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 PROLOGUE

THE IDEA OF WRITING an account of my life originally grew out of a desire to leave to my children a record of the events that shaped me, something that I wish my own parents had done. Hyman and Dora Wolfensohn settled in Australia in the late 1920s, leaving their home in London, where my father was born and where my mother was brought shortly after her birth in Belgium. I have long been frustrated by my lack of knowledge of their families and their early lives and resolved to leave a record of my own experiences, beginning in Sydney and moving to study abroad and eventually settling in the United States.

I have been blessed by opportunities to build a career in business and in public service and by living during a time of fascinating transformation on our planet. I profited from the enormous changes of the last fifty years in economics, technology, and global development. I benefited from the arrival of the jet aircraft, advances in all forms of communication, and the revolution in information made possible by the computer and Internet. The second half of the twentieth century must have been one of the most exciting and challenging periods ever in human development. As a young and proud Australian, I was able to build a life that has been global, to travel to more than one hundred countries, and to both witness and participate in the changing economics and demographic balance of our planet. I had opportunities that my father never had, and I doubt that my journey would have been possible even a decade or two earlier.

During the more than half century of my professional career, the whole world of international finance changed. The global markets developed with centers operating twenty-four hours a day in New York, London, the Middle East, Hong Kong, Japan, Australia, and other locations. It was as though the world became smaller, but for me and others like me from many countries, it presented the chance to become a global player, to feel more a citizen of the world than a member of one nation.

And I learned that there were really two worlds—the developed world of one billion people, which in the year 2000 had 80 percent of the global income, and the developing world of more than five billion people, with 20 percent of the benefits. This stark contrast and the resulting poverty became, early in my life, a challenge and a passion. Equity and social justice became part of my vocabulary and a growing focus of my activities and interests. In 1980, I was considered, briefly, for the position of president of the World Bank, and I became an American citizen to give myself the opportunity to be nominated. But the time was not right. In 1995, I was nominated by President Clinton and served in the job for a decade. The World Bank presidency was, for me, and for my wife, Elaine, the opportunity of a lifetime. It somehow put the rest of my career into perspective.

I have been fortunate. I have talented, creative, supportive, and loyal friends, who can be found around the world. My interests beyond my career have been fulfilling and rich, in music, education, sports, and public service. It has been a great life.

More than anything else, I have been blessed by the support of Elaine, an enormously gifted and balanced person, who has been a wonderful companion of more than fifty years, and by my three children, Sara, Naomi, and Adam, whose families enrich me every day.

My hope is that this book may be of interest as an account of a period of more than half a century of extraordinarily fast and profound change in the global economy. I also hope that it may encourage some younger readers to embrace life at many levels—professional, social, and international. It is a moment unique in history, when anyone might build “a global life” in the service of humankind and create that life to one’s personal satisfaction and joy as a citizen of an ever-shrinking planet.






1

 A LONG WAY FROM NEW YORK

AS THE WHITE PAINT DRIPPED OFF MY HAIR AND ONTO MY BEST SUIT of clothes, I remember thinking, I deserved that. A farmhand had just picked me up by the ankles and put my head into a bucket of diluted lime wash. He’d had enough of my anxiety about getting my shoes dirty. There I was, a plump, precocious eight-year-old, out for a day in the country with my father. We were perfectly dressed, perfectly English, and perfectly out of place on a farm in the outer suburbs of Sydney. That dunking broke the ice for me. The farmhand told me I was “a little prick,” and when I got over the indignity, I knew he was right.

I was a miniature version of my father, Hyman, known as Bill Wolfensohn, who had never adjusted to Australian life. With his English upbringing, it had not occurred to him that one could visit a farm without a jacket and tie. As young as I was, the farmhand’s lesson made me realize I somehow needed to be more of an Australian. But when I looked at my father I wanted to be like him, too. He spoke beautifully and was polite and polished. Although others found him formal, I knew another side of him. His eyes twinkling, he would tell me wonderful stories and keep me engaged for hours. That was when he was at peace with himself—and I craved those moments. Mostly, however, he seemed preoccupied and worried.

Every afternoon, toward 5:00 PM, I would sit at the front of our apartment block waiting for my father to return from work. A tram would appear at the bottom of the little hill, and a few minutes later his familiar figure, in a dark suit and Homburg, would come into view. Although I would jump off the wall and run to meet him, my enthusiasm was always touched with caution. His moods were a mystery. If I sensed lightness, I would take his hand and we would go inside. Some other days, though, his worry was palpable. Then I would climb back onto the low wall above the mailboxes and in the shade of a frangipani tree and wait for my mother, Dora, who would walk the same path toward home a short time later. Her face always broke into a smile when she saw me.

We had lived in that redbrick block of apartments since I was three. Although it stood in Edgecliff, one of Sydney’s affluent eastern suburbs, it was modest. There were two very small bedrooms, a living room with a sofa and two armchairs in which my parents sat every night, and a miniscule dining room that had previously served as a bedroom for my sister, Betty, ten years my senior. It was a close environment where I was the focus of my parents’ attention, particularly after my sister married when I was ten years old. Our family was not like other families I had observed. We had no relatives or grandparents or real connection with Australia. All we had was my mother’s elderly uncle, Harry Feinmesser, who was at our table most Friday nights. Our grandparents and cousins were in England or America, and although they wrote on birthdays and we responded with grateful postcards, we grew up without any real feeling for them. My parents had friends, and there was the Jewish community, but when we switched off the lights at night, once Betty had left, it was just the three of us—and music.

I would lie in bed with strains of my mother’s music floating down the hall into my room. Often, I would drift into sleep hearing German or Spanish songs in the air, knowing she was at the piano. My mother was from another age. She had come out of Europe with all the accomplishments that a fine life in Belgium could provide. Fluent in several languages and gifted with literary sensibility, she also had a deep knowledge of music  and could sketch and paint. Although we were thousands of miles from the old centers of Western culture, its influences stretched into our home.

But even though we had the values and the cultural influences of that world, materially we had little to sustain it. My father pretended to a grander lifestyle than he could possibly manage, and within the limits of my young life, I copied him. My mother had a much firmer grip on reality and had the advantage of a background that made her comfortable in any company. I heard later that when people met her socially, they assumed she came from untroubled wealth. The truth was that when she and my father clashed, it was always about money. Life in that little apartment was mostly quiet, but sometimes my parents’ concern about finances was so intense they would shout. The money question made me terribly upset. I grew up knowing we didn’t have much of it and hating the fact that it was such a dominating problem.
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My father arrived in Australia in 1928 with great optimism. Amazing advances in aviation that year brought hope that this antipodean continent was at last being opened to the world and new opportunities. About a year later, my mother and Betty, then five years old, left Antwerp for Australia. My mother had been biding her time teaching at a school while my father scouted the new land. He missed them so much that when their ship, the SS Largs Bay docked in Sydney, he couldn’t wait for the gangway to be put in place. Spotting a Jacob’s ladder hanging from the side of the boat, he leaped across, climbed up, and scrambled onto the deck to embrace them. As my parents looked around this new land, with its eucalyptus trees, raucous bird calls, wide-open spaces, and surf beaches, they must have felt a long way from everything familiar. But they had each other, they were young—my father thirty, my mother twenty-eight—and they were hopeful of a fresh start.

As it happened, the Great Depression was already upon the country and there couldn’t have been a less opportune time for them to be striking  out. By the following year, the economy was sliding so rapidly that the government brought out two advisers from the Bank of England to try to apply the brakes. It took until 1934 for the country to recover, and in the intervening years, my father lost much of the small stake he had brought with him. Although he consistently worked hard, for all his talent and effort he could never attain financial security in Australia. He worked first in advertising and later in business consulting, an endeavor in which he brought more success to others than to himself.

As a boy, I knew something was not right in his life. Some Saturdays, he and I would walk from our house to a cinema in Double Bay for the 5:00 PM show. He always tried to catch the late-afternoon show because there was no intermission between the double feature and little risk of bumping into anyone if we left between movies. Just as the main film ended and the credits were rolling, we’d slip out early to avoid notice. Out in the open again, my father’s usual imposing presence and self-possession would melt away. He seemed wounded, and I became like a watchdog, always looking at people and trying to guess if they knew him and if they were friendly. It was instinctive. I knew the rules, but I didn’t understand them. Without any discussion, I’d realized while very young that there were a few people he never wanted to see, and without knowing who they were, I was constantly on the lookout for them. For the first ten years of my life, I sensed that as a family we weren’t quite within the community.

From the stories my father told, I knew he had not always been like this. Before coming to Australia, he’d moved with ease through the upper echelons of English society. He’d even been made a freeman of the City of London in 1919 for helping to organize the Victory Parade after World War I. He was proud of this recognition, which was given to important citizens of that city for their contributions to community life. We all knew that he had been on a brilliant career trajectory that had lifted him out of the crowded East End and had shown him and my mother the finest that England had to offer. I understood that back in those days, my father was playful and full of mischief. Betty remembers his impishness and how he would put her up to tricks she didn’t understand. A classic family example  of this revolved around that fact that my parents were married on September 6, 1922, and Betty arrived a year later, on September 5. But whenever anyone asked Betty about her birthday, my father had schooled her to joke: “I was born a day before Mummy and Daddy were married.”

In those early days in Australia, as a gentlemen’s hobby, my father and some friends bought a brewery in Lithgow, a suburb in the Blue Mountains about an hour’s drive from Sydney. On the weekends, while my mother was busy with music, he and Betty would take the train to a rented cottage in the mountains. It had a garden where she played and he grew large white asparagus. But this rural idyll was short-lived; the brew-master was lured to a better job and the business began to slide. Toward the end of the following year, when I was born, there were signs that the Great Depression was easing, although my parents were still having problems establishing themselves in a new land. Their struggle was to continue throughout my childhood. Whereas other families had cars and holidays, for many years we did not even have a telephone, although we always appeared to be doing well.

In 1933, the family was living in the Sydney suburb of Elizabeth Bay. Betty recalls being thrilled when Father came back from the hospital and announced she had a baby brother. She vividly remembers jumping up and down on the bed, saying, “You promised, you promised I could name him!” She promptly chose the name “David.” My father replied that “David” was too widely used and asked if she’d accept “James David.” Between bounces, she agreed. My father was naming me after James Armand de Rothschild, a man who had been pivotal in his life and coincidentally shared my birthday of December 1.

Although I never met or saw a Rothschild until I was close to thirty, the name had almost magical qualities in our home. My father had worked for James de Rothschild, first in the army and then in private life. For nearly a decade he traveled with him extensively. When Dad reminisced about his life in London with James and his wife, Dorothy, his voice sounded soft and unstrained. This was another world, where there was no stress and where—dare I say it?—my father had been genuinely  happy. Without realizing it, I carried this legend inside me. Years later, as a grown man, I was doing a tour of merchant banks in London and found myself at NM Rothschild and Sons. I remember going into the head office in New Court, seeing the tapestry in the front hall and almost evaporating with emotion at being in the Rothschild Bank. Swirling around my head was the fairytale of my father’s relationship with the Rothschilds and the mystery of why it had come to an end. I took some pink paper and a couple of pencils from the waiting room and put them in my pocket. I carried a piece of that pink paper in my wallet for years.

For all his Rothschild stories, my father never said why he left their employ. His recollections always ended abruptly. He kept diaries, though, and when he passed away I read them, hoping to understand what had happened, but I never found out exactly why he decided to set out on his own for a career in Australia. Most of the diary pages had been torn out, except for some innocuous recollections about good parts of his life. It seemed he wanted no one to know the whole story. While he was alive, I never could discuss this period with him, and it would be decades before I even came close to a hint of an understanding of the events. I did learn later that Rothschild introduced my father to horse racing and to gambling in a minor way. My father never dropped his interest in these pursuits, which continued throughout his life.
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My father’s decision to go to Sydney might have been influenced by the fact that James de Rothschild himself had once sought a kind of refuge in Australia. As a young man, Rothschild sailed for Australia under an assumed name. He left without informing any of his family or friends, because, as he later explained, he wanted “to find out what it was like not to be called a Rothschild.” He took no money or checkbook and earned his living first as a bookmaker’s runner on a Melbourne racecourse and later as a cattle drover, herding cattle from the far north of the country down to  the sale yards in the south. After eight months, his family traced him and he returned to London.

My father had grown up in London, in a large house on Whitechapel Road, just short of the Aldgate Pump, which marks the entrance to the City of London from the east side. The family’s tobacco factory took up most of the ground floor, together with a shop that was leased out to various tenants. For a man who had come to London from a tiny shtetl in eastern Europe, my grandfather, Nathan Wolfensohn, had done well. Using the name of an official of the Turkish occupation of Odessa, he called his business the Gadji Bey Tobacco Company and gained a reputation for producing high-quality tobacco and handmade cigarettes. These he supplied to the best London retailers and to the House of Commons.

It was a boisterous household, enlivened by my father’s older sister, Millie, who played the piano, and his mother, Mary, only five feet one inch, teetering on her very high heels. An exuberant character, she would break into Russian dancing when the mood took her. Hyman was the youngest of the three, and while Millie studied music and his brother, Morris, was being trained as a tobacco blender downstairs, he took his own path. My father won a place at the prestigious City of London School, and at just fourteen, he graduated. After some years working with his father, he began studying medicine at St. Thomas’s Hospital. He was a young man with a future. He kept at his studies, but eventually the overwhelming presence of World War I broke through. His brother had already signed up, and before my father could complete his degree, he felt compelled to sign up, too. Relentless petitioning had caused the British War Office to agree to form new Jewish combat units, and fudging his age, my father left medical school to join a new battalion of the Royal Fusiliers. This decision removed the possibility of his having a professional life as a physician, but it took him to Palestine, where he met James de Rothschild, who was then a major.

My father and Rothschild were both in the Jewish Brigade of the Royal Fusiliers, which—a first for the British army—had Hebrew as a  regimental language. Because of his fluency, my father was assigned the task of issuing the British army’s first Hebrew orders. He handwrote them, and when a few days later he received a typewriter with Hebrew characters, he typed them up. I have a copy of both historic documents, signed by him as adjutant to the regiment. The unit was actively recruiting and drew in men, including David Ben-Gurion and Itzhak Ben-Zvi, who would go on to become esteemed figures in modern Israel. Although my father was commissioned as a subaltern and later became a captain, the most significant position he was given was as aide to Major de Rothschild. They developed a close and effective working relationship, and upon their return to England after the war, my father remained with Rothschild as his private secretary.

For a boy from the East End, the Rothschild lifestyle was intoxicating. There he was at twenty, wearing fine tailored suits and spats, sailing on magnificent yachts, and later working in London and at Waddesdon Manor, the family mansion in Buckinghamshire, styled after a sixteenth-century French chateau. As they traveled the world, he kept Rothschild’s diary and wrote the occasional speech. Despite the twenty-year age gap, the relationship between them deepened and over the next eight years grew into a close friendship.

But my father still hankered for professional qualifications and while in Rothschild’s employ enrolled at Gray’s Inn to qualify as a barrister-at-law. He did well academically, but before completing the final examinations to be called to the bar, he met my mother. He left Gray’s Inn, and the two of them had a traditional London wedding. People remember a glamorous couple, with Hyman being somewhat pompous and dashingly good-looking. Dora, my mother, with her sturdy build, was handsome rather than pretty but very warm and accomplished. The Rothschilds must have had a hand in arranging the lavish honeymoon in Germany, because it saw my parents chauffeured around Berlin in the kaiser’s Rolls Royce.

Dora, while accustomed to wealth, was also familiar with its absence. Her father, Emanuel Weinbaum, had made and lost fortunes. I never knew my grandfather Emanuel, but according to family legend he was a  diamond merchant, an adventurer, and a pilot. At the turn of the century, he was in Haiti making one of his fortunes, this time in the shipping business. While provisioning ships, he apparently managed to acquire the rights for railroads and many acres of prime land that today is part of Port-au-Prince. The legend, which is no doubt highly exaggerated, holds that some time after the civil war of 1902, he performed the functions of an acting British consul. Over the next few years, Haiti continued to be plagued by political unrest, and at one point the government offered him the position of finance minister. He took the job—but two days later, in an outburst of violence, he was ousted. Fortunate enough to be rescued by a British gunboat, he lost his Haitian fortune.

Emanuel was a gambler and a speculator, and for a time, he and my grandmother, Yetta, and their six children lived splendidly, alternating between London and Antwerp. He had been born in Odessa and Yetta in Warsaw, but they fell in love with everything English. Yetta was a woman of considerable social pretension, acutely aware of class and quite certain of her place in the world. While she took care maintaining the family’s position, Emanuel immersed himself in the diamond business. He was a member of the Antwerp Diamond Exchange and was said to be the first person to have a private airplane so he could fly diamonds in and out of Belgium. But he was diabetic, his sight was failing, and eventually he was trading diamonds blind, assisted by my grandmother, who would describe the gems to him. The challenge was too great. He lost his fortune and resettled the family in London, where he bravely tried to resume his trade at Hatton Gardens. By the time I met my grandmother, she was close to eighty, though she still retained traces of old grandeur. Yetta, whose surname, Feinmesser, was later changed by different members of the family to Fine or French, wouldn’t tolerate company she imagined to be below her standing. Forgetting her origins, she instructed her children, including my mother, that breeding was everything.

My mother believed she had married well and had expectations of a comfortable life. In their first years, she wasn’t disappointed. My parents took an apartment in the affluent suburb of Maida Vale on the northwest  side of London and indeed lived well. Working for James de Rothschild was always exciting and stimulating, and it gave my parents opportunities for travel and an active social life. However, this lifestyle changed dramatically when they moved to Australia, for them a new and unknown country in which they were to build a quite different life. My father set out working hard and trying to build up new relationships and opportunities.

There was nothing snobbish about my mother, and in Australia, her versatility and education served her well. She could turn her hand to anything and would roll up her sleeves and serve soup to the homeless, scrub the floors, and then give a French lesson before going to sing on the government-sponsored national Australian broadcasting radio, where she performed under the name of Dora Marquita. Later, her work at the Council of Jewish Women meant she would address gatherings in outlying Jewish communities. Jana Gottshall, whose husband was the rabbi of the community in Newcastle, north of Sydney, remembers Dora’s visits clearly:Her personality was something outstanding. She would put everyone at ease and as soon as she stood to speak, she impressed you. You knew this was someone, so warm, so elegant, so groomed. We were so poor. My rabbi didn’t speak any English and we had two small children. But Dora, she was like a queen. I thought the Wolfensohns, they must be very well off.





I treasured the moments my mother and I spent alone. She gave me a taste of the upbringing she had enjoyed and would share her passion for music, encourage me to try new things on the piano, and show me how to draw on large blocks of creamy paper.

My childhood friend and neighbor Jan Hunter remembers:The Wolfensohns were different. They had a piano and were always playing classical music. To me, Mrs. Wolfensohn was lovely. She was pretty, with a big, soft face and hair that she would roll back in the style of those days. She seemed soft and cuddly and really interested in  what I had to say. Mr. Wolfensohn was a bit frightening. He wore very dark suits and a dark Homburg and had a deep voice. Although he was kind, he was otherworldly and I never engaged much with him.





To supplement my mother’s casual instruction, it was arranged that one of the nuns at my first school would give me real piano lessons. But she was an old-fashioned disciplinarian, so whenever I hit a wrong note, she hit my hands with a ruler. When my parents noticed my hands sweating in anticipation of the lessons, they found another teacher. Miss Coburn, who lived a couple of blocks from us, prepared me for a competition at the Conservatorium. I must have been about seven, and although the judge declared I was a “bright little fellow” and a “musical” one, he remarked that I was not well trained. I rarely practiced, but young as I was, I delighted in music.

In the living room we had an old radio with a separate record player atop it that was attached to the speakers in the radio. We listened to many of the latest recordings, which we received as gifts from an adopted uncle, Walter Simpson, the sales director of EMI, the recording company. Some years later, Uncle Wal gave me a windup record player and the first record I ever owned—the pianist William Kapell playing Rachmaninoff ’s Third Concerto. I discovered that if I put the record player in the little cupboard in my bedroom, it sounded almost stereophonic. If I climbed into the cupboard, too, I felt like I was in the concert hall with Kapell.

After a few months, those piano lessons were over. I was never told why, but I sensed it was because we could not afford them and there was probably an outstanding bill. That started my embarrassment about not paying people. I remember the same feeling with doctors and dentists. My mother would take me to appointments, and then suddenly treatment would end. I still have a protruding tooth that reminds me of that period. My parents wanted me to have this corrected, but it would have required several expensive visits to the dentist. When it became clear we could not afford this, the dentist told me I could fix it myself if I just pushed my finger against it at night for ten minutes at a time. I never did.

When my mother wasn’t at work or doting on me, she attended to all my father’s needs. Life revolved around his armchair, where he would sit reading, listening to music or the radio. Everything would be brought to him, and although he was usually at peace within the walls of the apartment, he could not completely escape the stress of his financial situation. He was struggling with himself and the world. He was indeed the warm center of our lives and was tremendously demonstrative, but he was also volatile. He could spend hours listening to what I had to say, but then a wall would come up around him and it would be impossible to get close. It shut me out, but somehow I knew it had little to do with me and I learned to manage on my own until he was with us again.

The lack of money drove my mother to work without break. At one point, she was a teacher at a nearby kindergarten, which was convenient because I was the right age for the class and could become part of it. Before that, it was Betty who so often looked after me, if my babysitter, Rose, could not be there. Although I cannot remember those early years well, when I look at photographs of Betty and me together, I can see the love and the care she gave me. It must surely have been a burden on her own private life.

With the income from my mother’s jobs, I started going to Monte Oliveto, a small Catholic school around the corner from our apartment block. In class with me was my friend Jan Hunter. I was a law-abiding five-year-old, but she was a year younger and an absolute free spirit. I loved her company and we played together almost every afternoon after school. As she was Church of England and I was Jewish, neither of us went to school prayers. Our parents had requested that we not receive religious instruction, but we were given the important task of carrying the crucifix to the front of the class every day before prayers. Then we’d go and sit on the veranda and listen intently to what we were missing inside. After we had been at Monte Oliveto for a couple of years, one of the nuns remarked to Mrs. Hunter that Jan and I were becoming better Catholics than the other children because we could recite all our Hail Marys perfectly. The Hunters began making plans to move Jan to another school.

Where we lived on Ocean Street, there were three blocks of apartments in a row, connected by a quiet, almost communal garden at the back. My family lived at one end and the Hunters at the other. In the middle of the garden, there was a stately camphor laurel tree. Some afternoons I’d hang out of my first-floor window and chat to Jan, who was sitting among its branches. We were almost inseparable and had memorable games of “doctor,” sometimes joined by David Allsop, who also lived in the apartment complex. That garden was our paradise, and in summer my mother’s music would waft out of the open windows and through the trees. Jan and I would jump down the terraces, swing under the railings, and scale the wobbly trellis that hid the washing lines. Mrs. Hunter was unusually tolerant, so we’d drag her lounge cushions and sheets onto the veranda to build what we thought was an elaborate structure, under which we would play “house.” Jan remembers that on many occasions, just as our house was complete, my mother would lean out of the window and call, “Yooo-hooo, Jimmy, piano lessons!” This, she says was most annoying.

Jimmy would immediately jump up and say: “Terribly sorry, got to go now. Good-bye!” And he would scamper off, up the terraces, like a little hare in short pants. I would stand there and shout: “You come back here Jimmy Wolfensohn, you horrible boy, you come back here and help me tidy up.” My mother said it was a scream because I would always shout and he would always leave me with all the things to clean up and never ever come back and help.



I was a coddled child, but my parents couldn’t protect me from the reality of our financial situation. One night I was playing in my pajamas when the peacefulness of the flat was broken by loud, urgent knocking. At the door was a man wearing a cap with a large crown ornament on it. He was unlike any policeman I’d ever seen before. I remember this crown vividly because, as he entered, my father picked me up and held me at a height where I could get a close look at the man’s cap. My father grew pale and took me into another room before speaking to the man in hushed  tones. Although nothing was ever said about this incident, in the drama of the moment I registered that something awful was happening. In retrospect, I think the man was a court officer serving papers on my father for outstanding debts.

When I think of it now, it’s amazing that I was never sent or permitted to go out to earn money like children in other poor families. At one point I tried to deliver newspapers, but that didn’t last. Working would have meant total defeat because my parents didn’t want to admit to me that they had very few resources. There was a deception going on. They were clearly under financial pressure, but the pressure stopped at me. The one thing they were investing in was me.

Since Betty had her own dreams and was a very good student, it must have been difficult for her to see so much of my parents’ attention focused on me. Betty left home when she married at twenty, moving overseas soon thereafter. At the time when I could have developed a relationship with her, our lives diverged. I have very few memories of her from those early years, but I remember well, and with great affection, my visits to her apartment after she married and our long talks together about her life and her hopes. I am very saddened that I couldn’t spend more continuous time with her in my teenage years.

The year I started high school, Betty eloped with one of my father’s close friends. Vijaya Raghavan was the Indian consul general in Sydney and was always at our house, chatting, playing cards, and staying on for dinner. It was great for me because whenever a Royal Indian Navy boat, corvette, or destroyer came in, I met some of the officers and crew. Once I met the entire Indian cricket team and got a seat at the test match. But when Vij and Betty married, it caused great surprise in the Jewish community and enraged my father. He found it too difficult to accept the marriage. My mother paused, considered the options, embraced Vij as part of the family, and moved on with life.

Although my father was initially unhappy about the marriage, he soon invited Betty and Vij regularly to our apartment before their departure to diplomatic ports overseas. Some years later their son, Derek, was  born, and it was soon clear that he was gifted. My father loved being a grandfather. Derek’s journey has since been extraordinary. He is now professor and division chairman of the Cleveland Clinic’s Taussig Cancer Center. Over time, my father and Derek became great friends.
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Financial strain was another cause of frequent stress in our household. In later years my father’s business improved, and it eventually gave me great happiness to be able to ease my parents’ burden myself. But as a child, the impact of witnessing their financial worries was enormous from the age of seven or so. I was always doing contingency planning in my head. My needs were small, but I remember thinking that if I could have just £10, my life would be safe. As I grew older, I would do calculations on scraps of paper and work out how long I could live on £100 if I only ate cheese and bread. If I had a box of raisins, what would that do to the calculation? Not surprisingly, such obsessing carried over into my adult years. When my wife, Elaine, and I got married, my big aim was to have $100,000 because I knew with that amount of money, I could look after the family, at least for a few years, and we would be safe no matter what happened. Monetary insecurity was a fact of life from childhood, and I was always looking for a cushion to protect myself from it.

Whenever the financial pressures at home became acute, I could see in my father a heartbreaking mixture of pride and embarrassment. As he wouldn’t say what was wrong, my mother, who was finely tuned in to the situation, would somehow have to make money appear. She would get extra work or save from the work that she was already doing and manage quietly to feed her earnings into the family finances without humiliating her husband. If we wanted something and couldn’t afford it, Dad’s reaction was anger. Even then I sensed it was anger against himself.

In all this, I only felt let down by him once. For my bar mitzvah, my granduncle Harry had given me a collection of gold sovereigns carefully  arranged between layers of paper in an old cigar box. He continued to add to the collection over the years until it reached thirty-two sovereigns. This precious box was kept in a drawer in my father’s closet and I used to visit it, feel the weight of the coins in my hands, and hold them up to the light. One day the cigar box was gone. I searched the apartment. There was no sign of it. When I inquired, I got into trouble with my parents for asking. Confused and bitterly disappointed, I tried to surmise what had happened. Clearly, my father had sold them.

Although it makes perfect sense now, then I couldn’t understand how my coins were related to my father’s financial problems. I have no memory of my mother explaining things or trying to comfort me. She kept silent when financial strain broke through the surface and always defended my father. I never questioned her loyalty to him, but with Betty gone, I was left to try to sort the matter out in my head.

What made the coin episode even more painful was Uncle Harry’s reaction. I loved Uncle Harry very much. Once he learned about the coins, he stopped coming to our table on Friday nights, which was a huge loss to me, as I already felt claustrophobic in our family of three. My mother and I continued to visit Uncle Harry in the single room where he lived and worked. In beautiful gold script, the window of his ground-floor room announced he was “Harry Feinmesser, Watchmaker.” He seemed worn out and disheartened, and my mother took to cooking chicken soup that I would ferry across a couple of times a week. During these regular visits, as I became familiar with the tools, eyeglasses, and paraphernalia of his life, he grew visibly weaker.

Eventually, taking food to him became part of my daily routine. One day, I let myself into the apartment and found Uncle Harry in bed, barely conscious. He was coughing, and in his distant eyes I saw the recognition that I had arrived. I sensed he had been waiting for me, and I climbed onto his single bed. But for the sound of his slow breathing, the room was quiet and airless. Nothing else moved. Then, the breathing stopped. I tried to hold him tightly as I cried silently. Instinctively, I started to recite the Shema: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one . . .” I recited  the full prayer over and over again, seven times. I was fourteen, and it was my first experience with death. I was strangely calm. I remember laying him down and covering his head with the sheet before sprinting home to get my mother. I knew with Uncle Harry gone, at close to eighty years of age, our family would be entirely alone in Australia. He was a relic from another world and my only point of reference in the older generation.

I never forgot the incident of that cigar box. Fifty years later, I commissioned a dealer in Australia to collect sets of thirty-two gold sovereigns for each of my three children. It took time and diligence, but after some months the sets were completed. I also had the dealer build a complete set, in mint and uncirculated condition, of every sovereign ever minted in Australia, which took him several years. When the collection arrived at my office in New York, I held the heavy box for a long time. Seeing it intact and in my possession gave me a sense of deep satisfaction. Five years later, the dealer called to say the collection had increased substantively in value. Of course I was pleased, but I had done it for Uncle Harry—and for myself—not as an investment.
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Luckily, during my youth we had our angels. One of them was my mother’s sister Hannah, who would send us envelopes bearing a New York postmark and filled with dollar bills. In 1939, she sponsored my mother’s trip to Europe and the States for a year to visit her family and have a holiday. One day, I heard my father shouting down the phone, “For God’s sake, Dora, get on a boat.” The Germans had invaded Poland in September, causing Britain and France to declare war, with Australia joining in soon thereafter, and there was growing anxiety about the safety of ocean travel and shipping. My father wanted my mother home quickly and safely.

At home, there were few signs of the war. The most tangible was an air raid shelter in the garden, and occasionally we climbed under the dining room table when a bomb warning was issued. I remember my father and his friends talking intensely about two-man Japanese mini-submarines  in Sydney Harbour, but the main thing that affected me was my mother’s absence.

On her return, in addition to her other activities my mother found time for voluntary work at the ANZAC Buffet, run by the lord mayor’s Patriotic War Fund. She also took a job with the navy and applied to become a translator for the defense services. Before being added to the official censorship list of translators, security officials checked her out. They approached and questioned three women she worked with at the buffet. I found their confidential character references in a file on my mother held by what is now the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO), which took over from the Commonwealth Investigations Branch (CIB).

While one branch of investigators was approving my mother, another branch had my father under surveillance as a suspected German spy. The documentation reveals that they had little insight into what was happening in the Australian Jewish community in the years immediately before World War II. At the time, Australia, like much of the rest of the world, was disinclined to allow widespread immigration by Jewish refugees from Europe. However, in 1938, after Hitler’s Anschluss with Austria, the Australian government relented and began to grant up to 100 permits a week to Jewish refugees. The government did this partly on humane grounds, but also because they were suitable “white” immigrants. Many of these refugees had been prominent professionals and businessmen in Europe and began using the existing Jewish networks in Sydney and Melbourne to rebuild their lives. Although there were points of conflict between the established Jewish community and the immigrants, my father remained sympathetic and willing to help wherever he could. Then, at the beginning of World War II, all immigration stopped and those who had come from Germany and Austria were classified as “enemy aliens.” Many were interned.

According to documents in my father’s ASIO file, in November 1939, an informant gave a long and detailed interview at police headquarters explaining how he had heard that a chap called Wolfensohn, who was a German Jew, was in the pay of the German Secret Service. Acting on the  allegations, in January 1940, the police interviewed my father and found nothing incriminating, concluding: “It would appear that he is a man of good character.” His ASIO files fell silent for a year until February 1941, when a letter arrived from another informant who was certain there were “suspicious circumstances surrounding the business of H Wolfensohn.” The informer had repeatedly noticed German men and women entering this office. For the next two months, two officers kept my father under surveillance and finally submitted a report that found no evidence of untoward activity. A month later the case was closed. In those days, any foreigner was a “German.” Despite the fact that my father was a former British army officer and had been born in London, to some Australians he must have been German.

From the interviews and the climate of paranoia, my father would have known there was a question mark over him and this would have added to his stresses. Despite this, he never stopped helping others. A constant stream of poor foreigners, refugees, and soldiers passed through our apartment, and I often found people sitting with him in the living room, having long discussions. My parents never let these visitors go away hungry, sharing our meal or whatever small luxuries we had in the house. On more than one occasion, I saw my father get up from his chair, go to his bedroom, return with a shirt or article of clothing and give it to a guest who had less than he. I saw the pleasure this gave to our visitors, but more so, I saw the pleasure it gave my father.

My father was fascinated by international politics and instilled in me the idea that regardless of where people came from, they were essentially the same. His views went beyond British liberalism, and rather than simply tolerating racial differences, he seemed not to notice them. When he was feeling secure in himself, he was a wonderful presence and a charming host.

My problem, however, was that he had too much invested in me. After Monte Oliveto, my father enrolled me at the Woollahra Public School. Although I was young even for third grade, he insisted I go directly into fourth grade. He and my mother were convinced that I was the cleverest child on earth and that my abilities were endless. They pushed and  pushed. But from the moment I entered that school, I was a couple of years ahead of myself. The biggest problem was the disadvantage I had in sports. Always small and fat compared to the other boys, I could never keep up. I was always the last boy selected for a team. On top of everything else, running made me wheeze. I couldn’t keep up socially, either, though I remember grasping the necessity of befriending a certain boy, Pat Stanley, who was the most powerful student in our class. He was strong, he lifted weights, and he had photographs of nude girls. I gave him chocolate.

I wasn’t always able to develop survival skills on my own. My parents were so intent on seeing me succeed that they tried to do everything for me. My father viewed my homework as his homework. He would try to explain things to me, but the reality was that he was robbing me of the ability to learn. Because of his help and my natural intelligence, my early years appeared to go smoothly and I was promoted to the “opportunity” class for fifth and sixth grades. All the kids in the district competed for this special class because it was a gateway to the elite government high school in the region.

My father swiftly befriended the teacher, George Unwin, giving him cigarettes or peaches, which were hard to get in those days. In turn, Mr. Unwin would visit my father’s office. I felt a vague discomfort about their friendship and worried that my father was sort of buying him off. Mr. Unwin didn’t always look the other way, and I remember the uneasiness I felt when on one of my projects, he remarked that the language and presentation seemed beyond the ability of someone of my age. “It’s a shame he didn’t do it himself,” he wrote. Still, with the help of my good teacher and classmates, and with my natural ability in examinations, my results were decent enough to gain admission to Sydney Boys High School, the selective government school that was on a par with the private schools of the city. It was, however, a big strain on me, and I still wish I could have started high school and university two years later, in my proper peer group.

I was always eager to look outside our little apartment and see what was happening in other people’s lives. By the beginning of high school, I  had made friends with a couple of boys my own age. Among these was Robert Naumann, who later served for decades as a professor of chemistry at Princeton University. Together, we often visited a large house on Edgecliff Road, where our friend Tiger Johnson lived. As we explored in the catacombs below the house or played in the grand living rooms, I became aware of the differences between Tiger’s family and mine. I hardly ever saw his father, and it seemed there was much more air in the Johnson family relationships than in the Wolfensohn household.

Tiger would tell me wonderful stories about their country house and how the whole family would gather there during the holidays. I was fascinated by his accounts and privately wished for an invitation. I never got one. But so strong was that wish that fifty years later I would buy a farm in Australia, just for the comfort of having it.

On other afternoons I would take the tram down to Rose Bay to meet Earl Owen. Earl, who would later become a distinguished professor and surgeon, ended up spending a lot of time with us because his parents went off to the war. He loved the fact that my father was home so much and took such an interest in his schoolwork. Earl and I were extremely competitive and would turn everything into a contest. We would each practice marbles so we could beat the other. In the evenings, while we waited for my mother to cook dinner, we’d throw a ball down the hallway. With that—as with everything else we did—we figured out a way to keep score.

On several occasions, my father’s lawyer, Lionel Dare, invited me to stay at his small farm on the outskirts of Sydney. There was space, the air was fresh, and I related easily with his family and his daughter, Robin. There was an ordinariness about the Dares’ lives that I craved. I loved their healthy engagement with the wider world and the expansiveness of their discussions, and that they had breakfast together in the kitchen—a meal we never had together in my home. There was an openness, a straightforwardness I’d never experienced before. No subject was off-limits, and Lionel himself was extremely irreverent and brilliant.
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There was one meal I always looked forward to. On Friday night we gathered around the Sabbath table, laid with a white cloth. Candles were lit, and there was wine, sweet plaited loaves of challah, and a special feeling in the air. We were a traditional Jewish family and kept a kosher home. This was the big event of the week, and if there had been tensions in the days before, everybody would make up on Friday night. It was the night when peace returned—and I would wait for it. Sometimes, though, we went through the meal without clearing the air. My parents rarely argued openly, but I could sense a lot from the cold looks. These dinners would proceed in silence. There was no singing and no easy chatter. This meant things were very bad, and I would run off and cry into my pillow.

Most of our Friday dinners were cozy, however, and more often than not, refugees or servicemen joined our table. My parents saved the best for the Sabbath, and whatever food my mother had managed to get together, we shared. Somehow we always had the freshest peaches, strawberries, and John Dory fish. It didn’t matter whether our guests spoke French, German, Spanish, Italian, or even Flemish. My mother could talk to them all. If they spoke Hebrew or Yiddish, my father took over. We had memorable festivals, always with interesting guests. Intellectually, life in our apartment was rich.

Every Saturday morning, Dad and I would go to the Great Synagogue in Sydney, which stands on the edge of Hyde Park. This magnificent sandstone building, with its mixture of Byzantine and Gothic styles, was like no other place I’d ever seen. Wherever I looked, there was something extraordinary to see, from the gold-leaf stars on the ceiling to the richly inlaid mosaic floor. And whatever was uttered in that space was made profound by the surroundings. I knew this was a serious place for the serious business of prayer. Despite constant conversation among congregants, there was an air of formality and a strong sense of decorum. People behaved with modesty and courtesy. The leading families had sat in certain pews for generations, and the president was a very important man, revered by the whole community.

Dad and I would walk to synagogue unless the weather was bad and he happened to have money that week, in which case we’d get a taxi. He had a favorite driver, Joe Symes, who would arrive to collect us in taxi number 121 and then drop us at the back of the synagogue. Everyone else went through the ornate front entrance on Elizabeth Street. We always entered through a small rear door on Castlereagh Street and slipped into the main sanctuary early. There were two or three people Dad would greet, but he never mixed the way other men did before and after the service. To me, he seemed lonely. But to others during this period, I expect he appeared distant and cold. His seat was in the center of the front row, and eventually I had a seat there, too. I would remain next to him for the whole morning because I wasn’t allowed to go to the children’s service. My father wanted me to sit there and absorb the service, but he also wanted me close. I sensed it gave him a feeling of security. This experience built in me a kind of defense mechanism. It was part of my learning whether someone approaching us was antagonistic or friendly. It taught me how to read a room.

My father had developed an unexplained antipathy for Rabbi Porush and I was prohibited from attending the synagogue’s Hebrew school. He didn’t want that rabbi instructing me in anything and arranged for me to be privately tutored both for my bar mitzvah and in conversational Hebrew. A woman named Gerda Zundheimer began by coming to our apartment for lessons in the afternoons. Soon the arrangement changed and I had to walk to her apartment after school. Then the lessons stopped altogether, for what, I am sure, were financial reasons.

My father stepped in and continued teaching me himself. Then, just before my bar mitzvah, he did something quite novel for the time. He took me to a commercial studio to record the portion of the law that I would sing in Hebrew. It was recorded onto a number of 78 vinyl records that were then sent overseas, to family members who couldn’t attend the ceremony. I doubt that many family members listened to the whole recording, but it gave my parents a sense that our distant family was participating.

After synagogue, my father and I would stroll through the city together. When we passed the photo store, I would put my nose up against the window and look for a camera. There was always a Leica in the window and although I had never touched one, I was an expert in their qualities because I used to read Popular Mechanics magazine, which contained advertisements for cameras. One day, my father let me go into the shop and I actually held one of the mythical Leicas. In later life, I could never bring myself to buy one because in my mind they remained unattainable objects. Then, about twenty-five years ago, I was asked to join the board of Leica when friends bought the Leitz company. I declined but told them about my childhood love affair with the camera. A short while later, a box arrived. Finally, I had my own Leica with every lens and every possible accessory. Although I don’t know how to use it very well—I leave that to my children—I draw pleasure just knowing I have it.

Sometimes, on our walk after synagogue, we would look in at Dad’s office at 14 Spring Street. We’d climb the stairs to the first floor and come to a door announcing “H Wolfensohn.” It was one big office with a large desk, two chairs for clients, a table with chairs, and a couple of filing cabinets. To me, the room seemed rather sparse, with nothing on the walls and lots of books, mainly Australian regulations in green bindings. It was peaceful and smelled of cigars, like my father. Dad would open the windows outward, and while he looked at papers, I would sit quietly and draw. Occasionally, during school holidays I’d take a bus to his office and we would go out for lunch. If clients were visiting, he’d let me listen to the discussion, and if I was lucky, he would take me on his rounds. I never knew what he was doing with clients, but he seemed to know a lot of people and to help many new immigrants. At those times, I felt happy in his orbit.






 2

 SETTING OUT

MY FIRST REAL JOURNEY FAR FROM HOME WAS A YOUNG AUSTRALIA League trip to the Great Barrier Reef in far northern Queensland, almost 1,500 miles from Sydney. We took a long slow train up the east coast of Australia, toward Cairns. Up north, it was so hot and the train crept so slowly, we would jump down and walk alongside. But the conditions didn’t matter because everything was interesting. At Cairns, we all piled into a bus that took us to a sugar mill and then out into the fields to see the workers burning the cane stubble. The highlight of the trip was when we sailed off the coast to a tiny coral cay. We learned that Captain Cook had called it Green Island after the astronomer aboard his ship, the Endeavour, but that the Aborigines called it Wunyami, or “place of the haunted spirits.” The Gungandji people once used the island for initiation rites, leaving young men there for weeks at a time to demonstrate their survival skills. This was my first exposure to Aboriginal culture, and I soaked it in. During that trip to northern Queensland, I was not home-sick for a second. I loved the feeling of exploration, which I have never lost, and I was filled with excitement at seeing something new and different. Home was the base from which I could explore the world, and even going to school could be seen as an adventure.

When I returned to Sydney, I started at my new school. My parents loved the fact that I was at Sydney Boys High School, affectionately known as High. The first day, they could hardly take their eyes off their protégé, dressed as they believed in one of the most prestigious school blazers a Sydney boy could wear. High was not only the leading high school, but it was free and entry was determined competitively, based on performance in the primary school system.

High’s alumni held positions in politics, the judiciary, the foreign service, and the arts, and my parents naturally assumed that I, too, would shine. Although the teachers were not as accessible as they had been in my previous schools, my parents still found ways to push me forward. My mother took care of my French and encouraged me to read Lamb’s  Tales from Shakespeare, in place of the original. I am not sure that this was constructive advice. My father was my private math, history, and Latin tutor. But for all their effort, and indeed partly because of it, I didn’t hold my own. After the entrance examinations, I had started at High ranked eleventh out of the 132 boys in the year. When I completed fifth form (roughly eleventh grade), I ranked 123rd. This prompted the headmaster to note in my final report card that I was “a nice young man but totally lacking in ambition.” My parents continued to make excuses for me, but I simply didn’t know it was possible to depend on myself. I didn’t know how to think or learn—I just vaguely knew how to make it look like I had.

Then it got worse. I failed the final school exam and could not matriculate for entrance to the university. After a dismal Christmas break, I had to drag on my school uniform and return to class. Although the boys were now closer to me in age, I felt like the epitome of failure. My parents immediately urged me to apply to have my examinations reassessed and to sit for one exam again. This I did, reluctantly, and the resulting upgrade to a passing grade in that one subject was enough to get me over the line and into university with my original classmates, though still far ahead of my age group.

All the same, there was one realm at High that I felt was my own: music. Each term we performed a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta. The wit, the melody, and the easy harmony caught my imagination, and I discovered I had a voice. This excited my mother, who coached me and made the costumes—and that required some skill, because I was always cast in a female role. My first triumph was playing Ruth in The Pirates of Penzance.  Then came Little Buttercup in H.M.S. Pinafore, followed by the Duchess of Plaza-Toro in The Gondoliers. My success was, however, tinged with the personal shame that my “soprano” voice meant I would never be given a male role. But after three years, my voice broke and my singing career was over anyway.

Although sport was not my forte, in my early years of high school I also discovered I could play a reasonable game of tennis. Every Sunday morning I would walk down to White City tennis courts, where I had been given a junior membership and a tennis racquet as a gift from Betty and Vij. It was the home of the New South Wales Lawn Tennis Association and the training ground for the state’s best players. The association was sponsoring young kids, so we would get lots of games, many with adults. Occasionally, I’d even play with legendary figures such as Adrian Quist and John Bromwich, who were Australian heroes. These two men would go on to win the doubles at Wimbledon, but they had already set a record for the remarkable way they had won the Davis Cup. Their non-playing captain, Harry Hopman, was my coach, too.

I was in the perfect spot at the perfect time. Harry had a towering reputation, and by chance, I was in his squad. With me were two slightly younger boys, Ken Rosewall and Lew Hoad, who would rocket to tennis fame as the “tennis twins.” They were already way beyond me in skill, but under Hopman’s tuition I became last string in the Under Thirteen State Squad. Harry believed in me and wanted me to leave school to devote myself to tennis. My father, of course, wouldn’t hear of it, as he insisted that nothing would prevent me from gaining professional qualifications. As much as I wanted to drop out of school and train with Hopman, I  could not challenge my father. I dropped out of the squad. Rebellion was not an option.

As mentioned, the Sabbath normally meant peace and freedom from worry about the stresses of the week. But there was one unpredictable and not very consistent element of the Sabbath that I feared—the gathering for the Saturday afternoon horse races, usually at the Einfeld’s place in Bellevue Hill, which we attended nearly every weekend. Dad’s mood for the coming week would be determined by whether he won or lost. Sometimes, he would wager £1 or more on a horse. This was such a stress on the family that I grew to hate the horses. So much depended on racing that I just couldn’t bear it. Betting exacerbated our already tenuous financial situation, as we never had a steady income. If Dad lost badly on Saturday afternoon, it usually meant no 5:00 PM movie. We’d go home in silence.

In order to give me some experience of life in the country, my resourceful parents made a discovery. They found a dairy farm at Rooty Hill, on the outskirts of Sydney, that had a few horses and took guests on the weekends. For no charge, the farmer agreed to let me stay for a week during my vacation—a privilege I was to accept many times. In return, I had to clean out the stables and milk the two cows. My mother came with me to settle me in the first couple of times, but after that I went alone. I loved this arrangement, partly because for the first time in my life, I had become interested in a girl. Rae looked after the horses, and although she was a few years older than I, she was the first woman I thought I would love. I was given a little room at the back in a bunkhouse near the stables and I would lie on my bed and think of Rae. She was probably oblivious to my affection, but that didn’t dampen my interest. Among the horses was a chestnut mare, Nelly, who was very fast and difficult to ride. I managed her very well, and Nelly and I became great friends. This gave me a point of contact with Rae that was not available to my competitors. My crush never developed into anything, but I cherished the time I spent in Rooty Hill, for it was a glimpse at the world beyond my family.

When I had entered high school at eleven years old, my parents allowed me to join a group called the Great Synagogue Youth, or GSY. The  organization had been established to foster a closer relationship between Jewish youth and engender a love for Orthodox Judaism. My parents were unlocking a door and allowing me to walk into a peer group that was perfect for my stage of life. For the first time, I didn’t have to worry about trying to keep up with the boys in my class who were physically more mature and had interests beyond me. These were girls and boys my own age who accepted me without question, and I slipped into the group with ease. GSY offered activities like drama classes and stamp collecting, but it also encouraged us to attend meetings and have some fun with regularly scheduled parties. Most of the kids lived around the area, and I developed a network of places to visit. We’d go to someone’s house and sit around chatting, or we might play tennis or hang out at the One Two Three milk bar in Double Bay. The little store was always so full that we would spill out onto the pavement, where we’d drink our milkshakes out of large metal containers. Someone would buy a bag of broken cookies for a penny or two, which we’d pass around. Leaving my GSY pals to start at the University of Sydney at the age of sixteen was daunting. I knew I’d miss them and wondered whether I’d ever replace our camaraderie.
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At the university, with its Gothic revival architecture, quadrangle, cloisters, and beautifully kept lawns, I didn’t know where I was at first. I’d gaze up at the great tower and all around, seeing gargoyles staring back at me. I hadn’t decided to go to this place, I just found myself there. In fact, in those days I didn’t decide much. I didn’t choose my subjects, or even my clothes, and I didn’t have much money.

Practically everybody my family knew had a scholarship to the university, but I had such a mediocre record that I didn’t qualify. The fees were something like £30 (about $75) a semester, and I never had enough. That first year, I went up to the registrar’s office with £5 or £10 at a time, feeling tremendously embarrassed. I must have absorbed my father’s habits because I couldn’t deal with it directly. I could not say: “Terribly sorry, the family is  having a difficult time and I can’t pay the fees in full right now, but please understand I’ll pay the rest in three weeks’ time.” I simply felt embarrassed and could not state directly what would have been understood as a problem but no great crisis.

As a first-year student, I had no self-possession and no idea how things worked. I did, however, recognize that I was getting older and that life was changing when I was offered a Sydney University Union credit card, which I readily accepted. Our family had never had any credit cards before, and we initially used to run up bills on my card. Then I would grow embarrassed all over again because I couldn’t pay them on time. Thereafter, I took control of the card and used it sparingly. Financial insecurity was my constant companion. I never suffered in the sense of not having enough to eat, and in a world context, I lived in middle-class security. But at that time I was living out a tremendous personal drama, trying to keep up with other students who seemed to have no such financial problems in Australia’s most sophisticated university. I wasn’t worldly; in fact, I was behind my peers in age and experience.

One of my father’s wealthier acquaintances, Arthur Flanders, had a son named Eric who was also in first year, though two years older than I was. Every morning, Eric would give me a ride to the university. He collected me in his blue-green Austin A90, a top-of-the-line sports car in those days. It was an impressive piece of machinery. I marveled that at the touch of a button, he could roll the roof open or closed. Without fail, every time I climbed into that car, I felt a sting. Eric was a pretty hot ticket at the university because of that A90—the girls liked him, he was the right age, and he had a tutor for all his subjects. I compared badly. I hadn’t even begun shaving yet, and it would be more than two years before I could get a driver’s license. Although I tried to keep up my end of the conversation while we drove along, as soon as we arrived at the campus, he’d dump me and go off to meet the girls.

I would head straight for the students’ union, where the chess club was housed. If I had a few coins, I’d go down to The Buttery and have coffee or  sit around in the armchairs, reading the newspaper and magazines. I felt comfortable there: It was bigger than the apartment I still lived in with my parents, I was allowed to be there, and although I didn’t talk to many people, just being there made me feel part of the community. I went to the chess club every day and I was a decent player, but like everything I did at that time, I did not excel. I followed the books of the chess masters’ games, but instead of spending hours playing out the games and learning the theories thoroughly, I would pick up just enough to get by. I played an enormous amount of chess in my first year, and all too often missed class to do so.

When Eric and other boys chatted about girls, I had little to contribute. Once Eric produced a packet of condoms his father had given him. I had no idea what they were. I pretended to know, of course, and had to quickly find out. But sex was something that you never talked about explicitly in those days, and like many boys, I had a set of strange but firmly held views that remained uncorrected for years. I knew that if you got close to a girl, you’d have a baby, and that would ruin your life. The things I didn’t know would make a sex-ed teacher cringe. I knew that I liked girls and had the normal fantasies, expectations, and hopes, but I had incredible inhibitions and fears. It barely mattered; all the girls were beyond me, and I sank deeper into my armchair.

I hardly went to lectures but would come home every night, give the impression that all was well, and show my parents bits and pieces from university life, like pens stamped with the Sydney University crest. I don’t know how suspicious they were, or whether I was deluding them as much as I was deluding myself. One of the mainstays of my delusion was Eric’s tutor. Eric’s father had hired Dr. Plant to make sure his son’s work was handed in correctly and that he obtained a respectable passing grade. Using a typewriter, Dr. Plant compiled notes and summaries of lectures and gave them to Eric. Often, Eric would share them with me, which meant we were both working off his tutor, except that I never saw him. Eric reported that all we needed to do was read the summaries and memorize ten key points. We never picked up a textbook. This was absolutely the  worst conceivable thing for our education, and an extension of my reliance on others. I went on to fail three out of my four subjects.

I experienced the full force of failure, and it transformed me. Failing that first year woke me from my boyhood somnolence and completely changed the way I saw the world. There was no escape from the reality of failure, nor any explanation that would shield me. Throughout the year I could sense that academically I was drifting toward disaster, but I thought that with the aid of Dr. Plant’s notes it would somehow work out. It was as if I were floating downstream in a dreamlike state, knowing that there was a precipitous waterfall ahead but believing that someone would eventually intervene and save me. This time, no one did. Crashing over the edge finally marked the beginning of my taking charge of my life. I recognized not only that I had to rescue myself but that it was quite possible to do so. Understanding this was an enormously empowering process and one that, once I had begun, I wanted to do more and more. I wanted to think for myself, plan for myself, and execute my own plans. For the first time, I felt in command. Within a couple of years, I had dumped the crutch of my upbringing and was making my own way in the world.

The fact that my parents couldn’t save me became my salvation. Things between us changed. As they had always praised me regardless of my performance, I no longer trusted their judgment. Of course, I was always thrilled to do good things to make them happy, but only when I knew they were good. I stopped using their yardstick of success and used my own. I would tell them what I’d done, but I was now the judge of whether or not it was successful. I took charge of the calibrations of success. Even so, I was still left with a need for approval. I had jettisoned my parents’ praise, but I still craved external recognition and absolutely required that someone else tell me I was doing well. In the subsequent decades, whatever I did, I would have to call someone and ask, “Did I do well?” Even now, in my seventies, I catch myself doing it. No matter what I’ve accomplished, part of me can’t break the addiction.

Although failure became my catalyst for change, initially it sent me into a mixture of panic and despair. I wanted to run away. I turned for advice to Lionel Dare, my father’s lawyer, whom I trusted and admired, and who had owned the farm near Sydney where my head had been dunked in a bucket of lime wash. At first he said I should study accounting, make a living, and stop being a spoiled brat. Then he modified his position, saying to hell with that: “Go and toughen yourself up, work someplace like a timber yard, make some money, and when you’ve made a man of yourself, then you can think of studying.” It was excellent advice—I was soft and coddled—but I did not follow it, although I did take part-time work in a timber yard. In retrospect, this was a turning point. I could very well have quit and become an accountant.

Instead, I sought further advice, this time from Julius Stone, another of my father’s friends, a renowned jurist and professor of jurisprudence and international law at Sydney University. “No, no, no!” he said emphatically. “You stay and get on with it. You cannot quit.”

Quite literally, Julius saved me. He took me in hand and gave me remedial instruction. I spent weekends at his home trying to return the enormous favor by doing work around the house on his many construction projects. While we laid cement paths and built a compost heap, we’d talk. He was astonished at my complete lack of methodology. We’d go indoors and he’d sit me down, give me some material to read, and show me how to make flash cards to remember my key points. From his wife, Reca, I learned to write out summaries of what was important in my reading, each week showing her the notes I took in my university lectures. Until then the only structural advice I’d ever absorbed was from an English teacher at school who taught me that an essay has an introduction, a body, and a conclusion. I’d been totally impoverished academically because of my inability to take advantage of my high school education due to my age and immaturity, so Julius’s instruction was enlightening and life-changing. He and Reca taught me the lessons I should have learned in high school, if not primary school.

Julius was a symbol of the real integrity of scholarship and during his forty-year career was both feared and revered. He was arguably one of the greatest international lawyers of his time. He profoundly influenced generations of students who went on to make major contributions to the life and culture of Australia, to the bench, in politics, and in the professions. Like my father, Julius was intellectually formidable, but because I was accustomed to my father, I wasn’t intimidated by him. The son of Lithuanian Jewish refugees, he had been educated at Oxford and Harvard, and the powerful combination of the British and American traditions marked his work. He went on to teach at both universities. I am enormously lucky that he chose to come to Australia and that he took an interest in me. Without his intervention, I might have settled for a midlevel career. I eventually had the privilege of working on footnotes during the editing of his epochal book on jurisprudence, The Province and Function of Law.

In the late 1940s, as I was emerging from the cocoon of my parents’ protection, my father was coming out of the worst period of his life. His consultancy started to gather momentum. Many Jewish immigrants had arrived, and he advised them about beginning businesses and the relevant regulations, and helped them acquire approvals from the different layers of government. He also began publishing an innovative monthly newsletter about commercial and economic affairs in Australia, which he wrote and distributed himself. His mood had lightened, and consequently our domestic life had improved. For the first time, we even had a few pounds to give away to charities.

We were finally able to have a telephone in the house and, amazingly, a car. My mother had taken a job at a business college and managed to save enough to buy a 1937 Morris 8/40. Although this red-and-black coupe with its little jump seat in the back was probably tenth-hand, it was a thrilling purchase and, on the weekends, we’d go for drives in the country. My parents were both overweight and would squeeze into the front seats while I climbed into the jump seat. I loved those trips. Often I  would drive, and because of the small engine, I would have to find routes that avoided steep hills. It didn’t look like much to my friends, but I felt wonderfully free in that little car.

My father, relieved of financial stress, was beginning to come out of the shadows and socialize freely. He began making his entrance through the front door of the synagogue and greeted people openly. By 1949, so much of his confidence had returned that he accepted a communal leadership position as head of the public relations committee of the Jewish Board of Deputies. Australia was feeling the effects of the Holocaust, growing anti-Semitism, and the establishment of the state of Israel. During his five-year appointment, my father found himself at the heart of controversies about immigration, Zionism, and fascism. It’s true that Australia was not an overtly anti-Semitic country. The first native-born governor general, Sir Isaac Isaacs, had been Jewish and so had a great general of World War I, Sir John Monash. But there were occasional flash points, and my father, by then, was not afraid to make his voice heard.

When he spoke out, however, the security police were listening, particularly on the subject of German immigration. Immigration, in general, was a contentious issue. The White Australia Policy, which was put into effect in 1901 and held sway for well over half a century, aimed to restrict non-European migration to Australia by requiring all immigrants to pass a dictation test in a European language. Although a belief in the biological inferiority of some races no doubt underpinned this policy, revisionist historians now take a benign view and say the policy was also an attempt by some politicians to preserve social harmony and a strategy by the fledgling trade-union movement to keep cheap labor out of the country. By the early 1950s, intellectuals were drawing attention to the offense this policy caused in Asia and were beginning to question why an immigrant trading nation based in the Asian region would ban Asian immigrants because of their race.

In my later years at university, my friend Laksiri Jayasuriya, who was the university medalist in psychology, was refused permission to stay in Australia. He had come from Ceylon by grace of the Colombo Plan,  which gave Asian students scholarships in Australia. However, the plan did not allow graduates to remain in the country. This was of some benefit to these students’ home countries, but it nevertheless revealed the spirit of antagonism toward Asians that prevailed in Australia at that time. Laksiri’s situation infuriated me and many other students, and we wrote letters and demonstrated, though with little immediate effect. But students continued to make noise, and ultimately the legislation was revoked several years later. I felt that my efforts had gone full circle when I was at the World Bank and was able to establish the Virtual Colombo Plan, which relied on videoconferencing between Australian and Asian educational institutions to supplement and expand Australia’s role in Asia. The Australian government put up $50 million in the first year to establish distance-learning facilities and enrich educational life in the region, and continued the program for several more years. Jayasuriya went on to become a distinguished university professor in Western Australia, where he and his wife still live.

A crude line had initially been drawn between white and nonwhite in Australia, but finer distinctions were under discussion about which particular European immigrants were most suitable. It was against this background that the debate about German immigration took place. By the late 1940s, Australia was having difficulty finding what it regarded as suitable migrants from Europe, meaning British or western Europeans as opposed to migrants from southern and eastern Europe, who were seeking Australian residency permits in much greater numbers. To boost western European migration, a proposal was put forward saying that Volksdeutsche, or ethnic Germans, who were excluded at the time because of World War II memories, should be encouraged to come to Australia. This was rejected by the Labour government, but in 1950, the new Liberal government supported the scheme and proposed sponsoring 100,000 Germans over four years. The administration argued that in the past, Germans had been good and industrious settlers who were easily absorbed into the country. It argued further that ex-members of the Nazi Party should not necessarily be excluded because membership in the party had been compulsory.

The Jewish community protested fiercely, and my father, as head of the public relations committee, found himself directing part of its campaign. As usual, and completely unknown to him or our family, his activities were being reported to the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO) and recorded in a dossier. The Jewish community pointed out that the Volksdeutsche in displaced persons (DP) camps who were eligible for migration had cooperated with the German army in concentration camps and auxiliary units and were now too afraid to return home. The Jewish opponents also added that young Germans whom the government considered suitable migrants had been educated under the Nazi regime and would be indoctrinated with racist and authoritarian beliefs that were incompatible with the type of democracy enjoyed by Australians.

The Liberal government rejected these arguments, declaring them based on emotion. But the controversy continued, and in 1953, officers from the Commonwealth Investigations Branch (CIB) reported that my father and the well-known Sydney personality Sydney Einfeld (then vice president of the Jewish Board of Deputies and later a member of State Parliament) had removed a confidential file from the Department of Immigration. According to the CIB report, “This file showed conclusively that Jewish migration to Australia has been curtailed and that German migration is to be encouraged.” I never found out whether the allegation was true or how the file was used. But it showed me an aspect of the work my father and Einfeld were doing.

We would later learn that between 1947 and 1951, Australia accepted 200,000 people from DP camps, of whom only 17,000 were Jews. There were many stories told by Jewish survivors about coming to Australia by boat and recognizing among the passengers certain people who had collaborated with the Nazis, had been camp guards, or had persecuted them. Many of the collaborators were from the Baltic countries or Eastern Europe. On arrival, the survivors would sometimes make a report to the Jewish Council. These reports were compiled in dossiers and sent to the government.

There was much dissent in the Jewish community about how to handle these sensitive issues, and when my father took his position, he reversed some of the previous decisions that had inflamed the Jewish community and was able to diffuse the tensions. He also introduced a program of promotions and goodwill within the wider community to try to combat anti-Semitism and promote the protection of the rights of Jews. Many people have told me that my father was a man ahead of his times. He trained speakers to go out and represent the Jewish community at schools and other public venues. But his most forward-looking venture was to establish a legal subcommittee to work on antidefamation legislation. He wanted to sponsor legislation for group libel but was thirty years too early; the proposed legislation was never introduced into Parliament. In the late 1980s, racial vilification legislation finally came into being in Australia.
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During spring break of my second year, I was watching the university’s tennis team practice when the captain of the fencing team, Rupert Bligh, whom I knew slightly, came over to speak to me. The fencing team trained in the tennis pavilion. He asked if I wanted to come to Melbourne the next day, to the national university championships, and fence for Sydney University. “You’ve got to be mad,” I answered. “I’ve never fenced in my life.” He said he knew that, but someone had just fallen ill, there was an empty place, and it needed to be filled, urgently, so the team would have enough members to meet the requirements to compete. I quickly accepted the offer and went home thinking that this must be a totally unique way to get a university blazer—a major status symbol—without my ever having played the sport.

The problem, apart from my complete lack of knowledge of the sport, was that I now needed money to cover train fare and a few days’ expenses in Melbourne. My parents were able to come up with the necessary funds, and the next day I was heading south. As the train rattled forward, I  stood, sword in hand, swaying with the movement of the train, trying to follow the commands of my teammates and lunge against an imaginary target. It was not an easy way to learn the basics of fencing and must have been a unique sight for other passengers.

The plan was to equip me, show me how to hold the épée, and make it look like I knew what I was doing. In order to make my performance less than ludicrous, we developed a series of signs that would launch me into a couple of very simple moves. I was told to put out my arm, aim it at the opponent, and run toward him. If I could hit him, I would get a point. When we got to the championships, I carried this out well enough, but the opposing teams quickly recognized that I had absolutely no strategy after I started running. So they would induce my action, knock aside the épée, and then hit me. I found it a lot of fun and tried to invent new ways to score points on the opponent. Of course I lost every bout and never scored a single point, but our team beat the University of Melbourne without my contribution. I could not remember having such a good time ever before. I’d fallen into a group of sportsmen in a terrific sport, and I decided right then that I would become a fencer. As I slimmed down, I became increasingly hungry for victory. That old fear of failure that used to hobble me on the tennis court was gone. For the next five years, I pushed myself, ending up many times as national universities champion.

Fencing taught me a new form of discipline. I had to stay fit. I had to train for the national championships four or five nights a week in order to represent the state of New South Wales. This forced me to plan how I spent the rest of my time, because I now had an obligation to my teammates to show up on time for training most evenings. I built close relationships, particularly with Hil Van Dijk, a Dutchman some ten or more years older than I was. He became my teacher, protector, and close friend. In 1953, he included me in a small group he was preparing with the aim of getting into the 1956 Olympic Games. With Van Dijk driving us, we worked hard, and for me there was no escape from reality because the scoreboard was always there. I soon learned that only one person was responsible for my success.

I had followed Julius Stone’s advice and kept at my studies, but I did not entirely disregard Lionel Dare’s suggestion and I continued my part-time job in a lumberyard behind the university. It was hard work but it did me good, and for several months, as I lugged timber, I also made money to contribute to my tuition. Then I took the more lucrative and comfortable position of salesclerk in the shoe section of the David Jones department store in the city. That wasn’t making me wealthy, so I persuaded a friend from law school, George Masterman, who later went on to a distinguished legal career, to start a little business with me. We would visit houses where a birth had been registered and offer to have our professional employers photograph the mother and new baby together. The system worked on commission, so we had to learn to be good salesmen. Our enterprise only lasted a few months. George recalls barely making enough to cover the cost of having to buy the street directory.

After a couple of years at the university, I finally found a girlfriend and was deeply smitten. Two years younger than me, athletic, and from a private school, this girl was more beautiful to me than any other woman who ever existed. We’d arrange furtive rendezvous, meet at the library, drive off and hold hands and kiss in a local park in her car. Then she’d drop me off at the bottom of my street. But I wasn’t deemed a proper suitor by her family. Jewish, penniless, and with no career prospects, I didn’t make the grade. So we went underground, and at stipulated times I would call her from the local telephone booth, for two pennies. I could never understand why my parents swallowed the fiction that I needed a nightly walk, but they did not object. The relationship ended when I completed my law degree and set off for study abroad.

By my third year at Sydney University, the Korean War was underway. As the Liberal government urged us to prepare for war, antiwar activists on campus were becoming increasingly vocal. Memories of World War II were still fresh, and the peace movement staged rallies featuring passionate speeches about the waste of war. I knew they had a convincing case but felt conflicted. My father’s military background had instilled in me a deep  respect for the defense force. As a child, I was mesmerized by the gallantry and adventure of the air force that I saw in films. Vivid newsreel scenes of the Berlin Airlift were still in my mind when I had the chance to apply for a place in the newly formed Sydney University Squadron of the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF). It was modeled on the squadrons at Oxford and Cambridge that had supplied pilots for the Battle of Britain. Getting through the rigorous selection process and being recruited was a real honor. From hundreds of applicants, only thirty students from Sydney University would make it as cadets that year.

In 1952, my friend Tony Robb and I were recruited together and joined the same squadron. Apart from the real possibility of serving our country, it conferred a kind of rank that gave us access to the world of officers without our actually being officers. The commitment was for two years, after which we would graduate, receive a commission, and be put on reserve for five years. Apart from being issued an impressive blue uniform, complete with a white band to go around our officer’s cap, we were paid for participating in parades and for our attendance at periods of training on air force bases. They only paid us a few shillings per day, but for many students, including me, it was welcome beer money. Occasionally we’d have to wear our uniforms to the university. This drew a mixed response; some students were respectful, but others directed their antiwar sentiments against us. We thought this was a small price to pay for the honor and education the squadron provided. We heard lectures from men we would never otherwise have encountered, including a pilot from the Dambusters of World War II and the navigator of the queen’s flight. I loved the tradition and was very proud to wear my country’s uniform.

On campus, I was looking for ways to have more responsibility. I had discovered ambition and had acquired some confidence to try initiatives on my own. Together with another student, I came up with the idea of expanding orientation week, which was then no more than an academic introductory week for new students. Why not use this valuable time, when the students were fresh and enthusiastic, to give them a feel for campus  life and show them the range of clubs and activities the university had to offer? I remembered well my own insecurity at the start of my university career and wished that someone had shown me around and introduced me to the rich texture of university life. We did our planning in the student newspaper offices, which were housed in two trailers, but there we found the phones, the typewriters, and the infrastructure we needed. By the beginning of my third year, we had the social aspect of orientation week up and running. I was the director that inaugural year and the next, when we improved on it.

At the university where I had started out so badly, I was increasingly comfortable and confident. With the distance my new life afforded, I came to view life at home more critically. I was beginning to understand the unhealthy aspects of the dynamic between me and my parents and was consciously pulling away. I still tried to include them by giving them detailed descriptions of everything I did. The joy on their faces made it worthwhile, but I knew I had to separate myself and make my own decisions.

Each year just at the end of December, when the Australian summer is in full sway, I would close myself in my bedroom with a pad of paper and plot out the options for all my areas of activity—family, finance, sport, romance, academics, and career. Then I would set goals in each, completely without limit. I let my mind run free. What would I have to do to become prime minister, a leading banker, a judge of the Supreme Court, an Olympian, a Rhodes scholar? I wrote down my name and attached all sorts of labels of achievement to it. What would it look like to be Mr. Justice Wolfensohn, or Governor-General Wolfensohn, or Sir James Wolfensohn, or Lord Wolfensohn? What would it be like to have £100,000 or £1 million, or a bachelor’s apartment, or a car? Did I want a permanent girlfriend? Initially I had planned to study medicine, but when I worked out how many years it would take and how much it would cost, I crossed it off the list. This was both a thrilling and a soul-searching exercise, a heady mixture of fantasy and real possibility. Lending power to these ideas meant going against the conventional wisdom by starting at  the top and working down. It was a bold exercise that opened real possibilities to me. I conceived of the future and then worked out how to make it a reality. I wrote down “Olympic fencer.” What would it take? There would be practice four nights a week, I would have to turn myself into a better athlete, I would have to keep at my studies and contribute at home. I made long lists and planned a month at a time for the coming year. Sitting at the small table in my room that night, with the warm summer air coming through the window, I believed I could do anything—it was just a matter of planning and organizing it.

To this day I keep up the practice at the start of the new year. I reflect, dream, and plan, although at this late stage of my life my options are certainly more limited. I do not know why or how I started this annual practice, but I look forward to the several days I take to complete the exercise—and I have no doubt that my career and life have been enriched by this practice.
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 STEPPING UP

THE OFFICE OF ALLEN ALLEN & HEMSLEY WAS LOCATED ON MARTIN Place in an elegant, imposing building that was the headquarters of an insurance company. Allens was the iconic, establishment law firm in Sydney. I was nervous and eager as I entered Norman Lethbridge Cowper’s large office. In some ways, I had no business being there. I did not have the top grades to seek with confidence a clerkship at Sydney’s top firm of attorneys. But I did have Julius Stone. He had encouraged me to study law, and Cowper, the firm’s senior partner, was his close friend. Like other firms, Allens maintained the tradition of passing legal knowledge, experience, and practice from generation to generation, through master solicitors to articled clerks who had to serve three years to gain a professional license. I had three years of university left, having completed my Bachelor of Arts degree and one year of legal studies. I was anxious to work at the center of the legal community—and Allens, which had clients like the Bank of New South Wales and the Church of England, was a dream.

Julius put his formidable legal reputation behind me and guaranteed Cowper that if I were only given the chance, I would excel. I managed not to mess up the interview with Cowper and the subsequent ones with several  other partners, and the firm decided to take a chance on me. I accepted their offer immediately, believing I could manage to keep up with my university obligations and still work through my clerkship with the firm, as was mandated by law for solicitor’s accreditation.

A couple of weeks into my clerkship, Cowper invited me to a group luncheon in the partners’ dining room. This was unknown territory for me. Feeling a little apprehensive, I walked in to find a formal but clubby atmosphere where everyone knew each other. I was shown my seat at the table next to Cowper, and after meeting the assembled group, I never said a word until the main course arrived. I looked down at my food—and stared at it nervously for a minute: It was ham. Everyone else began eating. I thought: Either I do it now or I don’t do it at all. Summoning all my courage, I said: “Mr. Cowper, I’m Jewish, I don’t eat pork, ham, or shellfish, and I would like to have the Jewish holidays off.” In my anxiety, all this tumbled out. My neighbors stopped eating and stared at me. Cowper looked at me, too. “No problem,” he replied. “Order something else, and yes, you can have the holy days off.”

I doubt anyone else remembers that exchange. I will never forget it. I was young, insecure, and the first Jew in Sydney’s leading establishment law firm. I could have said, “I love ham,” but something in me decided not to hide. The traditions of the Jewish faith were important to me—and would continue to be—but the bigger choice that day was to represent myself honestly. I never felt that I would meld into the landscape. There was an innate insecurity in being Jewish because I was different. I could often spot the Jews when I walked into a room. And I could spot the people pretending they weren’t Jews. But that insecurity developed into an advantage. I developed the practice of always assessing any room as I entered to see where people fit and to observe their characteristics, strengths, and weaknesses.

Cowper, who had reformed Allens, didn’t seem to care much about convention. There was an air of glamour and mystery about him, and even suggestions that he had once been on the fringes in the world of Australian espionage. He had founded the United Australia Party in 1931 and  had twice stood unsuccessfully as a candidate for Parliament. The grandson of a former premier of New South Wales and great-grandson of one of its governors, he had an impeccable pedigree, and yet he was entirely without social pretension. I felt extremely lucky to have him as a mentor.

Allens demanded a whole new mentality. I got up at 7:00 AM every day, attending law school lectures early in the morning before going to the office and doing my professional work until late in the evening, and most days squeezed in two or more hours of fencing practice before returning home. I was on my own, and the challenge was to meet absolute standards. I couldn’t fudge my results, and I couldn’t rely on anyone else to do my work. This challenge changed the way I did everything, from the way I worked for exams to the way I fenced. I had entered the real world, and I felt enormous pressure to perform. But I was ripe for it. The partners around me established the highest standards and stood ready to help. I put in a tremendous number of hours and tried always to be one step ahead. If my master solicitor, Robert William Dill Stevenson, told me to get a list of cases or organize the evidence in a certain way, I’d always prepare more than was needed. First, I’d take his instructions and mull them over. I’d learn as much as I could about the reason for his request, the client, and the transaction or litigation involved. Then I would try to anticipate ways in which the information could be used. I’d learn all I could about the client, pick up news on the street, and never close the doors to more. I looked for linkages, trying to imagine what the representatives on the other side would think and to anticipate what they would do. I’d try to play their game.

When one of Allens’ most feared trial lawyers, Gabriel Selmar Reichenbach, requested that I leave Bob Stevenson to become his clerk, I was proud but fearful. Working in his office with him was the best thing that could have happened to me. Reichy, as he was known to all of us, represented the finest quality, methodology, and attention to detail. He was very demanding and tough, but he was a great teacher with a great heart. I was tremendously stimulated. Nothing was good enough for Reichy.  Often, he would question me on my research. He would sit at his desk, look at me intently, and ask about some issue before us:

“Have you looked up the law reports?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Have you looked up the monthlies?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Have you looked up the dailies?”

“Well, no, sir.”

“Well, on Wednesday last week a case was decided in the Supreme Court which offset everything you have told me. Go back and do the research again.”

I would feel mortified. Reichy breathed fire down my neck to get the best out of me. I had to master every brief completely in order to feel secure and serve our client well. This was how I learned to overprepare, driven by a mixture of fear of failure and a desire to excel at my job. I learned to hold a totally new set of standards for myself. I began to drop my student mentality and adopt the professionalism required in real life.

Reichy had for many years advised one of the firm’s largest clients, Consolidated Press, and most important, its chairman, Sir Douglas Frank Hewson Packer. Because I worked for Reichy, I found myself working for Frank Packer, too. And I worked my heart out to please them both. I worked such long hours that Packer made me an offer to join his company. The money was tempting, but after a few days of agonizing, I decided I wasn’t ready to tie myself to one company—there was so much more I wanted to explore in the law. Years later, he would again ask me to join Consolidated Press, but even then I still felt there was much more to do. Anyway, by that time I had come to know his sons and to count them as friends, and I did not want to compete with them.

Sir Frank was a big and demanding man in every sense. A former boxing champion, he was rough, but he was a tremendous leader and had great instincts in the publishing business and was among the first to recognize the potential of commercial television and establish a channel. He later mounted the first Australian Challenge for the America’s Cup with a  boat called Gretl, which was named after his wife. I developed enormous respect for him, and though I saw nothing of him socially, he was extraordinarily kind to me in a personal way. When I went to study overseas, he gave me two letters of introduction to the Australian high commissioner in London and to the ambassador in the United States. I don’t think I ever used them, but I was proud to have them.

Sir Frank was very close to barrister Anthony Larkins, QC, whom we regularly asked for advice on legal matters and who represented us in court when there was litigation. Larkins and I connected the moment we met. As the representative of a firm of solicitors, it was necessary to brief (or engage) a barrister to plead in court when there was litigation. He was a brilliant lawyer, from whom I learned a great deal. But we also became lifelong friends. Visiting his stylish apartment, decorated with paintings by the young Robert Hughes, who later became a distinguished art critic and author living in New York, I felt that I’d entered a different world. Impeccably dressed, wearing a monocle, and tremendously polite, he taught me to make martinis. Tony’s lifestyle and his personal warmth made a big impression on me, and he helped me learn how to be a member of the broader social community while building my values.

One day in the office I overheard Cowper say: “Give me a clerk with Wolfensohn’s willingness and Masterman’s brains and I will have a good one.” My heart sank. George Masterman was my impressive Oxford friend in the firm, and I wanted to match his talents. It was Larkins who convinced me that it was not only my diligence but also my skills of observing, understanding people, and tuning in to the environment that added value. Once again I found it valuable that I had developed that self-protective mechanism on outings with my father and on the playground when I was two years younger than the other guys and needed to identify the bullies and my allies. This instinct never left me, and Larkins taught me that it could be turned into a legal skill.

As articled clerks we were paid a pittance, a ridiculous £2 ($5) a week, which would buy lunch but not much more. With a couple of other clerks, I headed a group of young activists at the law school to try to campaign  for a living wage. We went to the major firms and the Law Society, arguing that although £2 had been pretty good in the 1800s, it was virtually nothing in the 1950s. They expected slave labor because in the British tradition you went to a law firm for training, and it was a privilege. In fact, clerks once paid for tutelage, and when the £2 was introduced, it was regarded as generous. To me, that was just a wall ready to be knocked over. As a result of our first piece of collective bargaining, we increased the rate to something like £12 a week, moving up in our third year as articled clerks to £25. This meant I could contribute at home, pay for gas for the car, and help with bills. We were always paid in crisp new notes provided by the bank. The partners at Allens did not mind the increase and were rather amused that someone had not asked for it before.

I was still living with my parents, and at that time Reginald Gourgey, a British naval commander, entered our life. He rapidly established independent friendships with my mother, my father, and me. He’d go to fencing with me, to synagogue with my father, occasionally to the horse races with my mother. He loved to accompany us all to symphony concerts at the Town Hall. Later, he turned up to watch me at the Olympic Games and even visited me at Harvard. He and my father would chat for hours, and years later, Reggie told me my dad used to say: “If I had had more money, Jimmy would have devoted his life to music.” Although our circumstances had improved, Reggie sensed money was an issue. He remembers my father talking about all the refugees he had helped: “Just look at Joseph living in splendor in Bellevue Hill! I helped him get started and now he barely acknowledges me.”

When Reggie asked why he didn’t just send the person in question an invoice, my father’s reply was: “If they don’t recognize what I’ve done, I wouldn’t dream of pointing it out to them.”

Reggie made sense of this, saying that although my father was a business consultant, he had not made it clear that his advice was his business. Using a rather old-fashioned model of English behavior rather than making it clear in advance what he would charge his clients, he waited to settle the matter until later and all too often he received nothing.

But my father had taken on more responsibility in communal life, and as a result his circle enlarged and he made several new friends. He grew particularly close to Dr. Joachim Schneeweiss, who became my parent’s doctor and gave them great care. This was a huge relief for me. Joachim was a good listener, and the friendship flourished. My father talked endlessly about commercial affairs and about his favorite subject—me. He talked so much that Joachim formed the view that I was more his creation than his son. My father placed all of his unrealized hopes on me, and I certainly felt the responsibility. Still, I had moved out of his immediate orbit and was beyond his daily reach.

I happily watched others gravitate toward him. Friends began to ask him to act as godfather, and he went on to have a number of godsons. Whereas I found my family situation claustrophobic, my university friends found it appealing. Toby Hammerman, my father’s first godson, remembers my father taking his mentoring responsibilities seriously, instructing him in Judaism and always being present at the major events in his life. Dad spread his fatherly care generously. There was a time when my friend Michael Diamond felt like a son, too. It was not unusual for Michael, who was Greek Orthodox and a bit irreverent, to spar with my father over religion. Michael was fond of the whole family. He liked my mother and had an eye for Betty, whom he found striking. He’d been told that when she walked into a room, everyone would stop and look at her. When he actually met her, he found this to be entirely true.

While I was working at Allens, I continued to train with the fencing squad, and Michael and I were fencing buddies. Once when he forgot to put on his protective gear, which was worn under the white jacket and was not visible, my épée snapped and entered his body through his armpit. I was petrified as I took him to the hospital with my sword firmly stuck in him and fearful it would reach his heart. Although he did not hold it against me, his injuries meant he had to drop out of our squad of Olympic hopefuls.

It almost felt like punishment when, several weeks later, I was also struck down. I developed appendicitis and was rushed to the hospital just  as the selection trials for the 1956 Olympics were beginning. After the operation, I lay in the ward, wracked with disappointment. Luckily, Hil Van Dijk, the team captain, kept one position back in the épée team. I’d been training for the past two years, and the team decided I should have the spot, with the understanding that I could not be nominated without an open competition. Accordingly, they prepared a full-day competition for about fifty people, to be held when I recovered.

I entered that competition determined to win. With my physical build, people thought I’d be best suited to the saber. But I preferred the épée. Épéeists tend to be tall and lean and have a long reach. I made up for my physical disadvantage with quick reflexes, and I was really well trained. Fencing is a little like chess; you must project a few moves ahead and outthink your opponent. I loved this aspect of fencing, and after a tough and exhausting one-day competition, I emerged as the clear winner and secured my position on the team. This was a huge break for me, and my teammates were extremely supportive. It was a great confidence boost. Although being on Australia’s fencing team was not like being on its Olympic athletics team or swimming squad, both of which were favored to win gold medals, we worked hard and developed a discipline that I could call on for the rest of my life.
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As the Games approached, we began working with the coach of the swimming and pentathlon team, Forbes Carlisle, who had once represented Australia in the Olympics. Forbes was a university lecturer and an early sports psychologist who promoted the use of self-hypnosis during competition. We would often train with Forbes at the Drummoyne swimming baths, where he was coaching the swimming squad. I remember his explaining that swimmers were more susceptible to hypnosis than fencers. He would grab a swimmer by the wrist and the swimmer would somehow go into a trance. Forbes would say, “On the last lap you are going to be  chased by a shark,” and then release the wrist. The swimmer would not consciously remember what had been said but, predictably, on the last lap would swim at a tremendous pace. When the swimmer got to the end of the pool, he would jump out with the remark, “The bloody thing nearly got me.” The fencers were not quite as malleable, but we did teach ourselves to relax. I remember months of training myself to imagine the pendulum of a clock swinging with my eyes closed. That would calm me down. Our whole team would sit, like zombies, beside the fencing strip with our eyes back in our heads, mentally rehearsing our moves.

On November 22, 1956, I walked into the Olympic Stadium in Melbourne, wearing the Australian blazer in front of 120,000 cheering people. I would never forget it. These were the first Games to be held in the southern hemisphere, and they were opened by Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh. They attracted competitors from seventy-two countries, and Australia performed outstandingly, winning thirteen gold medals in swimming, track and field, and cycling. These were the golden days of Dawn Fraser in the pool and Betty Cuthbert on the track. I loved being in the Olympic Village, in the company of the world’s greatest athletes.

Prior to Opening Day, when I was issued my tracksuit, I went out onto the cinder track—the first of its kind in Australia—and ran around. Running had never been part of my training routine because of my bronchial problems, but I had to try out the track. Then a Russian ran by. When he waved to me on the track, I felt a rush of adrenaline. Here I was, running with famous athletes from around the world. Not surprisingly, the Russians were passing me. But then I realized that I was running as hard as I could—and they were speed walking. The next morning I was so stiff I couldn’t get up for the team photo.

Often, kids at the gate to the Olympic Village would ask for my signature, because we all wore the same green-and-gold tracksuits with “Australia” in large letters on the back. They would say, “What sport do you do?” I’d tell them I fenced, and they’d yell out to another kid: “Oh, don’t worry about him, he’s only a fencer.” It certainly brought me down to  earth, but it didn’t matter. It was thrilling to be part of the spirit and international camaraderie of the Village.

The 1956 Games were probably the last that were relatively apolitical and, in a sense, amateur. Like me, about one-third of the fencers had full-time jobs or were students. Some of the Russians and Eastern Europeans and even Americans were in the army, which meant they could devote 100 percent of their time to training. I was proud of my Olympic achievements, but I was not quite at the top Olympic level, as our team lacked the experience of constant international competition. Our first Olympic round was against the Italian team, and I had to fence a match against each of the four Italians. They were the gold medalist team, and I was so revved up that I won my first two bouts, surprising everyone, including myself. I was in the lead again in my third match, but then the Italian team members came to the side of the piste and started chanting to my opponent: “Viva il campione del mondo!” Realizing I was up against the world champion, I promptly lost focus and he then hit me four times in succession to win. Next up was competition against the British team, and in my first bout I fenced against a man named Alan Jay. He was a Jewish solicitor who had been in the Olympics before and who would subsequently become world champion. Alan was a left-hander, and I was leading him 3-0 in a match to five points. I was in the zone. Then Alan said his weapon was not working and stopped the bout so the armorer could repair it. While we waited, he told me about a party planned that night for the athletes. I hadn’t heard about it, so he described a wonderful Israeli swimmer who would be there and suggested we go together and meet her. He completely broke my concentration. When the bout resumed, he quickly won, 5-3.

“You know, you’re a twit,” Alan said afterward. “You really had me down, I’ve got a lot of lessons to teach you! Never talk to anybody and don’t let people distract you.” It was good advice. I was disappointed, but that feeling was later overwhelmed by my awe at simply having participated in the Olympics.

At the time, many athletes from Eastern Europe wanted to defect to Australia. On one occasion, a Romanian competitor from the modern pentathlon with whom we’d been training in fencing came up to us in the dining room. He wanted to defect, and after talking to him for a while, we decided to help him. The next day while having lunch, I got up and walked into the men’s room wearing two Australian tracksuits in order to give him one. He followed me in, quickly changed, and ran out with us. That tracksuit allowed him to get out of the Olympic Village and seek asylum. At the end of the Games, forty-five members of the Hungarian team also sought asylum in Australia.
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That Olympic year was also my final year of law school, and I had five subjects to pass before I could graduate. I had not attended many lectures during the year because I’d been working at Allens, putting in long hours training for fencing, and participating in student union affairs. After the Games, however, I shut out the excitement and buried myself in my books. I moved into the home of my friend Rodney Rosenblum, as I’d been doing during exam period for the last three years, and we studied together. He was the better student, and I suspect had attended more classes, so at night, after he turned out his lights, I stayed up studying for several more hours, trying to close the gap. When we got sick of working, we went downstairs and played mammoth games of table tennis. Rodney had reached the university’s doubles championships in table tennis, so by the end of the six weeks, I had gotten pretty good, too.

With Rodney, I learned that when you want to get a job done, you just work until it is done. This is a mentality I’ve had ever since. On one trip during my last years at the World Bank, I had to give a speech about federalism to the European Parliament. At the hotel the night before, I looked through the notes I’d received and they were terrible. It  was 11:00 PM and I was exhausted. But I took out my laptop and started researching federalism on Google. At 4:30 AM, I logged off. As I was sitting there, I thought about when I’d developed the ability to drive myself through that first round of exhaustion. It was at the Rosenblum house.

Rodney and I were at different law firms and rarely saw each other professionally. Rodney worked with his uncle, but we worked together once on the legal settlement of a transaction. Our styles were very different. He remembered a discharging mortgagee showing up without the certificate of title to the property he owned. “I would never have settled,” Rodney said. His uncle had advised him to hold out unless he got everything to which he was entitled. But the fellow said to Rodney and me, “Look, I’m terribly sorry; I left the certificate on my desk. Can I bring it up to you later on?” Rodney recalled the rest of the particulars this way:Jim’s [Wolfensohn’s] response was, “Yes. That’ll be fine.” And he was just an articled clerk at Allens at the time. Now, because I wouldn’t have settled, the fellow would have been at least slightly annoyed at me for having put the settlement off and embarrassing him in that way. Jim, on the other hand, did settle. The fellow went straight back, got the certificate of title, brought it back up again. He saved face, and he was, I’m sure, grateful to Jim. And I’m sure there were lots of circumstances where Jim thought that the gratitude of somebody to him was something very valuable.





But I was never as strategic as Rodney or as disciplined as some of my other friends thought. Although my choices may have looked wonderfully planned—organizing orientation week to make myself known, selecting fencing because it was a little-patronized sport, joining the University Squadron—there was a large arbitrary element in operation. I went into each of these activities with all the energy and commitment I could  muster, but really with no sense of the architecture of my decisions. I was not trying to prepare a good-looking resume. Rather, I jumped at opportunities as they arose. I was hungry for new experiences in life and had a desire to explore the possibilities that came my way.
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When I graduated from law school and was admitted as a solicitor to practice law in early 1957, my wages shot up sixfold and I realized that earning real money was possible. I was growing more secure and finally felt in control of my life. But I had a strong urge to move beyond Australia. Most of the Australians who intrigued me engaged in activities with some sort of global dimension. It probably started with my father. I wanted to reach out to the rest of the world, too.

It seemed to me that Australia would inevitably have a much bigger relationship with Asia, so I wrote to the School of Commonwealth Studies at Hokkaido University in Japan. It only had one scholarship, and I couldn’t get it. Then I decided to go for a Rhodes scholarship. It was completely unrealistic. I had a chance of fulfilling the sport and leadership criteria, but my academic record was certain to put me out of the race. Even so, I hoped that by some magic, my academic setbacks would be lost among my other achievements. I had slipped under the radar and into Allens, so why couldn’t I slip into Oxford? Somehow I made it into the final round. In my interview, Sir John Northcott, the governor of New South Wales, asked if I had studied Latin in school. I replied that it had been my worst subject; in fact, I had failed it outright.

“You what?” was Northcott’s astonished reply.

“I failed it.”

“Well, you can’t go to Oxford if you don’t know Latin.”

“Why? Is it a requirement?” I asked politely.

“For me it is. I’m not sure whether it is for anybody else, but I’m a classicist.”

And that was the end of the interview. I shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up, but I still felt crushed as I walked out of the gate at Government House.

I began practicing as a fully qualified solicitor at Allens in 1957, backed by my three years’ experience there as an articled clerk. In my first year of practice, I worked nonstop on a $300-million treble damages suit known as the RCA-Zenith antitrust action. It was an American monopoly case, in which treble damages were sought from Radio Corporation of America (RCA) for incursions on the rights of the plaintiff, Zenith Corporation. American lawyers had come to Australia to gather extraterritorial evidence for use in the case in Chicago. RCA was represented by Robert Zeller from the American firm Cahill Gordon Reindel & Ohl. To help gain the Australian evidence, RCA retained my boss, Reichenbach, at Allens to work with Zeller. Our special adviser was the Melbourne advocate and distinguished law professor Zelman Cowen, who later became the governor-general of Australia.

The proceedings took place before an appointed judge whose duty it was to get the evidence on record for the U.S. court. We had been preparing the case for a year, but the night before we were due to start, Reichenbach had a heart attack (from which he would only recover months later). It was too late to bring in anyone else as senior Australian legal adviser, and as I had put the thousands of pages of evidence together and knew my way around them, Bob Zeller suggested I should work on the case with him. There were other U.S. lawyers working with us, including Ken Clarke, a lawyer from RCA, as well as John MacDonald, a Scot from Harvard Business School who was assisting on the commercial aspects of the case, and who later became an international partner of McKinsey & Company and a great friend. On the first day of the proceedings in Sydney, I was nervous, though I knew I was very well prepared. Whenever I was asked by Zeller for evidence to support his examination or his argument, I found it readily. At the end of the day, my head swelled to a degree that could scarcely be believed. I was the Australian expert and the master of all the facts and files.

A few days afterward, we moved to Canberra. During the proceedings, Bob turned to me and asked, “What is the current ratio of AWA [Amalgamated Wireless of Australia, one of the leading companies with activities similar to RCA]?” I had no idea. I pulled out the AWA annual report and frantically flipped through it, looking for the words “current ratio.” I couldn’t find them and kept fumbling. Bob asked again, and I looked at him blankly. As he grabbed the report from me, he snapped, “Why the hell don’t you go to Harvard Business School?” I was deflated instantly.

That night, from my room at the Hotel Rex in Canberra, I wrote to Harvard Business School in Cambridge, Massachusetts, requesting an application form. When it arrived some days later, I quickly realized I didn’t have the three essential things necessary to pursue an MBA. I did not have the personal history that showed my interest in a business career, or the money to pay for the course work, or any means of getting to the United States. But after my crisis that morning, I had plenty of enthusiasm and determination, so these obstacles did not seem insurmountable.

I decided that getting into Harvard would be easier than winning a Rhodes scholarship to Oxford. At Harvard, they appreciated a broad educational and extracurricular base. Perhaps the fact that I had a couple of degrees, experience in a law firm, an officership in the air force, experience in the Olympics, and a student leadership position would hold more weight than my pure academic record. Once again, in his unconventional way, Julius Stone stepped in to help. Although I had only asked him to oversee my application, I later found out that he had written a letter strongly urging my acceptance on the basis that I had “some indefinable attributes” that were likely to make me “very successful in business.” In the end I scored high on the entrance exam, but I have no doubt that this recommendation helped the admissions committee accept me.

I began looking around for financial assistance, but I had left it until too late. The deadline for applying for a Fulbright scholarship had passed, and there were no other travel grants. I decided to use the little background  I had in the Royal Australian Air Force Reserve to get to the United States. This was the brilliant idea of my dear friend Tony Larkins. At his prompting, I telephoned the federal minister for air, Fred Osborne, at his offices in Sydney. I had never spoken to a federal minister before, but I boldly asked for an appointment. When his secretary asked why I wanted to see him, I said it was about air force training and my hopes of doing postgraduate work in the United States.

The secretary was somewhat skeptical, but a subsequent phone call from Larkins got me the meeting. I was nervous but determined when I walked into the ministerial offices in Sydney. Osborne, a lawyer himself, fired the first question:

“Why have you come?”

“Sir, I’ve come because I would very much like to see if there is a way of getting a free ride to the United States on an air force plane, if anyone happens to be flying over there.”

He looked at me as though I were crazy.

“Are you in the air force?”

“Well, I’m in the Air Force Reserve, the University Air Squadron, and I’ve recently been made a pilot officer in the reserve. I spent two years there, part-time, of course.”

“Well, what are you going to do in the United States?”

“As you know, I’m a lawyer, and I’m going to study business administration in the United States. I thought it might be a great help to have someone in the reserve who could do all the clever things that they teach you at Harvard, if there is a war.”

“That’s fine. But are you going to join the air force permanently when you return?”

“Good heavens, no,” I blurted out without thinking.

“You’re a very arrogant young man.”

“Well, sir, I don’t have any money and I have to get there and I need your help.”

Without hesitation, Osborne picked up the phone to the air vice-marshal in charge of transportation services and asked if there were any  planes flying to England or America in September. Looking at me, he explained into the phone: “I’ve got a brash young fellow here who is a pilot officer in the reserve and who wants to get an indulgence passage to the United States.” For whatever reason, he seemed to like my nerve, or had already been persuaded by his friend Larkins.
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In early August 1957, the air vice-marshal informed me that a prop-driven Hastings aircraft used by the chief of air staff of the New Zealand Air Force would soon be flying to London. They could put me on in the back. It would take six days to get from South Australia to London, with stops in Darwin, Singapore, Ceylon, and Iraq, among other places. It would fly six or seven hours a day, at the rate of about 250 knots per hour. The New Zealanders agreed to grant me the indulgence passage, and all I had to do was get myself to the air force base in South Australia. The trip would cost me $30, for food and lodging. At the time the process seemed amazingly effortless, but decades later, when I read my own Australian Security Intelligence Organisation files, I learned that the air force had done a thorough assessment before granting me permission. They checked my credentials in the reserve and my father’s record. An ASIO file document stamped “Secret” read: “The assessment attached hereto considers the subject is clear and that there is no case against his father. Clearance is recommended.” I was free to go.

When I arrived at the base in South Australia, a staff sergeant ordered me to report immediately to the quartermaster’s store to pick up my new emblem of rank. I hadn’t expected this, and when I went over, an officer said:

“Well, lad, you’ve been promoted.”

“What do you mean I’ve been promoted?”

“Someone has promoted you from a pilot officer to a flying officer. There’s a message here that if you are going to be with an air marshal from New Zealand, you can’t be outranked by everyone.”

I was speechless.

“In any event, you’ve shown such a sense of leadership, they thought you should go to the next rank.”

They promoted me on the spot. I never knew if the promotion came from Osborne or the air vice-marshal, but it got me to England feeling extremely proud—and very lucky.

To fill the idle flying time, I bought a typewriter in Singapore and spent the rest of the trip in the noisy back of the aircraft learning to touch type. I had never been out of Australia, and after several days I was in Baghdad. It was August 1956, and the Iraqis were trying to get rid of the British base. As soon as we landed at the air force base, we decided to go into town to look around without changing out of our uniforms. We got out of our car and found ourselves surrounded by a mob eager to get its hands on us. We were all terrified. Somehow we found our taxi and made a getaway. But every time we were stopped, by a goat or sheep or something else in the road, the luggage compartment of the taxi would pop up before we could get going again. I kept asking the driver about this, and eventually he explained: “That’s my second gear, he’s my brother.” Only then did I realize there was a man in the back, jumping out every time we stopped and pushing until we picked up sufficient speed to enter third gear, when he would jump into the trunk again.

Waiting for me at the Royal Air Force air station in Northolt, London, were my cousin Eric Wolfensohn and my mother’s brother, Ellis Weinbaum. I didn’t know what they looked like or what to expect, because apart from Uncle Harry, I’d never met any of our extended family. We had a motley collection of photographs at home, but I had no sense of the larger family, no grasp of our history, and no understanding of where anyone fitted. Eric told me that I’d climbed off the plane in my RAAF uniform, looking around and looking a bit mystified. He also said there was a distinctive Wolfensohn look about me.

It was comforting to be in the company of family, and Uncle Ellis and Eric did their best to refresh and equip me. I had only a few days in London before leaving for Harvard, so I didn’t have much time to appreciate  what London had to offer. Uncle Ellis took me to the department store sales racks and bought me a serviceable brown checked sports jacket and a few odds and ends. I made sure to visit the City of London, remembering that my father had been awarded the ancient accolade of Freedom of the City of London. Being a freeman meant you and your children could go to the City of London School, you could walk through the city carrying a drawn sword, and if you were sentenced to death, you could be hanged by a silken cord. It also meant you could be a member of the guilds and become lord mayor of London. These were very old traditions, and of course I didn’t expect to take advantage of any of these benefits. But being a freeman meant a great deal to my father, and it was one of the few things that he could pass on to me by patrimony. So I went to the clerk’s office in the city, where it was confirmed that my father was a freeman, and I applied for my freedom. They gave me my Freedom of the City of London on parchment paper and a little red book, entitled Rules for the Conduct of Life.

In London, I got my first real sense of British aristocracy. I’d met a young Englishman named Eric Drummond in Australia when I took the qualification exam to get into Harvard. He introduced himself as Lord Strathallan. We didn’t have much time to chat, but he said if we both got into Harvard and I came through London, I should call him and we would have lunch before heading to the United States. I had never met a viscount before, nor indeed anyone with an English title, and I was intrigued. I called Eric and was duly invited for lunch at Hyde Park Gardens, the home of Eric’s parents—David, the Earl of Perth, and his American wife, Nancy. Like most Australians, I had little knowledge of what an earl was except that it was high in the hierarchy.

I was torn between the Australian habit of mocking aristocracy and following my father’s lead and giving title great respect. I gravitated toward the latter course and felt proud to be in the Perths’ home. As I entered the beautiful drawing room in Hyde Park Gardens and was handed a sherry, I had butterflies in my stomach. Eric’s parents were gracious, and  we proceeded into the dining room, where David had decanted a bottle of red wine. He talked about the process of decanting and how to let a wine breathe. This was all new to me. David, who was later to become a senior colleague of mine as a director at Schroders, was particularly kind. He had recently been a minister in the Macmillan cabinet and, following the tradition of his family, gave much of himself to public service. Our lives would remain intertwined, with Eric later spending time with me in Lausanne and his parents also becoming my close friends as a result of our Schroders association.

I mentioned to Eric that I needed some shoes and a hat. He told me that the only places to get these were on St. James Street at Lobb’s and Lock’s—two different establishments, one for shoes and one for hats—and that I must be properly measured for these items if I was to get appropriate-quality clothing. I did not have the money for this top-of-the-line shopping, so I returned to the department store sales. But Eric’s words echoed in my head. For years afterward, I would walk by Lobb’s and Lock’s wondering when I could afford to go in. They seemed entirely out of reach. To this day, Lobb’s, shoemaker to kings, is one of the shops I do not have the courage to enter. Once, however, I did enter Lock’s and bought a ready-made hat. I also found a tailor in my later years in Savile Row. I support the notion that many Australians never get over their feelings of insecurity with respect to the English.
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When it was time for me to sail for America, Uncle Ellis and Aunt Florie generously paid the £75 ($200) for my third-class passage on the Queen Elizabeth. This was a fortune and meant that I could arrive in the United States with my own $300 intact. On accepting the position at Harvard, I had been told without any ambiguity that unless I had $3,000, I shouldn’t bother to come. But everything else had fallen into place, and I figured this would, too. So I delayed the worry. I had an almost delusional belief that when the time came, I could handle anything.

My feeling of omnipotence was tempered onboard the Queen Elizabeth,  though, when I met an Irishman named Jim Doolan. He put the fear of God in me about the competition I was about to face at Harvard. After studying to be a priest for several years, Jim had studied accounting and became, as he told me, the top graduate in his field in Ireland. He recounted many of his triumphs in the accounting profession, and by the time he’d finished with me, I thought I was done. I couldn’t even read a balance sheet. As it turned out, he had an undistinguished academic career at Harvard. However, Jim would eventually become my partner in a laundry service on the campus and one of the groomsmen at my wedding. He went on to become a senator in the Irish government, having worked for a time at the World Bank and as professor of business administration in Ireland. But at that moment, he terrified me.

My most memorable experience on the boat, however, had nothing to do with academics. It involved a girl from Texas whose name I can no longer remember. The incident, however, became etched in my mind. I had befriended a steward who arranged for me to go to the first-class area of the ship for a party. I stood back, watching what the first-class passengers were doing. Eventually, they started a game in which a couple had to hold an apple under their chins while dancing together. The couple that kept dancing the longest without dropping the apple would win a bottle of champagne. Somehow I found myself dancing with a beautiful Texan girl, and we won the champagne.

I had no idea what to do next. So I decided I would sit down and have the champagne with her and when the champagne was finished, I’d invite her for a walk on the deck. As we strolled along the deck, I thought I should hold her hand. Hand in hand, we walked toward the lifeboats, where it was slightly dark, and I put my hand on her shoulder, hoping that she would be overcome by the moment and fall into my arms. She turned to me:

“It’s been a wonderful evening, Jim, but you know, I’m pinned.”

I had never heard of the American custom of pinning—which meant getting a pin from a boyfriend, the pin of his fraternity. “I’m terribly sorry,  can I help you un-pin it?” I said, thinking that this was the moment for further excitement.

She looked at me like I was crazy. Then she carefully explained to me the importance of pinning; it was just short of an engagement to marry, and she was already taken by another man in Texas. I went back to tourist class and never saw her again. I did, however, write to my father about this incident, asking him to send me a dozen Sydney University pins. I thought they might come in handy with the girls at Harvard.

After six days on the ocean, we docked in New York City. When I disembarked, a customs officer said something to me that I couldn’t understand because of his thick Brooklyn accent. He was apparently asking if I had anything to declare. I stared at him blankly. Annoyed at my stupidity, he pointed to my two bags and slowly said:

“O-p-e-n t-h-e-m.”

I looked at him.

“Don’t you speak English?” he asked, growing more irritated.

“I do, I do.”

This made him even angrier, and he leaned over and pulled open the first bag. He saw my Australian air force uniform. He looked up at me. “Are you an Aussie?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, now I understand. I flew with you bastards during the war. Close it up!”

He picked up my bags and carried them through to the arrivals area, telling me as we walked along how much he liked the Australians. There my mother’s sister, Hannah, and her husband, Joey Sonnenberg, were waiting. I recognized them immediately. Hannah was younger than my mother but there was an unmistakable likeness. I knew she and Joey had been wonderfully generous to my parents and I liked them immediately. My aunt and uncle took me in, in the most welcoming and accepting way possible, making me feel comfortable in their Forest Hills apartment in Queens. Seeing how little I possessed, they immediately spent nearly  $100 buying me the basic necessities for college life, including a plastic clock radio I would keep for years. Hannah had the genteel poise of the Weinbaum women, and she and Joey ran a very successful wholesale diamond business on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. Their son Maurice was close to my age, and he went out of his way to be there for me during my early years in New York.

At the Sonnenbergs’ apartment, I was greeted by a message from Bob Zeller, the lawyer with whom I had worked in Australia and who had suggested the Harvard adventure. He knew I had been dreaming of seeing  West Side Story. With his message were two tickets. I adored Leonard Bernstein’s music—the second record I ever owned was his Jeremiah Symphony—and I could not believe someone who could write that piece could also write West Side Story. I would eventually see West Side Story  thirteen times, because over the next few years, many friends and foreigners would come through New York and I would take them to see the musical. But that first time was the best. I felt happy and carefree sitting in that theater in New York, hearing the music performed live and watching the story unfold. I could not believe that within less than twelve months, my life had changed so much. The entire trip from Australia had a dreamlike quality, but I sensed that reality was about to descend on me when I entered Harvard.
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