giving a speech for the NSW Public Education Foundation a couple of weeks after she died. Joan manifested across the other side of the stage and proceeded to move towards me until she was standing at my right-hand side as I was delivering my prepared text. I kept reading but began an earnest monologue to her in my head that was along the lines of: ‘It is not a good time just now, Mum. Can’t you wait until later?’ Then, ‘Please, Mum, don’t be here just now, I am giving a serious speech.’ Followed with, rather imploringly, ‘Mum, this is really harsh of you, please don’t be here while I am doing this.’




    It was beyond bizarre and needless to say I found it more than disorienting. At one point I froze and then a tear made its way from my eye, falling forlornly onto the page. This seemed to happen in slow motion, although it was soon joined by many companions. No doubt the assembled throng thought I was stark, raving mad when I gave a lame excuse about having recently lost my mum—I could hardly say she was standing right next to me to explain my confused, and confusing state.




    Mum was very like that—bold and confident in life and, as I now discovered, in death. In these encounters, which went on for many months, she was always silent and rather stern, and at times assertive, such as when she would wake me at night or impose herself on something I was doing, as when I was giving the speech. I told David, my dad, about this particular experience on the weekend afterwards and he said he wished it had happened to him and wept. I never felt more for him than in that moment. We had been through a lot together over the previous months.




    Mum’s death followed a harrowing sequence of events that started in October 2007, when she was uncharacteristically harsh, blunt and rude at a Sunday luncheon my wife and I were having with my parents at the old Pier Restaurant in Rose Bay. From arrival Mum had been uncharacteristically argumentative and quite irrationally ill tempered. At the time I paid it little heed but then we started noticing over the next couple of months a marked deterioration in her personality and behaviour. By December, Mum was behaving extremely strangely and had clearly lost a lot of her independent mental capacity, exhibiting slight paranoia. It is difficult to truly comprehend the speed of her deterioration, as part of us simply would not believe what was happening.




    My sister Candice had initially asked for advice from a family member who was a doctor. Mum was referred quickly for various tests, including an MRI, which was quite traumatic for her. I had to hold her hand throughout, as she was incapable of understanding what was happening to her. Her fear was heartbreaking.




    A session with a neurologist followed in the New Year. He phoned after receiving the results of his tests and said I was to bring my mother in to him immediately. I dropped everything in my office at FOXTEL, called my father and went and collected them both.




    My mother had an aggressive glioblastoma multiforme (GBM). The neurologist said very bluntly that surgery was needed, followed by radiotherapy and chemotherapy. My parents were completely thrown and we were all consumed with Mum’s treatment from that day until her death on 18 July 2008.




    The operation was booked a few days after the neurology session and then followed a sequence of challenging events, including Mum’s residence in three separate hospitals before her final resting place at a hospice for the last two-and-a-half months. The whole horrible experience developed its own momentum and Mum and Dad ceded their decision-making rights via powers of attorney to my sister and me.




    I carry huge guilt over the decision for her initial surgery and subsequent treatment. With the benefit of hindsight, there was no gain to be derived from surgery, radiotherapy and chemotherapy with a brain cancer as advanced as hers, and certainly not at her age of seventy-eight. It would have been better to have purchased several crates of champagne and to have given Mum a really good time with a constant trail of visiting friends and family over her brief remaining time. Like so many people, we got caught up in the desire to comfort and cure. This overrode rational analysis, objective assessment and thoughtful decision-making. Her suffering was by any appraisal needlessly prolonged and in many ways, albeit unintentionally, brutal. The quality of her care was variable.




    Despite this Mum was magnificently resilient throughout these last months, exhibiting her natural strength of character with a ferocious independence. This manifested in a variety of ways—the first when I found her walking out of the hospital the second day after her first admission. It was clear that Mum was running away—she had a strange, furtive look. Later that day I had to confiscate all her street clothing and leave only nighties to try and keep her in the hospital until the surgery commenced. Things got worse rapidly.




    The neurosurgery in the words of the surgeon ‘went well’, but what does that mean when the result was watching Mum descend into progressive madness? Mum had a profound reaction with extreme, extended psychosis across many weeks, which meant arduous, mad harangues, with her ranting at me on the phone multiple times every day, or in person during my two or three visits each day. It was fairly demanding and maintaining my ‘day job’ at FOXTEL while trying, with my sister, to support our parents through the process was confronting. There was nothing else other than work and parenting parents during these months.




    Mum was confused about what was happening to her—‘But why me? I don’t understand why it is me. Where did this come from?’ she would ask beseechingly. Her temporal memory swiftly collapsed, even before the surgery, with her remembering no more than the previous few minutes. There was a daily onslaught for my father: ‘Where is he? Why won’t he come? Why has he abandoned me?’ was often said when Dad had left just minutes before. When Dad was there, a variety of extended hurtful things would be hurled at him ranging from, ‘It’s a divorce when I am out of here,’ to ‘I won’t take it any longer,’ and so on. They were psychotic expressions of, no doubt, enduring and long-held neuroses—the mind unchecked can be a very powerful thing.




    In order to try and provide a semblance of clarity and order for her I started a daybook in which visitors could write when they had been there with messages of support. I thought it might help Mum deal with her failing memory. My first entry in the log, which I have kept, said:




    

      21 January 2008




      Dearest Mum,




      You are in [xxx] private hospital. You are in a private room (number 305). Dad is at home [address]. Dad visits you every day, as do I.




      Your memory is playing tricks on you. You often feel abandoned but that is not the case. You forget that you are having surgery to help you get better. Please ensure that either Dad or I are with you when you talk to the doctor. You have now been here for three days.




      We are available on the phone whenever we are not here [I provided details for me and Dad].




      Please do not leave the floor you are on without being accompanied, as you might get lost.




      We love you very much.




      Your loving son,




      Kim


    




    A couple of days after the operation when Mum was no longer in intensive care I wrote:




    

      26 January 2008




      Dearest Mum,




      You are in a private hospital. You have had an operation to remove a large brain tumour. The operation went well. You have now commenced a process of recovery. You will be in hospital for some time so that the doctors and nurses can monitor your progress and assist your healing.




      Dad and I visit you every day. Candice and Nathan [my sister’s husband] return from Europe tomorrow night and will be with you on Monday.




      Your memory is playing tricks on you. Your mind is a bit muddled. We need you to concentrate on being calm and being positive. The nurses are here to help you—press the big, round button and someone will come to help.




      You can phone me at any time [my mobile number] and Candice when she gets back.




      We love you very much and we will all get through this challenge together. I know it is very difficult but we will continue to make progress. You will improve if you focus on being calm and positive.




      We want you to feel that you are in a cocoon of love that will help you heal.




      With all our love,




      David, Kim and Candice


    




    For my father it was a crushing burden and, at eighty-two, he simply wasn’t up to the emotional challenge and couldn’t confront the severity of her violent verbal attacks and rapid deterioration. Poor Dad kept on ineptly trying to rationalise with her, refusing to accept her incapacity to process extended conversations and inability to reason—she was highly volatile and exhibited every kind of emotion and distress one could conjure. It continued like this for two-and-a-half months.




    The hospital called at 4 a.m. during the second week saying that Mum had ‘escaped’. She had run from the hospital in her nightgown into the car park and stumbled on the stairs, falling and hurting herself. I went straight to the hospital. She was a bruised and rather bloody sight, rich with rage and an assertiveness that made me enormously proud of her. She was fighting for her rights as she saw them and trying to take control. She had always had a rather intense personality with strong emotions and deep feelings about many things, and in her depleted state this was writ large in every possible way.




    She ‘escaped’ once more and maintained mad rants for far too many weeks until the combination of the physical and mental deterioration balanced with mighty doses of medication stabilised her to a point where she was less troubled and more peaceful. At the second hospital, where she was having daily radiotherapy sessions, I engaged a night nurse to be with her for her protection, given her tendency to take flight and also because of the general dislocation she was creating for other patients. Then she was moved to a little convalescent hospital, where she was effectively bedridden.




    Her mental calamity at this time was acute. It was in this third facility where we celebrated her seventy-ninth birthday on 15 March 2008 with family and friends. We had the best champagne and caviar, two of Mum’s very rarely indulged in but favourite things. She seemed happy for the day, probably the last time we saw her in a quasi-content state. Seven weeks later she was moved to the hospice where she spent the last ten weeks of her life.




    Throughout all this time we kept the daybook going, adding entries with each visit about activities we shared—a walk, a meal, a discussion, a TV program, a reading—as well as recording doctor’s visits and her mental and physical disposition. Initially this was intended to assist her if we were not there and in the early weeks I found Mum a couple of times reading it in a puzzled state. After several weeks the daybook ceased to be of any value to Mum but became a device for visitors to communicate with each other on her state of wellbeing or otherwise, and to have some sense of continuity over her welfare.




    Only at the hospice did she find a degree of calm, although it was terrible to observe her pain and sensitivity to touch. On counsel from my friend Rabbi Mendel Kastel, I took to reading her Psalms 20 (‘The Lord Hear Thee in the Day of Trouble’) and 23 (‘The Lord is my Shepherd’) regularly during these days. They are beautiful comforting pieces of poetry in times of severe personal distress, also providing an intersection between Jewish and Christian observance. After three weeks of eating and drinking virtually nothing, Mum passed away peacefully. At that point we all wanted her release from the enormous suffering she had heroically endured for more than six months. She weighed less than 45 kilograms, having lost at least 25 kilograms over the year to the date when she died.




    To see a person as vital and alive as my mother reduced to the little withered wreck she became was almost impossible to accept. But in those final months our relationship, which had been broken in many ways for years, was fully restored. Never had our bond been as strong.




    [image: ]




    Mum was a remarkable person. Joan Audray Williams (née Bertram) was born on the Ides of March in 1929, a ‘Depression baby’. The Great Depression would always affect her worldview. Her parents, Estelle ‘Stella’ and Darryl, with whom I was particularly close until their deaths, were very poor, had four children already—Verle, Gwendoline, Darryl and Nita—and couldn’t really afford to care for Joan when she was born. Grandpa had only sporadic work in the 1930s—work as a pastry cook, his trade, was hard to come by then—and Grandma took in piecework as a seamstress, which she continued to do well into her late seventies. Accordingly, Mum was regularly cared for by her Aunt Rita, Grandma’s ‘sister’ (long story), and Uncle Douglas, who worked in procurement for the Beard Watson & Co department store in the city, in their simple home in Manly. Mum adored her parents and Rita and Doug, and they were all central to our lives. I visited my grandparents most weeks in my university days.




    Both her parents had a huge impact on Joan. She was an odd amalgam of the dignity and conviction of her father with the crash-through style of her mother. Grandpa was fit, swimming regularly between the heads at Bondi, and a quietly pious person, reading from his bible every day. Grandma was a get-up-and-go type who wanted the best for her kids and was always pushing them to achieve. The home was very much an old-style Australian matriarchy. Never having much money, they never owned a home or a car.




    I once asked Grandpa why he didn’t have any friends. He answered, ‘Kim but I do—my family.’ He’d told me he could never afford to buy a round at the pub—‘At best I could afford one beer on the way home,’ he’d said. I thought it was one of the saddest things I had ever heard but he added, ‘Don’t be like that, son. I had a family and responsibilities and didn’t ever waste my wages on drinking, like other blokes.’ I thought there was a deep well of sadness inside him from that isolation. He was not a particularly resilient person, unlike Grandma, and he had a world-weariness about him. He had a certain sense of having been weighed down by life.




    Grandpa was a man of great personal but intensely private conviction and in both wars he served only in a non-combatant capacity. While his sons had criticised his stance and had adopted a fairly tough view of his position, Grandpa was one of the few older people who was completely supportive of my position against registering for national service in 1971. He was a source of calm support to me, and it meant a huge amount.




    Like her parents Joan was a lifelong Labor voter. My father on the other hand was a lifelong staunch Liberal voter and only once voted Labor, in 1972, and only then because I was about to go to jail for eighteen months as a result of my civil disobedience in not registering for the national service ballot. As a product of her upbringing Joan had an all-consuming fear of poverty and it conditioned her thinking in numerous ways. She always squirrelled away cash in secret hiding spots and vessels, as her own mother had done—after Mum passed away, my sister and father found thousands of dollars in her wardrobe, concealed in jars, purses and odd pieces of clothing. She would dry wretch if she smelled cooked rabbit, which she regarded as ‘poor people’s food’ as it recalled for her the regular ‘rabbitohs’ who had hawked their fresh meat in the streets of her old neighbourhood a couple of times a week. She was always concerned that those in her world, especially her children, had secure employment and that we observed frugality—she couldn’t bear the way I invariably gave things away and made extravagant gifts to family and friends, thinking it an example of wanton recklessness.




    Joan had also inherited a marked modesty from her childhood, never being comfortable with nudity or crudity. About the most severe term she could ever invoke in anger would be to tell someone to ‘buzz off ’. Dad was quite the opposite, being incredibly relaxed about nudity. He often walked around the house naked and, I believe from a time when I spoke with them both in Italy when they were visiting me there, that he was an adventurous lover, much to Joan’s embarrassment. I caught them a couple of times in my teenage years and Mum’s discomfort for days afterward was palpable. I, of course, thought it was wonderful!




    Joan did, however, have an unusually powerful gift for life and the enjoyment of it. She had a wonderful sense of humour, a quick wit and natural intelligence that was matched with strong curiosity. She was self-conscious about having left school a little before she turned fifteen—it was one of her many insecurities—when she went off to technical college to study hairdressing in the early 1940s. But her creative personality blossomed from that time and she made lifelong friends at the college. When I was in high school she again enrolled in technical college to study and acquire formal qualifications in fashion, including pattern making, design and fine sewing. She made almost all of her own clothes even when she could easily afford to buy them.




    Her resourcefulness and do-it-yourself spirit saw a relentless appetite to make things and explore new territory. She was a terrific cook, having been a graduate of the ‘Greta Anna School’ of fine cuisine in the 1960s. She also made a convincing ‘Ginger’ to my father’s ‘Fred’, which surprised everyone who had the opportunity of seeing them dance together.




    In part, I think Joan’s passions were inspired in response to my paternal grandmother Phyllis Cathleen, whom we all called Cathy. She moved in with us in 1964 when I had just turned twelve—I gave up my bedroom for her and moved into our sunroom, which had a sliding louvered door so that it could be used for entertaining when we had visitors. Cathy was an intensely private person and was never really comfortable living at our house. She had a tendency to drink in private and had an allergy to my mother, which was reciprocated. She loathed Joan’s effervescence. Cathy was a miserable soul.




    Cathy had enjoyed privilege in early life, living in a beautiful home in Bronte with a cook and a gardener. Her husband had developed tuberculosis and died in the late 1940s, before I was born. He had been in a legal partnership with Kevin Ellis, who later became the Speaker in the NSW Legislative Assembly. It had been a hugely successful legal practice, however when her husband died Cathy had to sell the house, go out to work independently and rent a small bedsit in Potts Point. The reasons were never clear but there was always the suggestion that in some way Ellis had not ‘done the right thing’. She worked in a men’s formal-dress hire firm named Shaw’s, which was owned by her sister Alice, until she was seventy. I don’t think Cathy ever recovered from the experience of having been privileged and then suddenly having nothing.




    I imagine having Cathy living with us was like having a stranger in the house for Joan, who set about developing other interests in her life to survive. As a result her creativity blossomed even more. She took up millinery, macramé, upholstery, lapidary, gem cutting, painting, silver smithing, decoupage and leadlighting, and created any number of remarkable Faberge-style egg designs, complex patchwork items and lots of creations with beads and various beading products. She made footstools including their upholstery; pieces of jewellery such as fine bracelets, bangles and necklaces; other silver creations like cutlery; elaborate decoupage realisations on vases, walking sticks, clocks and many other improbable objects, and then there were those eggs. So many eggs: emu—from authorised indigenous citizens who loved her openness and curiosity dearly—duck, quail and even chook eggs. All of them were elaborately preserved, painted and repainted, lacquered and sawed, engineered with doors and fasteners, decorative additions of jewels and timepieces and numerous other inclusions. On one level they were all wonderful—eccentric and true to the form. She was so keen she would even visit several designer egg conventions in the United States.




    I cannot ever recall a time when Joan was not making something. Her quest to learn and develop her capacity to design and execute works never faded. Some of the work was idiosyncratic—especially a few of the egg designs and patchwork executions. They seemed from another aesthetic and time, but were precious. She was indefatigable in her interest for and devotion to craftwork and was prodigious in her vast oeuvre, which will live long in the lives of many, as she was generous in gifting pieces to all and sundry who expressed some interest or pleasure in her work. I had a number of embarrassing encounters with these gifts from Joan. Some of the items I had been given were ‘regifted’, and were either not on display in my home or available for exhibition when she wished to show them, which hurt her deeply.




    Cathy lived with us for almost fifteen years. When I was twenty-three in 1975, I went to Italy to work and after I returned I lived with my parents and Cathy for a few months. In that time it was clear that Cathy’s private drinking had become a severe problem—her room was above mine and I could hear her stumbling around at night. One morning I went into her room, telling her it had to stop. I cleared out about thirty empty gin bottles from her room—secreted in all her cupboard drawers, bags, clothes and the like. It was driving Joan crazy but my dad would do nothing about it. It was another couple of years before Joan became a ‘free woman’, when Cathy went into assisted care.




    Joan was enormously pleased I had confronted Cathy but David made no comment—none at all. It was as if it never happened. This same inability to talk about things that matter was evident later when my first wife, the writer Kathy Lette, left me for human rights lawyer Geoffrey Robertson in November 1988. It had happened when my parents were travelling and so I had waited until they were home to tell them. From that day it was never discussed. Never. When Kathy left I was really devastated and I thought they might offer support but the subject was never raised again. I imagine it is a generational thing on my mother’s part and that for my father dealing with other people’s emotions or issues was simply never his thing. Odd and hurtful, it certainly made me stronger and more independent. It also drove me further away from my mother, to her unremitting sadness.




    I had left home in January 1973, when I was twenty. I felt some guilt about this because my mother was hurt when I took off relatively abruptly without much discussion. Joan and I were extremely close in my childhood. She taught me to read when I was three and we always had ‘adult’ conversations. I was Mum’s friend and I was close to her through my teenage and young adulthood years. Even up until my mid twenties we would dine at a restaurant at least weekly before I decided I had to break the bond. It had become too suffocating and she was extraordinarily demanding. She even had a key to my apartment and would arrive unannounced whenever the fancy took her. She also never really approved of any of the women in my life and she usually made less than helpful remarks to them, often actively disparaging ones. After 1990 we were together only sporadically, and always because I initiated contact.




    Joan felt rejected when I left in 1973 and I know it hurt her. My father was never very involved with my mother’s life and I know in some ways I was a substitute for her in terms of conversation and engagement. She did have a wonderful relationship with my sister, who at that stage was still at home, but my separation physically and emotionally left her in a difficult place. But worse was to come—even more distressing than the dismay she experienced on discovering the details, from reading my private correspondence, when I was fifteen of my first relationship, with Margie Wait, which she promptly banned. The big fallout happened during my time in Italy.




    I had gone there to work as a music assistant with the late great mezzo-soprano Cathy Berberian and Italy’s finest modern composer Luciano Berio. Cathy and Luciano had been married in the 1950s and divorced in the 1960s but were still closer with each other than anyone else. Cathy had a splendid apartment in Milano and Luciano lived in Rome, and they jointly owned a home in a simple Tuscan town called Radicondoli, which was about halfway between Siena and Florence. My work with Cathy involved the preparation of a variety of recitals and with Luciano I had some compositional instruction, undertook modest musical assignments for him and assisted him with his duties as artistic director of the Israel Chamber Orchestra. It was a remarkable and quite wonderful time in my life, including acquiring an afro-style head of hair at Cathy’s request, and falling in love with her.




    Cathy was over twenty-five years older than me, memorably born on the 4th of July in 1925—the same year as my father. It was not a good idea and, with my youthful ardour and all its immaturity, it was doomed to fail. When Cathy ended our relationship I reacted poorly. I sought some extended therapy in London while I lived with a friend, the publisher for Universal Edition, Bill Colleran. On returning to Italy, when it became abundantly clear that our relationship was over, I attempted to end my life. Consequently I have a lot of sympathy with the passions of youth when everything is so intense and one has so little perspective and limited recourse to the armoury of skills we develop later in life. Mine was a messy and unpleasant business—for Cathy Berberian, for me, for close friends and, of course, for my alarmed parents.




    After some initial recovery time I was sent home pretty rapidly, to be collected by my parents at the airport. Entirely in alignment with the unpredictability of life, I discovered that not only had the Sydney String Quartet been travelling on the same plane as me since Singapore but that they were being met at Sydney Airport by my dear friend Mary Vallentine, who was the assistant manager of Musica Viva. It compromised, in spectacular fashion, what was meant to have been my confidential Australian re-entry. Mary was dismayed to see me and the state I was in.




    On the trip back when, although heavily sedated, I had been unable to sleep, I determined I would tell the truth to my parents, and be open and accurate about the relationship. After that my parents never spoke to me about the relationship ever again. I underwent an extended period of counselling with a psychiatrist—twice weekly initially and then weekly for a prolonged period, including several hospitalisations in a clinic on the north shore of Sydney. My mother was utterly paranoid about these sessions and feared that they would descend into Freudian psycho-babble, where she would be found to be responsible due to some ‘mother complex’. That was not the case. I think I was simply an awkward, passionate and incompetent young man, but the whole episode instigated a further separation between us.




    While my mother was in some ways desperate to know what transpired in my counselling, it was referred to almost in code. Sons and mothers have difficult relationships. Australian men are poor at talking about deep, inner feelings and apprehensions. In the best relationships mothers provide them with a place to vent and rebalance, which makes their sons better people. It is a strange thing that unresolved emotional and relationship territory between mothers and sons lingers in our country’s Anglo–Celtic communities, shaping us differently from what popular descriptions might assume. It seems to me that Australian Anglo–Celtic women are often stronger at core than their men, who do not handle conflict, introspection or counsel particularly well, often expressed as emotional inarticulacy at times. I was such a young man, having tested my mother’s tolerance and emotional capacity through my draft resistance and then through my broken state on return to Australia.




    Cathy Berberian and I maintained a correspondence for some years and shared many phone calls until a few months before she died in March 1983. She was one of the most vital women I have ever met and, notwithstanding all the sadness and difficulty in our relationship, it was a lasting joy to have known her. But I handled the breakdown in my relationship with my mother poorly. In a ham-fisted way I had tried to repair my utterly broken relationship with my father in 1993 by going on a trip with him for ten days to the west of New South Wales, the Hunter and the Central Coast. Joan did not forgive me for that as she misinterpreted it as a vote against her. It was not.




    Joan and I had a partial rapprochement when my wife and I hosted a lovely event at our home for her seventy-fifth birthday, which the composer and her friend Peter Sculthorpe and Aunt Nita and Mum’s tribe of friends had attended. An equally pleasant event for my father’s eightieth the following year, at which he and she were equal guests of honour, also moved our relationship forward. But some semblance of equilibrium was only really restored in her dire moment of need at the end of her life. In her final months our love was renewed and in many ways we were closer than we had ever been. She even, in one of those remarkable moments of extremity that happen near death, awoke on one of my visits and we had a conversation for about ten or fifteen minutes, at a time when her temporal memory had collapsed, in which she coherently declared her love for me and I, my own, for her.




    Mum will be remembered for many, many things but hopefully none more so than for her capacity for generosity, kindness, tolerance, integrity, reliability, creativity and love. She was a rare and special woman and notwithstanding her infirmities, achieved a state of grace of rare dimension at the end. She is the most important influence on my life and rarely would a day pass without me reflecting on some aspect of our relationship and its many complexities and felicities. This remarkable woman had been central to me and my learning. She haunts my life in a good way but she no longer visits. The tap, tap, tap has ceased.




    Five things my mother taught me




    

      	A love of continuous, self-directed learning.




      	You should never ‘have tickets on yourself ’.




      	Make the most of a bad thing—when I was a draft-resister she met several times with the then Catholic priest at Long Bay Jail and arranged for me to have an opportunity to direct the prison band if I was to be incarcerated there.




      	You should treasure and respect friendship.




      	Be a spectacularly original and effective lateral disciplinarian—I will never forget the brilliant effectiveness of her singing ‘God Save the Queen’ in Flemings supermarket at West Ryde when as a boy I, having been persistently naughty, didn’t believe her when she said,‘If you don’t stop doing that I will sing “God Save the Queen”, loudly!’ I didn’t and so she did. She won!
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    AN EDUCATION




    A YEAR OR SO ago I was on my way to Canberra and was approached at the airport by a sprightly mature-aged man.




    ‘You won’t remember me,’ he said, ‘but I wanted to say hello.’ I recognised him immediately.




    ‘You’re Mr Clarke from Marsden High School, my science teacher. You were one of my favourite teachers and I have loved science ever since.’ If there is anything to reincarnation, I only want to come back as a physicist and/or as a cellist. Mr Clarke then generously said that I had been one of his favourite students and had applied myself in a way that had encouraged him as a teacher. It gave me great pleasure to say to him, ‘Well, you were a really terrific teacher.’




    He introduced me to his son and then made some kind comments about having followed my life with interest. I thanked him and while we went our separate ways the exchange has stayed with me. He was a remarkably talented and caring teacher and he had a gift for imparting knowledge and encouraging curiosity. I recall a marvellous slide show he shared with the class of a trip he had taken to Egypt—remember, we are talking about the 1960s and such a trip by a young man then was a rare thing. He was a truly splendid person.




    Teachers can make a huge difference, lighting any number of exciting sparks in the minds of their students. Education has been at the centre of my development as a person, as a musician and subsequently as a manager and leader. It is my teachers and mentors who have enabled me to have the confidence to think independently and to love learning as the most precious continuing gift in life.




    I still remember all of my schoolteachers really well. In ‘kindy’ I had Mrs Reneike, and in first and second classes Mrs McGrath and Mrs Anderson, all of whom I can picture now and owe them for my devotion to and love of reading. They encouraged me not to be shy about relentless curiosity. Then there was gruff old Mr Maloney in third class, who loved maths (and smelt of pipes and cigarettes), and the brilliant Mrs Conway in fourth grade, who was ambidextrous and could write simultaneously using both hands on a blackboard in opposite directions or mirror images—impressive. There was the fine, but cane-devoted, teacher Mr Pollock in fifth, and the rather tired old warrior Mr Heard in sixth, who seemed to me to be simply seeing his days out. He was a worn-out man and we all felt it keenly.




    Secondary school was entirely different with multiple teachers. Many of them I realise now, influenced my view of the world, for better or worse. In particular, people like Mr Clarke in science, Miss McCauley in Latin (on whom I had a strong schoolboy crush), the chain-smoking Mr Raskall, the earnestly devoted Mr Hawkins in mathematics, Mr Townsend in English and Mr O’Neill in history. There were others, such as Andy Watson in economics, Pam Kidd in visual arts and Francis Spillane in English and drama, who were among the first adults comfortable with me using their first names in private. There also were the stayers, distanced from the school but enthusiasts for life, street-smart types like Mr Basford, the tennis-playing, rascally PE teacher. The timeservers also taught us lots about what not to do. Above all there was my music teacher and mentor Richard Gill, and the head of physical education Maureen Fryer. They married when I was at university and, together with their children, remain the closest of friends.




    Music and economics were my great loves at school—who would have thought!—especially during my final two years. Unfortunately the classes conflicted so I had only occasional classes with Andy Watson as music always got my vote. So, it surprised us all when I topped the school and came in the first three in the state in economics, having attended only a few of the classes. I also came in the top five in the state in music and got sufficiently good marks to receive offers to a number of universities.




    During my school years I had three terrific principals: Mr Baker at infants and primary, and Mr Hagan and, after he retired, Mr McLaughlin at high school. They were towering figures. Mr Baker I know liked me, he said so. Mr McLaughlin, though, saved me from leaving school when I was finding it unsatisfying and frustrating in the two final years—I think I was probably a bit depressed and things at home with my father were somewhat awkward. Mr McLaughlin and I would have an occasional cup of tea and a chat. It mattered a lot to me, and made the difference.




    All these people were enormously important in helping me to develop and grow intellectually. We reflect too infrequently on our debt to our teachers and the deep appreciation we owe them. The role of the teacher is priceless and it disturbs me how undervalued the profession is today. It is undervalued not only as to appeal as a vocation but also in the selection, training, remuneration and resourcing of teachers. Many other societies manage these things in a much more mature and supportive fashion, evincing a more disciplined commitment to the social status of teaching.




    It occurs to me that great school education is dependent on regularly refreshed, relevant, validated curricula; quality teachers (with allied teacher education); quality tools and quality environments. But there is an evident and growing gap in terms of need, evident disadvantage and funding prioritisation between schools and this is evident in our national policies and divisions. We need to undertake an analysis of these issues on a continuing basis to address what is becoming a lesser avenue for educating our children, creating a poorer society.




    Public education, on which our nation depends for its future citizens and workforces, given that that is where the majority of the population still goes to school, needs more support than it has been receiving. I am the product of a public school education. I attended West Ryde Infants School and then West Ryde Primary School before attending Marsden High School in Ermington near Parramatta. I attained my higher school certificate and was then fortunate enough to matriculate and receive, as they were then called, a Commonwealth Scholarship to study for a Bachelor of Music degree at the University of Sydney. None of this would have been possible if the public school system had not been in place.




    There are hysterically high levels of private education in Australia, the highest in the world—34 per cent of all school students, whereas most of the OECD has less than 10 per cent of students in private schools, with 7 and 10 per cent in the United States and Britain, respectively. Of that 34 per cent around 60 per cent are in the Catholic system while the other 40 per cent, which at just over 13.5 per cent of the total is still a higher figure than the percentage in either the United States or Britain, comprise the other non-government schools population. Our system is unusually flexible and parents have real options in choosing what they deem right for their children. It doesn’t, however, guarantee evenness in standards, nor a focus on consistent improvement; in many instances quite the contrary.




    In some ways this inequity appears to me to be almost perverse. It is all too often glossed over in the dysfunctional, frequently defective debates about education funding that rage through our land, polarising discussions. It founders on ideological crevasses that work against objective appraisal and debate aimed at progressively building consensus from facts, analysis and careful determination of the best pathway for future generations in the tri-partite system that is our reality—public, private and parish. If high standards, objective appraisal and a devotion to fairness in resource allocations from public funding are not central to that process we will continue to have serious difficulty in arriving at sustainable solutions.




    The way in which school populations divide by socioeconomic status was presented plainly in the research that backed up the Gonski Report. This report, commissioned by the 2012 Gonski committee, revealed a strong relative benefit from the clustering of students who were already advantaged socioeconomically and a correspondingly stark disadvantage for those clusters who were not. The report spoke to the growth in this phenomenon relying on comprehensive research. The notion of ‘clustered advantage’ is central in reviewing the landscape of public or private education fairly with special issues frequently attaching specifically to Catholic parish schools and some of the other faith-based, simple schooling that now occurs. It is central to the assessment of inputs and outputs and normative performance determination across the training of the core resource of the nation—today’s and tomorrow’s children—our next generation.




    Many of the Gonski recommendations, the key being needs-based public funding, have now been set aside in a way that is both confusing and disappointing. The report took a calm, orderly and well-informed review of performance and concluded that over the last decade the performance of Australian students has declined at all levels of achievement, notably at the top end, and that the decline has seen Australia’s international position fall on a variety of fronts. The report drew attention to the significant gap between our highest- and lowest-performing students and provided analysis that this was far greater in Australia than in many other OECD countries, particularly those with high-performing schooling systems. Our lowest-performing students, it said, are not meeting minimum standards of achievement, moreover there is an incontrovertible and in the committee’s view quite unacceptable link between low levels of achievement and educational disadvantage—most particularly among students from low socioeconomic and indigenous backgrounds.




    In a set of impressively argued recommendations, the report said that funding for schooling must not be seen simply as a financial matter but, rather, as an investment to strengthen and secure Australia’s future. The Gonski panel concluded that Australia must aspire to have a schooling system that is among the best in the world for its quality and equity, prioritising support for its lowest-performing students. It said very directly that every child should have access to the best-possible education, regardless of where they live, the income of their family or the school they attend, and that no student should leave school without the basic skills and competencies needed to participate in the workforce and lead successful and productive lives. The system as a whole, it said, must work to meet the needs of all Australian children, now and in the future. A series of principles were then enunciated and recommendations made as to how to arrive at a better, fairer funding framework aimed at securing the resources, standards, governance and accountability central to an improved system that met the committee’s terms of reference.




    This report was a landmark moment in reviewing education and the public funding of schools, and the recommendations provided a dispassionate, careful and well-considered set of proposals. The nation needs all its students to have equality of opportunity. It is unacceptable that individual pupils who, through no fault of their own, can’t go to the best-resourced and advantaged schools, are then condemned, without any opportunity to put up their hand and say ‘No’. This has nothing to do with the ballot box. We need better coordination across the political divides to arrive at durable solutions. We all have skin in this game.




    Competition is terrific but competition in an unbalanced market matters little where one side has money (from fees and government assistance) and the other has a much more basic limitation in terms of geographic concentration of disadvantage matched with, to be non-polemic, ‘constrained financial means’. Surely the central issue with all education generally and school education specifically is that it is a responsibility that has to transcend political divides for the sake of our people and their future? There is little evidence of that approach governing behaviours in our parliamentary policy forums currently. A ‘Public bad, Private good/Private bad, Public good’ approach makes no sense and is counterproductive. The issue is about advantage and disadvantage and ensuring there is an earnest, objective approach to a measure of equalisation, at least in terms of public-funding principles for any one school or set of school cohorts.




    The equally large issue as to curricula that are relevant and reflect a relationship to the necessary, changing contemporary disciplines for a future active adaptive learning life seem to me to present a current and very real challenge. I am not a ‘Pollyanna’ in this process and have firm views, shared with many commentators, as to the way in which many elements of our public system and its, at times, very bureaucratic approaches have contributed to an erosion in education standards. Much in public education today derives from a variety of curriculum malfunctions, most particularly the sad position that as a nation with a comparatively small population, we have only developed a national curriculum over the last few years and it is, from what I have seen, a pretty basic lowest-common-denominator approach. Neat on paper, sometimes unrealistic and even, on occasion, remarkably glib, it is widely acknowledged as being of limited value in this first iteration. But it is a start.




    It is breathtaking that our nineteenth-century colonial heritage with six little empire outposts still permeates the most fundamental building block of a modern state—its education framework. The education framework of a modern state and its logic, creativity, relevance and resilience is central to national confidence, direction and improvement. In today’s world more than ever, one’s future is inextricably linked to the reliable delivery of a strong education system aimed at developing the nation’s intellectual capacity so that it is managed flexibly and with a resourceful responsiveness to deal with all the challenges we must now confront. Our current federal and state system does that poorly.




    Many of the systemic and industrial rigidities in public education across our nation—and there are varying degrees by state—are stultifying and owe little to ensuring a dynamic school education system. We need a national overview of the education system that reflects the best standards and is unequivocal in its provision of equality of access and opportunity for all in the private and the public sides of education. If Australia is to continue to care about and embrace the notion of egalitarian ideals as the foundation of our culture then there is much work to be done.




    The Gonski Report was an excellent initiative that became slave to ideology in subsequent debate—on all political sides. I fail to see how the needs-based public funding, which the report posed rationally after extensive review, cannot be supported by all politicians—unless they have other motives. Almost uniquely Australia embraces competitive principles for students and empowers misinformation and shibboleths that pit the public, parish and private against each other. The quality of our school education system should be measured against several absolutely fundamental tenets:




    

      	First, reliable, high national standards and national curriculum frameworks on which core performance judgements are made.




      	Second, there has to be delegated authorisations and accountabilities to local schools and school districts, including the empowerment of school principals to appoint and assess teachers so that their performance is directly accountable in the same way that performance accountability is fundamental to all modern commercial and public life.




      	Third, a mixed system will continue but it has to be one where the resource imbalance between public and private—and, within private, recognising differences that affect parish and other disadvantaged groups—is addressed in the interests of fairness and equity.




      	Fourth, we need a consistent methodology that manages the role, selection, remuneration, training, assessment and reinforcement of teachers. We must capture the right talented people who make teaching their first choice of career, and ensure that it is a satisfying and fulfilling profession, subsequently.




      	Fifth, there must be an unwavering commitment to excellence in education outcomes—one that ensures the talented are encouraged and appropriately reinforced, while all students in the system are given great skill development, real opportunities and the tools for thinking clearly as workers and citizens.




      	Finally, there must be a real commitment to the arts and sport from the start, at infant education level, seeing both as essential to a fit, intellectually vigorous and well-resourced nation. That old warhorse ‘civics’ should be revitalised so that our school graduates actually understand how their society has been shaped and is governed.


    




    The richest and most energetic societies acknowledge the centrality of creativity to their health and wellbeing. Creative endeavour has never been more fundamental to developing a modern society that is flexible, energetic, open to change and reinforces and celebrates the intellectual capacity, capability and originality of its citizens. From a national commitment to creative endeavour, invention, employment, debate, national confidence and good social values inevitably follow. History provides the body of evidence.




    From my experience of school and university and the subsequent range of things I have done in life it is clear that only with the right capabilities and training in the ability to think independently, to analyse and assess information, to make decisions and propose actions, while expressing yourself cogently and convincingly, will one be equipped to succeed. In the process this hopefully develops a passion for thinking. Thinking begets thinking, encourages independent capacity to observe and offer comment and criticism, and allows you to become a fully-fledged and capable adult. It all starts with the quality of our schooling.




    I was hooked on learning from the youngest age with Mrs Reineke. I was lucky to have great infants, primary and secondary teachers—some of them, such as Richard Gill, the best anywhere. They imbued me with a sense of resilience and confidence to challenge the thinking flaws in others, as I perceived them (or misunderstood them). Hopefully the feedback I offered was made in respectful if robust, ways. These precious teachers also encouraged in me what I would describe as the ‘quest to learn’—the essential ingredient in the ambition to discover, which is at the heart of all good social, business and personally directed endeavours. It usually comes about from great teachers providing great role models.




    Assuming we get the school system right—a very big ‘if ’ right now—then the issue remains as to how we manage and adjust tertiary education to meet students’ and society’s needs. I believe we need to be much more focussed on TAFE and stop the constant dumbing down of universities with the current emphasis that it should be an aspiration for as many as possible to go to university. This is built on a false premise as if it is a noble, affordable and justifiable end in and of itself. It is silly, and patently at odds with the skill needs of the nation and the work aspirations of many Australians. What is required is better clarity that reflects clear policy parameters and a closer focus on assisted pathways for students built on personal appraisal as measured against the right range of options for each student. TAFE is becoming a poor cousin in our educational fabric and it has a critical role to play.




    Universities have rich, complex, diverse modalities in their management, review and decision-making processes. Some of those processes are arcane and I would suggest irrelevant to today’s needs. The system rewards research more than it does teaching. It seems to me to be unbalanced and profoundly outmoded, buried in another time when the institutions were very much smaller, academies were elite places and the world was a much less complicated and addressable place.




    The assessment of all academics in the endless research grants arena observes behavioural rules that have little adherence to objective criteria. It is ‘catch as catch can’ written large and, at times, extreme for all to see. Submissions are so rigid that creative, perhaps quite subversive ‘workarounds’ have become commonplace. It is an example of how process as always wins in Australia over targeted or realised outcome. Process has become everything and the ‘fashionable’ is its comfortable bedfellow. Little, if any, experimentation has taken place in ‘the why’ and ‘how’ in reviewing the system for research grants.




    We have to find better ways to appraise performance and drive decision-making—hopefully with a speedy redirection and focus on purpose. Standards need to be challenged and need to rise. At the risk of seeming curmudgeonly, I encourage you to read through some of the studies being backed in the name of academic research today. I don’t want to take cheap shots but rather to emphasise that some areas are at odds with a common sense focus on national merit and, dare I say, connection. Leaving aside necessary effort in pure science, medicine and their alchemy, look at some of the social science and history projects that score funding today and puzzle as to how they make a net value contribution to human advancement. It seems to me they all too often repose in personal indulgence with byways that may work for the academic but struggle to have something to do with the public good. Stern conversations confined to oneself or disarmingly narrow cohorts rarely produce enduring work of merit.




    Presently there is a self-perpetuating research process that appears to be a grant factory with little connection to reforms focussing on the two primary strands: pure science or real world outcomes. I state the opinion to highlight the issue and for clarity I am not in any way an advocate for anything other than sustained commitment to research and indeed increased financial support for research. However, from observation it seems to me that many priorities have become lost in the woods. Often pure science has to prostitute itself with real-world promises—‘cancer xx will be cured by 2020!’—to justify grants, and these promises make no sense and are doomed to fail and rebound on those making them. A lot of research is about commitment on the basis of great talent and a certain informed but blind faith in the serendipity of discovery that is core to a lot of scientific method and process. What matters is how you choose the talent and how you make provision for it. If, on the other hand, it is about real world ‘here and now’ research then make it so by asking it to perform to coherent, relevant, agreed criteria that are enforced uncompromisingly.




    In many ways we are still experiencing the unappealing and very chaotic process from the mergers of the universtities and colleges of advance education in the late 1980s and early 1990s—the resonances from which continue to this day in some shoddy shotgun institutional marriages that served little purpose and where the wounds live large, still. The assessment of academics is often built not on how well they teach and how well their students perform, but rather on how much they ‘publish’ and how often their publications are ‘cited’ by others. To state the bleeding obvious clearly not all academics are fine researchers and not all fine research people are gifted teachers. There has to be more of a declared and managed mixed teaching and research economy in the Academy.




    I was shocked to learn that research and teaching are all muddled up in universities as if all academics have equal capacities and should be measured in the same way. It seems to reflect a view that says, ‘perish the thought that some may be gifted teachers’. And yet teachers who are magnificent synthesisers of diverse, established and original information that they digest, translate and signpost to encourage students to pursue their study, are among the most gifted and special people anywhere. Too much of the system says that it is all about research and that has to be the final arbiter. It is an approach that can only result in tears before bedtime, academically speaking. It simply isn’t very practical.




    Promotion in university is still built essentially on the altar of research and publication—and that is a minefield of its own, with academics often having to pay for publication—where those who do, according to often-arcane rules, do and go forward. And those who don’t but devote themselves to teaching stay where they are with limited hope of career advancement. Moreover, the young, who produce much of the more interesting work in the sciences with fertile, febrile brains, are often impeded by older bureaucrats who are frozen in time and system—it seems unbalanced and misdirected. It seems to me it is time for a more focussed approach to reform.




    We are a small country with many fine talents, yet we don’t even have national investment benchmarks for the exploitation of intellectual property derived from university-employed scientists. Such a standard would ensure an incentive for the scientist and reward the institution that has backed the individual. Similar principles need to apply in the humanities and research which is published, for example in book form, or which is used by private enterprise. There are too many different dysfunctional systems at work—not driven from healthy competition but rather, either from commercial ignorance, fantasy about future prospects or from old ideology that nothing should be shared financially between universities and their academics. None of this is sensible and it profoundly disadvantages our country and productive academic effort.




    I know I am as guilty as many others in offering comment from the sidelines but students, educational outcomes and the quality of teaching in all three strands of education—school, TAFE and university—demand approaches built on a commitment to evidence and progressive improvement to meet twenty-first century needs.




    Peter Sculthorpe was a huge mentor to me at university and looms large in my life as someone whose generosity of spirit and intellectual graciousness enabled me and so many others before and after, to realise our potential, driven from his quiet questioning, thoughtful provocation and old fashioned expressions of encouragement. It made us think, reflect, learn and develop as people. We were changed in the process.




    Richard Gill had performed the same role for me at school. I have been remarkably lucky. Let us all begin to honour teaching and our best teachers to whom we all owe debts evermore by aiming to get ideology out of the room and to focus on clear goals, fairness and excellence in education outcomes. As a nation we cannot afford any other focus.
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