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Part One


The other world – the old world, the land hemisphere – is far above her as it is shown on maps drawn upside-down by old world cartographers. From that world and particularly from a scarcely noticeable island up toward the North Pole the people came, all by steam; or their parents, all by sail. And there they live round the many thousand miles of seaboard, hugging the water and the coastal rim. Inside, over the Blue Mountains, are the plains heavy with wheat, then the endless dust, and after outcrops of silver, opal, and gold, Sahara, the salt-encrusted bed of a prehistoric sea, and leafless mountain ranges. There is nothing in the interior; so people look to the water, and above to the fixed stars and constellations which first guided men there.
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Christina Stead, For Love Alone,


Peter Davies, 1945, p. 1





1
First Words


First came her stories like webs across the world. They crisscrossed the Atlantic on steamers and the Rockies by train. They made their way down dirt tracks where the scrub met overhead. They flew from Ben Lomond in the Tasmanian Highlands, which we could see from her verandah, to Welsh farmhouses of dark stone. The air would shiver slightly each time she began.


Once upon a time, when pigs were swine and monkeys chewed tobacco, there was a little girl who lived at the foot ofthe mountains in the centre of the universe at the bottom of the world …


The story-teller was my grandmother and the child was me. We came to her for stories. She had a way of making herself ready, hands folded in her lap, cushions at her back. Her stories were vivid and shapely and we heard them again and again. In the night under the pine trees, her house creaked and her stories invaded our dreams. Later I would catch something of their rhythms and word play in ballads and sagas and know what a talented story-teller she was. Then we took her for granted.


These days I tell her stories to my extended family, but they must compete with sound bytes and flashbacks, videoclips and computer games. And I have no doubt I fail to tell them as well as she did for I have the rapt attention of small children only in short bursts. My grandmother could keep us by her side for hours.


An early memory is of her in a cane chair in the garden. There is a heat wave and she is trading her stories for buckets of water.


Only when she is soaked to the skin will she begin. Once upon a time … On the farm, travelling in the back of the ute with the children, she swathed in scarves in an old armchair and we under quilts, trembling with fear as she spins tales of murder and mayhem in the dark houses glimpsed from the road. But best of all were the stories at the end of the day when I’d creep into her bed, the lamp turned low. Then my soft and powdery grandmother, her black hair in a long plait, would start. Once upon a time, when pigs were swine …


She was born in 1894, a beloved only child in a family with a little money or the myth of money from her great-great-grandfather, a clergyman, who had invested during the early nineteenth century, surely somewhat dubiously, in Welsh coalmines. Family portraits survive and hang in a Tasmanian dining-room.


I know I should check the facts. There is evidence to be weighed, archives to be searched, family members still alive who knew her differently. There will be shipping lists and parish records, deeds and wills lodged in three countries. The men I will find easily, labelled by their work and their bank balances, the buying and selling of land, and of houses returned to at night. The women will have left less clear a mark on the record but more of a mark on me, perhaps, and on all the children in between. There are some family papers, recipes, photographs and a sampler in black cross-stitch done, my grandmother told me, by a child, my great-greatgreat-great-grandmother, during the Napoleonic wars when children were forbidden to use coloured silks. Or so she said.


There were stories of unfeeling trustees and money withheld and unsuitable marriages when good-looking rogues took advantage of well-to-do widows – one of whom was my great-grandmother. She seems to have married an American twenty years her junior after my great-grandfather died. This young man went into the city of London every morning at ten but never told his wife what he did there. Perhaps she never asked. When it was discovered that he’d been through all her money, he returned to America, never to be seen again. Or so the story goes.


After my grandmother died, I found in her bedroom photographs of a picnic by a lake, taken about 1910. And there is the American husband, her step-father, dangerously handsome and very young, in expensive-looking tweeds and brogues. My great-grandmother, his wife, is dumpy and distinctly middle-aged. She looks cross and unhappy, not at all the dashing figure of my imaginings. He is propped up on an elbow smiling calmly at the camera. Maybe for him it was all worth it – or maybe he has been maligned. Perhaps, somewhere in America, other pieces of the story I have not heard were planted in the heads of American children – cookies and lemonade to hand – stories where my great-grandmother has become a wicked old English witch who made a fine young man’s life a misery.


The historian at the back of my brain says I should discover what is true and what is false, make a properly considered account before it’s too late. The rest of me, the part that was shaped by the sense of myself at the centre of the universe at the bottom of the world, still sees, as if through certain cloud formations above paddocks pale with tussocks, the shapes and shadows of other places she made my own.


I want to leave her and her stories be.


I know the sound a cotton reel makes when it rattles against a wooden leg in a box under a bed. There was a great-great-great-great-great-grandmother who was born during the French Revolution, a very old woman indeed by the time my grandmother’s mother as a little girl was taken to visit her. She saw her wrinkled face and corkscrew curls against lacy pillows – for she was a vain old woman – and was shown, as a special treat, the wooden leg. I know the lavender and starched smells of the linen closet where the children hid and pulled on the thread, making the reel rattle in the box and the old lady call for her maid: ‘Bless me, Lizzie, there’s a mouse in my leg.’


The historian counts down the generations to see if this is possible – but I was there, whatever the facts of the matter. I smelt coal dust from the coalhole beneath the pavement in a London street, heard the cry of the cats’ meat man as he tossed lumps of offal every morning over the iron railings, tasted roast chestnuts bought from braziers in the snow on the way to church, heard the shouts of guards and the heavy sounds of doors slamming on steam trains leaving country stations.


I have her autograph book full of poems and drawings and jokes in French, German and Italian, from 1907-8 which she spent in a Swiss finishing school learning European pronunciations, for she wanted very much to be a singer. There is the handwriting of the two elderly M’selles who owned the school and wore the same black dresses every day and smelt of old hay. I recognize Muriel Mamby, Katerina Gründlich, Aline Collière from her stories and know how they hoisted themselves over the school wall to eat hot bread rolls filled with chocolate from the baker. And soon grew too fat for their corsets.


Then came the stories of endless wheatfields and sleeping for a week on the train to Vancouver. And catching the very last ship to Sydney before war was declared. The one-room school at Kettering in southern Tasmania where the children from England went barefoot like the others, hiding their new shoes in the bushes. Picnics on Bruny Island and Guy Fawkes Night in Syd’s paddock with raspberry cordial and sausages grilled on burning stumps in the dark. And Hector the dog riding on the running board of the old Dodge car, into long summers under canvas and rockpools full of lobsters. Until the stories arrive at the romance at the centre of my universe.


It had all begun, my grandmother said, on a cold winter’s night on a railway station in Gippsland. I picture them in black and white like the films of the day. It is night and a young man, rain pouring off his hat, waits for the train from Melbourne. He is, of course, tall, dark and very handsome and the young woman travelling towards him will fall in love with him on the spot, or so the story has it. I picture the pale faces of the man and the woman searching for each other so they can begin their lives together and become my parents.


Where the young man, my father, came from was not part of the story. He arrived mysteriously, fully formed, as it were, and stepped into the part that was awaiting him.


His family story amounted to less than a paragraph, the kind you could find in any Scottish guide book. The departure in small boats from Colonsay to Skye in the seventeenth century, the clearing of the glens to make way for sheep, a famine and a family shipped to Australia to start again. All that history – and only one glimpse survived that he gave me late in his life. A white-bearded old man at the head of the table in the kitchen of a farmhouse somewhere in the countryside, is speaking in Gaelic. On either side of him are ranged many children and their parents.


My father as a boy was given this image, for it does not have a story’s shape, by his father. Where the farm was we did not know, nor who it was at the head of the table. My father did not tell us and we did not think to ask. He was not a story-teller, my father, content, it seemed, to be a player in the tales of women.


Not until much later did it occur to me to search the records for the old man who spoke Gaelic at table, in the only account I have from that side of the family. And there he was, easily found – as a young boy from the glens of Sligachan at the foot of the Cuillin Hills on Skye, shipped with his parents and twenty-seven members of his family to Port Phillip in 1853. And there, too, was his marriage in 1869 to the granddaughter of Martha, who kept the inn at Faithfulls Creek.
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The day we find the grave it is early spring. River gums and stringy barks line the track beside the creek by the Strathbogie Ranges in north-eastern Victoria not far from the highway I have travelled many times on the way to somewhere else. In this beautiful place the silence at first is absolute.


The grave on the bank of Faithfulls Creek belongs to Martha who arrived in Australia from Scotland in 1837, the wife of an overseer near Goulburn in New South Wales. A few years later, they were the owners of the Stockman’s Rest, a slab hut beside the creek, an inn for shepherds and stockmen travelling the stock route south towards Port Phillip. In summer the heat in the broad valley would be fierce and in winter the creek must have flooded the track.


Martha died in childbirth in 1848, and her last baby was suckled on a goat. Or so the story, repeated in newspaper accounts each time a ‘pioneer of the district’ died, would have it. What is not mentioned is that the creek is named for the Faithfull brothers, William Pitt and George, forever linked to the killings – the Faithfull Massacre – that took place not far from here at the Winding Swamp on the Broken River in April 1838.


William Pitt Faithfull, the elder son of a soldier in the Rum Corps, had set out from Goulburn to secure for himself some of the rich pastures south of the Murray. A large convoy of eighteen shepherds, assigned convicts and ticket-of-leavers most of them, 3472 sheep and 395 cattle were sent ahead. By 6 April 1838 they were camped at the Winding Swamp.


The accounts that were sent north in the next few weeks describe an attack by as many as three hundred and as few as twenty Pangerang warriors, in which eight of the shepherds were killed and stock scattered. Faithfull’s retaliations went on for many weeks. Large numbers of Pangerang men, women and children were killed and their bodies ‘burnt on the spot to hide their unlawful act’.


Faithfull’s massacre has come to describe both the largest number of whites slain in a single attack in the colony’s history and the reprisals which were among the worst; events that thwarted Governor Gipps’ declaration to the colony that Aborigines were to be ‘accorded special “protection” from European aggression’, and ‘henceforth regarded as equal subjects of the Queen, treated with loving “sympathy and kindness”’.


Few Aborigines were seen again around the Strathbogie pastoral runs. Silence is said to have descended. The story became ‘Benalla’s secret’, wrote a schoolteacher in 1900.1


The silence is an official silence – of local records, municipal offices and friendly museums full of family bric-à-brac, farmers’ tools and photographs. In a close knit district the histories written are careful. By the turn of the century families on small selections alongside brothers and cousins have planted fruit trees beside the creek, split their logs and fenced their blocks. The school rolls list children from half a dozen large families who shared the past – but were no doubt more conscious of their late Victorian, newly federated, drought-afflicted, present.


Were questions never asked or stories told?
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The real stories in my family, the ones that sound too good to be true, even to me, with patterns and rhythms I never forgot – the real stories stretched back and forth through my mother’s family. My mother and my grandmother exchanged letters every week across Bass Strait, their remarkably similar round and rapid handwriting weaving the drama of everyday life, and, when suitable bits were read out at mealtimes, holding us all.


And then there were the books. My grandmother’s little house was full of them. Bookshelves lined the main room with its bread oven in the hearth, and covered the top of the upright piano. Her bedroom was a mess: clothes on chairs, books everywhere. She had a standing order with the State Library which sent books to her each month in a wooden crate, and with Robertson & Mullens in Elizabeth Street, Melbourne, who knew her tastes, for new books on approval. There would be parcels to be collected at the post office counter in the general store or at the railway siding whenever I stayed with her. We would lie on our beds after lunch, a tin of Marie biscuits on the chest of drawers between us, and read until dark. It was inconceivable to be without a book. No train was boarded without buying something to read for the journey – the new Puffins for us, an Argosy, a Lilliput or a Penguin paperback for her.


Allen Lane, the founder of Penguin Books in England, was one of my grandmother’s heroes. Her heroes were many and diverse and, naturally, all men. They ranged from George VI, for a time Major Douglas of Douglas Social Credit, to Bertrand Russell, the Beatles – and Allen Lane.


Penguin Books, which Lane had established in 1935, to publish for ‘the intelligent layman’, was a product of a philosophy which had emerged in Britain in the 1930s through the BBC, the Workers’ Educational Association and the Left Book Club. By providing serious subjects and quality fiction in mass-produced paperback formats ‘for the price of a packet of cigarettes’ (6d), Lane created a revolution that must be one of the most democratic success stories in twentieth-century social history.


Penguin Books rapidly embedded itself in the reading habits of Australians – and of people like my grandmother, who would never have regarded herself as anything other than an Englishwoman who happened to find herself living abroad. The democratic revolution would not have meant a great deal to her – but to have inexpensive international writing at railway station bookstalls, in country newsagents and bookshops in Hobart and Launceston was her link to a larger world.


She had every Penguin from No. 1 – thrillers, novels, Pelicans – until they changed the covers in the mid-1960s, when she wrote sternly to Allen Lane about the paperbacks looking too American, the dangers of dumbing-down – or whatever was then the equivalent.


Her reading was as real to her as life was. She would talk about the characters in a book and people she met, eccentric at best, certifiable at worst, the tragic farewell she’d watched at the bus stop, with the same intensity and curiosity. Dickens, Trollope, George Eliot, W. H. Ainsworth, Thackeray, Buchan, Shaw: they were prisms and she described her own life refracted through theirs. Her England, to which she never returned or even seemed to long for, was kept alive forever in those stories and nineteenth-century novels.


Later, when she began long treks to the first film festivals, she’d return with the stories in her head as if she’d been inside the film. I first heard the story of The Wages of Fear in her little house with the wind howling through the pine trees. So vividly did my grandmother describe the journey down the mountain somewhere in Central America in the truck full of nitro-glycerine that could explode at any moment that, when I saw the film years later, I recognized it scene by scene.


Not until I was in my twenties, having spent time in London and found myself to my surprise to be a passionate Australian fiercely critical of remnants of British imperialism and more attuned than I knew to the nuances of our provincial life, did I detect a note at times in her elderly voice of something very close to English condescension. I was dismayed, of course, and for a little while before she died, replayed self-righteously much of what she’d told me.


I didn’t approve of the way she made funny stories in her long and sparkling weekly letters about the daily doings of the Tasmanian gentry and their rural labourers. Tasmania’s convict history was of interest to her only in the lengths the locals went to deny it. The street of convict cottages that ran down to the river behind her house on my uncle’s farm was simply there outside the window. But the mummified cat she’d found in one of the garrets sat on her mantelpiece for years with silver paper eyes – and crept, of course, into her stories. Yet she was the first person to tell me about the Black Line and the shell middens the children found on the beach at Oyster Cove long after the people who’d left them had been removed to Flinders Island. She made us turn away from Truganini’s skeleton on prominent display in the Hobart Museum.


I heard her admiration of gentlemen English cricketers as anachronistic and grating. Despite a long life of great freedom and eccentricity, she behaved always as if men were centre stage, and there to be cajoled and flattered. She, the most independent of women, widowed at thirty-six, deeply disliked modern feminism. She wrote sternly on my second marriage in the mid-seventies that women could only be happy if they put men first.


Australian literature and theatre were irredeemably second rate for her. She attended local concerts and productions of plays in the absence of anything else but I cannot remember an Australian poem or novel she admired. This occurred to me at precisely the moment when I’d decided that they mattered to me a great deal.
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Next to Arthur Mee’s Children’s Encyclopedia on the bookshelves in my parents’ house was a brown leatherette-covered set of the Modern World Encyclopaedia, published in England in 1935 by the Home Entertainment Library and given to my parents on their wedding day during the war. The entry on Australia describes the platypus and the echidna warmly. The Australian Government, we are told, has pursued ‘an exclusive social policy’ because ‘the Aboriginal Race represents an archaic survival and are declining … their religion finds comfort in mythical cults, having as their base a confused worship of the forces of life.’ There is no mention anywhere of a penal colony or of convicts. The origins of white settlement are hidden from sight. ‘Australian Literature’ begins with Charles Harpur and ends with Robbery Under Arms (1888).


I can shut my eyes and picture the books in their places on the cream-painted shelves. We knew they were the most important things in the house. I can conjure up the texture of their covers, the smell of their pages, their weight in my hands. Here were my father’s school prizes, elaborately bound with marbled endpapers and tissue paper pages over each of the engravings, and a grim-looking volume of myths and legends without illustrations. My mother’s university textbooks, her mother’s Blackwell’s pocketbook editions of Shakespeare’s plays in ragged cloth covers and the prizes for civics and essay-writing won at the high school in the city when she went away to board.


In pride of place next to the encyclopedias and the Bible and covered in brown paper was F. Truby King’s manual, Baby and Childcare of 1934, reprinted seven times to 1939. I somehow sensed, maybe because of the brown paper, that this was a text on which the household depended and I gazed at photographs of smiling blond children on verandahs somewhere in the Empire, the products, as I was, of fresh milk and regular sun baths even on the coldest days, children with clear eyes and straight legs, their proud mothers free of superstition and old wives’ tales.


Truby King, authority on every aspect of childcare and mothering, including feelings which were better repressed, was born in New Zealand in 1858 and trained in Edinburgh. Paediatrician and eugenicist, he ruled innumerable households during the first half of the century. Truby King suited Empire – by catering for its insecurities. Second and third generation colonials in South Africa, Canada, Australia and New Zealand not yet sure of where they fitted in the world must have felt safer with his instructions and his strictures.


King’s words were reassuring and sensible, some of them, especially in the days before household refrigeration and when infant diarrhoea was a killer, or before penicillin when measles were dangerous and meningitis often fatal. Mothers living far from their families, as many now did, felt supported by King and his nurses. His standards and methods seeped through the new suburbs and country towns. They adapted readily to hospitals and orphanages and missions.


Truby King’s was a scientific system of child-rearing which, he claimed, would help the New World escape the tragic decline of the Old. Here was the solution to the danger of declining standards, to the ‘Irishness’ of large untidy households, to the threat of ‘going bush’ or worse still, ‘native’, the fear of new generations who spoke badly. Here too was a systematic methodology for rearing infants that dovetailed neatly with the State’s determination to regulate and eventually assimilate ‘mixed blood’. His is the language of the white-coated male expert of his day – firm, judgemental, all-knowing. The words he used convey control and hierarchy. Maternal instinct is not to be trusted – nor would it produce little citizens who would be ‘self-reliant, self-regulating, moral, obedient, fit, and under complete self-control’.


Truby King mothers and nurses were instructed firmly in managing the baby’s will, in how to avoid the child ruling the roost, getting on top of her, breaking the rules. ‘Fond and foolish over-indulgence, mismanagement, and spoiling may be as harmful to an infant as callous neglect or intentional cruelty.’ Cuddling in between feeds was firmly discouraged; better left to a special hour in the afternoons. For the child’s own good, anxious mothers were told, babies must be fed by the clock and allowed to cry if it was not the appointed hour to pick them up.


Indulgence meant denying a child the most important lesson of life, self-discipline. Good habits formed in childhood meant better citizens in a chaotic world.2
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And of course it was all of a piece. The world was chaotic. People were hungry. Children waited in camps and Homes to come to kindly Australia.


The maps in the newspapers showed borders changing around countries my parents and most people they knew had never visited. They depended on the ABC news, the BBC world service at 9 p.m., the Age and the Argus with their six-inch headlines. Hitler Invades Belgium, London Ablaze, Japs in Sydney Harbour. Reading the newspapers now with expectations of extensive, if inadequate, coverage, they are shocking in their perfunctoriness. There’s a kind of oblivion coupled with something deeply unexamined at the heart of the place. But with their lofty yet amateurish voices, few bylines, fewer opinion pieces, the papers sound more representative, more like journals of record, than perhaps they were. So little real information is provided – but I have only other people’s memories to rely on, and the newspapers themselves.


Until the photographs of the camps and the horrors of Nuremberg were published after the war, we are told, only a fragmented and dim awareness was possible. The Argus in May 1945 gives exactly five centimetres on its back page to the first mention of the capture of Dachau by the US 7th Army: ‘They found 50 railway trucks laden with bodies. About 2000 prisoners were liberated.’


Twice as much space is allotted to the account of the ‘Widow who still loves her first husband’, a soldier reportedly killed two years before and recently discovered in a Rangoon hospital. A double-page spread in the women’s pages gives detailed instructions for making-over tired costumes with ric-rac and embroidery, and Noel Coward’s Blithe Spirit is playing at the Comedy.
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People wanted to do the right thing. God was in his heaven and the King and Queen and little Princesses in their fawn overcoats, like I wore, were in London which we knew was in ruins. My small girl’s war had consisted of lost ration books and crayon scribbles around fat black newspaper headlines. We were told that our post-war butter ration was three times larger than that of a British family. There were food parcels sewn into white sheeting and addressed with black India ink to great-aunts in Bath, fruit cakes and milk powder tins full of dripping. We would walk to the post office in the main street with my baby brother in the cream cane pram.


The well-modulated words we heard on Sundays, the readings from the Bible and the Book of Common Prayer, were full of sorrow for a cruel and wicked world. The manifold sins and wickednesses had always been there, hovering like a dark cloud on the edge of the world – but God’s mercy was infinite if we believed in Him, and the Grace of God which passeth all understanding would follow us out of the church and hold us safe.


Those who didn’t get enough to eat, who couldn’t read or write, who didn’t have warm beds to curl up in at night, needed our pity and our kindness. At Sunday School, we made models of mia-mias by billabongs from brown plasticine and dry grass, scattering plum blossoms for water lilies on green poster paint. Here we placed in our imagination the children we saw standing in rows in neat dresses and ankle socks in the photographs from Groote Eylandt and Roper River Mission in the Northern Territory that were pinned up in the Sunday School. We filled our cardboard money boxes with pennies for the good work of the missionaries and, once, a carefully printed letter came back saying thank you. Then someone showed us a home movie of tribal dancing, children playing cricket and tunnel ball and waving thin brown arms at departing cars.
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We were attached by the umbilical cord of race and culture at the bottom of the world. Buttressed by older creeds and symbols, the words themselves carried assumptions that are hard to bear. Some of the things we now take for granted had no words at all. Then, culture could only be acquired in museums and from visits overseas. Then, civilization meant not primitive. Assimilation meant the denial of difference. Equality meant being the same. Duty and charity led to salvation. The Aboriginal race was dying out and its remnants would be redeemed by the good works of white people. Then, race was a science: half-caste, quarter-caste, octoroon. And jokes were made about my skinny legs and sunburnt back each summer: a touch of the tar.
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We lived at the foot of the mountains outside Melbourne, in an old and ramshackle house even by the standards of the early fifties – with deep stone sinks and a wood stove which my mother supplemented with a pressure cooker and a primus. A briquette heater roared above the bath and jets of boiling water blurted onto dirty knees. There was no heating except for open fireplaces and my hands are scarred by chilblains still. But there was panelling and dark polished floors of jarrah, bookcases in every room, a wide verandah that we lived on in summer, an oak tree to climb and private places everywhere.


Under the house on a pile of cushions was where I went to read. They were the books you’d expect: Little Women, Alice in Wonderland, Swallows and Amazons, The Wind in the Willows, Black Beauty, The Secret Garden, W. H. Ainsworth’s The Tower of London. Many were Victorian and Edwardian, much-mended and shipped out to Australia in tin trunks and wooden boxes. There were books with engravings and decorative borders, with pictures of girls with angelic faces kneeling at windows overlooking snow-capped mountains. Their mysterious places were priest holes, gloomy pine forests, gardens with high stone walls. George MacDonald’s The Princess and the Goblin I knew almost by heart. A little princess, lost and frightened of the dark, finds, at the top of the stairs, a beautiful great-great-great-grandmother spinning a special thread in the moonlight. Whenever the child needs it, the thread will be there in her hand, guiding her past toeless goblins in underground caves to the light high in the window. As the eldest child in my family I was allowed to write my name and the date carefully in ink on the inside cover like the children before me, after my mother and her mother and her mother’s mother had done.


The number of new children’s authors finding publishers for their work until the mid-fifties was very few. There was little attempt to entice children with futurist fantasies or a sense of their own times. I was the proud owner of the first Puffin, Worzel Gummidge by Barbara Euphan Todd, about a scarecrow in an English field with a mangel-worzel for a head.


On my seventh birthday, an anthology was ordered from a London bookshop by my grandmother. The Patchwork Book, printed on ‘war economy standard’ paper, included long extracts from Coral Island, Marco Polo, Herodotus’ description of King Rhampsinitus’ Treasure House, Malory’s tale of King Arthur and Excalibur, the Story of Kaspar Hauser and deeply affecting Victorian poems of child labour in the mines and chimney stacks of England and Wales. Most extracts would now be rejected by publishers and teachers as too difficult, too ‘historical’, for young children. There was no ‘targeted reading level’ or recommended age group, the vocabulary was often beyond my reach but it didn’t matter. My reading was as far removed as it was possible to be from the life of a young Australian family on the edge of the bush in a country beginning to re-invent itself. Any disjuncture between the world outside the window and the stories that were so vivid to me in books I never questioned and entered them both as my own.


A similar time-lag existed in the school readers, first published twenty years earlier in 1930 and not yet updated. Illustrations showed mothers in cloche hats and fathers with watchchains across their waistcoats. But the stories and poems were firmly located in the southern hemisphere. Apart from Robbie Burns’ ‘My Heart’s in the Highlands, not here’, some Brothers Grimm and Robert Louis Stevenson, an English story about poor children making good through hard work, a couple of Greek legends and one story about a Japanese boy, Yoshi San and O Kiku, his sister, the rest of the world was barely mentioned in Grades 1 to 4.


The Australian bush was full of the terrors that had begun with the frontier society: lost children, bushfires, drought and shipwrecks. Attacks by snakes and dingoes and crocodiles were survived only by the intervention of friendly blacks speaking pidgin, grateful for occasional rewards of plugs of tobacco. Mrs Aeneas Gunn and Mrs Langloh Parker retold Aboriginal ‘legendary tales’ and we recited Mary Gilmore’s ‘The Lost Tribes’ with deep solemnity:




Never again from the night, the night that has taken, Shall ever the tribes return to tell their tale …





In so many of the stories, the emphasis is on an Australian dislike of fuss and praise. There was Simpson and his Donkey from the First World War, and the story of Grace Bussell who, with her unnamed black servant, received the Royal Humane Society’s Medal in 1878 for saving dozens of shipwrecked people from the surf. The message that is reinforced in story after story is that Australian children should be courageous yet self-effacing, self-reliant and kindly, and take matters, including the future, into their own hands.


Many of us in those far-off pre-television days became ‘bookworms’ and proud of the state the word implied. We had our special reading places. We read on the way home walking along bush tracks and tripping over tree roots. We joined the library next to the Hall. Our reading shut out the world. We sought other children with whole sets of favourite authors, which we devoured on each other’s beds at weekends. Many of these authors my mother made it clear to me she disapproved of because, she said, the writing was poor, the authors American or, worse still, Australian. But I may be doing her a disservice. Certainly I missed out on The Magic Pudding and read only bits of May Gibbs’ Snugglepot and Cuddlepie at the library. I registered her disappointment when she found I was reading Enid Blyton, or tripe – her word for the fashionable Johanna Spyri Heidi books. Her disapproval didn’t stop me reading them and nor did she ever insist. But my mother – a much-loved teacher of other people’s children – instilled in me at an early age a recognition that some writing was more worth reading than others.


Two Australian children’s authors, Ethel Turner and Mary Grant Bruce, were encouraged, probably because they had engaged my mother’s imagination at the same age. Seven Little Australians, The Family at Misrule and Mother’s Little Girl were tragic enough for my taste. The Billabong books with their bush fires and shearing sheds, loyal Aboriginal stockmen, and romanticized squattocracy were not the world of the battler or small selector back from the Great War. The Linton family were a limited bunch, the boys like the inarticulate private schoolboys I was to encounter later at university – firm of jaw, good in an emergency, but embarrassed by conversation about worlds outside their own. The girls were splendid, upright and slender, eager to leave the breakfast table where their beautiful mothers presided, to leap into the saddle and follow the muster with the men. But at night they came downstairs, transformed in muslin dresses, hair arranged carelessly in front of smoky mirrors.


My grandmother would have approved.
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The Good Neighbour Councils were hard at work in the early fifties welcoming to the district the Dutch and ‘the Balts’, attracted to the place presumably for the same reasons my parents had been. Croydon in the foothills of the Dandenongs was still rural, land was cheap and gardens full of liquidambars and rhododendrons. There was work nearby and trains to the rest of the world every hour. Pamphlets arrived in letter-boxes telling people How to Help Someone Become an Australian Citizen.


Australia was the safest place on earth and New Australians, we were told, were lucky to come here, able to start again and put the past behind them. The children of recent immigrants arrived at State School No. 2900 with much better handwriting and language skills than we had. We sensed that they had had a hard time but we did not ask. Teachers encouraged the newcomers in our midst to bring their national dress, to sing their folk songs and to dance for us in front of the blackboard. We squirmed with sympathy for the boys with their straight backs and red cheeks and the girls in full skirts and wooden clogs that drummed loudly on the wooden floor.


Soon children were three to a desk in Grades 3 and 4 and temporary classrooms were curtained off in a nearby church hall. There were no high schools this far from the city for older children, who either left or travelled long distances on the train to the inner suburbs. By 1951 parents were being canvassed to support plans to build a new ‘model school’ for girls on fifty-two acres of bushland nearby.


‘The future of the world rests with the children of the present and coming generations. If they can be brought up to appreciate the beauties of the world around them, and the values of life lived in accordance with the teachings of Christ, they will not allow the terrors of war to ruin and destroy mankind,’ declared the brochures. Illustrations showed schoolgirls in pigtails feeding calves at the school farm while older girls with books under their arms talked companionably beside picture windows.


I longed to join them.


Somehow my parents scraped together the ‘rebatable donation for the building appeal’ and I was enrolled. This gave my mother the excuse she was looking for to return to teaching. My father’s slow climb up through the various levels of the English, Scottish and Australian Bank which he’d joined early in the Depression, aged sixteen, did not pay enough for school fees. The Education Department did not employ married women, nor did most people approve of them teaching, but my mother found a small family-owned school nearby where she enrolled her third child, my youngest brother, in the kindergarten and gladly returned to teaching for the rest of her working life.


Tintern had been founded as a Ladies College in 1877 in Hawthorn by a Mrs Emma B. Cook. The plans for the new school, to be a memorial to children who had died in the Battle of Britain and a haven for war orphans, reflected some of the radical post-war ideas about education for girls which staff had collected in Scandinavia, the USA and Britain. There were no war orphans among the twenty or so of us who made up the first Junior School, but we had four years of unusual teaching by a young Englishwoman called Eileen Bates. We worked in small groups of different ages at our own pace, from assignment boxes which led us from poetry to bush walks, from listening to music to composing our own, from weighing clay dug from sides of the dam to making pots. Each day was an adventure. Go your own way. Don’t follow the herd, she’d say.


Then Miss Bates left ‘to be a missionary’ and there were rumours of arguments over the school’s direction.


Soon after this my schooling became conventional. By the mid-1950s Tintern’s brochures and reports to parents were declaring its emphasis was on what were still called ‘female subjects’. A fifty-per-cent failure rate in Chemistry and worse in Physics reflected the fact that the sciences and maths were branded as skills young women were unlikely to need. Girls who were gifted in them we thought a bit odd, doomed to a dreary future. There were only four, I recall, doing senior mathematics, physics and chemistry by the time we were selecting subjects for outside examination. I, like most of the others, had dropped them.


Our text books were English. Details of crop rotation in Tudor England, the economy of the Ruhr Valley and the stone construction of cambered roadways in eighteenth-century London remain with me still. Kenneth Slessor’s ‘Five Bells’ is the only Australian poem I recall studying and I don’t believe there were any novels or short stories written in Australia or America thought to be good enough for us. But we were shown films of migrants building dam walls in the Snowy Mountains and were taken by bus to inspect soil erosion in South Gippsland.


The model school had become something much more typical of its time and place. In our navy-blue uniforms, stockings and velour hats, we daughters of middle-class Melbourne were swathed in matronly cocoons, with aspirations limited more by the weight of conformity and school spirit than by the women who taught us, most of whom were unmarried, kind and clever. The message the school imparted was that marriage was a calling and that education was important in order to be an intelligent partner for your husband – and to have a suitable career if all else failed.


Some of my contemporaries would go on to Invergowrie to be finished off as gracious wife material, others to the major teaching hospitals to become nurses. Very few would make it to university. The school motto was Factis Non Verbus, Deeds Not Words. We knew how to smock a baby’s dress and cross-stitch tablecloths. We scrubbed dishcloths on pre-war wooden washboards and table-tops to a state of whiteness we would never see again. And I still know how to make blancmange and perfect mashed potatoes.
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A small black-and-white photograph of Albert Namatjira sits in my school album next to a snapshot of my best friend and me playing tennis.


Namatjira is holding a painting of a mountain – which would have been in the transparent purples and pinks against the clear blue of the skies he was so famous for. He is looking straight at the camera. His painting is held delicately by its edges as if it is still wet.


My parents could not afford to send me on the school tour to Central Australia in 1954, but my friend gave me a photograph taken with her Box Brownie. Albert Namatjira, Arrente painter from the Hermannsburg Mission in the MacDonnell Ranges, is standing beside the bus that has brought the load of Melbourne schoolgirls to his country.


‘These dark-skinned people have a style which has grown up through the ages,’ wrote one of the girls in the school magazine who had watched Namatjira paint the mountain in the distance at Hermannsburg. ‘Now that they have taken up the brush, their art has lost much of its crudeness; though the straight lines, circles, and wavy lines can still be seen … Most of the aborigines over-accentuate the colour of the Centre, but it may be that they see it in more vivid tones than the white man …’


Namatjira has just returned, I now know, from Canberra where he attended a State Ball in Kings Hall, Parliament House, in honour of young Queen Elizabeth II, visiting Australia after her coronation. He has toured the eastern states, been mobbed by socialites at art galleries. Ever since his first solo exhibition in Melbourne at the Athenaeum Gallery in 1938, showings of his paintings in the cities had been sellouts. Police had to be called in to control the crowds. Lady Huntingfield, wife of the Governor of Victoria, opened the first exhibition. ‘Namatjira showed the way forward from the primitive to the civilized,’ she said.


Throughout 1954 debate raged in the press about whether or not Namatjira should be declared a ward under Section 14 of the Northern Territories Welfare ordinance. Here was a miracle, a gifted artist from an Aboriginal mission. There was public outrage at the conditions he lived in, denied as were the rest of his people the rights of full citizenship. ‘Raw deal for top Abo painter!’ the Melbourne Truth shouted.


Namatjira, ‘a wanderer between two worlds’, as the papers liked to describe him, died of a heart attack a few years later. He had been sentenced to gaol at Papunya for supplying grog to a family member, in spite of a huge campaign by writers and artists and many other people appalled by the law’s rigidity, and the scientific racism it enshrined. ‘His humiliation is our humiliation,’ wrote painter Noel Counihan in 1958.3


[image: image]


Like others of their generation, my parents never discussed with us how they voted and they made jokes for our benefit about not telling each other. Voting was a matter of conscience and a private affair. My father loathed Menzies for reasons to do with his pomposity at least as much as his politics which he didn’t admire much either. ‘Turn off that coot,’ he would say whenever Menzies came on the wireless. Evatt wasn’t much better. My father sometimes quoted Walter Murdoch when people intoned that the place was going to the dogs. ‘I’ve always been rather fond of dogs,’ Murdoch had written in one of his columns in the Argus.


But Australian democracy and its symbols meant much and we were instructed accordingly. Compulsory voting was something to be proud of. Election Day was a big event and we were allowed to sit up listening to the results coming in, as we were during the test cricket – which mattered at least as much as politics.


In the 1950s there was still a lot of ‘Englishness’ around – not only in my family, which divided down the middle over the Queen, the cricket, standing for the national anthem and the loyal toast on Christmas Day. Family stories mocked the differences and eased the tension. Some of my parents’ friends spoke of England as ‘home’ which we thought pretty silly. There’d be slide nights at the church, privately derided but attended because they raised money for some good cause – endless images of thatched cottages and beefeaters and stained-glass windows. Our reality was different in the weatherboard hall with the door open on to the bush and the summer night outside.


And in any case, an imaginary England would soon be utterly submerged for me and my friends by American film stars and rock ’n’ roll. We pinned our hair into bangs like bobby-soxers – and pored over photographs in magazines of girls in check shirts and jeans, with small waists and dog collar belts, beside boys with crewcuts in convertible cars. A school friend came from a house with a dream kitchen where we’d make milkshakes after school in the Mixmaster and drink them perched on stools at the laminex breakfast bar. I was forbidden to see Rock Around the Clock at the age of fifteen, and the hit parades on the wireless were firmly turned down, but under my bed I had my father’s wind-up gramophone and 78rpm recordings of pre-war American jazz and dance music. Sitting on the floor so I could keep turning the handle and replacing the needles, the smoky sounds of Fats Waller, Louis Armstrong and Billie Holiday filled my head.
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The idea that we might turn out to be a generation determined to sit in judgement on our parents, censor their words and dismiss their codes and certainties, had not yet dawned on them or on us. Teenagers were still being invented, sociologists had not yet started analysing bodgies and widgies, and respectability hung in the air like a shroud.


The words ladylike and common still had meaning. Chaste was what you were expected to be. Mothers took daughters to corset salons for white cotton bras and step-ins made of strong elastic with suspenders attached. Unconfined buttocks were dangerously inviting. Lipstick for special occasions was a pale smudge of Yardley Natural Rose removed by Pond’s Cold Cream at night. Tampons were for girls who went all the way. The rest of us who didn’t, and wore our gloves on the train, were expected to do nothing to get ourselves talked about. We pulled our skirts over our knees, and were told by teachers not to run and jump and laugh too loudly. We tried to rein ourselves in.


But I had a grandmother who delighted in breaking the rules and who carried a hipflask. I had a mother for whom books were a necessity and who went to work. And a father who bought an ancient Austin 7 long after most of the other fathers we knew were paying off new Ford Zephyrs and Holdens. He painted it bright red, drove it with the hood down, and pushed it up the hill most evenings.
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The women in my family were linked by books as much as by letter. ‘What are you reading?’ was almost the first question asked. Books passed back and forth across Bass Strait between my mother and my grandmother and then sometimes to me on the simple principle that if they had enjoyed an author I would also. This usually worked – Virginia Woolf’s Orlando led me to The Voyage Out, Josephine Tey’s The Franchise Affair to The Daughter of Time and George Orwell’s Animal Farm and Graham Greene’s Brighton Rock to everything else of theirs I could find.
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