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EDITORIAL


Jonathan Green


WE LIVE IN a moment giddy with change.


Change is constant, change is fast. Change can be its own rationale, an unquestioned, irresistible propulsion to a quickly unfolding and possibly unimaginable future.


Has it ever been thus? Well, yes and no. Change is both a part of what it is to be human—a desire in many cultures for progress and growth—and one of things that makes us—in many cultures—fearful and anxious.


The sort of change described by Mark Pesce in his essay ‘The End of Reality’ takes all of this to a new level. The change now being facilitated by our increasing immersion in the online is quickly threatening our capacity to differentiate between what is real and what is an often-cynical contrivance. There are chilling implications in this, implications that will shape our politics, our culture, our very sense of reality. In this respect, the changes of the internet age are without precedent: changes that will not only alter the tone and texture of our world, but also our capacity to discern the many ways in which its shape is shifting. Pesce’s is an important and timely analysis.


Historian Rebe Taylor’s substantial essay provides a reflective counterpoint, taking us back to the nineteenth century and the last days of the Tasmanian Aboriginal people and the first of European settlement in the Victorian colony. It is a piece of serious and original research that begins its journey in an obscure British museum and goes on to shed light in several corners, not least on the conundrum of ‘humane colonisation’.


This is just the beginning of your reading in this summer Meanjin issue, an edition filled with an eclectic spread of essays, poetry and memoir plus a special bonus: a bumper crop of holiday fiction, from Alice Robinson, John Morrissey, Alan Wearne, Samuel Lewin, Raaza Jamshed Butt and Gay Lynch.


We’ll be talking more about fiction in coming months, though now seems as good a moment as any to let you know there will be a new Meanjin fiction anthology published next autumn, featuring writing from the 1970s to the present. Something to look out for. •




UP FRONT



NATIONAL ACCOUNTS


Question Time


Maxine Beneba Clarke


1.


Zimbabwean-American author NoViolet Bulawayo is visiting Melbourne to speak about her critically acclaimed, breathtaking first novel We Need New Names. Shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize, the book follows the life of ten-year-old Darling, in Bulawayo’s native Zimbabwe, and Darling’s subsequent migration to the United States as a teenager. We’re sitting on stage together, on a panel at the Melbourne Writers Festival titled ‘Writing Voice’. I’m here by virtue of my debut book of fiction, the African diaspora short-story collection Foreign Soil.


It’s still highly unusual for me to be sharing a stage with another book-published African diaspora woman writer, at an Australian writer’s festival. It’s the first time it’s ever happened. I’m elated. The panel has been running for 50 minutes and we’re now firmly parked in question time. A deep voice pipes up from the back. A volunteer holds the microphone to the man’s lips. I can’t see the questioner well, but I’d say he’s in his mid forties or older. White.


[image: image]


First Dog on the Moon


‘I have a question for Maxine.’


I nod encouragingly.


‘I was just wondering … when you read from the patois section in your book earlier, it was so melodic. It was like a song. And you know, Caribbean people are all so great at music. I just wanted to ask … my question is, have you ever thought about … maybe putting out an album or something? Of songs. That’s my question.’


For a few seconds, I’m rendered speechless. I look at the academic hosting our session. She half-smiles nervously, but doesn’t intervene. ‘No,’ I finally answer. ‘No. I will not be releasing an album.’


2.


At the conclusion of the Writing Voice panel, NoViolet and I are seated next to each other outside the festival bookstore. Plastic stands on our respective tables identify each of us by name. A white man, perhaps in his mid fifties, approaches. He is carrying a copy of Bulawayo’s We Need New Names and a copy of my book Foreign Soil. He stops in front of us, midway between both tables. ‘I really enjoyed that discussion,’ he says enthusiastically. ‘You were both so incredible.’ He holds out both books for signing. ‘I don’t know … which of you is which?’


3.


Two years later, at the Brisbane Writers Festival, the Queensland State Library is buzzing with festival-goers, in the true hive sense of the word. I’m booked to do five school sessions, along with my sessions on the adult program. It’s the first time I’ve agreed to speak to school groups. My presentation’s tight, but varied. I am well aware of the attention-span issue. I screen a short extract of my memoir The Hate Race that’s been animated by Melbourne artist Isobel Knowles. I talk a bit about my journey to writing, revisiting some of the slam poems I wrote when I was a teenager, to illustrate the possibilities for finding writing material in their own lives.


The first session has at least 200 kids in the audience, from several different schools. Question time arrives. A kid up the back raises his hand. Mousy brown hair falls over his eyes. The microphone is brought to him. Even though he is seated, his know-it-all adolescent swagger emanates. ‘My question is: you talked about black music and the way it influenced your poetry in the early days. But rap music is full of bad language. Like the “n” word. So isn’t the rest of your work and complaining about that kind of language just political correctness?’ After asking the question, the boy leans back in his chair, arms folded across chest. Smirking.


4.


By the third school session at the 2016 Brisbane Writers Festival, I’ve adjusted my presentation to talk primarily about poetry. I’m still screening the animation, though, because I’m interested in showing the kids the potential different forms a story can take. The animation is called Chinese Straight, and revolves around the angst of having afro hair in a 1990s Australian schoolyard.


After screening the multimedia extract, I talk about my journey to writing; take the kids though a few poems and explain what the inspiration and writing process was like for each of them. I’ve cut the question time down from 20 minutes to about ten. Damage control; I’m learning fast. A girl in the third row raises her hand. Striped uniform. Chestnut hair pulled into a ponytail. Straw hat resting in her lap. I’d say 14 or so. White.


‘My question is: are you jealous of white people?’


5.


At the Adelaide Writers Festival I’m delivering the 2017 Hazel Rowley Memorial Address. I’m speaking about the lessons I’ve taken from the late Rowley’s autobiographical work, and covering my Hazel Rowley Fellowship for Biography research trip, to the International Museum of Slavery in Liverpool. I talk about what I saw there—the original instruments of torture hanging on the walls: iron shackles and neck chains, muzzles and branding irons. I read from the resulting poem suite demerara sugar, exploring my family links to the transatlantic slave trade.


along one wall / a slave chain hangs


this is not a replica the sign says


lift it up the sign says


and feel how heavy it is …


the numbers


run aground the


black-black tally-ship wall


departed cape castle arrived


jamaica departed gambia


arrived demerara departed


bance island arrived barbados


hundreds are the unarrived


hundreds are the missing


It’s a stifling hot day. The hundreds-strong crowd of people in the open air sporadically fan themselves with books and festival programs. At question time, a woman makes her way to the microphone. White, pehaps mid-to-late sixties. ‘I’m just … I’m really concerned about your use of this word racism. My husband grew up in Jamaica.’ She pauses briefly, as if to let that connection sink in.


He’s white. But in his schoolyard he had children of all shades. Black, white. Everything. And he says they just never even noticed colour. They all played together, and just got on with things. So I’m concerned that we put too much emphasis on this ‘racism’.


6.


Three years after Foreign Soil was released, three additional books and dozens of writers festivals later, there is no question that surprises me. I’ve had a few other events on at the 2017 Bendigo Writers Festival, but this is the one I’ve been waiting for: a panel on writing memoir with Indigenous writer Marie Munkara (Of Ashes and Rivers that Run to the Sea) and Jenevieve Chang (The Good Girl of Chinatown). We’ve talked, for almost an hour or so, with the panel chair, about the pride and pitfalls of writing memoir as culturally diverse women. We’ve talked about the toll it can take, but also about the extraordinary privilege of having a platform to get our stories out into the world—the taking-back-of-power that comes with controlling your own narrative.


My publisher is in the audience. He’s knitting in the front row. Listening intently, as his hands quietly flit back and forth. There’s time for one last question. It comes from a man in the front row. He’s white, softly spoken, wearing a collared shirt, probably in his early seventies. He talks about his life’s work among migrant and refugee communities, giving at least two minutes of background before he cuts to the chase:


So what I’m saying is that people judged them before they even met them. On sight. They didn’t even have to open their mouths. People didn’t have to know anything about them to already dislike them. So I wanted to know how you all feel about that? About the fact that some people just don’t like you. Before they even know who you are. How does that feel?’


The room falls into a hush. Marie, Jenevieve and I exchange glances, unsure how to answer, or who will take the lead. Front row left, I can hear the slight clicking of my publisher’s knitting needles. Then they stop. I look over at him. He’s looking over at the man who asked the question, exasperated.


‘Bad, okay?’ He hisses under his breath. ‘It makes them feel bad.’ •




Maxine Beneba Clarke is the author of the memoir The Hate Race, the short fiction collection Foreign Soil, the poetry collection Carrying the World, and is the editor of Best Australian Stories 2017. She writes for the Saturday Paper.
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It’s a saucy little march that will make a gory death seem worthwhile





REMEMBERING JOHNNO



Maxine McKew


What a place! Johnno would snarl. Brisbane was nothing: a city that blew neither hot nor cold, a place where nothing happened, and where nothing ever would happen, because it had no soul. People suffered here without significance. It was too mediocre even to be a province of hell.It would have defeated Baudelaire. A place where poetry could never occur.


—David Malouf, Johnno, 1975


We’re in the Arts West forum at the University of Melbourne on a freezing July evening and David Malouf is telling his audience that he has just re-read Johnno for the first time in more than 40 years:


The parts of the book I like best are not about either of the central characters, but all the stuff about Brisbane. It really is a history of Brisbane [in the 1940s and 1950s] which had never been written, and it’s an attempt to produce for readers all the detail of what it was like to live in that atmosphere, with that weather, and with that particular social structure. There is a huge amount of detail in the book and I treat that detail as if it were in a poem, so that there is something sensuously felt and emblematic of something larger. I think that’s probably the most successful aspect of the book.


A published poet in the 1960s, Malouf laboured for years over what would be his first novel. Johnno was finally published by University of Queensland Press in 1975. Malouf says it received ‘awful reviews’ and can still recall, word for pained word, the dismissive and patronising commentary. Some of it from mates such as Betty Riddell.


Whether writer, actor or politician, we seem hard-wired to remember those who slap us around. But a check of the record shows that along with the slights, Johnno had some serious fans from the start. Patrick White declared it to be ‘one of the best books I’ve read by an Australian and the only way to write about the love of one man for another’.* Manning Clark praised it, as did fellow poet and reviewer David Rowbotham. He compared Malouf to both Gide and Lermontov.


Although a modest seller at first, word spread and readers made up their own minds. For Queenslanders there was the brilliant shock of recognition. A book that internalised the derision—the rawness of Brisbane as the place of sweaty armpits and not much else—with Malouf turning all this into something approaching poetry. Readers elsewhere responded to the exquisite detail of domestic life and spaces, of family relations and the complexity of a remembered friendship between two very different young men. Perhaps it was the readers who could sense what the critics missed: that the urban-based realism of Johnno was the literary answer to what Donald Horne had been writing about a decade earlier. In The Lucky Country Horne lambasted intellectuals and writers who ignored the realities of Australian life and wrote instead about a dated myth of laconic rural folk. Johnno is the book that signposts a very different kind of Australian prose writing.


A celebration of great writing is at the heart of Ten Great Books—Melbourne Masterclass, the brainchild of academic Tim Lynch. It has to be the best book club in town with Lynch, a political scientist, proving for the fourth year in a row that there’s an appetite for deep discussion of ‘the greats’ and what explains their enduring appeal. This year’s offerings include the works of Darwin, Rachel Carson, Alain Fournier, Adam Smith and, at year’s end, a lecture by Dean of Arts Mark Considine on Lampedusa’s The Leopard. When I was planning my midyear lecture on Johnno, I took a punt and wrote to Malouf asking him to join the discussion. And here he is, 83, and physically almost unchanged since I last interviewed him in 1998 when he wrote A Spirit of Play for that year’s ABC Boyer Lectures.


Short of the Nobel, he has secured just about every other national and international award for works as varied as Fly away Peter, The Great World, Remembering Babylon and An Imaginary Life. In front of the masterclassers, he reflects on how early it all began:


My training as a writer began when I was about three, because one of the things I realised very early on, and I’m sure this is true for many writers, is that what you are told by your parents and by the society you live in is all untrue. Everybody is lying all the time, hiding secrets, trying to save you from discoveries that they feel you’re not ready for. So what you start doing as a young child is to lurk around the place, eavesdropping, looking through the cracks in doors and all the rest of it. The person who is doing that is getting their perfect training to be a writer. That’s what I did.


When it comes to crafting a novel, Malouf has written that ‘a hidden industry of the senses and the spirit’ gets to work. There is a precise art to this. But something else as well. One audience member asks if the process is akin to analysis. How does the writer keep a sense of judgement and not lose himself?


Oh, you don’t. Kipling was right when he said that a writer has to drift, listen and obey. That means allowing some other entity, or some other aspect of your consciousness to do the writing and to trust that. If you’re writing a novel, you have to sit down every day and within five or ten minutes you’ve fallen into a half-conscious state in which the writing is directing itself. The moment when you realise that you’re no longer in contact with that, well that’s the time to stop. So you have to trust that. I don’t want to be mystical about it, but in that kind of trance-like state you are in contact with all sorts of things in your memory, in your capacity to see things, or put things together in a way that would not be accessible to you if you remained absolutely conscious.


Something similar happens to us as readers when we ‘get lost’ in a good book, and when we enter so completely into another world that we can suspend, for a time, the weights and warps of our own lives. As Malouf says: ‘Reading a book is an experience. Everything else is irrelevant. And if the experience is sufficiently powerful people take the book into themselves. It’s why the only people I trust in the whole publishing world are the readers.’

And what of the relationship at the heart of Johnno between the bookish Dante and the wild boy Johnno, who wants to escape Brisbane and ‘shit this bitch of a country out of my system?’ Malouf has always said that his interest is in navigating the space and the tension between distance and involvement. In reimagining many of the details of the short life of his childhood friend Johnny Millner, who drowned in the Condamine at age 28, Malouf draws on the Greek-inspired Nietzschean duality as represented by Apollo and Dionysus. The former represents prudence and order (Dante) and the latter (Johnno) pursues revelry and an all-embracing experience. As the young men grow up in a city that seems devoid of romance and adventure, but at the same time shapes who they are, the two circle each other. The beauty and pathos of the novel are in a series of missed moments. Especially at the end when Dante realises he hasn’t been able to save his friend and wonders ‘about the moment when the whole course of events … quivered expectantly and might have gone another way’.


Looking back on words and feelings he articulated more than 40 years ago, Malouf says that in writing the book he was pursuing the idea ‘that as Dante says in the book, there are lots of different ways that you can fall out of society, and that’s what Johnno does. Johnno is the character who is set on a destructive path’. Malouf describes the real-life Johnny Millner as ‘the maddest character I think I’ve ever known’. The book’s fictional equivalent sets off to indulge his Dionysian spirit via drinking, whoring, a trip to the Congo, car theft, conspiracy theorising and drug-dealing. By the end of it all he seems wasted and, worst of all, he’s back where he started.


In recent years Malouf has reconnected with some of his old Brisbane Grammar schoolmates who have shared their own recollections, among them the time that Millner/Johnno secreted bags of flour in the ceiling of a room at the University of Queensland where the governing Senate was due to meet. Millner dropped the entire contents on his masters. ‘That’s just one story,’ says Malouf, ‘and there are plenty of others. Even now I look and still wonder about things he told me and whether they were true.’


It’s a relationship that holds its mysteries. But via Johnno, Malouf’s childhood friend has achieved a rare kind of immortality. •




Maxine McKew is an author and Hon Enterprise Professor at the University of Melbourne. Her most recent MUP publication is Class Act—a study of the key challenges in Australian education—and follows the success of her popular memoir, Tales from the Political Trenches. Maxine also serves on the board of the State Library of Victoria, the John Cain Foundation and Per Capita.





* Patrick White, quoted in David Marr, Patrick White: A Life, Random House, 1991.





THESE ARE THE JOKES


James Valentine


TOWARDS THE END of last century between 6 p.m. and 8 p.m. on a Saturday night, Channel Nine broadcast a television show called Hey Hey, It’s Saturday. It was a peculiar show, featuring a genial host, an ostrich puppet, an unseen voice-over man, a hat on a stick, a band, singers and entertainers and a range of fun games and segments. One of the segments was the Great Aussie Joke. Shane Bourne and Maurie Fields would tell jokes sent in by viewers:


Little Johnny is sitting in the gutter. He’s playing with a bottle. The local priest walks by and says, ‘Little Johnny, what’s in the bottle?’ Little Johnny replies, ‘Sulphuric acid!’ The priest looks alarmed and says, ‘Give that to me! Take this bottle of holy water instead. It’s wonderful. Last week I rubbed some of this on the belly of a lady and she passed a beautiful little baby.’


‘That’s nothing,’ says Little Johnny. ‘I rubbed some of this on my dog’s backside and he passed a Mercedes!’


Who tells a joke any more? When was the last time someone said to you, ‘Hey, heard a good one the other day …’ and proceeded to tell you a joke. ‘Stop me, if you’ve heard this …’ but you never did. That was impolite. And you wanted to see if they could tell it.


‘Hey, I’ve got one for you …’ and that might start a half-hour of joke telling in the corner of the party. The guys who could remember jokes would start trying to top one another and the rest of us would stand around hoping for a laugh.


Because not everyone was a joke guy. I could get a laugh, but I never remembered a joke. Joke guys did, and they’d have a reputation. ‘Here’s Davo. You got one for us?’ And Davo would oblige:


Bloke comes home from work early. Goes upstairs, and there’s his wife in bed. She’s got the covers pulled right up. He looks at her and says, ‘Have you had a bloke up here?’ ‘No,’ she says. So he searches the room and in the corner of the wardrobe he finds a bloke standing there, totally starkers.


‘What the hell are you doing here?’


‘I’m from the council. Pest inspector.


Big pest problems around here.’


‘But you’ve no clothes on!’


‘What?’ he says. ‘Bloody moths!’


Jokes die in print. It’s all in how you tell ‘em, as the unfunny discovered when they memorised one, and tried to bring it out in the pub. If they didn’t stumble and got to the end without being interrupted, they’d get a polite chuckle. The joke guys got laughs as soon as they said, ‘Bloke comes home early from work.’


And it was a bloke thing. Blokes did jokes. Many a bloke found himself on the end of a bewildered stare when they tried to tell the wife the joke. Because the joke was often on her. The joke often relied on a male view of the world. Jokes about wives, mothers-in-law, blondes, hookers, nymphos: You hear about the bloke who had the dream wife, sex crazed nympho with a flat head whose father owns a pub? Many jokes were not for mixed company. Along with the women, religion and race were the other two staples.


Religious jokes were all about Jews and Catholics—the Protestants weren’t funny. Race jokes were about everyone who wasn’t a white Australian. If other groups were telling jokes about white Australians, they weren’t telling me. We told them though, the Poms, the wogs, the dagos and the Abos—and if they didn’t laugh we thought it was sad, they couldn’t take a joke. Not like us, we Australians. Say what you like about us, we can laugh at ourselves. Could we? Barry Humphries’ Barry McKenzie, an extended joke on the English perception of the innocent Austral abroad, did not find broad appeal locally. The middle classes were horrified when Hoges started poking shrimps on barbies in the United States.


Comedians took joke telling to a professional level. In Australia we saw the British comedians more than we saw Bob Hope. Dave Allen was a huge star in Britain and here. He sat on a chair, smoked and drank whisky. He told jokes about priests and nuns:


Little fella walking into the pub and standing outside is a nun. ‘Before you enter this den of iniquity, think of the damage alcohol will do to you,’ says the nun. ‘What are you talking about,’ says the little fella. ‘Have you ever had a drink?’ ‘No,’ she says. ‘Well how about I get you a drink and then at least you’ll know what you’re talking about. What’ll you have?’ ‘I don’t know,’ she replies, ‘what do ladies usually drink?’ ‘Gin.’ ‘Well, I’ll have gin, but put it in a cup so no-one will notice.’


Little fella walks up to the bar and says, ‘I’ll have a pint of bitter and a double gin in a cup.’


Barman says, ‘Is that bloody nun out there again?’


Allen cut to the chase. Ronnie Corbett was a little man who sat in a big chair. He could take the same joke and chase it around for ten minutes before getting to the punch line.


Watch the Parrot joke on YouTube, which involves an old woman, a parrot and an insurance man. When written out it is devoid of humour, but when Ronnie tells it, he gets huge laughs via some homosexual mincing, some talk of his non-existent fan mail: ‘I get letters from mother addressed To whom It May Concern’, and a side improv sparked from a laugh he gets from the double entendre involved in the word ‘end’.


It’s like we know the joke is going to be lame, but we’re terribly grateful for all the effort you made in telling it.


There were strange fashions in riddles. Elephant jokes: How do you know an elephant’s been in your fridge? Footprints in the butter. Name jokes: What do you call a guy with a shovel in his head? Doug. Light bulb jokes: How many psychologists does it take to change a light bulb? One, but the light bulb has got to want to change. Dead baby jokes: What’s blue and sits in a corner? Dead baby in a plastic bag. What’s green and sits in a corner? Same baby six months later. Why dead baby jokes were funny is an entertainment mystery up there with why it was fun to nail a cat to a pole in medieval England.


What happened to the joke? It went online. We are still doing exactly what we did in the bar and the party and the staff room. We are just as eager as ever to make each other laugh but now we do it with the device. We see the funny video, we share it. That’s how it goes viral. We send the funny stuff to one another, or at dinner and at parties we hold out the phone. ‘Stop me, if you’ve seen this …’ but we never do because that would be impolite, and we wouldn’t mind seeing it again.


On Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and Snapchat we share. That’s why it’s called social media. We share raw footage. Check out Trump shaking hands with Macron. Or anyone else, for that matter. Or Melania disembarking and seeming to refuse to take Trump’s hand. Then we make our smartarse comments. ‘She doesn’t want to injure his tiny delicate girly hands.’ The joke guys have a new platform. Some raw footage lends itself to embellishment. When Trump was signing executive orders and holding them up to the camera he offered a gift to all who had Photoshop to write their own laws into existence. Many banned tiny hands.


And then there’s professionals. The US talk show kings, like all media, try to go viral every day. Stephen Colbert or Jimmy Kimmel aim for the killer monologue or great idea that we can’t wait to share. Check out actor Andy Serkis reading Trump’s tweets as his character from Lord of the Rings, Gollum. At the time of writing you’ll be laughing along with three million others.


Beyond the political, James Corden has a talk show that airs in the United States at 12.35 a.m. But his Car Pool Karaoke videos—where he and a famous singer drive around singing to songs on the car stereo—is huge online.


We have replaced the joke with the meme. Or perhaps the joke was a paleo meme. It was biologist and God loather Richard Dawkins who coined and popularised the term, inventing it to describe cultural ideas and entities that replicate like viruses and are subject to evolutionary pressures. He noted that fashion and music operated in this way. Now a meme is something that pops in your Facebook feed and can feature anything from a couple of cute cats to a hot dog—the most popular meme in July 2017.


Like the joke, the meme withers away in print. One meme takes a picture of cartoon character SpongeBob SquarePants as its foundation. Sponge Bob looks contorted and sick. Above this picture a caption will be posted. The caption is in two parts. The first is a plain statement, the second a sarcastic repetition. I suspect by now, unless you have seen what I am describing, this description—which is accurate—is completely meaningless.


Here are a few more. Look for Salt Bae—a Turkish chef sprinkling salt. Or Roll Safe, an image of a streetwise London guy called Kayode Ewumi pointing at his head in a knowing kind of way. This image you caption with axioms that are wilfully wrong. ‘If I don’t check my bank balance, I can’t be broke.’


I could go on. It’s the internet I’m describing, it’s infinite and somewhat untranslatable. This is where the joke has gone, and it’s wonderful. Jokes, wit, humour, folk wisdom and merriment are alive and well and have never been more varied and accessible. Where once we had only blonde jokes, now we have mansplaining takedowns and manspreading memes.


The old joke tellers were charismatic but often sometimes kind of bullying as well. They commanded the floor and demanded your laugh. If you didn’t, you were derided for not getting it or lacking a sense of humour. Now anyone with an hour to spare can doctor a picture, join in a thread, get a laugh out there for us all to enjoy. Or ignore.


Like jokes, no-one knows why they take off. It’s obvious why we all liked the baby strutting into the back of the BBC interview with Korean expert Robert E. Kelly, but why did everyone spread and then use White Blinking Guy, or Laughing Chewbacca Mask lady let alone Charlie Bit My Finger—now ten years old and up to 851 million views.


So I don’t miss the joke. Maybe it’s because I wasn’t a joke guy. I could never remember them. Like the rules of card games and names of wines they just didn’t stick in my head. There was one, though. I loved it because it was the only joke anyone ever told me that was an anti-Australian joke. I learnt later that it had a proud history dating back to at least the immediate postwar period when the first refugees from Europe arrived. The joke has been easy to keep topical ever since:


Abdul and Mohammed are in detention in Australia. Then, miracle happens, they get their visas granted. As they’re leaving Abdul says to Mohammed, ‘Tell you what—let’s meet in front of the Melbourne Cricket Ground one year from today. I bet in one year, I can become more Australian than you.’ Mo says, ‘You’re on.’


A year later they meet outside the MCG. Mo pulls up in a Commodore, drinking a VB and says, ‘G’day Abdul. Mate, just dropped the wife at a barbie with the other sheilas, and the kids off at footy practice. What about youse?’


Abdul looks at him. ‘Fuck off, towel head,’ he says. •




James Valentine presents Afternoons on ABC Radio Sydney. He produces the podcast Head Room. He has worked in all areas of Australian media.








NOTES FOR A NOVEL-IN-PROGRESS


Steven Carroll


IN THE LATE 1990s I had a vivid dream about my old street in Glenroy where I grew up. In the dream my father (who is now dead), my mother and I were standing on the street, pausing in front of a vacant paddock and staring at the swaying grass. I knew, the way we know things in dreams, that it was summer. That it was a Saturday night in 1957 and from the colour of the sky that it was early evening. We all had our best clothes on: my father in a starched, white shirt, my mother in her best summer dress, and me in a striped shirt with a button-down collar that I’d forgotten all about until the dream retrieved it.


The dream was what we would now call virtual in its reality, the three of us a kind of tableau vivant that I felt I could walk around as I would a sculpture. The vividness and the urgency of the dream prompted a novel that, over three drafts, eventually became The Art of the Engine Driver. I was convinced it would be a one-off book and would finally get this Glenroy thing off my chest: that my old street and my old patch of Glenroy, a rectangle of land about two kilometres long and one kilometre wide, could yield only one book.


Almost 20 years and five Glenroy novels later I am halfway through the sixth and final novel in the sequence. When finished the six novels will span 60 tumultuous years of Australian history, from 1917 to 1977. E.M. Forster talks of different types of time in his classic Aspects of the Novel. There is basically everyday time that watches and clocks measure, and something that he calls time measured by value: by which he means those intense experiences that blur our sense of passing time and defy the clocks. The 60 years that the novels cover—the First World War, the Great Depression, the Second World War, the tumult of the postwar diaspora, the Cold War, the Menzies ascendency and the rise and fall of Whitlam—is time measured by value.


They were written in no particular order and, I think, can be read in any order. I started in the middle, went forwards for the next two, doubled back to 1946 for another, then jumped forwards to 1977. The novel I’m writing now, although the last of the six, chronologically speaking is the first in the sequence.


It is set in Melbourne in the last months of 1917, during the second conscription referendum. We call them referendums, but they were plebiscites. The central character is a woman called Mary-anne. She is 40, single and seven months pregnant. The child she is carrying is Vic, the engine driver and pivotal character in the whole sequence.


It is, like much of the series, drawn from family history. Or, more accurately, family mythology. My grandmother was Mary-anne Carroll. She brought up my father, her only child, by herself. My father never knew his father. The family name, Carroll, comes down through the matriarchal line. Strictly speaking, our name should have been, and the spellings are various, Deuschke: my father’s father, as best we understand, being German, from a small town in Prussia. He was an absent father, a common phenomenon at the time. He was for many years an absence in the family history and to a large extent still is. Although modern ways of tracing family history are continually shedding new light on things.


The task of fiction, however, is not to replicate the past but to reinvent it. One’s loyalty is always with the novel itself, and the hope that what you create, although diverging from history, will contain a truth of its own. The constant challenge throughout all of the Glenroy novels has been to re-create the past and to find a style that does not simply repeat social realism, the style so often associated with working-class, suburban tales.


This novel, however, like Spirit of Progress, is set before the suburb was born. So it not so much taps into the history of the suburb as into its pre-history. The events I describe in this novel take place in a Melbourne that existed exactly 100 years ago. In The Art of the Engine Driver I knew the place and time intimately because I lived through it. The place and the time were at my fingertips. Not so the Melbourne of 1917. That place and time are as foreign to me as revolutionary Paris or Dickens’ London. And I made the decision right from the start that I would not even pretend to enter Melbourne in 1917: not even pretend that I was leading the reader into anything resembling a faithful creation of that place and time.


It would not only be false, it would be boring. Let the reader know right from the outset that this is an imagined Melbourne and an imagined 1917, and hope that it all rings true as fiction—not as social history. The novel is, above all, a work of the imagination. Martin Cruz Smith had never been to Moscow when he wrote Gorky Park. Borges never went to London; the London he writes about is drawn from Dickens. Novelists need to trust their imaginations and take those flights of fancy that are intrinsic to creating what you hope is a resonant imagined world that may as well be what it pretends to depict, and hopefully contains a kind of truth all its own.


For this reason, and because this is the way I work, I have chosen to do virtually no research while writing the first draft. I have done some, but very little. Research at this stage can be confining and deadening. The mind and imagination need to be free, not weighed down by facts—most of which will prove to be irrelevant or unimportant in the end anyway. It is far more important at this stage to get the story rolling and the characters taking shape. Story, character and one informing, overarching idea will hopefully give you the first draft. After that, I can go back and mine the history books, letters and newspapers of the age: when the story feels like it’s taken on a life and the characters are standing.


As I write I am 34,500 words into what I suspect is about a 70,000-word novel. I have blocked out, on paper, the key chapters and scenes in the second half of the book. I like to work like this; there is no substitute for knowing where the story is heading and why. This doesn’t mean that the story will go in the direction I have mapped out or that the characters will behave themselves and do what I think they’ll do. It’s good to have narrative foundations, but they must be accommodating. They must be flexible enough to incorporate all the changes that happen along the way because fiction, especially fiction works of novel length, is organic: the conscious and the unconscious, the planned and the unplanned, are constantly interacting. Things go to plan, then all of a sudden things change.


For example, last week I started writing a section I had been looking forward to writing and building the story up to for some time. But the moment I started writing it everything changed. Mary-anne, the central character, was meant to confront the towering figure of Archbishop Daniel Mannix at the front gate of his house, Raheen, in Kew. I even drove out there and studied the place in preparation. But nothing of the sort takes place. The moment I started writing the scene the next morning it swerved off in a totally unexpected direction, and it is not Mannix who steps outside that gate on his daily walk from Kew to St Patrick’s, but another character altogether. A character that had not even appeared in the book until that moment. But when I looked back I could see that her appearance had been written into the story. I’d plotted it without realising it. The unconscious had been one step ahead of me the whole time.


It’s not entirely true to say that I’ve done no research so far. To an extent, it depends on what we call research. The times were tumultuous indeed, the city in the grip of a kind of madness. When Bob Santamaria complained to Mannix one day during the ALP split of 1955, which led to the formation of the DLP, that he couldn’t take the constant pressure of the moment any more, Mannix apparently scoffed, saying something like ‘This is nothing compared to 1917.’ The city and the whole country were divided down the middle on conscription. It’s not unreasonable to suggest that this is the closest the nation has ever come to falling apart or falling into a kind of civil war within a war. Fights raged on the streets, rallies for ‘YES’ and ‘NO’ faced off against each other on opposing corners. It was an upheaval. So, how to depict this madness? Where to go to find the images I needed? Not history, I decided. I went to fiction. My preparatory reading was Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities, Balzac’s tales set during the revolution, Milan Kundera’s Prague both in 1948 and during the Soviet invasion, as well as Friedrich Reek’s Diary of a Man in Despair about the mayhem and misery of the rise of Nazism in 1930s Germany. They gave swaying crowds, massed madness, mob movement and individual lives swamped by the waves of history in progress.


But, more than these books, there were two other key works that offered an entrée into my Melbourne, 1917: Sigmund Freud’s brilliant essay Civilisation and Its Discontents and Dante’s Inferno. Freud’s book was written in 1929. He makes no mention of the First World War and the death-wish madness it unleashed all over Europe, and the events of the 1930s in post-Weimar Germany are yet to happen. But I think it’s reasonable to suggest that the essay is imbued with the experience of the First World War, and prefigures the outbreak of Nazism. Freud argues, compellingly, that although we may pride ourselves on being civilised and celebrate ‘progress’, civilisation and progress come at a price. We must suppress the pleasureseeking, anarchic, primal part of ourselves or no cooperative social enterprise can be successful. Society would be dead in the swamp.


For most of the time though, with the ego and superego in charge, society holds together, and history and progress stumble and lurch, more or less, forwards. But every now and then there is a mass outbreak of the primal and the id erupts into pleasure seeking, death desiring life. For death to the id—the return of all life to indifferent primal matter—is the id’s ultimate pleasure: that something final that it craves. So Freud gave me my thematic framework and this is crucial, for we need to know not only what is happening when we are writing a novel, but why. Action, driven by idea, is the best, the most satisfying form of action. And so the crowds, the violent massed meetings across the city, day in day out, are depicted as just such an eruption. A beast, a leviathan made up of the very worst of humanity: a rampant id. Freud also gave me my title: Festival of the Id.


But just as I needed an informing idea, I also needed an informing image, one that would hold true throughout the novel. Dante gave me this. Mary-anne is seven months pregnant when the novel opens. The city around her, every day, is convulsed in an ecstasy of madness. And it is, to her, like being mad: like descending, every day, into Hell. Every circle of Hell she descends into is a variation on the one before and an intimation of the one to follow. I decided from the start to write the novel from two points of view: Mary-anne’s and, hovering above that, the omniscient authorial, god-like perspective. She thinks of herself as descending into the circles of Hell, and over time I came to see her (or the author came to see her, I’m quite sure they’re the same) as a kind of Dante, seven months pregnant, making the perilous journey through the Hell of her city without a Virgil to guide her.


I’m halfway through, I think I know what will follow, and I even think I know how it will all end. Of course, things will change: characters will transform in unexpected ways, say the most unexpected things or not say certain things; the story will take the directions I’ve mapped out, and suddenly swerve off into unexpected ones. To borrow from Stoppard, I feel like a hiker. I know where I’m going, I have my compass and my general points of reference, but what happens along the way is another thing altogether. •




Steven Carroll is the author of ten novels, and winner of the Prime Minister's Literary Award and the Miles Franklin Award. His latest book, A New England Affair, is the third novel in his acclaimed Eliot Quartet, and a companion novel to The Lost Life and A World of Other People.








PARSLEY TEA


Lauren Butterworth


IT WAS ALL I could taste, despite not having touched the stuff for hours. It has a way of lingering, parsley, and I could feel it in the roof of my mouth, at the back of my throat, and in the strange unsettling warmth in my gut. This, despite the smells: the splashed urine by the grey metal toilet bowl, the beer from the Germans in the next compartment and the musk of old woollen blankets on that ancient Soviet train. It was dark, sometime in the early morning, although I’d had so much cold and flu medication—and Bulgarian cold and flu medication is much more potent than the stuff at home—plus Vitamin C, beer and, of course, the parsley tea, that I had lost any sense of time and place. I knew we were halted somewhere a few hours from Plovdiv, that men in uniforms had gathered under a single bleary yellow light outside the window and spoke in raised Eastern-bloc tones, and that all I wanted to do was lock myself in the tiny bathroom, remove the burning parsley pessary I’d inserted at the hotel an hour or so before my journey began, and check to see if it had worked. Because if it hadn’t, I would stand to lose so much of what I’d gained.


I was in Bulgaria—and Hungary and Greece and Albania and the whole of the southern coast of the continent before that—to shuck an old skin. I’d split with my fiancé just two months before. Eight years is a long time when you’re 25, and the pebble coast of the Mediterranean had welcomed me warmly. I hadn’t been restoring broken fragments of myself so much as unearthing long buried ones through an accumulation of little victories during the last six weeks. I had leapt from cliff-faces into green grottos, climbed volcanos in Havaianas and stared spell-bound at the turret-littered hillside of the Albanian ‘Riviera’. Solo travel was a revelation. I had backpacked in western Europe two years earlier with my best friend and a Eurail pass, but this was different. I wasn’t single then, simply sans partner, and I remained cautious and restrained. But this time I threw myself into the azure of that coast with caution newly abandoned and perhaps it was the thick saltiness of the waters of Capri and Pag, Dermi and Kotor, but I felt myself buoyed up each time, rising to a new and invigorated sense of myself.


I met Tim in a hostel bar in Novalja. He was a sunburned Aussie in a Celtics singlet and we played flip-cup on a ping-pong table under a string of fairy lights and drank cheap shots of raki. I was new to deciphering sideways glances but his was evident by our first loss to a team of Canadians, and I found myself revelling in the possibility that he might like me. We boarded a bus for the nightclubs, and though I’m told that it was a long, crowded and sweaty ride, I felt as though it passed in a heartbeat. The club was open-air and on the water, hectic with glare and throbbing music. I was pulled onto the dance floor by an insistent sexagenarian who made my skin crawl but I hadn’t figured out how to remove myself from such situations yet, so when Tim stepped between us it was as a knight in green armour. I was dizzy with neon and spirits and the press of bare and sticky skin, but he personified a steadiness that pulled me in.


I didn’t think of him much in the month after that, but his image emerged then, reflected between smudges on the dirty window. Where was he now? Somewhere in Greece, probably. I’d been in Santorini two weeks before and a friend told me they’d crossed paths a few days after I’d left, but I doubt he’d thought of me at all since then. He was on route to London with friends. They were going to get a flat in Hampstead (good luck, I’d thought) and take on relief work as PE teachers. I considered the Facebook message I might compose to him: ‘sorry to ruin your trip, but …’ and then what? What words could possibly follow to properly express this? This momentous, life-altering, plan-ruining thing.


And still that pessary burned. There was a throbbing that I imagined to be my womb contracting, as the internet said it would, but it didn’t feel anything like period pain. I watched the men gathered on the tracks, smoking, texting, but not doing anything useful. Why? I thought, hurry up! There’s a very simple rule about stationary trains, especially when the toilet bowl looks straight down onto the tracks: do not use. So I was forced to endure, at least for the time being. I was travelling with a group but they were new friends and I was reluctant to reveal myself. It had been awkward enough when we’d stopped at the supermarket in Sofia to snack up before leaving for the station. I’d lingered by the produce section, waving them off, ‘I’ll catch you up!’ But they wouldn’t go. I feigned indecision. Told them again and again, ‘no really, go on,’ but they were too nice. I paced by rows of bundles wrapped in crinkly cellophane like little green infants. My pulse thumped as though I was doing something illicit. Perhaps I was.


Part of me—my rational brain—was convinced I was worried for nothing. Last time I backpacked I didn’t get my period for four months: I figured my body just knew. I’d confided in Caitlin, a mortician from London who was as supportive as a recently acquired backpacker buddy can be, and though she told me that my rational brain was probably right, I just couldn’t shake the fear. It’s terrifying to realise that your body, this strange self-determining creature, can go so against your wishes.


We’d eaten the snacks and drank most of the beer, and so Marco, a lanky Dutchman who had lived for years in a tiny Romanian village, suggested that we disembark to seek out replenishments. He was a regular on this route from Sofia to Istanbul and being as accustomed as he now was to the efficiency of Eastern European railways, he seemed confident that we wouldn’t be left behind. The night was sensual in its warmth and I ran my fingers along a chain-link fence, feeling for the velvet of creeping foliage. There was a tunnel lit by a caged yellow bulb, illuminating enough of the walls for us to make out layers of posters and Cyrillic graffiti under bright orange netting. I wondered why the plastic net was necessary. Structural damage perhaps, or for the thick bundles of exposed wires that hung from cracks near the ceiling. I’d become used to the chaos of wiring, of the damp in cracks and that soft, mildew smell.


I’d fallen in love with ruined cities, their flakes of peeling paint and exposed, crumbling brick. With streets that sink in the middle, the colourful surprises of art down alleyways, on power boxes and across churchyard walls. If the south was where I went to shake loose the layers of insecurity that had bound me to one person for too many years, then the east was where I’d stepped fully into my new skin. I was at the peak of the Llogara Pass three weeks before, 1000 metres above sea level where tumbling grey peaks fixed the sky to the sea, when I watched a mule clamber over rocks by the shell of a house and realised that I never had to stop doing this. That the life I didn’t want—the house, the husband, the suburbs—was as distant to me as I now felt from the world. Because I was there, in the middle of Albania and I was the happiest I’d ever been.


The road beyond the tunnel was hazy—I was still dizzy with pseudoephedrine, alcohol and denial—but I trailed Marco and the others towards a single window lit up in the dark. I couldn’t see much of the town but I could tell it was tiny, yet, despite the absurd time of night, the convenience store was open. We walked into a marijuana cloud. A sole shaggy-haired man stood at the counter and nodded to us as Marco found the beer. The smell was too much for my already heightened senses, so I retreated outside with Caitlin. A car skidded and a man leapt from its open passenger door before it screeched to a halt. He stumbled and smiled with crooked teeth. So immediately foreign were we that he asked, in English, where we were from. I answered, on behalf of us both, Australia.


‘Kangaroo, kangaroo!’ he cried. He wore a black two-piece tracksuit and had bleary red eyes.


‘Yes,’ I laughed, ‘kangaroo, kangaroo.’


On the walk back to the train I felt lighter. The encounter reminded me of that mule on the roadside, so ordinary and yet so inexplicably remarkable. That young man, with his cropped hair and gold chain, looked every part the former Soviet bloc youth I’d imagined, but he wasn’t really so different from me. He was home, living a life as normal to him as mine was back in Adelaide. And I’d be back there soon, just two more weeks, which was plenty of time to deal with any problems that might need attending to.


I stepped up onto the train and could hardly bear the thought of more of that cold, bitter tea. Marco laughed from the compartment doorway, his lanky Dutch legs too long for the compartment bed. His teeth were crooked, his hair limp over his bleary eyes, but he smiled widely. It was hard to imagine that a body like that, so tall and lithe, could be anything but obedient. He crushed a can in his big hands and reached for another.


I crouched under the folded out top bunk, curled my legs and wedged a beer between my knees. I felt a sharp jab from the inside and gasped, resettled myself. I could have laughed. I swished saliva in my mouth and tasted it again. Fucking parsley. Then I did laugh. Maybe it was the alcohol and the strangeness of the night, but I was overwhelmed suddenly with peace. I looked at Caitlin, at Marco and all the rest. These stranger friends. I was stuck on a train in Bulgaria, but I wasn’t alone. My fear was as common as a two-piece tracksuit. I was going to be fine.


The laughter of stoned Germans drifted down the corridor. ‘Fucking hurry up!’ one of them yelled out the window. They were drying damp socks on the sill, a line of them like shrivelled worms. Then the crush of a beer can. Laughter and shouts. That bleary seeping yellow. This would all become another memory among a string of others, something to laugh at later with a flushed and wearied awkwardness. Vitamin C and parsley. My friends would chuckle, shake their heads. But we know, like all girls do, that sometimes we do strange things to wrangle something like control over ourselves, our bodies. We’re without it most of the time. But we don’t need to be. And that, I realised, was all that parsley was: an attempt at control.


I stood as the train jolted. A cheer rose up. Heads poked out of their compartments. A slow chug, a whistle. Quietly I retreated to the tiny bathroom with its cold metal toilet opening onto passing tracks. I squatted and, with a finger and thumb, removed the pessary. It would deteriorate here, somewhere in Bulgaria, a strange surprise for a passer-by.


Back in the corridor, Marco stood by the open window. I joined him and watched the dark trees blur beneath the stable sky. I pulled down the glass and let my fingers rest on the edge. They tapped impatiently, wanting. I lifted myself onto my toes and stuck my head and shoulders outside. The wind was cold and fresh. If I reached, I could graze the sharp edges of the leaves. I opened my palm and let them tickle. My hair blew wildly, my dress made waves. I let my head fall back and in the exhilaration of movement, I was in bliss. •




Lauren Butterworth has fiction and essays in Crush: Stories about Love, Verity La, Wet Ink and others. She is co-host of the podcast Deviant Women, and co-director of The Hearth.








MAX & ROSA


Alex Miller


In memory of Max Blatt, b. February 1907, Lubaczowa – d. October 1981, Melbourne


1. History and fiction


It was 11 November 1918, the day the First World War ended. The city of Breslau was the second most populous city in the defeated German empire, a city soon to be proclaimed the capital of the Prussian province of Lower Silesia in the Weimar Republic; and, from November 1918 until 1945, a politically volatile frontier city between Poland and Germany, eventually to become once again the Polish city of Wroclaw. This was Max Blatt’s boyhood home town.


I make no claim for the historical truth of the fragment that follows, but it is possible, for Europe is full of bits of old paper, that there is a document somewhere recording this brief encounter between my old friend and mentor Max Blatt and Rosa Luxemburg. Nothing official in one of the great archives, to be sure, but a letter to a friend, perhaps, or a postcard, a note tucked away in a shoebox under the stairs. Unknown and forgotten. Stored with the trivial memorabilia of the dead. A document of no significance in the great scheme of history that was unfolding that day for Europe, a day indeed on which our so-called civilisation of the West still pivots unsteadily.


That other piece of paper that does exist, cherished in a great archive, the piece of paper declaring the cessation of hostilities in the First World War, was famously signed in France at eleven o’clock that same Saturday morning. It was only later that day, or possibly even the following day, that the working people of Breslau heard the news of the Kaiser’s humiliation and the empire’s defeat and capitulation. Most went to work as usual that Saturday morning, or stayed home, or did the washing, or the shopping, or just slept in. There was no school on Saturdays. It was a day on which Max was accustomed to help his father sew the fancy stitching on boots and shoes in the front room of their apartment at 14 Fischergasse. But on this day he was permitted to take time off from helping his father to visit a school friend who was unwell. This was an unusual freedom for Max.


2. A letter


You are silent these days on this subject, so let me remind you of some of the details. The number 21 tram came along and you got on. You were 11 years of age. At this time of day the number 21 tram was always crowded with workers. You stood near the door holding the cold brass rail. You were without gloves. A tall woman was looking at you. She was some years older than your mother. The woman gave you a small smile when your eyes met. She looked tired and was very pale, but you saw her at once as interesting and kindly. Not beautiful, but confident and possibly a person of authority. She stood out among the drab familiar crowd of working men. You had never seen her before. She was warmly dressed against the November chill in an overcoat with a fur collar and was wearing a hat, a russet scarf at her throat. She was not a worker. You were too shy to return her smile and you looked away, abashed. You wanted to look at her again, to meet her eyes and to see her smile, but you didn’t dare. She got off the tram at Wachtplatz, two stops from where you’d got on. You watched her walk away. She was carrying a black leather briefcase, like a man’s. You turned so that you could keep watching her until the tram turned into Friederich-Wilhelmstrasse and you lost sight of her.


On the tram coming home from your friend’s place later that day you saw a crowd of people in the square. The square, Wachtplatz, was dominated by the great brick edifice of the cigarette factory. The crowd was being addressed on the island opposite the cigarette factory by a speaker who was standing on a box. A man was standing behind the speaker and a little to one side, as if he was there to look after her in case of trouble. You saw at once that the speaker was the woman who had smiled at you that morning. When the tram stopped you got off. You crossed the road and stood at the back of the crowd. You wanted the woman to notice you, but at the same time you were afraid she would notice you. She was explaining to the crowd that she had been released three days earlier from the strict regime of Breslau’s Kletschkau Prison, to which she had been transferred from what she called her easy life at Wronki Prison, to serve out the last four months of her term.


Her tone in speaking of her time in the two prisons was ironic, her manner, despite her worn appearance, cheerful and amused. Almost as if she was speaking of having returned to Breslau from a holiday in the sun at Wronki. She was telling the crowd that she had been imprisoned for doing exactly what she was doing now, here, in Wachtplatz, addressing a public assembly without a permit from the authorities. People laughed and clapped and one or two called out words of encouragement to her. Two policemen, who were standing on the footpath outside the cigarette factory, keeping the crowd from encroaching on the tram tracks, looked at each other and smiled. The atmosphere among the people in the square was carefree and relaxed. You asked the man next to you who the woman was. The man turned and looked down at you. ‘Why, that’s our Rosa Luxemburg,’ he said. ‘You’ll not see another like her.’


She wasn’t lecturing the crowd, she wasn’t talking about having a correct attitude to politics or war or social idealism or revolution, but was telling the people that even in prison they could be free in their minds as she had been. She seemed to be confiding this information, as if she knew personally each of the people standing in front of her listening to her. They might have been her friends, people who would understand and appreciate her meaning at once. ‘A robin’, she said, the recollection brightening her expression, ‘landed on the wall right behind me and sang me a little song.’




Antarctic Plateau


Sophie Finlay


a tinge distils to cerulean,


lenses glanced light.


scraped surface blows


over rock


by the circumpolar.


I dream of night


when stars become flowers,


vines sprout


and reach for powder.


the axis of the poles


like a machine, hums


the magnetic field


into being.


antarctica has drawn


strings out of me.


the waxed plain,


an impossible longing


to know the centre.





You were captivated by her and longed to become one of her trusted friends. You wanted to be trusted by her, just the way you found yourself trusting in her. In a strange way that you did not understand, you felt that you had known this woman for a long time and had even been waiting for this moment to meet her. You decided to get on the tram with her when she left the meeting in the square, so you stayed until the end. But she didn’t get on the tram. She went to a parked car with the man who had stood behind her. You watched them drive away towards Stadtgraban, where the car turned left towards the river and Königs Brücke. And that is where you lost sight of them.


From time to time you took the number 21 tram in the morning after that, but you never saw her again. Then a year later you recognised her picture on the newsstand in Wachtplatz and read that she had been murdered in Berlin.


Although in the years that followed you were to witness, and were yourself to become the victim of, what our friend Olek calls ‘the catastrophic confrontation of your utopia and idealism with the mill of the twentieth century, the mill smashing people, ideas and dreams’, it was the brutal murder of this woman who had smiled at you on the number 21 tram that morning when you were a boy of 11 that remained in your heart as a place of eternal mourning. And in your resistance to the totalitarianisms of those times, you strove to behave in a manner that you believed Rosa would have approved of. As a boy of 11, in her smile you understood your potential as a man to have been acknowledged. And eventually it was her idealism that became your own. You believed in that. There was or you identified a private bond in it, a kind of secret oath known only to yourself, an oath unspoken but sacred.


It was the kind of thing we can’t but believe in. Which is why such a belief remains our secret. We can’t explain it. It is as if it has been implanted in us by a force outside ourselves. It is an irrational conviction. We don’t want to admit it to our comrades. For we and they are rational people and have outwardly sworn allegiance to one form or another of dialectical materialism. We believe in the Enlightenment. We are not ruled by superstition.


But the faith lies in us till our end—as if a small child has been placed into our care and we cannot deny it without denying our own humanity. And wasn’t it this that Rosa gifted to you in Wachtplatz on that portentous Saturday? Not her theories, but the humanity of her longing, the melancholy of the little robin that came to sing to her in the window of her prison cell. Wasn’t it your love for that woman that survived your disillusionment with the human project, as you called it? Broken, you said, by the Gestapo in that same prison in Breslau where she had lain. But I saw in you the hope she had given you. You never could deny that hope. God knows, Max, you invested that hope in me. It was your consolation. And that is what I saw in you, what inspired me and made me love you, and what has made me believe in you and be guided by your memory and your example all these years. •




Alex Miller’s twelfth novel, The Passage of Love, was published in November 2017.
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AUSTRALIA IN THREE BOOKS


The Landscape of Home and Heart


Di Morrissey


[image: image]


AUSTRALIA IS DEFINED for me through its landscape. My first memories L are of a country town crouched at the edge of mountains, a mighty river, the mysterious ‘outback’ somewhere beyond. Fringe dwellers hovered in the background, shadows at the periphery of a reconstituted English village where the formal Arts Institute and colonial town architecture faced the village green.


Occasionally glimpsed, these dark shadows of a fading culture and its weary remnants—people who might as well have been invisible—were relegated to the shanty town of a strange world whose existence held little interest or value to them. Or they to the new inhabitants.


Dark Emu, Black Seeds: Agriculture or Accident? (2014) by Bruce Pascoe


I recall an old Aboriginal man hovering at the edge of the park, across from the ‘bottom’ pub, with skinny bowed legs, wearing a faded flannel shirt and battered bush hat, the badges of a one-time stockman, which set him one notch higher than his peers, who kept their distance. But from afar all silently watched the unfathomable building of a new world through sad, veiled eyes.


My grandparents’ house had a brass plate by the front door proclaiming its name to be Cricklewood, a reminder of the London they had left behind. In the lounge room I stood before the fireplace, hands clasped at chest to recite ‘My Country’.


I couldn’t truly visualise ‘an opal hearted country’ or ‘where lithe lianas coil’ but when, at age seven, I met the poem’s creator and asked what was it really like, she crisply told me I should one day see for myself.


My grandfather, who’d left school at 14 and soon after departed England to sail to Australia, read copiously. A gentle, humorous man, he yarned to one and all, but more importantly, as he taught me, he listened, really listened to the stories from old timers or the mixed races, be they Aboriginal, Chinese or Afghan, and who sometimes came knocking for odd jobs and a bit of tucker.


My grandfather would therefore not have been surprised to learn that our original inhabitants have not only a rich artistic culture but also a flourishing agricultural lifestyle that has extended over their 60 000-year occupation of ‘our’ country.


But such views were, and are still, questioned, so Indigenous author Bruce Pascoe’s compelling Dark Emu, Black Seeds is incredibly important. Researched from many sources, particularly from evocative notes and diaries of early settlers and explorers, Dark Emu teaches us that the so-called wandering ‘hunter-gatherers’ practised agriculture, aquaculture, built houses, used fire as land management, harvested grain and baked it, implemented food storage as well as observing rich cultural and ceremonial practices.


However, colonial farming techniques were not well suited to this hemisphere and landscape. The impact of sheep and cattle quickly disposed of the local tribespeople as a healthy environment was degraded, their food sources disappeared and they were pushed further from their lands. Pascoe’s writing may be factual and almost blunt, but the message is powerful, if ignored by most of today’s agricultural, mining and so called ‘development’ industries.


It gives me a physical, sickening pain to drive by or fly over the moonscape scars of bleak gouged land where what is really a momentary resource, benefiting few, has tragically wiped out nature’s beauty, decimating a culture with total disregard for its history, its art, and the land that sustains it.


Private Lives: Australians at Home Since Federation (2008) by Peter Timms


I grew up in a Sydney beachside suburb between sojourns with my beloved grandparents. So when I came upon Peter Timms’ charming Private Lives I recognised the transformation of the Australian home with some nostalgia, regret and amusement. ‘Behind the front door of every suburban house, a quiet revolution has been going on. The place our grandparents called home 100 years ago has little in common with the new media nests we now inhabit …’ Timms writes.


As we tour from room to room, the illustrations from old photographs, paintings—such as Sali Herman’s inner-city terrace buildings and lifestyles—evocative advertising, home decor magazines and product catalogues are riveting, entertaining and chart an extraordinary architectural and lifestyle journey for the Australian family:


The changing social mores are reflected in the changes of the home. The twentieth century, despite its many marvels, was not an easy time, even for the most fortunate enough to be living in peace and prosperity on the periphery of world events … Their lives during the worst years of economic depression, warfare and social upheaval … can tell us much about who we are today and what shaped us.


We journey from do-it-yourself to project homes, when ‘charm’ became ‘smart’ and the moment when ‘ordinary folk sought refuge from troubled times in overstuffed armchairs and gaudy floral carpets’, while ‘progressive eyes turned to Sweden …’ And so began the ‘modern’ era of Scandinavian furniture and pared-back design.


My grandparents’ Federation house is little changed, though surrounded by rusting and rotting beauties that I long for city tree-changers to preserve and restore.


Our country town struggles to maintain its heritage moniker. Council factions razed the last Cobb and Co. coach stables in the state, attached to the back of a pub, while city investors, seeking ‘olde worlde’ dwellings to reinvigorate as B&Bs or foodie havens for the local gourmet produce, or those seeking to move from exploding Sydney and restore the valley’s old homes and find a more peaceful lifestyle, are finding less and less heritage remaining. In their place are new, dull, nondescript, unimaginative buildings. Timms’ examples echo present-day issues:


A young [journalist] David McNicoll whining in print in 1939 about the ‘appalling decline’ in Sydney’s home-life, put the blame firmly on foreigners in flats, in that order … A few years later when government housing commissions started razing inner city slums for apartment blocks, they were working on the assumption that clean, efficient flats equipped with modern amenities would be welcomed by folk from derelict old cottages with outside dunnies and rising damp. The euphoria didn’t last long … lobbies, lifts and corridors degenerated into grubby dangerous wastelands.


So were the ‘old days’ a time of simple pleasures or suburban dreariness? Gone is the home redolent with the wafting smell of a Sunday roast leg of lamb in the electric oven, where grandparents lived with the family, rather than visited, writes Timms. Today a grandparent takes lunch alone in the ‘village’, living out their days trying not to be a nuisance.


The journeys of families through the Australian landscape continues, navigating the changes of time, government and circumstance. Owning a home is becoming a dream beyond most present-day Australians. Adult children live with parents, inheritance the surest means to achieving the great Australian dream of home ownership.


Sunlight and Seaweed—an Argument for How to Feed, Power and Clean up the World (2017) by Tim Flannery


This generation’s spectre of climate change is no longer prophetic or impossible, but a reality. One fears not for the next generation but for the present. It’s on our heads, we saw it coming and did nothing. So it was somewhat comforting to read the latest writings from entertaining and erudite environmentalist, scientist, explorer and academic Tim Flannery, who takes a more cheerful stance, although the grim reality hovers. Sunlight and Seaweed follows his The Weather Makers, which explains for anyone still in doubt that climate change is happening and something has to be done about it. And fast.


In Sunlight and Seaweed, Flannery presents some solutions for Australia to devise new methods of providing life’s essentials. The book focuses on two solutions. Well, not total solutions, but what he calls ‘fundamental building blocks’. One solution he suggests is concentrated solar thermal (CST), capable of delivering an energy trifecta—electricity, high-quality heat and energy storage—as well as clean water. CST will play a vital role in limiting greenhouse gas emissions, in growing food sustainably at a very large scale and in cleaning up polluted soils and water—all at the same time.


The second idea, which is where the seaweed comes in, is PV-powered midocean kelp farming (PMKF). Hopefully the horrifying spectacle of plastic clogging the oceans and littering beaches (except in front of luxury resorts, but walk around the corner and, ugh) will be reduced and sucked up and processed for something useful. Meanwhile the kelp will be supplying mountains of high-quality protein in the form of shellfish and fish, and by absorbing masses of carbon, the oceans will begin to clear and be clean again as corals recover.


‘Armed with CST and PMKF, humanity will command cheap, clean power harnessed to the most efficient food-production systems yet devised, which, as they work, have the potential to clean up the environment on a massive scale,’ Flannery says.
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