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As always, to H







Fracture the story line. Start at the end … Hold fragments up to the light. Even fling the whole thing in the air and see where it lands …




THIRTY AND GOING NOWHERE


In 1978 I was a journalist on The Bulletin, a weekly news magazine which employed me as a specialised writer on affairs of the labour movement. I was free to roam over any subjects that interested me—profiles of Labor leaders such as Bill Hayden and Paul Keating, stories about unions, visits to the coalmines in Queensland’s Bowen Basin. I had a deadline once a week and only small pages to fill: it was a luxurious lack of pressure. I liked seeing my name as a by-line on the glossy pages. I was always learning things. Often, though, I was far from fond of this time-serving existence.


I was itching to practise politics, not write about it.


That was my mood on a spring day in 1978 when I walked up Macquarie Street in Sydney.The street contains the oldest buildings on the Australian continent: the Hyde Park Barracks, the Mint and Parliament House, designed by convict architect Francis Greenway. At this time, though, none of these had been restored, cleaned up or painted in heritage colours. Parking signs were stencilled on the columns of the Mint and cars parked in the forecourt of Parliament House. Restoring this precinct would become an achievement of Neville Wran’s.


The handsome, smooth-tongued QC had been elected premier in 1976, narrowly. But now his leadership was growing in popularity and confidence. Wran was the new face of Labor, a beacon in the gloomy landscape following the defeat of the federal Whitlam government in 1975. Gough Whitlam and his chaotic, unstable, anti-business government were the past. Wran was Labor’s future. His style was centrist and moderate. In Parliament House I had friends who had already started their political careers with Wran’s government. But today I was not going in to join them, not in the Strangers’ Dining Room or the members bar where, in this era, the cigarette smoke still fugged the atmosphere.


Instead I was headed to the State Library for an assignment that had started with promise but become boring: interviewing an ancient politician, Sir William McKell, the premier of New South Wales from 1941 to 1947 and later governor-general of Australia. I had already written a profile of him in The Bulletin. Grandly I had opined that ‘with the death of Sir Robert Menzies … the mantle of senior elder statesman, the title for the nation’s longest serving political warhorse passes to Sir William McKell.’ And I added: ‘he was the architect of a style that in the post-Whitlam era looks like the only one for Labor leaders in a conservative society: that of a non-abrasive Labor politician, the politically sensitive leader, the reformer who carries the electorate with him’.


And here it came, my rub: ‘McKell’s political legacy is the confident and popular government that Neville Wran will take to the polls, probably in October.’


McKell was barely known these days but might be encountered on the edge of official functions, like an Australia Day reception in the Wentworth Hotel or in Macquarie Street where he was ready to buttonhole a passer-by and remind them of his achievements. They were considerable. He had taken over leadership of the state ALP by ousting Jack Lang and led it to victory in 1941. His government set up a housing commission, delivered rural electricity, worked with Prime Minister Ben Chifley on the Snowy Mountains hydro-electric scheme, initiated soil conservation and declared the Kosciuszko National Park.


McKell’s political success was legendary: his moderation helped win country seats with hand-picked Akubra-hatted locals whom he badged as Labor candidates.When Chifley appointed him governor-general in 1947, he became the second Australian to hold the post. But McKell’s career had been overshadowed by the legend of the bombastic demagogue Jack Lang, leaving it to me and a few contemporaries such as Barrie Unsworth, John McCarthy and Michael and Shane Easson to rediscover a McKell legend, putting him at the heart of NSW Labor history.


But that 2000-word story in The Bulletin had trapped me into a follow-up series of taped interviews with the 86-year-old, now quietly desperate to have history take notice of his legacy. Did I really want to churn out a biography of a state premier? McKell’s life was looking a bit too sepia-tinged, even Palaeolithic. Also I was finding McKell, despite his worthiness, lacking in humour and self-deprecation. He would never laugh at any of his own mistakes, or even admit to any. He didn’t acknowledge the paradox of unintended consequence as a motive force in human affairs, one of my favourite themes. Nor did he talk candidly about his own ambition, what must have been a ruthless determination to haul himself out of the slums of Redfern and take political power through full-blooded involvement in our split-prone, bruised and bickering workers’ party.


It was another old man, Alan Reid, the veteran political writer then like me on the staff of The Bulletin, who described political ambition as ‘a fever in the blood’. I struggled to find it in Billy McKell.


It was certainly in my blood. I was hungering after a political career from the Monday night I joined the Malabar–South Matraville branch of the Australian Labor Party at the age of fifteen. I was resolved to become a Labor member of parliament as fast as I could.Yes, a ‘fever in the blood’. Joseph Conrad wrote, ‘It was written I should be loyal to the nightmare of my choice.’ In my case—since becoming an adolescent—my chosen nightmare was to be elected to parliament as a Labor candidate in a safe seat.


In Macquarie Street that day, I passed Parliament House, full of the glamour of Wran’s fresh government, to reach the State Library and its archival odours and my appointment with McKell.The smell of the reading room of the Mitchell Library was the reason I could never have contemplated a career of academic research. I felt trapped by this assignment. It was spring. The air was sticky. The moisture under my arms reminded me the baking heat of a Sydney summer was on its way, which meant another year was slipping past.


I wore a fawn suit with checks and wide lapels. My tie had a tartan pattern. My cheap glasses were crooked. My auburn hair sans transplant was heaped in a heavy, unconvincing comb-over.


My local state member Bill Haigh had scraped into Wran’s ministry; my federal member Lionel Bowen had just been elected federal Labor’s deputy leader. No vacancies.


I am thirty and I am going nowhere.


I’d been passed over for a Senate seat. If another came up I doubted that John Ducker, the party boss, would gift it to me. Rumours were he saw me as an ‘abrasive smart-arse’.


In fact, I’m going backwards. That elusive thing, a career in politics, might be passing me by.




INTERMEZZO


The voice in our head plots, plans and schemes. It makes lists, rues mistakes, catastrophises about the future. It is always dissatisfied, always on the hunt for the next dopamine hit. Like that? I’m drawing on a book about meditation for this insight. Here’s some more. That voice—the one in our head—is unrelievedly self-involved, making us the stars in our own movies with one plot line: the Self. Meditation might lift us out of this—I keep trying, hence the book—but it seems we are hardwired for fright or flight and have been since life on the African savanna. And that means we’re ruled by anxiety—about our survival, our family’s, our next meal.


Music gives us relief, at least for the moment. It levitates us out of this repetitive bore, nagging inside our head.


The finales in Mozart’s opera The Marriage of Figaro work for me, for example. Or, just bordering on the schmaltzy, a Rachmaninov symphony. Sometimes I think the overture to the musical Carousel might be the happiest single piece of music ever written, although the rest of the show doesn’t tip me into an elevated and altered state like the promise of its opening melodies.


As premier I was once in the car making a longish journey with my driver and police bodyguard when FM radio delivered a slew of 1970s classics. Now that was a dopamine hit. The cheeky suggestive lyrics of ‘Afternoon Delight’ from the Starland Vocal Band or ‘Rubberband Man’ by The Spinners—both from 1976—invite us to silence the tedious inner voices and transport us to another time and plane.


‘Makes you think of the ’70s,’ I said to my driver, Patrick.


‘And what were you doing then,’ he answered, slyly.


But let’s hear it for the jazz vocalists and their masterpieces. I like the way they take a familiar melody and warp and stretch and compress it.Take one example, the 1939 jazz staple ‘Brazil’, reworked by any number of vocalists. No piece of music—none of the above from Mozart to The Spinners—better captures a spirit that says, in effect, ‘Silence that irritating voice in your head … and just let it all go hang.’


Even, that is, when ‘Brazil’ is broken up and recast the way a jazz vocalist does.


It might just work with a political memoir.


It’s what I might have done if I’d ever been persuaded to shape old Billy McKell’s life.


Fracture the story line. Start at the end. Relegate solemn, serious narrative. Hold fragments up to the light. Even fling the whole thing in the air and see where it lands …




COCKROACHES IN THE CELLS


The façade of the old gaol, Goulburn Correctional Centre, had been added in 1884, with a hand-carved sandstone gate, designed by colonial architect James Barnet. The gaol is sprawling and most of it still sandstone. Here comes the inevitable adjective: ‘Dickensian’. It is a grim place, holding murderers and rapists in 150-year-old cells. Here were some of the state’s worst murderers who—when a quirk in the law on life sentencing raised the prospect of their release—I said would be cemented in their cells for life.


I was completing an inspection with the director of the NSW prison service when a voice emerged from the gaol’s inner depths: ‘Hey Bob, why don’t you do something about the cockroaches?’


To my shame I didn’t ask to speak to the prisoner and inspect his cell. I should have, without hesitation. Nor did I ask the authorities for details about the infestation and what was being done to fix it up. It’s enough to be deprived of your liberties. Cockroaches weren’t part of the sentencing judge’s verdict.


More, I indict myself for my motivation. Very likely I didn’t want to be seen by the prison officers to be some kind of weak, namby pamby, soft touch. I wanted to stay on side with the tough guys.


In that spirit, for what it’s worth, this is an apology to that disembodied voice. My neglect of this prisoner’s complaint would not be something I would want to be judged on. I should have remembered my own rule for career politics: ‘If successful, be kind; if beaten, avoid bitterness.’


On that occasion I wasn’t kind.




WHAT A DAY THIS HAS BEEN


It was one of my best days as premier. Of my life. I flew down to Merimbula in a chartered jet; then by helicopter to Pipers Lookout, flying over a vast forest system that was going to be saved for posterity because I had chosen to make this a headline promise in our 1995 election. It had been a commitment. It had been captured as a formal policy in the policy speech. And we had won. Sometimes it’s so simple. But today I was announcing that the area we would save would be more than we had promised.Yes, we had broken an election promise; we were over-fulfilling. We were reserving 134,000 hectares of national park in the South East Forests as opposed to the 90,000 we had promised in our policy speech, as opposed to the 55,000 offered in the Hawke–Greiner agreement of 1990.


That night I noted in my diary:





… if I were forced to retire tomorrow this day would be my great legacy. I said in 1988, when I took over as leader, we would stick by our forest policy (the saving of the South East Forests, promised by Unsworth, at the election we lost). I made it a big feature of our policy in 1995. Green politics has been my contribution.


I returned to Sydney where I was able to tick off four-unit English as an option in the senior-school curriculum. Four units—the hardest level. It was possible in maths and science but now we would introduce it for English. This gave students the opportunity to study English at a very demanding level, effectively university standard. Between 2001 and 2004, enrolments in four-unit English increased by 69 per cent, proving that if you give students a challenge they will rise to it. It was one part of the curriculum reforms that put our state ahead of the others, offering the best at everything from science to music.We restored traditional grammar.We put the emphasis throughout on rigour and content.


Much of what we do in politics is short-lived. A solution—to a law enforcement crisis or a budget blowout, an energy shortage or hospital waiting lists—exists for a short time and gets overtaken by different problems or better solutions. Most public works are a part of a rolling program that would be implemented anyway, by any government. I was able to bring forward the Westlink M7 by seven years by building it as a toll road. At 40 kilometres it was—still is—the longest urban road in Australia. We were transforming travel in Western Sydney. But another government would have got around to it.We laid out all the planning for the South West Rail Link, but the Coalition government built it according to our timetable and got to cut the ribbon in 2015.


Yet land use and literacy can be achievements for the ages.The Reading Recovery teachers we introduced into the school system achieved wonders in rescuing poorly performing students. They were abolished by the Baird government in 2016. But the kids who were helped and then challenged and stretched and enlightened by the nation’s best curriculum can’t have that bonus withdrawn. It resides in their lives. And 350 new national parks—including the glorious Tantawangalo and Coolangubra forests of the South East—should, I’m pretty certain, stand unmolested. Who remembers a state budget months after it comes down? Nobody. But two policy areas—land use and literacy—are special, or so I think. Here, what a premier chooses as their priorities reverberates down the decades and provides a gift to generations not yet born.


On such days you wouldn’t trade being a career politician in New South Wales for being the editor of The New York Times or the head of the Federal Reserve.


In one day you announce a 134,000-hectare national park spanning the Great Dividing Range and gift young scholars a thrilling English curriculum. This is a conversation with the future. That’s when democratic politics is at its most elevated.




HELLO, I MUST BE GOING


It was 2004 and the 24-year-old son of friends of ours might at any moment die in the emergency ward of Prince of Wales Hospital. This evening, my wife, Helena, and I had gone to the hospital to sit with his parents.Their son had fallen off a brick wall, splintered his skull and, not realising the injury, gone to bed. In the morning, he was staggering and they’d rushed him to hospital.There his life was saved by the fast work of a South African–born surgeon who happened to be on duty when he was brought in, in the emergency ward of a public hospital. Later I would find myself thinking, with all the righteous justification of a premier afflicted with daily beat-ups about the hospital system, ‘Yes … a public hospital … a staff doctor … a life saved. Now why doesn’t that get into the papers?’


But back to this hospital visit.


As Helena and I were leaving by the lift, I struck up a conversation with a young woman going to visit her mother. Her mother had also come close to losing her life, in this case after a motor accident. She was bedridden. The full extent of her injuries weren’t known. ‘Would you see her?’ asked the daughter. ‘It would mean a lot.’ I dropped in to see her and her family.


The mother’s case drove home the existence of a great gap in our social safety net. That woman and her family were living with the possibility that she might never be able to work again. She might never be able to walk again.As a result, she might need lifetime care. Care to get out of bed. To be bathed and fed. And the cost of that care could fall like a dead weight on her family.


At this time, without fully realising it, my own government was making decisions that were clearing the way for that rarest of things in public policy: a neat and affordable solution to a clearly defined problem. In a few years we would have a plan for whole-of-life care for all those catastrophically injured in car accidents. Skip forward to 2005. I was going to be able to announce the plan at the ALP State Conference. It is a special forum, that big gathering, meeting annually in Sydney Town Hall, and I’d always taken it seriously. Still do.


I was conscious when I addressed it that I was in a line of premiers who had headed moderate state Labor governments, a tradition that ran from, yes, Bill McKell, premier from 1941 to 1947, and then through James McGirr, Joseph Cahill, Bob Heffron and Jack Renshaw.That long-term Labor administration was defeated in 1965.The tradition was revived by Neville Wran, premier from 1976 to 1986. Barrie Unsworth followed Wran, and that government was defeated in 1988. I had taken the reins in 1995.


State politics has always been about public works—about ‘roads and bridges’, in nineteenth-century parlance—and speaking in that great, echoing chamber of the Town Hall, I laid down for the record what we were achieving on infrastructure. A McKell or Cahill would have stared boggle-eyed at the figures, but would have recognised the tenor of the speech. I told the 2005 conference it was the biggest infrastructure investment ever made by any government in Australia.We were spending $35 billion over the next four years, $8.2 billion in the coming twelve months. This, I told them, was more than the Commonwealth. It was, per head of population, three times the spending of California; six times that of Texas; and seven times New York State.


But in addition, I had what I hoped would be a headline-grabbing announcement, designed to rejuvenate the agenda of my decade-long administration—and, as it happened, to look after any family that found itself around a hospital bed with a family member who had suffered a nightmarish injury. We were about to introduce lifetime care for catastrophically injured survivors of motor accidents. It had never been attempted before. It did not exist in any other Australian jurisdiction. This was serious social reform.


Around 43 per cent of people catastrophically injured in motor accidents were not covered by any insurance for a simple reason: they were at fault. Not criminally at fault, but at fault in the language of the civil law. That is, they fell asleep at the wheel while driving on a country road and crashed into a tree. Or in the case of a teenage driver, they miscalculated their capacity to manage speed and hit a truck. The injuries could include damage to the spinal cord, moderate to severe brain injury, multiple amputations, severe burns or permanent blindness. Under the old system you would be left stranded for life with these injuries and get no special recognition beyond that of immediate hospital care.


Hence the woman surrounded by her family in Prince of Wales may have faced four to five months in an acute care bed. Then four to five months in a rehabilitation bed. That is, nearly a year of conventional hospital treatment. She would go home to live with a serious brain or spinal injury as best she could. Without permanent disability insurance—and few had it—she may have required one of her family members to leave the workforce and take over as a carer. She would have been reduced to a disability support pension at one and a half times unemployment benefits, a pension not designed for the catastrophically injured. It would not be enough to cover the costs of redesigning her house or purchasing equipment or engaging a carer.


In her predicament, this woman made the case for the old dream of a national accident compensation scheme, one of Gough Whitlam’s enthusiasms. Lifetime care for the seriously injured, regardless of cause or fault.The Woodhouse Report, commissioned by Whitlam in 1973, wanted it funded by a 10 cents-a-gallon levy on petrol (replacing third-party insurance premiums) and a levy of 2 per cent on the wages bill of employers and the income of self-employed people (replacing compulsory workers compensation premiums). After a scare campaign orchestrated by insurance companies and the legal profession, action on the report was delayed until 1977. Then the Fraser government simply ignored it.


An accident compensation scheme was necessary. How to fund it was the problem, for us as it had been for Whitlam.


Suddenly there was an opening. It came with the success of a reform I and my special minister of state John Della Bosca had initiated in 1999.This was the reform of the law on motor accident insurance. We stripped from the existing scheme a raft of legalisms that were inflating the cost of green slips, or CTP insurance. The new scheme, which commenced in October 1999, was the first of our landmark reforms to civil law.


It slashed the cost of motor accident insurance. A 45-year-old male driver living in Minchinbury, with a Commodore, had green slips in 1999 that cost about $478. By 2005, the cost had been slashed to approximately $300. Across Sydney, the average 1999 green-slip price for a sedan was $532. In 2005, that green slip would cost $335. Now, here’s the rub. Precisely because the reductions in premiums were so big, we were able to tack a special levy onto all green slips, barely noticeable at $20. That modest levy would fund whole-of-life care for the catastrophically injured in car accidents. Three-quarters of those victims with paraplegia, quadriplegia or brain damage were aged under thirty-five. Their relative youth meant they would require exhaustive daily care for decades. At last, we could fund it.


Our plan removed fault from the system. In other words, anyone catastrophically injured in a motor vehicle accident—regardless of fault—would be entitled to lifetime medical care and all the rest—daily nursing assistance, medical treatment and domestic services. It was to be introduced as the new Lifetime Care and Support Scheme on 1 January 2007.


I was proud. It meant salvation for over 100 people a year.


It was responsibly funded.


It had grown out of the success of another reform, the reform of third-party motor accident insurance. It was damn good policy work. I felt that in a world hemmed in by budgetary constraints and competing priorities, here was that elusive thing, an initiative that would live in people’s lives, making a difference for the better. When I left Sydney Town Hall and the 2005 State Conference and went home, I expected it to be the news of the day.


My hopes were dashed. That Saturday night all the media ran was a story about an old-style factional row. Revisiting it turns my stomach because it was the Labor Party at its very worst. It was a clash about branch stacking in Bondi, directed at replacing the Labor member for Coogee who was a member of the Left. It was sparked by a burst of recruitment by the right-wing faction. As far as branch stacking went it was too trivial to unseat the left-wing member anyway.There was no issue of principle.There was no issue of policy. It had nothing to do with the Cold War battles, the tussle between the Left and Right that had been part of the party’s life since World War II or any clash over an economic reform agenda. It was futile mischief-making.


But the abusive debate about branch stacking in Bondi filled the TV news. There was no coverage of my carefully crafted social reform.


I was, in fact, entirely to blame. I seemed to recall hearing hints of the right-wing strike at the Bondi branch and had failed to send out a directive to put an end to it. I had taken my eye off the ball.


Or, another self-criticism: in the past I would have worked more strongly at selling this story on lifetime care before unveiling it. I should have visited a rehabilitation centre with the TV cameras on my way to the conference. It is never enough to do good in politics; you have to market the good you do. Perhaps I was losing my capacity for policy exposition. As a sour old commentator in The Daily Telegraph had put it some months earlier, ‘The magician is losing his tricks.’


In one day I’d seen the best and worst of this thing, the Labor Party. I’d seen six years of policy grind make possible a reform that would look after the needs of victims of catastrophic motor accidents for life. It was a step towards Whitlam’s big vision. It would have been understood by our revered forebears Ben Chifley and Bill McKell. I had also seen a schoolyard punch-up, with nothing at stake except the joy of a factional stoush. In the one forum, on one day—the best and worst of my party.


I had had ten years as premier, seventeen as party leader. It seemed it may be time to push off and move on.


In another month, I retired and handed over.


Yet I couldn’t have tipped that nearly ten years later I would be back at a Labor State Conference in Sydney Town Hall, as a rank-and-file delegate speaking from the floor, helping shift Labor policy on Palestine.


With its flaws, the party exists to channel change; and if you believe in a good cause, you never stop running.




OF SEAWEED, SCRUB AND SUBDIVISIONS


In December 1956 my mother and father packed our entire possessions into the back of a ute owned by their good friend Bobby Burns and we drove a mile or so south from Maroubra Junction to a sandhill at South Matraville where, on land recently bulldozed, houses of brick, weatherboard and fibro were being hammered and heaved into existence. A new suburb being spread on the sandhills.


My parents, Ted and Phyllis, had met in the army, married at St Jude’s Anglican Church at Randwick in 1946 and settled down with my mother’s mother in a 1920s cottage two blocks off Maroubra Junction and the tramline that ran along Anzac Parade. Maroubra Junction, or just ‘the Junction’, had a big bakery from which horse-drawn carts trotted out every morning making deliveries of fragrant loaves. Our back lane was often heaped with horse manure. The Junction was distinguished by two cinemas, the Amusu and the Vocalist, set among strips of shops, two pubs and an RSL Club.


My maternal grandmother died in 1956 and her house had to be sold, so my father secured a War Service loan for a block of land and a fibro cottage on that sandhill at South Matraville. Further south stood the state’s biggest gaol, Long Bay; one of its biggest hospitals, Prince Henry; and the suburb of La Perouse with the Aboriginal settlement, a memorial to the French explorer, a snake pit, boomerang stall, fish and chip shop on a jetty and four little beaches sometimes polluted with oil from tankers.


Around our new home at South Matraville, brand-new houses were accommodating war veterans like my father in a grid of streets, laid out over bulldozed scrublands. I never thought of it then but our subdivision was the first layer of European civilisation spread on this ancient coastal landscape. Before us, the scrub had stood, regularly fired and occupied by Aboriginal peoples but otherwise undisturbed for hundreds of thousands of years. Longer? Who knows?


It was close to the beginning of Australia’s modern story, the place of the first landings of Europeans, James Cook in 1770, and Arthur Phillip and Jean-François de Galaup La Pérouse in 1788. These Europeans would have explored these sandhills, scratched their stockings on these shrubs, peered across swamps at native camps, been startled when wallabies thumped off into the bush.The sandstone cliffs looked—just as Robert Hughes was to put it in his book The Fatal Shore—as if they could snap off like a biscuit.This was a world of coastal dunes, heathland and woodlands of angophoras, lilly pillies and tree ferns sheltering in the gullies. Eastern suburbs banksia were everywhere, 2 to 3 metres in height—able to grow on the white-grey soil of the dunes, and then fading out where coastal heath sprang from thin soils on sandstone. In the damper areas there were scribbly gums, red gums and bangalay eucalypt.


As a kid I saw all this as nondescript bushland, great for games of secret armies, ‘virgin’ land waiting to be uprooted for housing. Now it is seen as part of Sydney metro’s ‘biodiversity hot spot’.The bush we poked around in as 12-year-olds, a little guerilla army spending a day out on the western fringe of the rifle range, with lunch in our haversacks, hiding, scouting, scrambling.This bush? A hot spot? ‘Yes,’ explains Matt, the local council’s biodiversity officer. ‘The banksia scrub alone was very rich in species—about nine species of it in the Sydney basin. It fades into sedge land, she-oak swamp around what became the south Maroubra speedway …’


In my memory is a shaky recollection of a speedway just beyond the corner of Anzac Parade and Fitzgerald Avenue, and banksia scrub, and even—this is deeply embedded—some blacks, or perhaps just a single Aboriginal person, squatting there, in that scrub in a humpy on the fringe of the bushland. Say, in 1955 or ’56. Certainly years later I recall an Aboriginal woman lived in a humpy on the edge of the rifle range just off Cromwell Park opposite Malabar Public School. I worked in a holiday job with a Randwick Council crew tending parks and gardens, and a couple of the labourers talked about her; they said she offered sexual favours, in what might be seen as an age-old ritual, an Aboriginal woman on the edge of white settlements.


Anyway, this was a great place for kids to run wild. Even as a kid I had a sense—literally a smell in my nostrils, of seaweed and sedge land—of what this La Perouse peninsula must have been like when the Aboriginal peoples roamed on it: scrubby land running down to the beach sand and dragging surf, rocky headlands, a wonderland of swamps on the Botany side, everywhere the banksia. If I were transported back in a time machine nothing about it would surprise; I had tasted enough of it before it was all built out to have captured its flavour and locked it in my memory.


In Kangaroo, his book set in 1920s Australia, DH Lawrence referred to buildings flung across the landscape, in his case, the northern beaches where, in one chapter, his characters had gone on an excursion. Flung over the landscape. I had the same feeling about this peninsula we lived on when we trespassed on the grounds of Prince Henry Hospital, once called the Infectious Diseases Hospital, or, with torches and candles, entered the tunnels that linked World War II gun emplacements on the Malabar Headland, or sat down in an old tea house in La Perouse looking like it went back to days before World War I. We were seeing the first layer, the first flimsy attempts at constructing a European settlement, the first buildings thrown up on a pristine land that had been millions of years in the making.


We moved into that cottage at South Matraville in December 1956, a grey painted fibro cottage with a turquoise painted front door, on land where every last banksia had been bulldozed and rooted out to produce sandhills—not a blade of grass remaining—served by a tramline that ran from Circular Quay to La Perouse, originally to take visitors to Long Bay Gaol and to Prince Henry Hospital.


Around the corner from our new house stood something that was entirely out of place, as if deposited by extraterrestrials: a mysterious building approached by a ramp and protected by a high wall of yellow brick. It was barricaded and looped with barbed wire that stopped us climbing over; it seemed to serve some storage purpose but remained a mystery all the years we lived there. The ramp became a good starting-off point for our billycart races. Only in researching this did I find that the structure had been opened in 1932, planted in the scrub, as a state-of-the-art incinerator. Its architect had been Walter Burley Griffin. He had crafted art deco touches that had been lost by the time we moved out to Matraville, just as medieval cathedrals had their relief sculptures chipped off by revolutionaries. Incinerators were the emblem of 1930s progressivism, this one an alternative to open garbage dumps. It was closed in 1943 and garbage was no longer burnt but dumped at Malabar down the road. The distinguished building in 1954 became storage for light industrial purposes, a mysterious presence when we moved into the area.


Next to it stood the depot and disposal point for the sewage trucks that visited our homes twice a week to lug off the brimming pans of human waste, and a huge chimney. It was the vent for the main sewage tunnel that passed right under our neighbourhood to spill its contents at the Malabar Headland; chugging out, barely treated, at cliff face and sea level. In fact the whole peninsula was gloriously, unapologetically polluted and flavoured by sewage disposal, the open garbage dump at Malabar with rats scrambling over Randwick Municipality’s household waste, waste from the hospital and rich fresh sewage.


Meanwhile, up the road the only leprosarium in the state (in the nation?) accommodated quarantine patients behind sandstone walls in the grounds of the hospital. There were the grey-brown structures of Long Bay Gaol, cruel and, yes, Dickensian. Occasionally a prisoner might vault the walls or get smuggled out in a laundry basket, a desperado lurking in the banksia who might slash his way into our house through the flyscreens on the windows, although the back door was never locked in all the nights I lived there as a kid.


When Mum took us to sit on Yarra Bay beach we could smell and taste the oil pollution in the waters of Botany Bay, the water having been warmed as it passed through the bowels of the adjacent Bunnerong Power Station, whose chimneys were sending plumes of pollution to flavour the air we breathed.


The old Australia was all around. At Bare Island, La Perouse, an old fort provided primitive accommodation for veterans of World War I. If we entered on weekends they could be seen, sitting in the sun, blankets over their knees. Once I and my English migrant friends cycled out to Malabar Headland to explore an old concrete gun emplacement installed in World War II. In it lived a harmless, homeless old fella in a greatcoat who laid out sliced bread to toast in the sun. ‘This is my home,’ he told us, as if we 14-year-olds had arrived to displace him. He wanted to be called Digger and said he had known this area since he had done rifle training in the adjacent range in the lead-up to World War I. Drawn to the homeless life, sleeping rough, he had chosen to live in the old gun emplacement that had been constructed to protect us from a Japanese coastal invasion in the more recent war.


At my first day at the start of the 1957 school year I arrived at Matraville Soldiers’ Settlement Public School with my sister Lynda, walking the half-dozen blocks from our new fibro home.There was a huge building like a hangar directly opposite the school with its six weatherboard classrooms. It had been used as army storage but now walls had been thrown up inside to create makeshift rooms. It was a hostel for migrant families who shared the common ceiling. There were no windows, no air conditioning and, of course, they had collective bathrooms, dining room and kitchen. As I stood nervously at my Year Four desk in that detached timber classroom, six German girls walked in with their plaits and their embroidered blouses and their skirts, looking like they had been marshalled to perform a folk song and dance. In fact, they were part of this community of Dutch and Germans who, within a year or two, would leave the hostel and melt into the Australian population, their memories of Hamburg or Wuppertal or Rotterdam fading in the unforgiving Australian sun.


A few blocks away on Bunnerong Road, Pagewood, stood another vast hangar-like army storage complex turned into a hostel for British migrants.The conditions were just as crude. It was a five-minute walk to the General Motors plant at Pagewood and not far from the Leyland plant at Moore Park, plus a vast glassworks. These traditional manufacturing industries were there to soak up the fathers of the English youngsters who would attend Matraville High with me.


So this is where history had deposited us, this family of Ted Carr’s, train driver and soldier, himself from a family of eight, his father a train driver too. Here we were, just south of Sydney. Here were old Aboriginal people lingering in a settlement at La Perouse, one or two of them living in the bushes. Here was bushland bulldozed for the houses of World War II veterans and their young families, servicemen set up in private home ownership.With the war behind us, Australia had embarked on force-fed population growth, filling the empty spaces with British, Germans, Dutch. Around us a raft of traditional polluting manufacturing industries ran in an industrial belt down the edge of a residential zoning. This was the world in which I grew up. It was fantastic.


When at the start of fourth year at Matraville High School I started to learn about the economy, with an old Marxist, Soviet-line teacher called Sam Lewis who was a big shot in the Teachers Federation, I became enchanted with the idea of this industrial Australia, an Australia with factories. I remember one Saturday morning heading off on my bike and cycling through the industrial streets of Botany’s industrial zone, all quietened for the weekend. My country! I marvelled that Australia had serious secondary industry, churning out cars, chemicals, bottles.We were industrialising just as the United States had done in the nineteenth century. I thought it was thrilling that we were boosting our population.


The conventional wisdom was that northern European migrants were more productive and better citizens than any others; although the Mediterranean migrants, someone had warned my dad, those Greeks and Italians, would soon reach our area, as they had other suburbs. He had come home one day from Malabar RSL Club, repeating the prediction. This couldn’t be stopped. When one of my English migrant friends returned disappointed with his family to Manchester I thought this a blow to the idea of North European Australia. Kevin and his family—working-class English—were precisely the nation-building migrants we needed, I thought, as a 14-year-old. And my father was a strong supporter of White Australia on the grounds we should stay homogenous and not introduce the implacable race problems that were causing such tension in other countries. I thought this unarguable wisdom.


Out on this peninsula there was not a single restaurant, at Maroubra Junction only a hamburger joint. The arrival of a single Chinese restaurant would be sometime in the ’60s. From Maroubra to La Perouse, along Anzac Parade and its tramline, there was no pub. The RSL clubs at Maroubra and Malabar stood as bastions of social life. The arrival of takeaway Chinese at Malabar RSL, sometime in the mid to late ’60s, would be the harbinger of a services economy, although in our economics class there was some reference to the danger of us ending up ‘a milk bar economy’—too much in services, too little in making things. Clearly a danger to be avoided. ‘Australia Unlimited’—The Sydney Morning Herald featured this as an annual supplement—would be created by assembly lines, dams, power stations, steel plants built by immigrant labour recruited from bombed-out cities, displaced-persons camps and the olive groves of southern Europe.


The prevailing ideologies? Sorry, too grand a word. Let’s call it the prevailing ethos, ways of thinking: what were they? Overshadowed as we were by World War II, the status and standing of the ex-serviceman and his family was one of the foundations of life, here on the edge of the city. We were a nation that went to war: a warrior race. Our high school principal, Robert Mobbs, with his wavy hair and petite moustache and military bearing with pulled-back shoulders, had been born in 1910 and had served as a lieutenant in New Guinea. Before the war he had been Sydney University’s youngest student, devouring subjects I would have loved: Latin, German, French. Now he was at this job, setting up a brand-new high school with me and my friends as the foundation students. ‘Your fathers fought in the war,’ he declared at assembly. ‘And now they’re showing the same spirit by building and owning their own houses.’ The ex-serviceman and his family deserved a house of their own. My father once ran into my principal at Malabar RSL and was to quote his wisdom.


One day, it was to be assumed, my friends and I might get called up. Would we be up to the soldiering of our fathers?


We were, too, part of industrial Australia. A notion of us as a manufacturing nation dominated the psychic landscape as opposed to Australia as a primary producer or a nation of bankers or accountants. There was an ethos, too, of labourism. The men who worked in those industries and the wives they supported were working class; more or less, self-consciously so. And they showed it by belonging to trade unions—over 50 per cent of the workforce was unionised—and by voting for Labor candidates in local, state and federal elections.


There were no single-parent families, in the neighbourhood that I knew. No divorces. There was no talk of alcohol at school. Friends of my parents would visit and drink beer or Porphyry Pearl and eat tomato sandwiches, and talk of crime stories and other tabloid gossip.


Every Sunday we were dressed up and sent on the tram, from our fibro house on the sandhills at South Matraville back to Maroubra Junction—to Robey Street where we used to live—to the Sunday School at St Andrew’s Presbyterian church. My parents had sent me there only because it was close, just across the road from our first home. Both of them had traces of Catholicism in their background but believed something of a religious education was necessary. So I learnt the Sunday School hymns:





Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.
Goodbye, goodbye, we will be kind and true.


From one lesson I picked up a fear of alcohol. I remember a warning about wine. It comes along ‘as a merry little fellow’ and tempts us and traps us. Suspicious of the stuff, I didn’t drink until I was twenty-three. I was certain that God existed and the stories were true, even joining the Inter-School Christian Fellowship. But at fifteen or sixteen my faith evaporated in the Sydney Domain one Sunday afternoon as I listened to a mocking Rationalist Society orator standing on a fold-up platform under a fig tree. ‘There have been thirty-three virgin births,’ mocked Charlie, the scurrilous, all-purpose speaker for the Rationalists. ‘If your daughter came home with a baby and said she had found it in the bulrushes, what would you do?’


The religion I discovered around this time was that of politics, though it was not fed by Domain orators; I had an inherent suspicion of the communists. How wrong, I thought, to end up apologising for everything the Soviet Union did, although, glancing at its propaganda magazines with titles like Soviet Reconstructs, I could see that the Russian revolution had worked; they led the West in science, technology, education and culture, and the horizon-to-horizon collective farming was plainly more efficient than our ramshackle agriculture with our sad little farms. Anyway, capitalism and communism were converging at the centre; Dad had said something to that effect.


A strong mythology was provided by my father’s running commentary on the news of the day, mocking Liberal Prime Minister Robert Menzies and talking up Labor.And my uncle Bern talked about Professor Fin Crisp’s biography of Ben Chifley, which he had got from his local library. Published in 1961 it was kind of a Labor bible. Overnight I dropped my childhood ambition of being a newspaper cartoonist—I had gone to Saturday morning art classes at East Sydney Tech and had bought a series of books on how to be an illustrator—and decided I wanted to be a career politician, and as a result joined the Malabar–South Matraville branch of the Australian Labor Party.


Our local state member was Bob Heffron, former seaman and radical unionist then premier, who had been elected member for Botany in 1930 and served as minister for education in the long-term Labor government that took power in New South Wales in 1941. He now wore striped trousers and a Homburg and was mocked in Jack Lang’s Century as Mister Magoo. The local federal member was Danny Curtin, a former boilermaker who fluked Labor preselection for the seat of Kingsford-Smith in 1955. During the Depression he was said to have sold prawns on railway stations. He would never be more than a time-serving backbencher, sometimes making a raucous interjection when Prime Minister Menzies was speaking. When I was to appear in the local ALP branch he called me ‘Young Robby’ (which later amused Paul Keating) and teased me: ‘You’re not after my seat?’ I recall that soon after we had moved into our fibro cottage at Matraville, one weekend he had come knocking on the door to introduce himself to new residents like my parents, and my dad had invited him in for a cup of tea. When he left my father had said, ‘Did you notice he had a missing finger on a hand … an industrial accident. He was a boilermaker.’


I wasn’t content to just sit at meetings of the branch on the second Monday of every month in an infants’ classroom at Malabar Public School. I was impatient to signal that I was in the party to get into parliament. I wanted indeed, one day, to hold the federal seat. I had to impress these adult branch members. Three months after joining, I—a kid of fifteen—resolved that I would move two motions at the branch meeting. One would commit the party to preserving Ben Chifley’s house in Bathurst as an historic memorial. I had read the collection of Chifley’s speeches and the biography recommended by my uncle. The second motion would urge the Labor Party to set up its own newspaper. Perhaps these motions signalled an early interest in history and publicity.


I was terribly nervous, walking down to that branch meeting. As I recalled in my book Thoughtlines, the boy stands on the stairs of Malabar Public School. There are moths under the outside light and the sound of scraping chairs and loud voices in a classroom as the members get the meeting ready.The boy’s heart beats hard. He is mad to do this, he will only make a fool of himself—going in there, and with a few months’ membership behind him, telling the party what to do. Better to forget his carefully worded motions and just sit silently. But listen, another voice demands, you have no choice. You are fated to do this.This will be your life and you know it. And you have no time to waste. A man his father’s age officially declares open the monthly meeting of the Malabar–South Matraville branch of the Australian Labor Party.


The boy mounts the stairs.


Oh, what a gift to have been born into the working class! Oh, what a gift to have had those parents—and our little fibro house on the sand! And not to have had any advantages! No books there, no TV, no subscriptions except The Sydney Morning Herald, my window on the world, and Reader’s Digest. Just magazines and papers Dad might have picked up on the passenger seats of the train. Always ABC radio—for news, parliament, cricket and tennis. For big public events the radio would be moved from the kitchen to sit on the ironing board, and we would sit at the kitchen table and listen to the broadcast of Princess Margaret’s wedding or the policy speeches in a federal or state election.


No private school scholarship, no interstate trips, no airline travel; no powerful family friends or contacts. No expectations. Just every fortnight the council’s mobile library van and the books at school, and every month the Labor branch meeting in the infants’ classroom at Malabar Public School. Just an invitation to live off one’s wits. And a growing hunger, and a yawning curiosity to see what the great adventure might offer, like a career open to talent.




A LOUSY EDUCATION


The single-storey manual arts block at our spanking new school, Matraville High, had windows that looked across Anzac Parade, and a swathe of grass where the old tramline had run, to the grey-brick walls of Long Bay Gaol and its barred buildings. But working in the prison laundry or scrubbing their toilet bowls would have been adventurous fun compared to the immediate task challenging my 15-year-old imagination: periods devoted to technical drawing and woodwork. Not for a second did anything from those cruel hours resonate in my later life.


It has given me sympathy for all kids who sit in classrooms struggling with subjects for which their aptitude is non-existent and their interest nil.


How might Principal Mobbs have taken it if I had made a submission that I be allowed to join the girls learning typing and shorthand or domestic science? I would need keyboard skills in every job I was to have. Shorthand would have been a splendid bonus. And I might have learnt to cook nutritious meals for Helena.


This is the reason I oppose the notion of making a foreign language compulsory, sometimes proposed as an Asian language. I would not condemn a kid who wants to do something with his hands, like build a table or design a garage, to wrestling with Bahasa vocabulary or Mandarin tones. As an educationist said to me once, ‘It’s all very well for outsiders to lay down what should be taught at school. But how will it pass that hot Thursday afternoon in the classroom test?’


I should have liked to have struck a deal with the principal to have sat in the library all alone and produced a thirty-page summary of Winston Churchill’s History of the English-Speaking Peoples. Or to have found some way of studying German or Latin. Even in the last two years of high school, when I was able to levitate above the awfulness of woodwork and technical drawing, I was not able to study French as well as history; and not able to study English and history at honours level, because it wasn’t school policy.


To complete this indictment, there was no debating or drama as extracurricular activities—because, I guess, we were a brand-new school. No traditions, no expectations. The sons and daughters of blue-collar workers, I suppose we were being schooled for trades and clerical tasks. I remember my father seemed to nudge me towards a job as a bank teller. ‘Very secure—jobs in banks,’ he said. ‘Or insurance.’ I formed the view I should become a journalist, as a transition to politics.


There were times when I and the others might imagine our teachers were stretching us a bit. Some debts of honour here: Doris Allen, my English teacher, deposited a box of her own works of modern literature—Evelyn Waugh,Virginia Woolf, Aldous Huxley, none on the curriculum—and told our fourth-year class we should read them because we were growing up and that’s what adults do. They read modern fiction. Seeing promise in me, she lent me a history of English literature.This resonated through my life right up to the time I was to write, in 2008, my book of recommendations My Reading Life.


Jim Hagen’s history textbook for the NSW Leaving Certificate took it for granted that someone with a high school education should know about the British 1832 Reform Act, or the American Federation of Labor and its president Samuel Gompers or Alexander II’s Emancipation of the Serfs in 1861. It was demanding; it was what I meant about being stretched.Why not? High school history explained the world. It gave me a mental library I’ve been stocking up every week of my life in all the years since.


Two years of art gave me some notion of what to look at in a painting, and economics a few of the big concepts like a ‘mixed economy’ or the balance of payments.We weren’t force-fed like kids at non-state schools who, after mastering exam technique, then dry up when required to be ‘self-starters’ at university. But, on the other hand, we just weren’t challenged that much.


And yet …


‘Always read, even if it’s the Reader’s Digest or a book review in The Sydney Morning Herald,’ said Doris Allen in our last lesson before we faced the Leaving Certificate. I have been following her advice ever since. In that final exam my sole and modest goal was an A in English to help me get a cadetship on a newspaper. When school ended I phoned The Sydney Sun and asked for a job, and within days was turning up to work as a copy boy wearing a grey dust coat and being paid five pounds a week. In the squat Fairfax building in Jones Street, Broadway, there was a good library comprising decades of review copies; and that summer I was always drawing books out, reading everything from Wild Colonial Boys to a novel by Compton Mackenzie to The Book of Practical Jokes.


I had moved on to The Financial Review, still as a copy boy, by January 1965 when the results came through. I got that A in English but I also won a scholarship, and an opportunity to go to university was irresistible.


What I would give now to have picked up typing in junior high; to have had five years of Latin and German; to have tested myself in school debates against Sydney Boys High or Marcellin College; to have soaked up history and English at honours level. On the other hand, I think it would have been a disadvantage to have been educated on a scholarship at Grammar or King’s, to have been pampered and crammed. My minimal and mediocre education at Matraville High left me hungry. A desire to get into parliament and be a Labor leader was my greatest ambition as a kid. But my second goal, just as preposterous, and lasting my entire life, has been to compensate for the shortcoming of that too modest education.




FEVER IN THE BLOOD


It’s 1979 or 1980 and I’m in a small executive dining suite above the verdurous rectangle of Sydney’s Hyde Park. At the table is Alan Reid, withered and nicotine-stained and, to Labor people like my father, ‘a poison pen’, an anti-Labor demonic figure formerly on the pages of Sir Frank Packer’s Daily Telegraph; and, more monstrous, David McNicoll, silver haired and moustached, immaculately dressed, dandy and ladies’ man, the former editor-in-chief of the old Tele. Both are ‘Packer pensioners’, left over when Sir Frank sold his paper to Rupert Murdoch and now stranded on The Bulletin.
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“This is no ordinary memoir.
Then again, Bob Carr is
no ordinary man.’
KRISTINA KENEALLY






