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         Foreword 

         
         
         
         
         To contain the bounty of Barry Jones’ life story in a single volume is like reducing a life story to a Who’s Who entry or a Fantale wrapper. Barry’s would require the tiny typeface employed in engraving the Lord’s Prayer on the head of a pin. His years have been so crowded with events, encounters and ideas that a single day, taken at random, would be worth at least a paragraph and possibly a page. So what you’re about to read is just one of a score of possible books about a remarkable life.
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            It is principally a book on a prodigious public life, with much of Barry’s life remaining veiled.Yes, the public life is here—and much of the inner life. But the private life in between is only hinted at. This is a consequence of a natural discretion and his reluctance to cause other characters in his saga any pain. Reading the manuscript, it occurred to me that you might well feel the need to follow the example of Pompeii’s excavators who’d pour plaster into the moulds created by long-gone bodies, producing compelling human sculptures.To some extent a portrait emerges from what Barry doesn’t say.

            
            
         

         
         
         Not that he seeks to hide from himself or his reader. The text, like Barry, is unsparingly honest.Approaching his final years he has yet to learn cynicism. Denied the carapace so often worn in the political world, Barry retains his sincerity and vulnerability. More than anyone I know, he cannot help but tell the truth.

         
         
         
         
         If you want to hide from the world, don’t go to some small community. You’ll be noticed. Safer to hide in the full view of public life. Many of our most exalted figures conceal themselves in the limelight by having a protective persona or two. Not Barry Owen Jones. He wears no masks, no  disguises. When asked what he feels or believes, he’ll answer. He would have done better in politics had one of his doctorates been in spin, had he learned to dissemble.

         
         
         
         
         It’s the same in his book.You’ll read what I have often observed—that a verse of poetry or a piece of music can reduce this man to tears.You will glimpse the philosophical and religious conflicts that have intensified his experiences—and you will, I think, marvel at an extraordinary intellect that has, over the years, become a sort of national icon. Barry’s brain, if bottled, would be a tourist attraction like Phar Lap’s heart. But Barry’s knowledge is no sideshow trick—no freakish consequence of a photographic memory. It comes from his lifelong curiosity in just about everything. His ability with answers, whether in a quiz show or a political debate, comes from his passion for questions. Barry is not alone in questioning facts, policies and authority but is unusual in the way he questions his own beliefs.

         
         
         
         
         There are, however, areas where Barry is entirely uninformed, notably popular culture and sport. Odd then, that Barry is an important part of our popular culture. In a nation where most could name a hundred sportsmen but few of Australia’s public intellectuals, everyone knows Barry Jones. Not simply because decades back he came to fame in a quiz show, but because of his lifelong involvement in public issues. Censorship, capital punishment, science, education and, yes, most aspects of our political life. 

         
         
         
         
         Why was Barry denied the high political office he desired and deserved? In the Hawke Government he was given a junior ministry—no hint of a Cabinet appointment. The party would wheel him out on public occasions— he was on the branches’ short list for any public event because only Hawkie could pull a bigger crowd. I suspect that’s why he was promoted to the Party’s presidency—he could make the ALP look half decent.Yet he wasn’t let into the Cabinet room, despite his prescience on a raft of major issues. (He was, for example, more than a decade ahead on biotechnology, the Information Revolution and its impact on employment, global warming, preserving Antarctica as a wilderness, and the dramatic extension of life expectancy.) When I protested to Hawke about Barry’s exclusion, citing his legendary intelligence, the response was a snarl of contempt. Clearly the PM felt his giant brain was more than enough for one government. But while there was a degree of jealousy in the way he was treated by his parliamentary colleagues, Barry could be his own worst enemy. Not always a good listener, or a skilful tactician, he was rarely, if ever, a team player. His output of energy tended to deflect the energies of others, to  ward off their signals. When we were working on film industry matters, he was often oblivious of a meeting’s atmosphere, of the resentments of others. And many of his literary references, which he’d assume everyone understood, made people feel ignorant. That’s why I begged him not to quote Pascal in his maiden speech in the Victorian Parliament, saying ‘When you talk about Pascal, they think you mean lollies’.

         
         
         
         
         He promised he wouldn’t but couldn’t help himself. The great quotation about ‘a thinking reed’works far better in the context of this book, providing the title.

         
         
         
         
         Once, introducing Barry for a 60 Minutes program, I revealed that when the planet Krypton was about to explode, not one but two children were sent to Earth in little rockets. One became a mild-mannered reporter working for the Daily Planet, famously doubling as Superman. But the 1930’s comic strip failed to record the story of the other infant refugee. He became a teacher, a lawyer, a writer, a quiz champion, a politician, a prophet, an advocate. Like the caped crusader of Metropolis, fighting for truth, justice and the American way, Barry Jones has been a crusader for our country, displaying superhumanity as a citizen. And while he has his detractors on the conservative side of politics, and within the Labor Party to which he has devoted too much of his life, his contributions are widely recognised. High honours and honorary doctorates have been heaped upon him but more importantly, so has a rare degree of public affection. Clearly people sense the man’s generosity of spirit and an integrity that has survived a lot of battering.
         

         
         
         
         
         Let me confess to being biased about Barry Owen Jones. He is, after all, my oldest and dearest friend. And these words are written in gratitude for what Barry has contributed to my life, and to Australia’s.
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         Man is but a reed, the feeblest in nature, but he is a thinking

         
         
         reed.There is no need for the whole universe to take up arms

         
         
         to crush him.A vapour or a drop of water is enough to kill him.

         
         
         But even if the universe were to crush him, man would still be

         
         
         nobler than his killer, for he knows that he is dying and that

         
         
         the universe has the advantage over him.The universe

         
         
         knows nothing of this.

         
         

         
         Thus all our dignity consists in thought. It is on thought that

         
         
         we must depend for our recovery, not on space or time, which

         
         
         we could never fill. Let us then strive to think well; that is

         
         
         the basic principle of morality.
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         Overture:
‘An abundant life . . .’

         
         
         
         
         A Thinking Reed is an attempt to explain my life to myself, to make sense of the world of experience and belief, followed by a passion to share exposure to great ideas, understanding and aesthetics, to encourage readers to pursue the abundant life, to borrow a phrase used by Jesus.
         

         
         
         
         
         Writing the book has been a painful, self-critical experience, taking far longer than I had expected; but I learned a great deal from the process. A Thinking Reed is an odyssey, often anguished and self-doubting, in search of the unique experience, understanding, validation, the oceanic feeling, and using these feelings to communicate with others or to transform experience. Politics was central, but only part of the experience. So was the search for love. Self-knowledge is the most important, and dangerous, area of exploration, the darkest continent of terra (or terror?) incognita. My intense moments of revelation come in flashes, quantum packages of light, rather than a clear unbroken beam.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was too political to be a fully accepted intellectual, too intellectual to be regarded as an effective politician in the Australian context, conspicuously lacking the killer instinct, too individual and idiosyncratic to be a factional player. Arts, music, literature, history and philosophy were my obsessions. Lacking the divine gift of creativity, I recognised that my gifts for understanding and communicating were second order capacities. I am well aware of my deficiencies, things I do not know and cannot do. I make no secret of that. I have always read voraciously, travelled extensively,wrote and talked a lot, but I failed to master a musical instrument or foreign  languages. However, I proved to be a survivor, and many unpopular and unfashionable causes I pushed for ultimately became accepted as part of the conventional wisdom.

         
         
         
         
         My life cut across several boundaries—politician, teacher, media performer, arts administrator, science advocate,writer, heritage consultant, traveller, cultural consumer, quasi-diplomat. My long exposure on television gave me national notoriety, but I ran some risk of being dismissed as a mere collector and disseminator of random chunks of knowledge.

         
         
         
         
         I rejected the model of Mr Gradgrind in Charles Dickens’ Hard Times: 
         

         
         

         
         
         
         
            
            ‘Bitzer,’ said Thomas Gradgrind.‘Your definition of a horse.’

            
            
            ‘Quadruped. Graminivorous. Forty teeth, namely twenty-four grinders, four eye-teeth, and twelve incisive. Sheds coat in the spring; in marshy countries, sheds hoofs, too. Hoofs hard, but requiring to be shod with iron. Age known by marks in mouth.’Thus (and much more) Bitzer.

            
            
            ‘Now girl number twenty,’ said Mr. Gradgrind. ‘You know what a horse is.’

            
            

            
         

         
         
         Like most Australian males of my generation, I was emotionally inhibited, if not numb. Sport, family and tribal loyalties aroused passion for my contemporaries, but for me it was knowledge, new experience, literature and the arts, especially, indeed overwhelmingly,music.

         
         
         
         
         In his Autobiography Charles Darwin wrote: ‘My mind seems to have become a kind of machine for grinding general laws out of large collections of facts’. Uneasily, I have a fellow feeling but I know that Darwin was writing in deep despair, during a period when music, literature and art had ceased to have any meaning for him. I am grateful never to have had that experience.
         

         
         
         
         
         The recurrent, obsessive theme of my life has been an endless quest, searching for meaning,waiting for God (or Godot), coming to terms with death, the entry and exit price of life, exploring the tensions of time, space, infinity and eternity, an insatiable appetite for collecting and disseminating knowledge, communicating experience, analysing evidence, risking the unknown, provoking the shock of recognition, the ‘aha!’ or ‘wow!’ phenomenon, seeking the numinous, transcendent and universal in spirituality, creativity and aesthetics, studying biography, our collective memory, identifying exceptional achievement, exploring the limits of human capacity, celebrating the extraordinary and the beautiful, in creativity or nature, experiencing the passion, pain and danger of great music, with its  moods of exaltation and risks of falling, the power and penetration of words, the search for love and identification of ‘the other’, understanding linkages, making connections, working in the profession of politics as a mechanism for sharing power and experience.This is the cosmic backdrop in which our tiny lives are played out.

         
         
         
         
         When I become preoccupied with a subject, Homer’s Iliad or Wagner’s Ring, for example, the urge to share experience becomes irresistible, even if an audience shows palpable reluctance. My enthusiasm to provide lists of books read, places visited and music heard is not self-praise for my energy or perception, but encouragement for others to take the plunge and expose themselves to Homer, van Eyck, Montaigne, Bach,Tolstoy, Machu Picchu or Brittany.
         

         
         
         
         
         Lists, chronologies, details, relationships seem to have a deep autobiographical significance, far more than might seem plausible to an outside observer.They were central, of course, to Pick-a-Box, which won me national recognition. My pursuit and organisation of knowledge was the mark of an obsessive personality, but was it pathological? I hope not. But it is authentic: the way I am and the way I do things.
         

         
         
         
         
         I set out some typical lists as an Appendix, in which I encourage people in my circle, or even unknown correspondents, to enlarge their experience: great novels to be read, music listened to, paintings seen, places visited. I identified heroes, such as Jesus, Michelangelo, Gandhi, Albert Schweitzer and Franklin Roosevelt and saw them as exemplars of extraordinary achievement, but they were too far ahead of me to be role models.And I rejected, even as a child, the worst aspects of heroic leadership, subordination of judgment to the hero. I was never an uncritical follower, even of Jesus. In recent decades Nelson Mandela and Aung San Suu Kyi have shown heroic qualities, refusing to be emotionally crippled by suffering.

         
         
         
         
         People often ask, ‘How do you remember so much? Do you have a photographic memory?’ I need a combination of context, passion, understanding and application to master new subjects, and I have no special skills for remembering unsympathetic material, such as random numbers. I never consciously used a memory system and rarely employed mnemonics. My success relied on capacity to build up contexts and affinities. However, I do not suffer from total recall, which can be a major affliction.

         
         
         
         
         In my head, from childhood, I constructed a framework of relationships between the living and the dead. This was like a sculptor’s armature, a metal structure to which clay or wax is applied to produce a shape for  casting as an artefact. Later, I built up similar frameworks about history, politics, geography, literature or music. Reading about the political history of Australia, Britain, the United States, France, Germany and Russia made me conscious of changing relationships between the living and the dead, as time’s arrow flies past the procession. This approach encouraged my abiding fascination with people and their connections to institutions and events. The results can be seen in my writings, speeches, and my quiz successes.

         
         
         
         
         From the age of five or six, I tried to put family dates of birth in a global context, drawing on chronologies listed in Pears’ Cyclopedia. My great aunt Edith Potter was born in 1878, the year that Pope Pius IX and Lord John Russell died and the carmakers Chevrolet and Citroën were born. My grandmother Nana Black’s birth year (1881) had been shared by Kemal Atatürk, Anna Pavlova, Béla Bartók, Pablo Picasso, Alexander Fleming and Pope John XXIII. Thomas Carlyle, Modest Mussorgsky and Fyodor Dostoevsky all died then.
         

         
         
         
         
         I always arranged the ages of those closest to me in processional order so that Auntie Edie, fifty-four years my senior, was classified as +54, followed by Nana Black (+51), my father (+30), my mother (+28), Aunt Iris (+26) and ultimately my sister Carol (–7). I saw myself as isolated in that thirty-three-year gap between Iris and Carol. The oldest relative I could remember, Aunt Levine Hill, rated as +76 in my system, and Professor W.A. Osborne,my later role model, as +59.

         
         
         
         
         Instead of describing Gough Whitlam as ‘being in his 80s’ and then recalculating each year, I thought of him as ‘Whitlam, Edward Gough (1916– )’. This fixed point of reference confirmed him as an exact contemporary of Harold Wilson, Ted Heath, François Mitterrand and Dick Hamer. I found it a useful way to store information in my head. I thought of myself as ‘Jones, Barry Owen (1932– )’.

         
         
         
         
         The uncomfortable truth is that my mind usually works as a giant memory bank. Getting access to material and disseminating it in a precise and comprehensive form is important and I can be unsettled by misquotations or confused dates or false attributions.

         
         
         
         
         Children are often preoccupied with collecting and classifying, sea shells, for example, as a way of making order out of chaos, exercising a degree of control over their environment. Trying to sort out family relations and sequences was my way of putting a complicated jigsaw together.To get a perfect fit at the end, to paraphrase from Georges Perec, if one needed an ‘X’-shaped piece, a ‘Y’would not do.

         
         
         
         
         It was said of me, correctly, that I never met a piece of paper that I didn’t like, and I became a collector of books and documents from an early age. My autographed documents and letters included some of the greatest figures of the past two centuries, and I acquired paintings, Luristan metal work, pre-Columbian ceramics, illuminated manuscripts,Aboriginal and New Guinea artefacts, Japanese woodblock prints and thousands of 78s, LPs and CDs.

         
         
         
         
         Communication raises the problem of balance: how much is too much? When a subject is raised, I am sometimes uncertain about whether to refer to an event, place or person by name alone, or open the floodgates so that data gushes out. How much is too much? ‘Enough! Enough!’ People may turn palely away, but it isn’t showing off or a desire to dominate/impress: it is a compulsion to share experience. I am grateful for reports of the ripple effect, for example two women in a single day who told me that my enthusiasm for Anna Karenina and the mosaics of Ravenna had changed their lives. In an earlier draft of this book, I was describing the wonderful Mezquita in Córdoba, with its 856 interior columns, looking like a forest of palm trees. The ‘856’ irritated a reviewer who wrote: ‘Always the detail —to show how much the author knows’. Not at all. Call me obsessive-compulsive, but my aim is not to show how much I know, but to infect others with a determination to see the Mezquita for themselves.Would it have been more acceptable to have referred to ‘many hundreds’ of columns, or ‘almost a thousand’? It is no harder to get it exact. I am surrounded by people who are utterly precise about cricket scores or football results. I claim the same privilege.
         

         
         
         
         
         When Mozart’s name is mentioned, a detailed entry appears on the screen in my head, Mozart, Wolfgang Amadeus (1756–1791), Austrian composer, born in Salzburg, followed by a listing of symphonies, concertos, sonatas, operas, sacred works, chamber music, incidental music and so on, and putting him in a historical or intellectual context with, perhaps, a reference to the film Amadeus as a mental footnote.There are vivid recollections too of hearing great performances of specific works.This memory bank is useful in delivering a lecture, or on a television quiz, but may be socially disabling when a plethora of facts, detail and interpretation is presented to unwilling or wilting listeners.
         

         
         
         
         
         I understand all too well that exposure to new ideas and information can be confronting and intimidating, especially when they are complex. As Science Minister I was conscious of eyes glazing over in the Cabinet Room as I attempted to interest my colleagues in biotechnology, radio  astronomy, Halley’s Comet, genetic engineering, global warming or the hole in the ozone layer.

         
         
         
         
         A mixture of deep curiosity, career choice, persistence, opportunism and luck enabled me to observe or meet many significant politicians, writers, artists, musicians, scientists and thinkers. It was no accident that I spent so long in writing my Dictionary of World Biography. The strengths and flaws of individuals, the characteristics that we describe as ‘genius’, fascinated me and I aspired to an encyclopedic range and depth of knowledge. Collecting autographed documents and letters reinforced that preoccupation.
         

         
         
         
         
         John Guare’s play Six Degrees of Separation (1990), later a successful film (1993), explored the thesis first advanced in 1967 by the Yale psychologist Stanley Milgram that there are no more than six degrees of separation between any two individuals on earth. Milgram argued that if a particular person knows 300 people by name, and that each of them also knows 300, then two degrees of separation involves a cohort of 90 000 people (not accounting for duplications), three degrees to 27 million, four to 810 million, and so on. While the mathematics in Milgram’s original experiment was flawed, the ‘small world’ hypothesis is broadly correct, reinforced by commercial and social networks, the jumbo jet and Internet.
         

         
         
         
         
         I liked to play the ‘how many handshakes?’ game. Through Clement Attlee, whom I came to know, I was only two handshakes away from Mohandas Gandhi,Winston Churchill, Josef Stalin, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Marshal Tito and Mao Zedong.

         
         
         
         
         How many person-to-person engagements does it take to go back, say, 300 years? I could reach Abraham Lincoln with three handshakes: my friend Alger Hiss had briefly been law clerk for Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr who as a young Union officer in the Civil War had met President Lincoln. When I talked to Hiss, I sensed the ghosts of Holmes and Lincoln were present. My mentor W.A. Osborne had shaken hands with Oscar Wilde and Buffalo Bill.

         
         
         
         
         I could get back to Johann Sebastian Bach in six handshakes. In London, I talked to the veteran French conductor Pierre Monteux who, as a young violist, had met Johannes Brahms. Brahms had known Franz Liszt, who had met Beethoven. Beethoven had been encouraged by Johann Christoph Bach, son of the great J.S.

         
         
         
         
         I carry a portrait gallery around in my head, and thousands of faces are familiar to me. Many personal influences shaped my experience. I seized  the opportunity to meet significant figures, and wrote to those I could not meet.

         
         
         
         
         I was always preoccupied with the concept of ‘time’s winged chariot’, the need to act decisively and that there may be no second chances.‘Life is not a dress rehearsal.’*

         
         
         
         
         Like Sisyphus, we are all condemned to carry loads. The major difference is the value of the contents. One bag may contain empty bottles, bits of rubble and old car tyres, while the other includes maps of the universe, the teachings of Jesus, the Buddha and Muhammad, the writings of Homer, Dante and Shakespeare, music by Bach, Mozart and Beethoven, art by van Eyck, Leonardo, Michelangelo, Raphael,Vermeer, Rembrandt and Hokusai, the insights of Galileo, Darwin and Einstein, cures to terrible diseases.We must choose which baggage accompanies us throughout life.

         
         

         
         
         
         * Some dictionaries of quotations attribute the phrase to the British novelist Rose Tremain, and date it to 1989. I am sure it is much older.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER 1   
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         Family 

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Thinking reed. It is not in space that I must seek my human dignity, but in the ordering of my thought. It will do me no good to own land. Through space the universe grasps me and swallows me up like a speck; through thought I grasp it.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         
         Pascal: Pensées 113
         

         
         

         
         
         
         I was born in Geelong, Victoria, on Tuesday 11 October 1932, at St Margaret’s Private Hospital in Ryrie Street, now the Geelong Hospital’s Dialysis Unit, at the depth of the Great Depression. It was a complicated forceps delivery, due to my birth weight, about 5 kilograms (more than 10 pounds), and the size of my head which was compressed in the process. My face still has a distinct droop on the left side.The delivery was difficult for both of us and my mother could have been understandably resentful.

         
         
         
         
         The obstetrician, Dr Mary Clementina de Garis* (1881–1963), a Melbourne graduate, had been only the second woman in Victoria to take out the higher degree of Doctor of Medicine (MD). She led a Scottish Women’s Hospitals team in Serbia during World War I and became a pioneer in the feeding of high-protein diets to pregnant women.
         

         
         
         
         
         My mother’s sister Iris proposed the name ‘Barry’, fashionable in the 1930s but rare now. I share it with Barry Humphries, born 16 months after  me. Barry is common in Ireland, as a contraction of (St) Finbar. InWales its origin is disputed, possibly from the Celtic word for ‘spear’ or ‘good marksman’, or from ‘ap Harry’ (son of Harry)—say it quickly—derived from the Scandinavian Harald (army ruler).The Welsh town of Barry was named for St Baruch, a holy hermit who lived on a nearby island before the Normans came. Its choice for me owed everything to fashion, none to etymology.

         
         
         
         
         My second name, Owen, from my paternal grandfather and very common (as Owain) in Wales, is the Gaelic equivalent of the Greek Eugenios (‘well born’), Eugenius in Latin, Evgenyi in Russian, Eugène in French.

         
         
         
         
         In the year after my birth, the national Census estimated Australia’s population as 6.6 million. It was overwhelmingly English speaking and white, with a scattering of Greeks, Italians, Maltese and Chinese. Aborigines, about 80 000, but uncounted in the Census,were virtually invisible in Victoria.

         
         
         
         
         Melbourne,Australia’s second city and the Federal capital from 1901 to 1927, had just under one million inhabitants. Geelong, Victoria’s second city, with almost 40 000 people,was dismissed by Melbourne’s residents as ‘Sleepy Hollow’, but in my childhood it was a significant part of Victoria’s economy, a major port and rail link, handling most of the state’s wool crop. Ford cars, blankets, carpets, cement and fertiliser were manufactured there. It had a famous football team in the Australian Rules code, four celebrated private schools (Geelong Grammar and Geelong College for boys, The Hermitage and Morongo for girls), two CSIRO laboratories, many attractive parks, significant heritage buildings from the early colonial period, substantial churches, an art gallery, museum (now defunct), library, botanical garden and a major hospital.

         
         
         
         
         My mother’s family arrived in Geelong in 1894,my father’s in 1918.

         
         
         
         
         My father, Claud Edward Jones, had been born in Williamstown, Victoria, second son of Owen Jones, then a non commissioned officer in the Commonwealth Naval Forces, and Martha Jane Gerring. He had one brother in Fremantle, one in Geelong, and there were male cousins. Two sisters lived in Melbourne, one in Perth: all three were childless. Claud had followed his father into the RAN as a rating, and had a silver cup to prove that he had been the Navy’s welterweight boxing champion.

         
         
         
         
         My mother, Ruth Marion Black,was born in Geelong, eldest daughter of Alexander James Black, a reprobate Salvation Army officer, and Ruth  Millicent Potter, a gifted singing teacher. My mother had two sisters, Iris and Tui, but no brothers.

         
         
         
         
         Both parents had attended the Swanston Street State School and Geelong High School, but left early. My mother studied piano with Harold Smith and became a skilful instrumentalist. She rebelled quietly against the Puritan culture, religion and taste of the previous generation.

         
         
         
         
         As a young man, my father had admired Prime Minister Stanley Melbourne Bruce, a dapper, largely expatriate, spats-wearing patrician. My parents were conservative voters, deferential rather than aspirational. They both smoked heavily. He was a regular social drinker, mostly beer. She liked sherry, much to the disapproval of her mother and aunts. My father was a sports enthusiast, barracked for Geelong in the Victorian Football League, loved horse racing and gambled frequently. He was a voracious, but undiscriminating, reader. In childhood he was reputed to have kept a book by his side as he chopped wood by kerosene lamp. Photographs suggest a resemblance to the English character actor Michael Hordern.

         
         
         
         
         After ten years of presumably low-key courtship, my parents married on 18 January 1930 at ‘Montana’, a large house in Drumcondra, overlooking Corio Bay. It belonged to my mother’s relatives, Oswald and Alys Hearne. The Geelong Advertiser carried an article and photograph on the ceremony. It described my mother’s dress as ‘picturesque’.
         

         
         
         
         
         At the time of her marriage, Ruth was a telephonist for Bright and Hitchcock’s, Geelong’s biggest department store. She also taught piano to a few pupils, including my second cousin, Gwen Potter, who was a sharp observer of family matters. By 1932 Claud was working for Bright’s, selling men’s clothing. They both were lucky to be employed. For her to leave work for my birth and nurturing must have been risky financially: I assume her family helped out. In any case, she was married for two years before becoming pregnant with me.Gwen thinks that the marriage lacked much intensity and probably weakened early. I was an only child for seven years until my sister Carol’s birth in September 1939.

         
         
         
         
         FILLING THE GAPS: FAMILY, PLACE AND GENDER 

         
         

         
         
         
         There was a striking lack of symmetry with my family connections.While I had the regulation number of parents, grandparents, great grandparents, etc. (see the family tree on page 12), the only strong links were with the family of my maternal grandmother, the Potters, who lived in Geelong. This was my family’s emotional centre of gravity where I spent my holidays, but had no friends. In Melbourne, where I lived, went to school and had friends, there were scattered family connections but no relationships. My father had two childless sisters in Melbourne, but little contact with them. Grandmother Jones (née Gerring) died when I was seven, and I can only remember her from the waist down.

         
         
         
         
         I received the greatest warmth and psychological support from my grandmother, Nana Black (née Ruth Millicent Potter), and her unmarried sister, Auntie Edie (Edith Anna Potter). These elderly relatives, living remotely and seen intermittently, survived until I was 33. I had far less support from my parents.

         
         
         
         
         There were few males around. Grandfather Black had deserted the family in 1910 and Grandfather Jones died nine years before my birth. My uncles, Dad’s brothers, and my male cousins I saw rarely. My father had only a minor role in my life from the end of the 1930s.

         
         
         
         
         It was hardly surprising that I began looking for male role models outside the family. They were a diverse collection: President Franklin D. Roosevelt, radio commentator E.A. Mann (known as ‘The Watchman’), clergyman-missionary-politician Andrew Hughes, Professor W.A. Osborne, retired professor of physiology who dominated a popular radio quiz program, Information, Please, Archbishop of Canterbury William Temple, the medical-missionary-organist Albert Schweitzer, pianist and film buff Henri Penn and Methodist clergyman (Catholic convert) Frank Blyth.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Joneses, Gerrings and Potters had all migrated to Australia between 1850 and 1860, the decade of the Gold Rush. They came from Wales, Scotland, Ireland, the north and west of England. None came from London or the south-east.The forebears of my mother’s father,Alec Black, came earlier from Scotland in 1833, and others arrived in Australia (about 1880) from New Zealand.

         
         
         
         
         NANA BLACK 

         
         

         
         
         
         Ruth Millicent Black, my maternal grandmother Nana Black, was my greatest encourager in the family. I adored her. She had been born in Glengower, Victoria, on 25 November 1881, became a pupil-teacher, developed her singing voice (mezzo-soprano) and performed at church concerts and evangelistic campaigns. In one of these she had the great misfortune to meet Alec Black, was swept off her feet and lost her chance for a singing career. He persuaded her to break her engagement to Walter Ramsay McNicoll,* a teacher and musician.
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         Family tree (with help from Dennis Perry)

         
         

         
         
         
         Ruth and Alec were married in Geelong in January 1904. She was 22, he was 27.They sailed to New Zealand for the honeymoon and, according to her affidavit in the divorce petition, he committed adultery during the short voyage to Auckland.They then returned to Australia.There were three daughters to the marriage, my mother Ruth Marion (born in Geelong in 1904), Iris Willerton (born in Geelong in 1906) and Tui Barbara (born in Auckland in 1908), named for the New Zealand night bird.They had moved to New Zealand in 1905 but Nana Black returned to Geelong in 1906 with two daughters, determined to end the marriage. Alec pursued her and persuaded her to try again.

         
         
         
         
         According to family legend, Alec had a mistress in Auckland who also gave birth to a daughter in or around 1908, and she too was called Tui. Alec must have had a keen interest in ornithology.

         
         
         
         
         In 1910 Alec, Ruth and daughters returned to Victoria, then Alec deserted. Divorce was uncommon in that period and it took some time to find Alec and serve the papers, but the decree was granted in 1915. His fate was a mystery, except that in the 1920s he worked for a cement company in Kandos, New South Wales, and had written one letter to his daughter Iris.

         
         
         
         
         With three small girls,my grandmother needed income and decided to become a singing teacher, taking over the practice of her younger sister Alice, who had married well and abandoned her profession. Nana had studied with Annie Williams but usually described herself as a pupil of Dame Nellie Melba. She kept a signed photograph of Melba on her piano. I suspect that she had little individual tuition, but Melba gave what we would now call ‘master classes’ in Melbourne in 1902, 1909, 1911 and from 1915 to 1916.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Nana called herself a practitioner of the ‘Marchesi† method’. She first  had a studio in Malop Street, then in her modest house at 12 Sydney Avenue, East Geelong, about 450 metres from the family home,‘Bethany’, in Myers Street, where her sister Edie lived with their mother. She named the house ‘Huntley’, after her mother’s family, and her three daughters grew up there.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Nana’s star pupil was the baritone John Brownlee* (1901–1969). He had been born in Geelong and my mother was his first accompanist. He went on for further studies in Melbourne with Ivor Boustead,won the South Street competitions in Ballarat, then sailed for London, attracted Melba’s interest and made his Covent Garden début in 1926, at her London farewell. He sang for years in London, Paris and New York and appeared in the first productions at John Christie’s Glyndebourne Opera in 1936. He had a fine voice, but his diction, acting and stage presence were even better.
         

         
         
         
         
         Nana generally had between sixty and eighty pupils and was able to pay off ‘Huntley’. Many of her pupils came not just for the singing, but for confidence building, learning how to breathe and phrase properly, or as therapy for stammering. Each year she put on a well-attended public concert when her pupils sang. Sometimes my mother accompanied.

         
         
         
         
         In the program for her Annual Students’ Demonstration for November 1943 (‘In aid of the Prisoners ofWar Fund, admission price one shilling and sixpence’) 62 performers are listed, mostly rendering sentimental ballads. On the serious side were two works by Schubert, Gounod, Saint-Saëns, Massenet and Edward German, one each by Handel, Thomas, Liszt, Sullivan and Puccini. The duet ‘La ci darem . . .’ (‘Give me your hand . . .’) from Don Giovanni was eccentrically attributed to Donizetti.
         

         
         
         
         
         Nana had been a competent painter in oils, all landscapes, with well-rendered sky and clouds. Only a handful survive. She kept framed prints of Gluck and Mozart on the wall, and an insipid, 19th-century engraving called ‘The Music Teacher’.

         
         
         
         
         She occupied the front of ‘Huntley’, while her daughter Iris and her husband Stan Walker lived at the back. When staying with Nana, I shared the sleepout with Uncle Stan’s souvenirs of World War I service in Gallipoli and Egypt. Iris was responsible for meals, although Nana sometimes cooked her specialities.

         
         
         
         
         Nana lived for fifty-one years after her divorce. She had a devoted suitor called Virgilius Vogel Lorimer, a tally clerk who had once played the double bass, conducted choirs and directed a light opera society. Under his direction, Nana had sung the role of ‘Jill-all-alone’ in Edward German’s Merrie England (1902), once enormously popular, now almost forgotten. He invariably called her ‘Jill-o’. He called round constantly to pay bills and send out accounts to pupils.As he aged, he looked very much like William Ewart Gladstone. As she aged, she looked like Dame May Whitty as Miss Froy in Alfred Hitchcock’s The Lady Vanishes. I thought she looked vivacious, but she photographed atrociously. In my youthful superciliousness, I found Lorimer irritating and could not understand why he was so often under foot. Now I see the relationship as infinitely poignant. He clearly idolised her. I think she was bored by him, and certainly had no intention of marrying again. At each visit, after a decent interval she wanted to see him off, then go to bed. He would attend to the paperwork, and then, ‘Good night, Jill-o’, ‘Good night, V’, and he would slope off to his lodgings.
         

         
         
         
         
         Did they ever have a physical relationship? Some relatives suspected that they had and fear of scandal was enough to cause a rift. Cruelly, Nana’s sister Alys and her husband never spoke to her for a decade.

         
         
         
         
         She was determined not to give in to pressure or moral blackmail and while her three daughters supported her, I doubt that they warmed to her suitor. After the mid-1930s the presence of Iris and Stan in ‘Huntley’ would have inhibited any physical relationship.

         
         
         
         
         V.V. Lorimer must have served the extended family in a Jeeves-like capacity over many years, and I was surprised to see that he was the informant on my birth certificate, with the details written in his exceptionally beautiful handwriting. I once tactlessly asked him if he had a wife and family. He muttered that his wife’s name was Ada, and said no more.

         
         
         
         
         In 1943 Nana suffered from a frightening episode of acute septicaemia just before penicillin became generally available. We thought she was going to die. I observed Lorimer’s agonised look, complicated by his role as outsider. I felt pain and fear for her—but it would have been inhuman to exclude him. There was clearly a degree of jealousy between us, absurd as it sounds. My sister Carol has a completely different perspective on V.V. Lorimer. She thought he was very kind and a wonderful storyteller. He died in July 1951, aged 79.

         
         
         
         
         In 1944, almost twenty-five years after Alec’s last contact, his sister Vida and her husband Benjamin Orames, Commissioner for the Salvation  Army in Canada, came looking for him, without success. After Nana died in 1966, I began checking the New South Wales Births, Deaths and Marriages Register. I found that an Alexander James Black, born in Karamea, New Zealand, in 1876, the son of James and Marion Black, had died in St George’s Hospital, Kogarah, a Sydney suburb, in December 1943. His death certificate listed three marriages, to Sarah Maslen, Iris Macey (the Christian name must have appealed) and Alice Irving. Marriage to my grandmother was not recorded.

         
         
         
         
         While deeply devout and a fervent Bible student, Nana was unorthodox. She was an ardent member of the British Israel World Federation (BIWF). British Israelites, or BIs, argued that the British, and Americans of British ancestry, were descendants of the lost tribes of Israel, scattered at the time of the Babylonian captivity. They also believed fervently in the Glastonbury legend, implicit in William Blake’s poem Jerusalem (‘And did those feet in ancient time . . .’), that Jesus had visited England with Joseph of Arimathea during his ‘lost years’.
         

         
         
         
         
         Most conventional Christians did not make the connection between Jesus and the Jews, Christianity and Judaism. After all, Jesus grew up in Palestine and this raised the possibility that he might, not to put too fine a point upon it, be Jewish. Auntie Edie was quite firm:‘Jesus wasn’t Jewish, he was Christian’. She probably meant European, or even English.

         
         
         
         
         BIs were keen on pyramidology. They believed that precise measurements of the inner chambers of the Great Pyramid of Cheops could be used to interpret the past and predict the future. There is an extensive literature on this subject. BIs also pursued fanciful word associations, for example linking the names Isaac and Saxon, so that ‘Isaac’s sons’ became ‘Saxons’ and so on. Nana pressed much BI literature on me, and I did not like to offend by rejecting it too obviously. She recognised kinship with Jews and saw the importance of Judaism in the life and teaching of Jesus. She was distressed by early reports of the Holocaust in Europe.

         
         
         
         
         BI took Nana out of the Christian mainstream, and it was one subject that she could not discuss with her even more pious, but strictly orthodox, sister Edie, but her brother George followed Nana into BI with enthusiasm. V.V. Lorimer was silent on BI and I doubt that he had deep religious convictions.

         
         
         
         
         My grandmother shared her membership of the BIWF with the Little-ton family who lived nearby. Marge Littleton, an exuberant character who never married, ran the smallest shop I have ever seen, a British Israel outlet  in Ryrie Street where pamphlets were sold. (Her brother Clem was a depressive who had to be encouraged to get on his bike and ride to work each morning. Family members would run alongside him: ‘You’ll be all right. Don’t worry, you’ll get there . . .’)

         
         
         
         
         Nana was notoriously forgetful. On one occasion she invited the ladies of the bowling club home to supper, excused herself, forgot they were waiting to be fed and retired to bed. Her kindness made her an easy touch. She allowed a local gypsy called Rogerty Buck to store sacks of manure in her backyard. Early one morning she noticed that one of the sacks appeared to be letting off steam, prodded it with a stick and found that Rogerty was asleep there.

         
         
         
         
         She laughed readily and had a forgiving nature. I never heard her blame her deserter husband for anything. She used to say,‘He must have had his reasons’. She once observed of Adolf Hitler, ‘What a scamp he is’. Unlike Auntie Edie, she spent little time reminiscing. She was also reluctant to recognise or resolve unpleasant or difficult problems, adopting the ostrich strategy.

         
         
         
         
         She was always interested in my activities:‘What have you been doing? Tell me all about it.’ She was an encourager and financier too, very generous in buying me books.

         
         
         
         
         In her last years, Ire and Stan bought ‘Huntley’ and Nana went to ‘Bethany’ to live with her sister Edie. She continued to teach, but not for long. When Edie was transferred to the Grace McKellar House nursing home in 1965, a decision was made, presumably at Tui’s urging, to sell ‘Bethany’ and buy a smaller house nearby, in Connor Street, East Geelong.

         
         
         
         
         Nana suffered from dementia and slowly faded away. She died in May 1966, three months after Edie. My mother was summoned down to Geelong, expecting to be there for some time. I was detained in Melbourne but planned to arrive the next day. However, she died in the early evening, in a deathbed scene which those present never forgot. She appeared to wake, looked up with a beatific smile, then ceased to breathe.

         
         
         
         
         AUNTIE EDIE 

         
         

         
         
         
         Next to Nana Black, the strongest family influence on me was her elder sister,Auntie Edie.

         
         
         
         
         Like her sister Ruth, Edith Anna Potter (1878–1966) was born in Glengower.Trained as a pupil-teacher, in 1905 she had gone to Tawonga,  near Mount Bogong in north-east Victoria, to nurse her brother Hughie through tuberculosis. She fell off a table and damaged her right hip, which became tubercular and her brother George was summoned from Geelong to take charge. Edie had to be taken from Tawonga to Bright by horse-drawn dray, then to Melbourne in the guard’s van of the train, in great agony for an atrocious operation which removed part of her femur.  Her right leg was about 12 centimetres shorter than the left. She had to wear a monstrous high laced-up boot, and walked with a stick. That ended her prospects of a career and marriage, although after her mother died she had a discreet friendship with Joe Morris, a Western District farmer. She was confined to home duties at ‘Bethany’, looking after her imperious mother, raising chooks and maintaining the extensive garden. She was an excellent cook and Christmas dinners were always held at ‘Bethany’.

         
         
         
         
         She was a hard-line Puritan in lifestyle, an orthodox Calvinist in belief, quick to rebuke sin or impiety. She was prone to moralising, and was deeply judgmental. But she also had a generous heart and would never turn anyone away. She was not a progressive on gender issues, constantly repeating,‘Be good, sweet maid, and let who will be clever!’, which drove me mad. (This was a quotation from Charles Kingsley, the English Christian Socialist, who meant it ironically, although I did not know this at the time. Nor, I suspect, did she.) She read the Bible endlessly, and had an extraordinary capacity to recite slabs from it. It was impossible to argue with her, for example, about inconsistencies in the four Gospels. There was simply a flat denial that there were, or could be, any problems. She kept evangelical publications such as Daily Light, published by the Keswick Book Co. in England, close at hand.
         

         
         
         
         
         Apart from religious texts, she liked biographies and had superior musical tastes. She was a devoted listener to the ABC, keeping her Astor ‘Mickey’ wireless on in the kitchen day and night. She would listen to Beethoven or Mozart on the radio as she munched an apple and read Daily Light, although she rarely talked about music. In those days the ABC broadcast relays of the BBC News as well.
         

         
         
         
         
         Many in the extended family kept in touch with Edie by letters or occasional visits. Elsie Curtin (née Needham), Prime Minister John Curtin’s wife, born in Ballarat in 1890, was a distant relative. I remember meeting her at ‘Bethany’ when she called in for afternoon tea and scones with Auntie Edie. I listened avidly to John Curtin’s wartime broadcasts but never saw him.

         
         
         
         
         Edie suffered from night terrors. She always slept with a light on and could not be left alone in the house overnight. She kept chopped-up fresh vegetables in a drawer by her bed and would munch on a carrot or Brussels sprout, or a biscuit, in the middle of the night when she could not sleep. For many years she had a lodger,Mrs Neilson, in the front room, a tiny, bird-like creature with a tread like an elephant.‘Bethany’ reverberated when she walked. If Mrs Neilson was away with her family, I sometimes had to go down to ‘Bethany’ to stay with Edie, having to give up occasional days at school.

         
         
         
         
         But, night terrors apart, Edie was a tough character,much stronger than my grandmother, more practical and determined, and she helped keep the family together. There was a parallel with the New Testament sisters who lived with their brother Lazarus at Bethany, with Edie as Martha and Nana as Mary.

         
         
         
         
         Edie was contemptuous of the welfare state and in 1946 after the Constitutional Referendum on Social Security was carried I had to bully her, in my teenage way, into putting in a claim for the Invalid Pension. Extremely frugal, she rejoiced in the survival of what we called the ‘35-year light bulb’, which had become a real museum piece before, sadly, it expired.

         
         
         
         
         After a series of strokes, Edie became unconscious and died in February 1966. Edie and Ruth (Nana Black) had been fourth and fifth respectively in a family of eight, of whom three had died early.

         
         
         
         
         RUI, IRE AND TUI 

         
         
         
         
         Nana’s three daughters, Ruth (my mother), Iris and Tui, were invariably referred to as Rui, Ire (pronounced as ‘Irie’, not to rhyme with ‘dire’) and Tui, a rhyming trio, like Walt Disney’s Huey, Dewey and Luey. They had strikingly different temperaments. None was attracted to BI. All were heavy smokers, drank to varying degrees and had no discernible interest in serious music, or literature or religion.

         
         
         
         
         Ire, an office worker, married David Stanley Walker, ten years her senior and a returned soldier from World War I.They had tried growing tobacco, unsuccessfully, at Pomonal, in the Grampians,western Victoria. Uncle Stan inherited and ran a grocery store in Moorabool Street, Geelong, with a machine that baled hay off the lane at the back. I sometimes helped him in the store and steered hay down the race for baling.

         
         
         
         
         Ire was childless until 1940 and I spent much time with her. She took me to see many films before the adoption of her much loved daughter,  Helen. Ire, Stan and Helen lived in Barwon Heads from 1943 to 1947, then returned to live with Nana at ‘Huntley’.

         
         
         
         
         Stan was a conservative but steadying influence. After he died in 1964 Ire became increasingly anxious, which seems to be a family failing, fanatically anti-Communist, seeing Australia on the brink of Red revolution, and developed the shakes. Ultimately she was taken into care and died in 1976.

         
         
         
         
         Tui seemed a fascinating character, with a touch of danger and unpredictability about her. She went to Sydney to pursue a stage career. She failed in that, but worked for the theatrical entrepreneur and milk-bar owner Hugh D. Macintosh.* Years later, we found that she had given birth to a son, Seth, in Sydney in 1929: he was adopted out. Macintosh expanded his operations to England in the 1930s, and Tui tried her luck in London, without success, returning to Australia in 1938.
         

         
         
         
         
         No other Potter or Huntley descendant had ever revisited the place they called ‘Home’ until Tui in 1935. I was the second, in 1958. The Joneses, Gerrings and Blacks never visited Britain either. Neither my mother nor grandmother travelled much. The extent of their voyaging was to Perth in the west, Auckland in the east, Brampton Island in the north (a Pick-a-Box prize I gave them) and Apollo Bay in the south. Neither visited Sydney or Canberra. My father never left Australia.
         

         
         
         
         
         In 1940 Tui married Herbert Herald, who lived with his mother in the mansion ‘Labassa’ in Manor Grove, Caulfield, opposite the flat where we lived. They moved into the flat above ours but the marriage lasted barely a year. She worked at Rumpelmayer’s Café in Collins Street, then disappeared.

         
         
         
         
         She had a hypersensitivity to alcohol and passed through some traumatic incidents. But in August 1944 she reappeared unexpectedly with her newly born daughter Sue (Ruth Christine) and lived at ‘Bethany’ with Auntie Edie. She ran a modest lending library, The Bethany Book Club, in a detached building just behind ‘Bethany’.

         
         
         
         
         In 1946 she had another child, a boy, named Ian, who was also adopted out.This was so close a family secret that I learnt of it for the first time in December 2001. My mother must have known but decided not to tell me. I must have been extraordinarily unobservant because, as usual, I spent some time in Geelong in 1946. On one occasion she attempted to burn ‘Bethany’ down, presumably with its occupants inside.

         
         
         
         
         Tui was very funny, with a wonderful capacity for mimicry and to tell, and embroider, a story. She could make me laugh hysterically.‘How we shrieked!’ was a recurrent line in the lives of the Mitford sisters. In Geelong we did a lot of shrieking too, especially when Tui was involved. I never understood why this theatricality did not translate into a career.

         
         
         
         
         Tui lived in Perth with her daughter from 1971, suffered from lung cancer and died after a stroke in 1975. My mother, the eldest sister, survived the longest.

         
         
         
         
         NANA AND EDIE’S SIBLINGS 

         
         
         
         
         Nana and Edie had one surviving brother, George Edward Tertius Potter (1876–1950). A quiet, gentle, generous man, he married May Meakin and had two children,Willerton (‘Wit’) and Gwen. His brother Hughie had talked him into moving to Tawonga and he became a dairy farmer, storekeeper and postmaster there, returning to Geelong in 1936.

         
         
         
         
         The only Potter sibling not to live in Geelong was Auntie Mabel Elizabeth (1880–1962), not to be confused with my father’s sister. She married Albert Wood, had two children, Huntley and Minna, and lived in Perth. She made the long train journey back to Geelong every few years to see her siblings. She and Edie exchanged long letters every week, without fail. She had purple lips, suggesting some circulatory deficiency.

         
         
         
         
         The last survivor was Alice Ida Octavia Potter (1886–1977). She had a fine voice, became a singing teacher before my grandmother, then married Oswald Charles Hearne, who inherited the firm that manufactured Hearne’s Bronchitis Cure. They owned ‘Montana’, the large house where my parents were married. It had a beautiful garden and a superb view of Corio Bay. Uncle Ossie, an enthusiastic organist, played for years at the Yarra Street Methodist Church. He had a large Wurlitzer organ, reputed to be Australia’s first, installed at home. He served on the Geelong City Council and was an effective mayor during the Great Depression, when the city’s unemployment rate was above the national average.

         
         
         
         
         Auntie Alice affected the spelling ‘Alys’. She suffered from deep anxieties, and never travelled: their honeymoon voyage to England had to be cancelled. Before she died she said, ‘I can’t bear to leave my things.’

         
         
         
         
         THE HEAVENLY HOST—THE POTTERS 

         
         
         
         
         Behind the family members I knew, there was a heavenly host of deceased relatives who remained alive in memory and were constantly talked about, their precious images kept as icons. Much of my lifelong preoccupation with sequencing, or dates, may have come from trying to work out family relationships at a time when I was an only child, with no access to cousins. I found a Potter family Bible with the dates of births and deaths carefully inscribed, and memorised the list.

         
         
         
         
         Because of my lopsided family arrangements I knew a great deal about my mother and her mother’s family, the Potters, very little about my father’s side. Nana Black’s father,Willerton Potter (1839–1912), was born in Stokesley,Yorkshire, son of George Potter, a tailor, and Mary Marsden. He became a teacher and followed his sister to Australia, where she lived at Branxholme, north of Portland. According to family legend, he landed in Brisbane and walked to Victoria.

         
         
         
         
         Unfortunately, it cannot be true because he does not appear in the Queensland shipping records. However, in 1854, two men identified as ‘W Potter’ landed in Melbourne, one from the Hellespont in January, the second on the Volant in December, and I assume that Willerton Potter was one of them.There is no family memory about what he did between arriving in Australia and joining the Victorian colonial school system in October 1870 as a teacher. His death certificate records that he was in Victoria for fifty-three years—but nobody called Willerton or W. Potter arrived by ship in 1859. In January 1873 in Portland,Willerton Potter married Martha Andrews Huntley (1844?–1934).
         

         
         
         
         
         His sea captain brother, Hugh Potter, with a deeply speculative mind, envied his younger brother’s unquestioning faith but could not share it.He wrote a powerful letter to Willerton about comparative religion, following a visit to Rangoon (Yangon) and observing the great Buddhist stupas. In 1881 on a voyage from Geelong to Le Havre, the SS Eurynome, under his command, disappeared without trace.
         

         
         
         
         
         Martha Potter’s parents, Henry Willis Andrews Huntley (1800–1868) and Anna Huntley, née Thomas (1804–1877), left Exeter with three children on an assisted passage, arriving in Victoria in December 1854 on the Violet, a schooner-like sailing ship. They settled in Portland. Martha Potter, my great grandmother, was said to have been born in Exeter, but her birth is not recorded in the English indices for 1843 or 1844. She told her children that on the voyage out to Australia she had  asked to be lashed to the sailing ship’s mast so that she could watch the storms. Her elder sister Mary Ann came too, marrying Charles Trickey in 1860.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Potter family moved around western Victoria, following Willer-ton’s teaching appointments, before settling in Geelong in 1894. Great Grandfather Potter’s last appointment was as Head Teacher of the St Albans* Primary School (No. 541), still standing and renamed Geelong East. He retired in November 1899 on superannuation of £116 per annum, and collapsed and died suddenly at home in August 1912.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Potter family was Baptist, Protestant fundamentalist, committed to a literal interpretation of the Bible, deeply opposed to Darwin’s theory of evolution and wary of Catholics.They were total abstainers and generally frugal in their habits. They were Empire loyalists and political conservatives, but not attracted to Freemasonry. Great Grandfather Willerton looks very serious in photographs, bearded, with a bowtie and Schubert-like wire spectacles. He voted ‘Yes’ for Federation.

         
         
         
         
         Martha Potter was a fierce matriarch, modelling herself, perhaps, on Queen Victoria. There was some physical resemblance. She retained the dress and manner of the 19th century until her death. She was a formidable pincher,my mother attested.

         
         
         
         
         I was her first great grandchild.Apparently she liked to hold me in her arms and repeat,‘Precious babe! Precious babe!’

         
         
         
         
         She died at ‘Bethany’ on 21 April 1934 of ‘chronic endocarditis’ in her ninetieth year. She may have been a year or two older. Her last words were, ‘Have you put out the milk money?’ ‘Bethany’, 275 Myers Street, East Geelong, survives.

         
         
         
         
         The oldest relative I recall as a child was Levinia Hill (‘Aunt Levine’), Great Grandmother Potter’s niece. She was born Levinia Trickey in Portland in 1856 and died in Richmond in 1939, having spent her whole life in Victoria. She seemed almost inconceivably ancient to me. I recall a white lace blouse with long sleeves, and a full length cocoa brown skirt.

         
         
         
         
         Her grandson, Ted Hill, founded and led the Australian Communist Party (Marxist-Leninist), the pro-China breakaway from Moscovite orthodoxy, and was a frequent visitor to Chairman Mao. Ted’s sister Elspeth  married the radio-astronomer Chris (Wilbur Norman) Christiansen. As a youth Ted Hill went through periods of enthusiasm for religious fundamentalism. My mother recalled the deep embarrassment of family members waiting at a tram stop, when Ted fell to his knees and said, ‘Now, for a word of prayer.’ As Bernie Taft observed, ‘Ted never stopped being a fundamentalist.’

         
         
         
         
         THE JONESES 

         
         

         
         
         
         I knew little about my father’s family. Nevertheless, pursuing records of births, deaths and marriages has its incidental rewards. It helped to explain how society evolves and changes in family structure, with higher fertility but lower life expectancy, limited access to education and economic pressure as the reason for emigration.

         
         
         
         
         My father’s grandfather, Edward Jones (1829?–1886),was born in Llan-aber, near Barmouth, in what was then Merioneth and is now Gwynned, Wales. Barmouth, at the mouth of Afon Mawddach (River Avon), on Cardigan Bay, was where Darwin began The Descent of Man (1871) and Tennyson wrote ‘Crossing the Bar’ (1889). Edward became a miner, presumably working on slate which abounds in Snowdonia and used to be exported to China, the United States and Australia for roofing, but was also useful as ballast. He married Catherine Edwards, then made a very late attempt to join the Victorian gold rush: news must have travelled very slowly in North Wales. He and Catherine sailed as unassisted migrants from Liverpool in August 1861 on the Elizabeth A. Bright, arriving in December.
         

         
         
         
         
         After Ballarat’s gold petered out, many Welsh miners stayed on in Victoria, quarrying bluestone, then much in demand as Melbourne’s population grew. Edward Jones moved to Creswick in the 1870s and died there. Between 1879 and 1886 the town was historically significant, as the birthplace of the artists Norman, Lionel and Ruby Lindsay, of Prime Minister John Curtin, and of the Australian Workers’ Union.After Edward died, his widow accompanied their daughter to New Zealand and died of cancer in Dunedin.

         
         
         
         
         My grandfather, Owen Jones, was born at Canadian Hill, Ballarat, in 1869. He joined Victoria’s Colonial Navy before Federation and married Martha Jane Gerring at the Anglican Church in Williamstown in 1892. There were six children, Laura, Mabel, Owen, Claud (my father), Edward and Martha.

         
         
         
         
         My grandfather served in the Victorian Naval Contingent, which was part of an international expeditionary force to China during the Boxer Rebellion (1900). He received a medal for his service in Peking (Beijing). In 1901 he transferred to the Commonwealth Naval Forces, which became the Royal Australian Navy in 1911. As a training officer, he was posted to Williamstown, Portland, Fremantle, then Geelong but had no active service in World War I. He rose from the ranks to be a lieutenant, a relatively rare occurrence, his promotions being attributed to his memory. He was credited with being able to recite all the King’s Regulations verbatim.Why one would want to do so is another question. He became a Freemason but had no church involvement. His last posting was at Osborne House, North Geelong (now the Maritime Museum). He escorted the Prince of Wales during his visit to Geelong on 1 June 1920 and took early retirement, apparently in good health. On 3 June 1923, at his house in Fisher Road, Highton, as my mother played the ukulele, he laughed heartily, slapped his thigh and died, aged 54. The only thing I remember Dad saying about his father was that he used to quote an old naval toast, ‘Here’s to our wives and sweethearts, and may they never meet!’

         
         
         
         
         ABIGAIL MCCONNON AND JAMES BLACK 

         
         

         
         
         
         Samuel Johnson, in his Lives of the Poets, wrote of Jonathan Swift that he ‘could write finely upon a broomstick’, and this theme was taken up by Alain de Botton in Kiss & Tell (1995), a stimulating biography of an otherwise obscure young woman friend, celebrating ‘the extraordinariness of any life’. My ghostly cavalcade of relatives, especially the early ones, passed through times of extraordinary change and reasons for non-achievement can be almost as interesting as achievement.
         

         
         
         
         
         I became increasingly intrigued by some of my unknown forebears, reflecting on how tough they must have been, far stronger than my generation or my parents’.

         
         
         
         
         Linkage with the family of my mother’s father, Alec Black, and his McConnon forebears was only genetic, but proved to be unusually interesting. My great great grandmother Abigail McConnon sailed in the schooner Scotia from Leith, the port of Edinburgh, arriving in Hobart Town,Van Diemen’s Land, in November 1833. In 1843 she gave birth to a daughter, Marion, followed by two more girls. Abigail was working as a domestic servant for Thomas Giblin, a widower, in Claremont House, New Town, north of Hobart.The paternity of the three girls is unknown, but when Giblin remarried in 1846,Abigail and her daughters returned to Scotland, presumably at his expense, and there is a distinct possibility that he was the father.
         

         
         
         
         
         Thomas worked for the Bank of Van Diemen’s Land, was its managing director from 1874 until his death and chaired several boards, including the Gas Company and the Tasmanian Colonial Library. Born in Holborn, Middlesex,Thomas arrived in Van Diemen’s Land in 1827 with his parents and siblings. The family, active Congregationalists, became a distinguished Tasmanian dynasty, still very active and numerous.

         
         
         
         
         Thomas’ nephew,William Robert Giblin (1840–87), was Premier of Tasmania, an early advocate of Federation and a Supreme Court judge 1885–87. His son, Lyndhurst Falkiner Giblin (1872–1951), an influential economist, anticipated the ‘multiplier’ theory popularised by Richard Kahn and John Maynard Keynes, became Ritchie Professor of Economics at Melbourne University 1929–40 and had a major influence on Ben Chifley and ‘Nugget’ Coombs.

         
         
         
         
         In 1855 in Aberdeen Abigail married a blacksmith, David Dingwall, falsifying her age in the process, then returned to Hobart. Her husband became the leading blacksmith in Salamanca Place and they lived in Battery Point with their children. Abigail became active in the Hobart Horticultural Society and was, I suspect, a woman of unusual tenacity and forceful personality.

         
         
         
         
         The ancestor who travelled furthest was the Orcadian James Black, Abigail’s son-in-law, who left Kirkwall in the late 1860s for a gold rush in the south island of New Zealand, resettled in Tasmania around 1880, then joined the Western Australian gold rush. He married Marion McConnon, governess, in Hokitika, New Zealand in January 1870.

         
         
         
         
         I visited Orkney in February 2004 because I wanted to capture a sense of its remoteness, speculating on how far James Black had been pushed by poverty or pulled by a sense of adventure. Settled from the Stone Age, Orkney and Shetland were later invaded by the Vikings, belonged to Norway until 1469 and Kirkwall is the second most remote town in Scotland.

         
         
         
         
         Driven by poverty, Abigail and James must have shared an iron determination to travel so far. My descent came through my mother’s absconding father,Alec Black: he was Abigail’s grandson and James’ son.

         
         
         
         
         Educated in Tasmania, he joined the Salvation Army and was an evangelist in Auckland for some years, before returning to Australia and  marrying Ruth Potter in Geelong. Charming, but treacherous, he deserted when my mother was six and I suspect this influenced her wariness of males.

         
         

         
         
         
         * Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 8, p. 271, Janet McCalman.
         

         
         
         
         
         * Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 10, p. 354, Ronald McNicoll. He became Country Party MHR for Werriwa 1931–34 and Administrator of New Guinea (but not Papua) 1934–42, receiving a knighthood (KBE) for his work in organising relief after a major volcanic eruption in Rabaul in 1937.
         

         
         
         
         
         † Mathilde Marchesi de Castone, née Graumann (1821–1913), a German soprano, was brought up in a great tradition. Marchesi’s teacher, the centenarian Manuel Garcia (1805–1906), came from a unique Spanish singing dynasty. His sisters, Maria Malibran and Pauline Viardot, were as famous as Melba, or Callas, in theirday. His father, an earlier Manuel Garcia, had created the role of Figaro in Rossini’s Barber of Seville. Melba studied repertoire with Marchesi in Paris, but claims that she adopted Marchesi’s method are doubtful even though Melba perpetuated the myth.
         

         
         
         
         
         * His performances in the title role in Mozart’s Don Giovanni, conducted by Fritz Busch, and in Frederick Delius’ Sea Drift with Sir Thomas Beecham are still available on Naxos.
         

         
         
         
         
         * Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 10, p. 285, Chris Cunneen.
         

         
         
         
         
         * Phar Lap was trained at the St Albans stud. The better known St Albans is north-west of Melbourne.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER 2   
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         Childhood 

         
         

         
         
         
         I was nearly 30 when I finished Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time. I read the first volume as a university student then, after a 12-year lapse, rushed through the whole work compulsively in a few days. It influenced me profoundly. I tried to recall the images and sounds of early childhood, together with colours, tastes and smells, examining my relationships and how I started to interpret the world.
         

         
         
         
         
         Proust described his novel sequence as an optical instrument for looking inside the mind, helping to explain how we take in sensory experience and interpret it. As André Aciman wrote in his essay ‘Proust Regained,’* ‘In a biography we want to encounter a consciousness, a temperament, a mind struggling to become what we already know it will become’. In Search of Lost Time ‘turned every moment from the most rarefied to the most ordinary into an occasion for boundless introspection . . . Everything he discovered, from tea biscuits . . . to asparagus . . . cried out to be looked at from the inside’.
         

         
         
         
         
         Reading In Search of Lost Time made me far more conscious of relationships, feelings and influences, curious about my family and the milieu in which I grew up and was a lasting influence as I wrote this book.
         

         
         
         
         
         My parents married in January 1930, living first in a flat at 259 Ryrie Street. After my birth in October 1932 they moved to a rented house at 238 McKillop Street, East Geelong. Early in 1935 my father left Geelong  for Melbourne, looking for work. At first he lived in digs, alone, a measure of the economic and social despair of the Great Depression, while we stayed in Geelong with Nana Black. This separation, fairly common in Australian families at the time, put additional strain on a fragile relationship.

         
         
         
         
         That same year I travelled with my mother by train to Ararat and then by car to Pomonal, a beautiful hamlet on the eastern slopes of the Grampians, 245 kilometres north-west of Melbourne. Her sister and brother-in-law, Ire and Stan Walker, were growing tobacco there for W.D. & H.O.Wills (now British Tobacco). The train journey, more than four hours, allowing for many stops on the way, seemed endless. It is my earliest memory: the noise of the wheels, the smell of coal dust, the smoky green leather seats, the dry yellow landscape and spindly trees.We stayed at Pomonal for months, essentially ‘parking’, staying with relatives who were able to feed and shelter us. My mother helped on the farm, but otherwise she never had paid work in the 1930s. Accommodation was spartan, in a galvanised iron shed on stilts.

         
         
         
         
         Space was cramped and I slept in the same bed with my mother. Hessian bags covered the wooden floors. Nights were freezing, and days very hot. There were horses and snakes, and the constant smell of drying tobacco leaves.

         
         
         
         
         Towards the end of 1935 my parents were reunited in Melbourne, in an upstairs flat at ‘Liverpool’, 36 Princess Street, St Kilda, a towered building at the corner of Barkly Street, opposite the Presbyterian Church. ‘Liverpool’ had been built in 1888 by Nathaniel Levi, Victoria’s first Jewish Member of Parliament, who died there in 1908.

         
         
         
         
         The first memory that I can date precisely is the death of King George V on 20 January 1936. My mother heard the news on the wireless and sent me to tell Mrs Miriam Ellingworth, whose family lived in the adjoining flat. I passed on the message without knowing what it meant to be dead. I don’t recall Mrs Ellingworth’s face or how she reacted, only the carpet on the landing,mushroom or pale cocoa-coloured, with a faint floral pattern. I was barely three years old. My next memory is walking down Barkly Street after tea with my father to look at the ‘Atlantic Lady’, a huge neon sign for Atlantic Petroleum, above the St Kilda Junction Auto Service at the end of St Kilda Road.The display had streaming yellow hair, blue eyes and flashing red and white arrows. The site disappeared when a roundabout was built in the 1960s.

         
         
         
         
         At Princess Street I understood how to read, the first major event in my  life. I used to torment my parents and any stray visitors into reading to me, interminably, insisting that they underline each word with the index finger as they spoke it. My parents had separate chairs and I used to sit between them in a small chair with high armrests. I soon grasped the relationship between the shapes of letters and their sounds, and shortly after turning three I could work it out for myself. In Geelong, Nana and Edie also encouraged me to read.

         
         
         
         
         From June to July 1936 Mum and I stayed at Tawonga, near Mount Bogong, with the family of my Great Uncle George Potter, Auntie May and Cousin Gwen. Again, we were ‘parking’ as we had been in Pomonal, avoiding the costs of rent, food and fuel in Melbourne. Dad gave up the Princess Street flat and boarded with friends. I loved Tawonga and retain vivid impressions of strong cups of Bournville Cocoa, with the purple packet featuring a golden cocoa bean. I remember riding cows, gripping the horns tensely, and the smell of a petrol engine in the country air was new to me. I drove myself in imagination, using a circular package of Tiger brand cheese as a steering wheel. I made an enemy of a local boy, Pat Ballard, who called me a ‘blatherskite’. I probably was.

         
         
         
         
         We were able to attend the wedding of my second cousin Willerton Potter to Mona Ryan at the Sacred Heart Church in Yarrawonga, on the Murray River. In our family, a ‘mixed marriage’ was unprecedented. It is hard now to understand the profound religious and cultural divide in Australia in the 1930s between Catholics and Protestants. Unlike Northern Ireland, it was not violent, but characterised by mutual incomprehension and a deep silence. There was de facto segregation; it was rare to mix socially, let alone have friends from across the sectarian divide.  The wedding was a cultural shock. A priest in a long frock, talking in a foreign language,was disconcerting.
         

         
         
         
         
         My father had only casual work as a salesman and we were supported in part by Nana Black.With only a single income, renting must have been a heavy burden.When my father found work we returned to join him in Melbourne. Between 1936 and 1938 we had three moves, first to a flat in ‘Winbourne Court’, at the corner of Brighton Road and Alfriston Street, Elwood, then to a maisonette in Lawrence Street, Brighton and finally, in May 1938, to a flat in Manor Grove, Caulfield. Manor Grove was their tenth move in eight years of marriage and the impact of the Depression had forced two periods of separation. Many school friends had similar experiences. The combined effect of the Depression and World War II contributed to family breakdowns.

         
         
         
         
         Until I went to school there was little contact with children of my own age, except at Lawrence Street, and it was painful to leave. Living in rented premises meant no pets, and usually no backyard or garden.When I went out it was mostly with my mother, for shopping, but occasionally with one of her friends to a film, which I always enjoyed.

         
         
         
         
         I was an avid newspaper reader and radio listener before the age of five. My parents took the Sun News-Pictorial, a morning paper published by the Herald & Weekly Times group, run by Sir Keith Murdoch, Rupert’s father. It was Australia’s biggest selling newspaper, with a high proportion of space devoted to photographs.The Sun and the wireless, especially the ABC,were my major sources of information about events such as the coronation of King George VI and Queen Elizabeth in May 1937. I sat by the Essanay wireless, generally alone, listening intently, but I cannot recall that my parents ever discussed the stories reported, either with me or with each other.
         

         
         
         
         
         It was through the wireless that I discovered my first heroes, including Franklin D. Roosevelt and Jean Batten, the New Zealand aviator, who set many records, including solo flights from England to New Zealand and England to Brazil. I listened to her after her Australia to England flight in October 1937.*

         
         
         
         
         Wireless (it was later called radio) also explained the impact of war in China and Spain and the Great Depression.

         
         
         
         
         I knew about the Spanish Civil War and the Japanese occupation of China and that children were being killed because of terrible images in the newspapers and the ABC’s rebroadcasts from the BBC. I was fearful for myself. The famous photograph of a howling, bombed baby sitting between railway lines in Shanghai in August 1937, which I saw in the Sun, shocked me deeply. The child could have been me. (It was disillusioning, decades later, to find that the Shanghai photograph had been staged, admittedly in a good cause.)
         

         
         
         
         
         My parents had friends who were desperate because of the Depression. I remember visiting the shanty settlement at ‘Dudley Flats’, in West Melbourne, with my mother, to comfort a friend who had fallen on particularly hard times. ‘Dudley Flats’ was centred on Dudley Street, within the  area bounded by Footscray Road, Victoria Docks and the Railway Canal (Moonee Ponds Creek), west of the new Docklands Stadium. Indigents, Depression victims, lived there in Third World squalor, similar to the favelas in Rio.They sheltered under materials retrieved from the Melbourne City Council’s nearby rubbish tip.They collected drinking water from makeshift roofs: there was only one stand pipe and no sewerage. The stench was appalling. I saw a rat that seemed as big as a dog. My experience of Dudley Flats, not to mention the rat, led to my first, immature, political judgment.  People shouldn’t be living like this. Something had to be done about it.
         

         
         
         
         
         From infancy, I spent much time in Geelong, divided between two households, Nana’s (‘Huntley’) and Auntie Edie’s (‘Bethany’), barely 450 metres apart, and my mother generally came too.We went mostly by train, hurtling down on ‘The Flyer’, with speeds in excess of 72 kilometres per hour (45 mph). Sometimes we sailed on the SS Edina, a veteran of the Crimean War, which plied between Port Melbourne and Geelong, with occasional stops at Portarlington. Often I was sent off by train, alone. Several times, when my mother arrived in Geelong after weeks apart, I affected not to recognise her, causing some distress. I can recall a mixture of emotions: sense of hurt, desire to wound and reluctance to engage in intimacy. Dad rarely went down to Geelong, except to see his mother and brother ‘Nookie’. I generally accompanied him on the train.
         

         
         
         
         
         When Nana gave her lessons in the front room at ‘Huntley’ I used to hide, reading, in a big club armchair turned towards the wall. I believed that her students were unaware of my presence. I became familiar with Nana’s teaching techniques. She managed to turn many a sow’s ear into a silk purse and some developed a surprising lightness and vivacity. She played an upright Bluthner piano with good tone. My mother was a far better instrumentalist than Nana, but with less musical feeling. Nana was able to somehow fake her keyboard skills and make accompaniments sound plausible. The poet Peter Gebhardt heard me discuss my grandmother with Margaret Throsby on ABC Radio, and was moved to write a poem which he dedicated to me

         
         

         
         
         
         
            
            The House on the Hill* 
            

            
            
            Laced in darkness, 

            
            
            Where the dust dances 

            
            
            On the panelled walls 

            
            
            And the cherrywood chairs, 

            
            
            Where dead shadows rest 

            
            
            Like antimacassars.

            
            
            On the stairs are the old bears 

            
            
            With ribbons round their necks, 

            
            
            A small boy sits in a tub chair 

            
            
            Listening to the old lady teaching singing, 

            
            
            He reads and reads, 

            
            
            Until his mind is all coloratura 

            
            
            Rising and falling with pitch, 

            
            
            The notes will cascade 

            
            
            In a future plenitude.

            
            

            
         

         
         
         Nana used to read the stories of Hans Christian Andersen to me and sometimes made up fables of her own.A common theme was a small boy able to achieve something that older people could not.

         
         
         
         
         Spending so much time with ladies more than fifty years older, I sensed continuity with the Edwardian, if not Victorian, era. Sometimes, especially on Sunday afternoons, as the sun set,Auntie Edie would sit in her armchair as she held my shoulder in a vise-like grip.With the fingers of her left hand drumming on a chair arm worn shiny, she would recite once more the stories of the deaths of Hughie, Ethel and Willie, her siblings, who had all died young. The fingers would drum on interminably as she recounted Willie’s death watch for the umpteenth time. I would ask, plaintively,‘Can’t we turn the light on?’ In 1937 I was in the world of 1897.

         
         
         
         
         I also spent time with Daisy Brownlow, who lived in a handsome colonial house next door to ‘Huntley’. Daisy, unmarried, was a friend of Nana’s. I sometimes stayed with her, for variety. Her father was Charles Brownlow (1862–1924), secretary of the Geelong Cricket and Football Club from 1887 to 1922. The Australian Football League’s Brownlow Medal, for the ‘fairest and best’ player in the season, is named for him.

         
         
         
         
         Despite low income, the flats we lived in all had electricity. In my childhood electricity was a novelty in many houses in Melbourne and Geelong and families relied on kerosene lamps for night lighting. I met people, not all of them old, who refused to use the telephone for fear of electric shocks or lightning strike. Sometimes family members made soap in kerosene tins and clothes were always washed in the traditional method, with a copper, boiling water, scrubbing board and mangle.

         
         
         
         
         I never shared my father’s sources of pleasure, and my mother didn’t seem to have many. Dad was a natty dresser, with sparkling shoes and knife-edge creases to his trousers. He gave a high priority to his appearance. He loved drinking, smoking, sport and gambling and I was often taken to bars, which I always loathed, while he had ‘a spot’. My obsession with the arrow of time probably began as we dallied at various watering holes. While Dad was not a heavy or compulsive drinker, I came to feel that to him a beer glass was like a time machine: pick it up, and thirty minutes disappeared as if by magic.

         
         
         
         
         Dad tried, as best he knew, to do fatherly things with his son. In March 1937 he took me to the Melbourne Cricket Ground to see Don Bradman play in the last Test match in Australia until after World War II. My clearest recollection of the day is of tasting Coca-Cola for the first time. It had just arrived in Australia and I liked it at once. I remember the noise of the crowd as it cheered Bradman, but the game failed to engage me. I met Sir Donald once, in 1963 at Adelaide airport, when he told me how much he enjoyed my successes on Pick-a-Box. Obviously we shared some obsessive elements. I also had my first rides on Melbourne’s cable trams with my father, an enjoyable sensation only recaptured when I first went to San Francisco in 1958.
         

         
         
         
         
         Dad knew a good deal about the history and culture of boxing, and repeated many anecdotes about 20th-century heavyweight champions Jack Dempsey, Gene Tunney, Max Schmeling, James J. Braddock and Joe Louis. In 1938 he tried to teach me to box, and gave me tiny red boxing gloves. He insisted, ‘Bullies are always cowards’. In my experience, this piece of folk wisdom is not correct. After I accidentally blacked his eye with a hammer, he kept his distance. In my Red Indian phase, when somehow I acquired a cast-off feathered head-dress, I was more interested in wrestling, perhaps influenced by Big Chief Little Wolf, a much publicised figure in Melbourne who was (or claimed to be) an American Indian.

         
         
         
         
         His was the world ofWilly Loman, so well captured in Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman (1949). He loved to be liked. He had no assets other than personality, a way with words, and an incurable but unfounded optimism. He was proud of his skills as a salesman.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was also remote from my mother, or vice versa, with little physical contact, although I recall the aromatic smell of her hair, which might have been a by-product of her smoking. Like her sisters, Ire and Tui, she loved to sit, drink tea and smoke, interminably.Although time was taken up with cooking, shopping, cleaning, washing clothes with a scrubbing brush and  putting them through the wringer, she seemed to drift. She never encouraged discussion, nor direct answers to questions. She read little, never listened to music and rarely went to theatre or film except with her friend Jean Moore and her son John. Religion and music, which meant much to their own mother and aunts, bypassed Rui, Ire and Tui. If my mother had any intellectual curiosity about the outside world, it was confined to Canada. She had a penfriend in Toronto, who visited us once, and she read the once popular novels by Mazo de la Roche, about the Whiteoak family in Ontario.

         
         
         
         
         She wrote good letters in a clear hand and was an excellent speller. She liked crossword puzzles and kept Chambers’ Dictionary close at hand. She once wrote a fan letter to the film actress Marie Dressler, star of Tugboat Annie, which surprised me. She kept her enthusiasms well hidden. She was very inhibited about expressing emotion.
         

         
         
         
         
         In 1938 my mother had all her teeth out, an event that distressed me because she looked so terrible and took days to recover. Many Australians neglected their teeth and had them all extracted at once, and it was a common pre-wedding ritual for girls. Not surprisingly, Australia was known as the land of gums.

         
         
         
         
         The move to ‘Ontario Flats’, 9 Manor Grove, North Caulfield, in 1938 brought a period of stability to our lives. My mother lived there for forty years, my father until his death, and I stayed there for twenty-three years. My parents never owned a house or a motor car. My mother did not have a refrigerator until the 1950s: in the 1960s she lashed out, learned to drive, and bought a tiny second-hand Fiat.

         
         
         
         
         At ‘Ontario Flats’ we looked across to a 35-room mansion, ‘Labassa’, built on the highest point in Caulfield, on a 6-hectare site. The original house, ‘Sylliott Hill’, begun in 1862, was acquired in 1887 by Alexander Robertson, a Canadian who bought a half share in Cobb & Co. He commissioned the German-born architect John Augustus Bernard Koch to build a mansion in a combination of German, French Second Empire and Hellenistic style, replete with sculptural ornamentation, which incorporated the original structure. Completed in 1890, it was renamed ‘Ontario’, then ‘Labassa’.

         
         
         
         
         Manor Grove was an L-shaped cul-de-sac carved out of the ‘Labassa’ estate on subdivision in 1922. ‘Ontario Flats’, three units, two downstairs, was built on the site of ‘Labassa’s’ former stables and coach house.We had the front downstairs flat, taking it over from my parents’ friends Charles (‘Chap’) and Jess Monteith, who were moving to the country.There was a  sitting room, two bedrooms, a sleepout, kitchen, bathroom, a short hall but no back door.We shared a laundry and had a carless garage. But we had a telephone, to keep in touch with Nana and Auntie Edie.We had an ice chest, an unreliable bathroom geyser, but no hot water in the kitchen. My bedroom was windowless, with rising damp in the north wall. The only natural light seeped in from the adjoining sleepout, which had canvas blinds. I slept in Great Grandmother Potter’s iron bed.

         
         
         
         
         The rear flat was occupied by the Dixon family. Charlie Dixon was a bookmaker with links to John Wren, an entrepreneur with strong political and sporting influence, later the subject of Frank Hardy’s Power Without Glory (1950). Dad sometimes worked as Charlie’s ‘penciller’ at race meetings. The Dixons were Catholics, and the combination of religion and gambling was a distancing factor with many self-conscious Protestants. The substantial backyard, in practice, became the territory of the two Dixon boys, Carl and Kevin (‘Boof ’), both older than me. Later, the Dixons enclosed it and bought a dog.
         

         
         
         
         
         There was a rapid turnover in the upstairs flat at ‘Ontario’. First was Mrs Josepha Reisberman and her son-in-law Louis Holmes, but no daughter. Mrs Reisberman claimed to be Dutch, but may have meant Deutsch: 1938–39 was not a good time to be German in Australia. They had glossy publications about the 1936 Berlin Olympics, illustrated with striking colour photographs of Adolf Hitler, which I borrowed and pored over. I made lists of parallel words in German and English. Mr Holmes, an importer of toys from Japan, turned out to be a crook who stole from his mother-in-law. The police came and it was all very exciting. He went to gaol. She left.

         
         
         
         
         Then came my Aunt Tui and her new husband, Herb Herald. They were soon followed by the Patersons and their beautiful daughter Neva, who didn’t stay long either. Next came the Sholl family. Reginald Sholl, a rising barrister, became a Supreme Court judge, a knight, High Court prospect and Consul General to New York. Finally, there was the Carver family, Albert Henry and Ella, and daughters Constance and June, who stayed for decades.

         
         
         
         
         In June 1938 I started at kindergarten, at Strathfield College, a kind of dame school in Inkerman Road, Caulfield, run by the formidable Miss Dora Miller. I complained on my first morning, feeling deep disappointment that we little kids had to sit at tiny green tables, instead of proper desks as the Bruin Boys did in the Rainbow comic. I was told this would have to wait.
         

         
         
         
         
         My father must have had an economic windfall for me to be sent to a  fee-paying school, however modest. I assume that Nana helped too. My father had been working at Treadways department store in the city. Later, for about eighteen months he ran CEJ Furnishings (his initials) in High Street, Northcote.

         
         
         
         
         Miss Miller’s establishment was overwhelmingly female, as most things were in my childhood. There are only thirty-two children in the 1938 school photograph, twenty girls and twelve boys. Numbers may have been down for fear of polio. Classes were tiny, and the teachers seemed to be elderly dependants of Miss Miller. Miss Bishop, the oldest of them, taught me. We were encouraged to read and learn crafts: knitting, marbling endpapers in old books (using oil paints floating on water), weaving with raffia and sculpting with plaster of Paris. I was very proud of my plaster duck, with bright blue paint up to the waterline.When we assembled each morning, as Miss Miller began to recite the Lord’s Prayer, June Levy got up and led several other children into the cloakroom, where they shut the door. I found this mystifying.

         
         
         
         
         In the same year I started attending the Ontario Street Methodist Sunday School where I remained for thirty-five years in various roles.This must have been to please Nana and Auntie Edie because my parents were not churchgoers. I began reading St Luke’s Gospel, in the Authorised Version, with fervour.

         
         
         
         
         Our street boasted two celebrities. Louise Lovely, who lived in the recently completed ‘Willas Flats’, in the grounds of ‘Labassa’, introduced me to a new world, away from the suburban or provincial values of Caulfield and Geelong. A former film actress with an implausible professional name, she was married to Bert Cowan, who managed the Victory Theatre in St Kilda.They were childless and both very taken with me, to the irritation of my mother, who rarely expressed much enthusiasm for anything and seemed uneasy about things that excited me. I was six. Louise Lovely* was in her early forties and radiated a beauty and glamour  completely unknown to me. I remember her elaborate dressing table, with two adjustable winged mirrors, covered with bottles of perfume and skin creams, silver-backed hairbrushes and combs. She took me to the cinema several times, fed me chocolates and let me luxuriate in the texture of her furs and her smell. My life lost this brief touch of glamour when the Cowans moved to Hobart, where Bert managed the Prince of Wales Theatre.
         

         
         
         
         
         Norman McCance, a journalist and broadcaster, lived opposite. He used to work from home, and made daily broadcasts from his study.A bird enthusiast, he kept peacocks, pheasants and guinea fowl in an elaborate aviary in the backyard. I walked from suburbia into an oasis of magic. He also commentated for wrestling on radio. His commentaries became notorious, at least in Melbourne. ‘He can’t get out of it! He can’t get out of it! He can’t get out of it! He’s out of it!’ His wife Dorothy was a bridge obsessive.

         
         
         
         
         His daughter,Val, was my closest friend for about five years, between the ages of seven and 12. Val went to a rival dame school, Miss Mair’s Homebush in Balaclava Road, with Yvonne Nicholls, the only other child of our age in Manor Grove.Val and I used to wrestle a lot. One day we argued bitterly about some forgotten issue, and the link was cut abruptly. Fifty years later I met Val again over dinner when she was running a successful poodle-grooming service.

         
         
         
         
         Close to Manor Grove was Grimwade House, Melbourne Grammar’s primary school, a mansion, originally called ‘Harleston’, set in generous grounds, built for F.S. Grimwade in 1875. On the other side of the fence was a world of privilege far beyond my reach. I had become conscious of class distinction at an early age and was aware that the McCances had grand friends, including Sir James Barrett, an eminent eye surgeon and Chancellor of Melbourne University. I was introduced to him but understood, almost instinctively, that it would have been out of the question for my parents to be invited across. Occasionally I was taken up to the McCance weekender at Emerald and this was my only exposure to the Australian bush.

         
         
         
         
         I realise now that while entering the world of ideas at an early age, I was remote from nature. My parents had no garden and while Nana and Auntie Edie were competent at growing roses, irises, geraniums and other familiar exotics they seemed to have no feel for Australian flora, fauna or landscape. I used to explore Geelong’s Botanical Garden, but that was the extent of my involvement.

         
         
         
         
         My first political hero was President Franklin D. Roosevelt. At an impressionable age, he had a great appeal for me. I always liked his oratory, because his messages were easy to understand. His high clear voice was rebroadcast on the ABC, despite the crackling of short-wave transmission, and I also saw him on newsreels. I understood that he was against poverty and unemployment and for education and health. When my mother’s sister Tui returned from England by ship in 1938, I was told that my first words to her as she stepped from the gangway at Station Pier were,‘What is your opinion of the foreign policies of Mr Cordell Hull?’ (Hull was Roosevelt’s Secretary of State.) I don’t recall saying it, but it sounds authentic.Was it spontaneous on my part or contrived for effect? Did I do it often? Probably.

         
         
         
         
         Adolf Hitler became my first political villain, a major defining influence, political and moral, even religious. At an early age I understood, instinctively, that people could not be indifferent to politics, because it was central to how they lived and whether they lived in fear of coercion. I followed the Munich crisis of September 1938 anxiously. I used to listen regularly to the ABC Radio news commentaries, At Home and Abroad, given by E.A. (Edward Alexander) Mann* (1874–1951) under the pseudonym of ‘The Watchman’. He was a popular and controversial broadcaster, a former Nationalist MP who had been deeply hostile to Prime Minister Stanley Melbourne Bruce. Mann took a Churchillian line, hating Hitler and Nazism as attacks on Western civilisation. Unlike many conservatives of his time, he did not regard Fascism as a useful counterbalance to Communism. He had visited the USSR in 1936, but was also a strong Empire loyalist. The last factor was what attracted my relatives. When he talked about ‘our own flag’, he meant the Union Jack. In the 1930s, newspaper proprietors generally toed the government line, the ABC drew its news reports from newspapers and the BBC, the Labor Opposition was generally tongue-tied on foreign policy and academics were scarce. Mann was a significant figure because he provided the only alternative view on international affairs. When I invited E.A. Mann to speak at Melbourne High in 1947, I was struck by how much he looked like photographs of Winston Churchill: his face, colouring and build, bowtie and cane. I see now that Mann was an early role model, to be supplemented after 1943 by Andrew Hughes and from 1944 by W.A. Osborne, at a time when masculine influence or presence was conspicuously lacking in my life.
         

         
         
         
         
         My political life was essentially a relationship between me and the wireless set and not regarded as a legitimate subject for discussion at home or in Geelong. I was conscious that my family was anti-Labor. Relatives had four basic objections to the ALP: it was run by Catholics, disloyal in World War I, anti-British and not respectable. My early sympathy for Labor was a reaction against the family’s wordless disapproval.

         
         
         
         
         My mother remained a resourceful cook until her last years. Dedicated carnivores, we had lamb chops, mashed potatoes and peas, with jelly, blancmange or custard two or three times each week. Curried sausages with rice, and spaghetti or vermicelli were other perennials. Sometimes we had fish and chips and occasionally delicious baked rabbit from a shop inside the Flinders Street railway station. Omelettes and bacon and eggs were rare breakfast treats.We generally ate in silence, listening to commercial wireless stations. My father was always absent.

         
         
         
         
         I could hardly claim to have been mother’s little helper in the kitchen or indeed anywhere else domestically. I was a strikingly inefficient hewer of wood and drawer of water when systems failed, and my major contribution was food shopping and doing messages. If I had been more useful at home,my maternal relationship might have blossomed.

         
         
         
         
         In Geelong we always ate rather well; odd, considering there was not much income. In the late 1930s my Aunt Ire went to the butchers with her friend Beatie (Beatrice).When Beatie ordered a single chop, Ire asked: ‘What are you going to eat?’ Beatie replied: ‘I’ll just have a nibble of Harry’s chop.’ Family members were convulsed, uncharitably, by this story, which became a catch-phrase. Now I see it as just another Depression vignette, tinged with sadness and denial. Nana Black made excellent desserts and I have fond memories of her roly-poly pudding with raspberry jam. No Japanese could have been more devoted to the tea ceremony than members of my family. It seemed to induce a trance-like condition and was a major time absorber. I never liked tea and only had it when it would have been embarrassing to refuse.

         
         
         
         
         I made hop beer, using a packaged mix made by the Volum Company. The results were often dramatic and sometimes dangerous. I enjoyed spiders, a frothy mixture of cordial, lemonade and vanilla ice-cream, a taste I retain. My favourite fruits were expensive: raspberries, strawberries, melons, bananas and pineapple, so I rarely had them. Oranges and lemons were grown in most backyards. I liked the quintessential English fare of  peas, broad beans, asparagus, potatoes and cauliflower in white sauce, which was standard for lower middle-class Australians.We used honey, jam, Marmite and Kraft or Coon cheese.

         
         
         
         
         In Geelong I had occasional exposure to crayfish and oysters, then relatively plentiful and cheap on Victoria’s south coast before over-fishing made them prohibitively expensive. Tins of oyster soup, with real oysters, were not much dearer than tomato soup. In the 1930s home deliveries were very common, so that housewives remained housebound with little need for shopping. Both in Geelong and Melbourne, apart from newspapers and the mail (twice each weekday and once on Saturday) there were deliveries of bread, milk, ice (for the ice chest), coal and firewood, fruit and vegetables (often sold by Chinese, with horse and cart), Loy’s and Tarax soft drinks, Rawleigh’s and Watkins’ patent medicines and fish. I cannot recall any home deliveries for meat and groceries. In the electoral rolls, ‘traveller’ was a common occupation. Some sold insurance policies door to door.

         
         
         
         
         The family had huge meals at Christmas, Boxing Day and New Year, including ham, duck and turkey. We would be densely packed, elbow to elbow, around the dining-room table at ‘Bethany’. Once Auntie Edie, who had a voracious appetite, not only ate her meal but absent-mindedly polished off the plate of mild-mannered Uncle Stan, who was sitting next to her. Christmas pudding was stuffed with sixpences. Auntie Edie swallowed lumps of the pudding, disregarding W.E. Gladstone’s sage advice about mastication. There was some alarm when three coins were unaccounted for.When offered further helpings, relatives would often decline, saying, ‘I’m full up to pussy’s bow [or dolly’s wax].’ Growing up with these expressions, it came as a surprise when strangers seemed unfamiliar with them.

         
         
         
         
         Despite short periods on farms at Pomonal and Tawonga, I had no experience in handling animals, let alone processing them, to use the common euphemism. One Christmas at Geelong I was pressed into service to decapitate a goose. It was quite a large bird and my arms were barely long enough to swing the axe. I aimed at its neck, but it pulled back and I severed its bill. It was struggling horribly, but I landed the first of two or three blows on its neck. Once the head was off, the goose’s body ran two circles, with blood spurting from the neck. I never ate goose again, and the experience contributed to my refusal to eat poultry. (Philosophically, I am a vegetarian but a moral backslider with fish, crustaceans, lamb and beef.)

         
         
         
         
         My health was generally robust. I was regularly dosed on Bovril, Saunders’ Malt Extract and the revolting cod liver oil tonic Hypol, regarded as sovereign remedies against colds and general debility. My mother nursed me efficiently through measles, rubella, whooping cough, bronchitis and chickenpox. I had occasional attacks of acidosis, a malady unfamiliar today, defined by the Macquarie Dictionary as ‘poisoning by acids formed within the body under morbid conditions’. I can’t account for that.
         

         
         
         
         
         Early in 1939 I was operated on at home to remove my tonsils and adenoids. It happened without warning. I had stayed the night, a rare occurrence, with neighbours and returned to find that my parents’ room had been turned into an operating theatre, the bed removed and the kitchen table brought in. I was held down, a wire mask was put on my nose and mouth and chloroform administered through a towel.The whole procedure sounds Dickensian and I was never able to get a coherent explanation from my mother in later years as to why it had happened. Was it to cut costs? I wondered whether it was even legal. I never found a school contemporary with similar experience.

         
         
         
         
         The operation was horrific and the closest that I ever came to being traumatised; it was extremely painful and recovery was slow. One result was that I never fully trusted my parents again.

         
         
         
         
         After I turned six, death was very much in my mind. Perhaps it was not surprising that I took notice of deaths reported in the media because death was a subject of constant preoccupation with my Geelong relatives and they talked endlessly about their dear departed. The concept of death and images of death accompanied me. I don’t think it led to an unduly morbid preoccupation or distress but it made me deeply conscious of the fragility of the human condition, and life’s brevity. Religion was not much of a consolation, although I hoped for a long postponement in my own case.

         
         
         
         
         That summer, death came in another form with the appalling bushfires which swept Victoria for a week, burning out 1.4 million hectares and leaving 71 people dead, culminating in ‘Black Friday’, 13 January 1939.

         
         
         
         
         There were two judicial hangings in Melbourne early in 1939,Thomas Johnson in January, and George Green in April. I read enough about the hangings to fill me with a sense of horror and revulsion about capital punishment that has never left me. Pope Pius XI died on 10 February 1939 and the Sun News-Pictorial published a photograph of him lying in state. This was the first image I had ever seen of a human corpse and it  gave me a lot to reflect on. Then on 1 April my father’s mother died, the first death of somebody I could remember. On 7 April 1939 Joseph Aloysius Lyons, the first Australian Prime Minister to die in office, suffered a fatal heart attack in Sydney. I recall the ABC suspending normal programs to play, interminably, what we used to call Bach’s Air on the G String (the second movement from his Suite No. 3). Photographs of Joe Lyons, framed with black crepe,were seen in shop windows.
         

         
         
         
         
         The following summer I had a close encounter with death. Playing in the surf at Ocean Grove, I had been caught up by the undertow and disappeared. My parents were not on the scene. I remember seeing the roofs on the headland and assumed that it was the end: I did not struggle, and thought of it as fate. Then Ire saw my head bobbing under the waves and ran and swam to my rescue. Soon after, I was confronted at a Geelong tram stop by a deranged boy, wielding a razor blade. He danced about and said, ‘I’m going to cut your throat.’ I put my left hand up to protect myself, he slashed it and ran away, laughing as blood spurted out. I ran to Ire for help and she took me to the doctor. He compressed the cut, without stitches, and the scar is still visible.

         
         
         
         
         In January 1939 the English novelist, historian and scientific prophet H.G.Wells, one of my early heroes, was in Australia as guest of the 24th Australian and New Zealand Association for the Advancement of Science Congress, held in Canberra. While the Victorian bushfires pushed him off the front pages of the newspapers, he was widely reported and I recall his high, squeaky voice on ABC Radio. He had infuriated the conservative Lyons Government by arguing against appeasement, predicting a world war with new weapons of mass destruction, warned that isolation would not protect us and complained about Australia’s press, radio, book and film censorship. (My Geelong relatives thought there was not enough censorship.)

         
         
         
         
         Reading was my major interest. My fluency had been assisted by exposure to Magnet, an English boys’ weekly published between 1908 and 1940 by Amalgamated Press, which recounted the stories of Billy Bunter, Harry Wharton, Bob Cherry, Mr Quelch and others at Greyfriars School. Magnet was mostly written by Charles Hamilton,* using the pen-name of  Frank Richards. It had 28 densely packed pages each week, with about 35 000 words of text, and some line drawings. The content was slight and strung out interminably, but it provided comforting reinforcement for reading skills, and had occasional references to the classics, especially Virgil. If I missed a point the first time it appeared, it would become clearer the second or third time round. As George Orwell observed, its content was fossilised, reflecting 19th-century values about the Empire and class structure, untouched by World War I, the rise of organised labour or the Great Depression. Magnet and its stablemate Gem, also largely written by Hamilton as Martin Clifford, became victims of wartime paper shortages and ceased publication in 1940.
         

         
         
         
         
         When Magnet closed, the Greyfriars characters, Bunter et al., suffered the indignity of being relegated to a cartoon series in the low-brow comic Knock-Out. I transferred my allegiance, rather selectively, to Champion, another story paper, following serials about Rockfist Rogan, RAF, the American Indian wrestler Red Fury and Colwyn Dane, ’Tec.
         

         
         
         
         
         When I walked to the Orrong Road shops to do the messages, I habitually read. Once, as I walked, I read that the poet Samuel Coleridge had been marked out as an oddity by his contemporaries because he always read while walking. I looked up from my book, it may well have been the first time I ever did so, and realised that nobody else in sight was reading. As a seven year old, this came as a shock.Years later, when I saw the film Fahrenheit 451 (1966), I recognised the world I had imagined as a child, with people walking, trance-like, absorbed in their books.
         

         
         
         
         
         The ‘Clover Book Club’, in the Orrong Road shopping centre,was an important source of inspiration for me. Run by Mrs Catherine Edwards, books could be borrowed for threepence or sixpence per week. Barry Oakley, who became the Australian’s literary editor,was a fellow borrower. Glen Tomasetti wrote about a similar library in her novel Thoroughly Decent People (1976). I owe to the ‘Clover Book Club’ early exposure to books by Jules Verne, H.G.Wells, Stephen Leacock (a Canadian humorist and economist, an unlikely triple conjunction) and P.G. Wodehouse’s novels about Jeeves and Bertie Wooster. I had read Richmal Crompton’s William books very rapidly and moved on, but was never attracted to W.E. Johns’ series about Biggles.
         

         
         
         
         
         The strongest influence was Hendrik Willem van Loon (1882–1944), a Dutch-born journalist and historian in the United States whose The Story of Mankind (1922) and The Home of Mankind (1923) shaped my thinking. The Story of Mankind tried to explain the world and its complexities to  enthusiastic children and mystified adults, has remained in print for more than eighty years and won him international recognition. His books were illustrated with crude but effective drawings and maps, both in colour and black and white. He had the cartoonist’s gift for explaining complex subjects with powerful images. The Home of Mankind was a world geography. He wrote from a liberal perspective, inevitably Eurocentric, mixing compassion with a touch of condescension. He deplored the ‘incurable vice of nationalism’ and the horrors of what he called ‘the Great Era of Exploitation’, during the Imperial expansion of the 19th century. Then came three sentences which horrified me when I read them first around 1940:
         

         
         

         
         
         
         
            
            The man-hunts with horses and dogs organized to exterminate the aborigines of Australia are rarely mentioned in the histories devoted to the early years of that distant continent.

            
            
            Why go on?

            
            
            I am merely repeating what everybody knows.* [My emphasis] 
            

            
            

            
         

         
         
         Well, I did not know, nor did my teachers. Nor did textbooks record it.

         
         
         
         
         Significantly, although I read few books by Australians or about Australia, I remember that in promotional material for the Sesqui-centenary of European settlement (1938) Australian Aborigines had been included in a list of fauna.That did seem odd.

         
         
         
         
         On an official visit to Beijing in 1986, I was intrigued when my counterpart, Song Jian, China’s Minister for Science and Technology, and an exact contemporary, told me that the outside world had been opened up for him by reading Hendrik van Loon.

         
         
         
         
         Van Loon’s last major work was Van Loon’s Lives (1943), subtitled ‘Being a true and faithful account of a number of highly interesting meetings with certain historical personages, from Confucius and Plato to Voltaire and Thomas Jefferson, about whom we always felt a great deal of curiosity and who came to us as our dinner guests in a bygone year’, written and illustrated by himself.A bestseller for decades, it describes a series of 21 dinners in which the author, his family and friends invite participation of great figures from the past, a fiction in the tradition of the Commenda-tore in Don Giovanni. The procedure for ensuring that the guests arrive is not specified, only that ‘negotiations had been rather complex’, and that promises had been made that the dinners would be ‘very, very discreet’ and  guests would not be embarrassed. The longest chapters include dinners with Desiderius Erasmus and Michel de Montaigne and the central theme in both is tolerance, which in the early 1940s was a matter of life and death in Europe.
         

         
         
         
         
         I had been given several volumes in the series called The Wonder Books, such as The Wonder Book of Why and What, published by Ward Lock & Co. They dealt with natural phenomena, geology, botany and geography, and with engineering feats such as (British) railway and bridge building.They had many photographs but no diagrams, and made no attempt to examine ideas.They look rather tame now.
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            I developed an early antipathy to Arthur Mee’s Children’s Encyclopae-dia which always seemed to be, well . . . childish, over-simple, soft, non-controversial, unchallenging, timid in expression and, although I would not have known the word at the time, condescending. I certainly knew what was meant by ‘talking down’ to children. J.M. Coetzee, the South African novelist and essayist, later a resident of Adelaide, had a similar reaction. In Boyhood, he wrote of himself in the third person:
            

            
            

            
         

         
         
         
            
            Childhood, says the Children’s Encyclopaedia, is a time of innocent joy, to be spent in the meadows amid buttercups and bunny-rabbits or at the hearthside absorbed in a storybook. It is a vision of childhood utterly alien to him. Nothing he experiences . . . at home or school is anything but a time of gritting the teeth and enduring.
            

            
            

            
         

         
         
         Encyclopaedia Britannica was more interesting, even though its dense pages had few photographs or diagrams. Much of the text was beyond me, but I recognised its seriousness. When I went to public libraries from the age of seven most of my time was spent at the Reference section.
         

         
         
         
         
         At the back of ‘Bethany’ there was a stable with a loft above it, known as ‘the boys’ room’, where I found many of Great Grandfather Potter’s books. They included three massive volumes of David Hume’s History of Great Britain, John Lemprière’s Classical Dictionary, but nothing by Edward Gibbon. He had a microscope, which I kept for years, but no books by Charles Darwin or T.H. Huxley. He epitomised orthodoxy. Auntie Edie was dismayed when I pronounced in favour of Darwin’s theory of evolution after reading The Story of Mankind. She said I must ask God for forgiveness because her father had expressly repudiated Darwin.
         

         
         
         
         
         I read avidly about the New York World’s Fair which began in April 1939, intended as a model of future cities and which inspired Disney  World. Its huge white symbols, trylon and perisphere (a 200-metre three-sided obelisk next to a 60-metre globe) were so strong that they became my personal symbols of democratic modernity.

         
         
         
         
         I remember hearing the fateful broadcast of the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, on 3 September 1939, declaring war on Germany. Robert Menzies then followed to say that because Britain was at war, so was Australia. I began to keep a war diary, and drew cartoons of Chamberlain, Hitler, Stalin and Churchill. I cut out maps from the Sun and stuck them on the back of my bedroom door, indicating frontier movements with coloured pins. Events in World War II became central to my understanding of how the world worked.
         

         
         
         
         
         The birth of my sister Carol on 24 September 1939 was a momentous event. Oddly, although I was an acute observer of the outside world, I cannot recall noting my mother’s pregnancy and I doubt if the subject was talked about, let alone rejoiced in, in Manor Grove. Carol was born in a private hospital, ‘Seskinore’, in Burke Road, Camberwell. Dad and I went to visit mother and daughter by tram. Her arrival did not seem to disturb my routine very much and I enjoyed playing with her as a baby.

         
         
         
         
         I had a vague idea about the mechanics of sex because at Miss Miller’s a doctor’s son had shown me a diagram of what went where, and what the long-term results were, but nothing about the emotional content.Accepting where my body came from was easy. However, working out where the mind and spirit originated was far harder and I never felt that either had much connection with Claud and Ruth Jones. Phillip Adams later suggested that I might have been a refugee from the planet Krypton, like Clark Kent, a.k.a. Superman.

         
         
         
         
         I had a recurrent dream, perhaps a day dream as much as a night dream, that there was a brain or spirit production line somewhere in the heavens operating on what we would now call the ‘just in time’ system, and as a baby was about to be born on planet Earth an appropriate brain, with accompanying spirit/soul classified according to category, male or female, black or white, was instantly dispatched and installed as soon as the baby’s head emerged. I no longer believe this to be the case, but I certainly stuck tenaciously to a body/mind dichotomy for decades.

         
         
         
         
         I was never exposed to sexual abuse, although I may have come close when a man I met at the Orrong Road shops invited me to his flat at Alma Road to look at his books. He may have observed me at the Clover Book Club. He called himself Mr Matthews, presumably an alias since nobody with that surname appears on the electoral roll for Alma Road in that  period. On a second visit he gave me a copy of Martin Rattler (1858), an adventure story for children by R.M. Ballantyne, and invited me to sit on his lap. Disconcerted by his wandering hands, I ran off but thoughtfully retained the book. I noted that the first sentence in the book was ‘Martin Rattler was a very bad boy’. I found it hard to identify with the subject.
         

         
         
         
         
         My exposure to the outside world had come with a rush between the ages of five and nine, and film had the greatest impact, even more than radio, newspapers and books. I can name more than 50 memorable films that I saw in a short period as a child. My emotions, understanding processes, characterisation and visual imagery, including recognising places, taking me out of the familiar and immediate, were largely shaped by film. With later generations this impact came from television. I was fortunate to be exposed to a golden age in film, and even some B-grade movies included outstanding performances. I was more interested in ideas, conflict and villains and soon developed strong enthusiasms, including films directed by Charles Chaplin and Alfred Hitchcock, and performances by Leslie Howard, the Marx Brothers and the German character actor Conrad Veidt.

         
         
         
         
         I was introduced to the world of orchestral music by the film One Hundred Men and a Girl (1937), featuring Deanna Durbin and the charismatic conductor of the Philadelphia Orchestra, Leopold Stokowski, and even more by Walt Disney’s Fantasia (1940), also conducted by Stokowski. 
         

         
         
         
         
         In 1940, in Geelong, the first film I went to on my own was Warner Brothers’ Dr Ehrlich’s Magic Bullet, directed by the German émigré William Dieterle, with Edward G. Robinson in the title role of Paul Ehrlich.* It seemed an odd choice for a small boy, but the combination of ‘magic’ and ‘bullet’ in the title may have proved irresistible. Ehrlich is best remembered for discovering ‘salvarsan’, an arsenical compound used as a treatment for  syphilis in 1910, originally known as ‘606’, because it took 606 experiments to get it right. He worked with the Japanese Hata Sahachiro. Ehrlich described salvarsan as his ‘magic bullet’ and using salvarsan to treat syphilis was an early form of chemotherapy, although the term is not used in the film.
         

         
         
         
         
         The film explores Ehrlich’s frustrations in Vienna. He suffered from jealous rivals, anti-Semitism and meagre resources. Fortunately, assistance is at hand. He goes to see the Minister for Science,Althoff (played by Donald Crisp), who listens sympathetically, and gives orders:‘Give this man everything he needs.’ Identifying a Minister of Science at that time was quite unhistorical. There was no such creature anywhere in 1906. The first Minister for Science anywhere, Bernhardt Rust,was appointed in 1934 by Adolf Hitler, I regret to say.

         
         
         
         
         More than 50 years later I saw Dr Ehrlich’s Magic Bullet again, on commercial television. I had not consciously thought about it for years, and yet the action all seemed oddly familiar.The Minister for Science was very appealing. I wondered whether his role as a facilitator had stuck in my eight-year-old brain because the minister in the film was playing the same role I had cast myself for in the 1980s.
         

         
         
         
         
         My Sunday School teacher was Thelma Beeson, sunnily optimistic but unquestioning. One day she was teaching our little group a lesson from the Methodist Sunday School Scholar, an article, illustrated by a map, which began, ‘India is the most populous nation on earth’. I objected at once. ‘That’s not true, it’s China.’‘No, Barry,’ Miss Beeson smiled,‘it’s India.They wouldn’t print it in the Scholar unless it was correct.’ I insisted that it must be wrong, because my encyclopedias at home put China first, then India. After several exchanges, Miss Beeson put her head in her hands and sobbed, attracting the attention of the superintendent, who ticked me off for being so difficult. The incident taught me something about the power of knowledge, and how people with a shaky grasp of evidence could become overly dependent on a single source, whether the Bible or the Sunday School Scholar.
         

         
         
         
         
         At Sunday School I had several fights with Max Kindermann, who declared that he was a Nazi, calling himself ‘Der Schwarze Henke’ (The Black Hangman). He wrestled me on the road in Ontario Street and rubbed horse droppings on my face for my robust defence of democracy.

         
         
         
         
         My mother had developed an intense relationship with Lilian Robson, who lived with her husband Alf and two daughters in Labassa Grove.Their backyard was immediately behind ‘Ontario Flats’. For ease of access, some  galvanised iron panels were taken from the back wall of our garage and put on a hinge.Alf Robson, a bank manager,was the chief local warden for the ARP (Air Raid Precautions). I enjoyed his demonstrations about extinguishing incendiary bombs, with their brilliant magnesium flares, and other vital information. Diana and Jenny Robson became my sister’s greatest friends.

         
         
         
         
         Lilian had a striking presence and a strong soprano voice. She revived and deepened my mother’s musical interests, took lessons from Nana Black on her occasional visits to Melbourne, and they devoted much time to practice. At my urging, Mum joined the Ontario Street Methodist Church, where I attended Sunday School. When the organist left, I persuaded her to apply for the job: she was appointed and Lilian joined the choir. She had interesting books on Wagner’s operas, with parallel English–German librettos, which she let me borrow, and so I had my first exposure to The Ring of the Nibelungs as a concept, not a reality, at about the age of eight.
         

         
         
         
         
         For five or six years from 1940, when we went on holidays to Ocean Grove or Barwon Heads, Lilian and her daughters usually came too, and sometimes Ire and her daughter Helen. So we were one big extended family, seven females, one male. I generally kept to myself, walking morosely along the beach, examining rock pools, occasionally making sand castles, only cautiously venturing into the water. When a swing was available I put some effort into entertaining Carol and friends, but the effort was unreciprocated. Mostly I read, or listened to the wireless when one was to hand.

         
         
         
         
         The Bluff (Point Flinders) at Barwon Heads became an icon in the ABC’s television series Sea Change in 1999–2000. In November 1940 the coastal passenger freighter SS Orungal ran aground at the tip of the Bluff, was abandoned and parts of the hull were cut off for scrap metal. After Pearl Harbor, the Bluff was festooned with barbed wire and had an occasional sentry on duty to ward off possible Japanese invasion. Notices warned that this was a military site. Parts of the hulk, pounded by the waves of Bass Strait, remained until 1945, and was a dramatic subject for sketching. A sentry warned me off at gunpoint on one occasion and confiscated my sketchbook as a possible threat to security. It may be in the National Archives.
         

         
         
         
         
         When I was staying with Nana Black in Geelong, Uncle Stan dug an air-raid shelter in the garden at ‘Huntley’ and provided me with a gas mask, a whistle and a rattle which had to be whirled round, making a  fearsome sound. Beau, the dog, could have warned off intruders. East Geelong was certainly ready for the Japanese.

         
         
         
         
         The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941 made the Pacific a war zone. Singapore soon fell, then the Philippines. The Dutch East Indies and much of New Guinea was occupied, Darwin and Katherine were bombed, midget submarines sank vessels in Sydney Harbour and along the coast. There were reports of Japanese aircraft above Victoria, highly unlikely, but I was deeply apprehensive about the prospect of bombing raids.

         
         
         
         
         The American occupation of Australia began in 1942. General Douglas MacArthur, fresh from losing the Philippines, arrived at Melbourne’s Spencer Street station on 21 March 1942, was hailed as a saviour and set up his command post as Supreme Commander, South West Pacific, in Melbourne. He lived first with his wife Jean and son Arthur at Melbourne’s posh Menzies Hotel.Years later I bought the general’s bed at auction.The presence of the GIs was very obvious and I saw far more American blacks at that time than Australian Aborigines. Later MacArthur moved his High Command, and family, to Brisbane.

         
         
         
         
         It may seem strange that in the context of megadeaths and destruction throughout World War II I was so anguished by two executions in Melbourne, Alfred Bye in December 1941, and the American soldier Private Eddie Leonski in November 1942, both discussed in Chapter 3.

         
         
         
         
         After Pearl Harbor, rationing was soon introduced in Australia and buying cigarettes required giving up a coupon from the ration book. I had always disliked the smell of tobacco, apart from in cigars, oddly, so I was no enthusiast for my parents’ habit. One of my tasks was to do the shopping, and that generally included cigarettes. Mum was very distressed if I came home without them. When I pointed out that she had run out of coupons, she sometimes asked me to go back to the shop, to beg for a packet, or even a few loose cigarettes. I found this degree of dependence very demeaning. Far from being a cure for anxiety, cigarettes intensified it.

         
         
         
         
         Dad joined the RAAF in January 1942, barely a month after Australia declared war on Japan. He was a volunteer, as were all Air Force recruits. I suspect that his income fell, because his furniture shop in Northcote appeared to be doing quite well but, once again, his change of status was not discussed at home, at least not in my hearing.

         
         
         
         
         I had left Strathfield College at the end of 1941, taking with me knowledge of some of the arts of political manipulation. At playtime and  lunchtime we broke up into gangs. Mine was smaller, but it invariably won whatever was being fought for, generally possession of a dry vantage spot under the big plane tree.There was a boy who suffered from cerebral palsy, with a shuffling gait and perpetual dribble, a figure like Smike in Dickens’ Nicholas Nickleby.The girls had such a horror of being touched by him, let alone dribbled on, that to have him on your side meant an automatic capitulation by the other gang. He loved Hoadley’s Violet Crumbles (honeycomb coated with milk chocolate) and I was the only person who could bear to touch him. I used to grip his wrist between thumb and forefinger, offer him a piece of my Violet Crumble, secure his allegiance and win another victory. I recall this with shame.
         

         
         
         
         
         In February 1942 I enrolled at Ripponlea State School, in Carrington Grove, and stayed there until December 1943. Many school buildings had been requisitioned for military use, so pupils from Brighton Road State School (where Sid Nolan had attended) were transferred to Ripponlea, which held twice its normal capacity. Slit trenches were dug in the playing fields in case of air raids. Spiro Moraitis, later a medical practitioner and a leader of Melbourne’s Greek community, shared my desk. Some children were Jewish refugees from Europe and they became friends.

         
         
         
         
         I was worried about status, and the downward move to a grossly overcrowded school. Most boys wore boots, which I instinctively saw as the footwear of an underclass, little snob that I was. I never wore boots, even when I was coerced into being part of a football team.

         
         
         
         
         My contribution to the war effort was making camouflage nets at Ripponlea and helping to raise money for the Australian Comforts Fund. I was quite a skilful net weaver until the quality of the twine was changed. The new twine was impregnated with creosote and the smell was so nauseating that I had to keep running outside for fresh air. Manor Grove’s residents held a bazaar and I organised a raffle. After being told that the Attorney-General’s permission was required, I wrote to Dr Herbert Vere Evatt, the Commonwealth Attorney-General. He sent an encouraging reply, wishing me well but pointing out that it was a state responsibility. Norman McCance wrote up this exchange of letters in the Sun News-Pictorial.
         

         
         
         
         
         Because all the younger, more lively teachers were in the services, some slippered pantaloons, well past it, had been recalled to teaching, and this forced pupils (me, anyway) to rely on our own resources. So, when walking to school, barely a kilometre away from home, I used to pull a red cart containing some of my essential reference books, including Pears’  Cyclopaedia and Cassell’s Encyclopaedia.This caused some derision and a boy called Menzies used to kick me in the ankles, so provoked was he by the red cart.
         

         
         
         
         
         The head teacher at Ripponlea, William Young, was white haired, friendly and interested. One day he came into our Grade 4 class and said how much better teaching was in 1942 than it had been in his childhood. (Given the wartime exigencies, I found that hard to believe.) He explained that while History was now being taught in a wonderfully interesting way (we had a text called Vivid History), in his day pupils had to learn dull lists, such as the kings and queens of England. He turned and wrote on the blackboard:
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         I was staggered that nobody else in the class was responding, because I knew all these dates and assumed that at least some fellow pupils did too. So I piped up with the later names and dates, while Mr Young wrote them on the blackboard:
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         Mr Young was taken aback, but also pleased. The result was my speedy promotion to Grade 5. It also earned me another kicking on the ankles from Menzies.

         
         
         
         
         Under the canopy of a large gum tree at Ripponlea, I recall haranguing the kids about the relative merits of written constitutions. It must have been a very wet lunch break.

         
         
         
         
         I took piano lessons from the age of nine but was not a gifted instrumentalist. Miss Ida Doubleday, a teacher of singing and piano, lived at 42 Milburn Grove, near the Ripponlea State School.We had no piano at that time and I used to call in to Miss Doubleday’s every morning for  30 minutes practice before school, picking up her milk on the way. She would leave the door ajar for me, and return to bed while I went through my Czerny exercises. As I mangled the scales, Miss Doubleday would cry out from the bedroom: ‘Do it again! Take more care!’ I found her a dull teacher who wanted, no doubt for sound pedagogical reasons, to concentrate on technique and not repertoire. I bought some sheet music and lyingly told Miss Doubleday that my mother wanted me to learn these pieces. They included Elgar’s Salut d’Amour, Chopin’s Preludes No. 4 and No. 20 (Opus 28), Handel’s Largo and Debussy’s Claire de lune. When we acquired a piano (a gift from Nana), I banged them out at home. My mother complained, ‘Why do we have to hear the same things all the time? Miss Doubleday’s other pupils must have gone on to much more interesting ones.’ I said,‘Of the kids my age, I’m the only one who has any pieces to play.’ My co-ordination was poor and I soon realised that I would never be a competent pianist. Unless a child demonstrates skills before the age of six or seven, it is too late. It is the same with foreign languages. I was more interested in composition, using the piano as an aid in notation. I composed short pieces, and asked my mother to play them. Somehow, she never found the time.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Australian Broadcasting Commission nurtured my growing enthusiasm for music. The Enjoyment of Music was broadcast from Sydney for an hour twice each week from 1942.The presenter was Neville Cardus (1889–1975), an English music critic and cricket writer who lived in Australia from 1941 to 1947, writing for The Sydney Morning Herald. He was revelatory about Mahler, enthusiastic for comparing interpretations on record, and spoke respectfully about Schoenberg, Stravinsky and Berg. His Autobiography appeared in 1947. Uncle Ossie (Hearne) was deeply shocked that Cardus disclosed his illegitimacy, and felt that the book should have been suppressed.
         

         
         
         
         
         Caulfield epitomised respectability. Geelong, too. But St Kilda was a different world, glamorous and vulgar, with a Mediterranean seafront, which was an early inspiration for Sidney Nolan and Bert Tucker.When I visited Tunis decades later, I thought:‘St Kilda, with mosques’. I loved it. There were three cinemas, the huge Palais, one of the world’s biggest, Hoyts’ Victory (once managed by our neighbour Bert Cowan), and the small, sleazy Memorial, which concentrated on gangster films and had its own bouncer. On one side of the Palais was the Palais de Danse, on the other Luna Park, with its Scenic Railway, Big Dipper, River Caves and Giggle Palace. Entry was through a huge cement mouth with glass teeth. There were other attractions on the St Kilda waterfront, notably a miniature steam train, operated for years by the sculptor William Ricketts’ father. St Kilda had a large Jewish community and Acland Street had the most diverse range of shops, cafes and languages in Melbourne.

         
         
         
         
         I am not sure when my parents’ marriage went sour and it was probably long before Dad’s Air Force absence, and even before Carol’s birth. He worked in the stores section and was posted to the Gorrie Airfield at Birdum in the Northern Territory, a place that no longer appears on the map. It may have been the dullest posting in the South West Pacific but, at its peak, 6500 service personnel worked there.Ten kilometres to the south is Larrimah, the southern end of the railway from Darwin (disused since 1976, now replaced) on the Stuart Highway. In the Territory, he was part owner of a horse called Compassionate Leave.When he returned on leave, without the horse, my sister slept with Mum while Dad was relegated to the sleepout. There was no open conflict, no shouting or arguing. It was rare for my parents to be in the same room. I cannot now recall a single conversation between them, nor a meal in which he was present. I came to assume that many families functioned like this, and didn’t think about it too much.

         
         
         
         
         He used to repeat the mantra that it was important to ‘get even’ and never forget an injury. I never really understood this or shared the feeling. Revenge has always seemed a pointless, self-defeating, instinct. I am not sure what he made of me. He often called me ‘the Count’, suggesting several connotations: being out of touch with reality, having aristocratic tastes, an aloof manner, disinclination for physical work and indifference to sport. He told me that we had some relationship with the Fox-Strangways family, who still hold the Earldom of Ilchester, and our forebears had a coat of arms with the motto ‘Resurgam’ (‘I shall arise’). He also claimed a connection with the Spotswood (or Spotiswoode) family, for whom a Melbourne suburb* is named. In later years I pursued these claims spasmodically but without success. I cannot fathom where he picked up the ideas. Perhaps he had been told that his mother’s family worked for the nobility as servants.This aristocratic fantasy may have reinforced his innate conservatism or passivity.
         

         
         
         
         
         During his occasional leaves, Dad organised brief excursions. Although he did not understand me, he tried to bond with me, more than my mother, who was always close at hand. In September 1942 he took me to  Fishermans Bend for a display of Bristol Beauforts, light twin-engined bombers assembled in Australia.We went to the races once, to a VFL match, to Wirth’s Circus, and to see the Errol Flynn film Gentleman Jim (1942), about the heavyweight champion James J. Corbett. I saw a newspaper advertisement for a revival of the French film Damaged Goods (1937), based on Eugène Brieux’ once famous play about venereal disease. I asked Dad if he would be interested in seeing it. He became very red faced and said we should have a serious talk about the subject.We never did.
         

         
         
         
         
         One night in 1942 we visited the Victorian State Parliament, which I found more exciting. Dad was not a Labor voter, but somehow he knew two Labor MPs,Ted Cotter (1866–1947), MLA for Richmond 1908–45, and John Lemmon (1875–1955), MLA for Williamstown 1904–55, who became the longest serving Member in Victorian history. I met them both and was introduced to the Country Party Premier, Albert Dunstan. Dad had also known Hamilton Lamb, Country Party MLA for Lowan, who joined the AIF in 1940, became a prisoner of war and died in Thailand. His son Tony Lamb became a Labor MHR in two stretches, 1972–75 and 1984–90, and a close friend.

         
         
         
         
         When in Geelong, other than going to the pictures, I spent much time riding on trams.A few pence could buy a day pass with unlimited rides on every line. I talked to the conductors and drivers and was sometimes allowed to grab the rope attached to the trolley pole which brought electricity in from the overhead wire, hauling the pole from one end of the tram to the other. I haunted the Geelong Art Gallery, the Free Library and Museum, trying to find something to occupy me in the absence of friends.

         
         
         
         
         Everyday life was dull and predictable, but I already had a precocious range of enthusiasms and was developing a set of heroes, exemplary lives or, in one case, a love object.

         
         
         
         
         I was attracted to Andrew Arthur Hughes (1902–1996), a Church of Christ clergyman and former missionary in India, who frequently appeared as a guest preacher at Ontario Street. He was good looking, charismatic and a spellbinding talker, I thought, especially effective at Sunday School anniversaries. Hughes visited other Protestant churches in the Caulfield area and presumably built up a strong local following.When the State elections were called for June 1943,Andrew Hughes nominated as an Independent candidate.This led to my first involvement in a political campaign. Church people, normally apolitical, ran Hughes’ organisation. My mother, although active at the church as organist, took no part.

         
         
         
         
         There were four candidates, the sitting UAP member Brigadier Harold Cohen, an ALP nominee and two Independents. Hughes ran third on primary votes. When the preferences of the fourth candidate, another Independent, were distributed this put Hughes ahead of Labor, and he then defeated Cohen on the third count.

         
         
         
         
         Aged ten, I handed out How to Vote cards for the first time, and the only time not for an ALP candidate. There may have been a whiff of anti-Semitism in the campaign against Cohen, accounting for support from some church members. Hughes’ maiden speech was of unusual quality for the Victorian Parliament, referring to the goals of post-war reconstruction, calling for the school leaving age to be raised to 16 and for the reconstruction of society after the defeat of Fascism. In 1944 the Liberal Party was created by Robert Gordon Menzies out of the UAP and various breakaway conservative groups and in November 1945 its candidate, Alec Dennett, defeated Andrew Hughes in Caulfield. Politics remained an abiding interest and I was already drawn to Labor. But I lived in an area which was deeply conservative except, perhaps, for the Jewish community.

         
         
         
         
         I went through a period of religious enthusiasm at about the age of 11, with a strong commitment to the ‘social gospel’ of good works.This was in sharp contrast to the conservative, passive Protestantism of my Geelong relatives, even allowing for Nana Black’s eccentric commitment to the British Israel World Federation. My mother was a notional believer but I never exchanged a syllable with her, then or later, on religious belief. I have no idea what my father believed.

         
         
         
         
         I completed reading the Bible for the first time at the same time.Why did I do it? I can think of three reasons: to please Nana and Auntie Edie, as a means of instruction, and possible path to salvation. I felt a great enthusiasm for Jesus as a teacher of compelling authority and hoped fervently for his Second Coming. But there was a reservation. I did not want the Second Coming to be premature, when I was still at school. I wanted to have established myself professionally first, so that I could offer my services to Jesus when He returned, and be taken seriously. I was also keen to be around at a time when death had been abolished.

         
         
         
         
         I had developed a strong interest in the Archbishop of Canterbury, William Temple* (1881–1944). I heard his BBC broadcasts replayed on  the ABC, and somehow I knew that he had been a supporter of the Labour Party and of the Workers’ Educational Association, an unlikely conjunction for the head of the Established Church in England. I knew that his father, Frederick Temple, had been Archbishop of Canterbury in Queen Victoria’s time. Photographs showed him as fat, jolly, smiling. He was the co-founder of the World Council of Churches. I felt shocked when he died suddenly at the age of 63, because, like Franklin D. Roosevelt, he conveyed a strong sense of optimism about the future, proposing humane social goals for post-war reconstruction. No Australian church leader had the slightest appeal for me.
         

         
         
         
         
         My other religious hero at this time was Albert Schweitzer (1875– 1965), the Alsace-born medical missionary in Gabon who was also an eminent theologian, philosopher, organist and biographer of J.S. Bach. I used to read about him in the Sunday School Scholar and there were photographs of him ministering to Africans in Life magazine, which Norman McCance used to lend me. The Reader’s Digest often featured Schweitzer.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was beginning to develop exotic tastes and often felt drawn to personalities and events far away from Australia and my own neighbourhood.

         
         
         
         
         I was not a natural romantic, but from the age of 11 or so I had a rather guilty obsession with the morganatic wife of King Léopold III of the Belgians, Mary Lilian Baels (1916–2002). Photographs in the magazines Life and Time revealed her as an exceptional beauty and I followed stories about her avidly. However, this was not a subject I could talk about to anyone, then or for decades later.
         

         
         
         
         
         Léopold III was a controversial figure with at least three strikes against him. In August 1935 his young, handsome and popular queen, the Swedish princess Astrid, had been killed when he crashed his car. In May 1940 he had surrendered to the Germans against the advice of his government. He chose to remain in occupied Belgium rather than accompany his Ministers to exile in London. His reputation was about equal to the Duke of Windsor, or King Carol of Romania. In December 1941 he married the beautiful Lilian, the London-born daughter of a senior official, and said to be a Nazi sympathiser. She was not made queen, and Léopold gave her the title of Princesse de Réthy.

         
         
         
         
         I sometimes dreamed about her. I wished that I could reach out and touch her, even better, that she would reach out and touch me. Photographs of her as a young woman confirm my boyish judgment, nearly sixty years ago, about her radiant intensity, far superior to Grace Kelly or Princess Diana.

         
         
         
         
         At the end of primary school I was off to Caulfield North Central School (CNCS), Balaclava Road, for the years 1944–45. In 1944 three almost simultaneous controversies convinced me that the arts and literature were important, worth talking about, requiring engagement, judgment and the right to express opinions, even if my family was indifferent.

         
         
         
         
         In January 1944 William Dobell was awarded the 1943 Archibald Prize for Portraiture by the Trustees of the Art Gallery of New South Wales for a Rembrandt-like study of a fellow painter, Joshua Smith. Dobell’s portrait exaggerated Smith’s stick-like figure, and gave him protruding eyes and Gothic-window ears. It immediately generated national controversy.Newspaper coverage was surprisingly extensive, since World War II was still on and paper was in short supply. Two traditional painters, unsuccessful entrants in the competition, took out a Supreme Court action to direct the Trustees to set aside the award to Dobell, arguing that his painting of Joshua Smith was not a portrait but a caricature. Garfield Barwick,KC,was counsel for the plaintiffs and Frank Kitto, KC, counsel for the Trustees. Both later sat on the High Court. The trial turned into a national symposium on the merits of traditional versus modern art, although by European or American standards Dobell’s work was not particularly adventurous. Although the Trustees won the case, the notoriety inhibited Dobell’s confidence and he became a recluse, although he won the Archibald twice more, in 1948 and 1959, and was knighted.

         
         
         
         
         Three months later, the Ern Malley* affair erupted. Max Harris, a poet, critic, publisher and later bookseller,was co-editor, with John Reed of the quarterly Angry Penguins (1941–44), which featured paintings by Sidney Nolan, Albert Tucker and John Perceval and reprinted literary essays from Britain and the United States. Harris received, in the post, what purported to be poems from an unknown poet, Ern Malley, in full Ernest Lalor Malley, who had died in 1943 at the age of 25. The poems had been forwarded by his sister Ethel.Although Harris at first suspected a hoax, he suppressed his doubts and published the poems in Angry Penguins in autumn 1944. Later some photographic montages were sent to Harris by the useful Ethel.
         

         
         
         
         
         The poems had been written by James McAuley and Harold Stewart, two poets who worked for Alf Conlon and John Kerr in the Army’s Directorate of Research and Civil Affairs at St Kilda Barracks, Melbourne.They also created the montages. McAuley and Stewart wanted to expose what  they regarded as the shallowness of the modern movement and set up the hoax to attack ‘the decay of meaning’.As with the Dobell case, the degree of media interest was unusual and I read every word. McAuley became a cold war warrior, founding editor of Quadrant magazine in 1956, and a professor of English in Hobart. Stewart went to live in Japan.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Ern Malley and Dobell rows were early salvoes in a culture war which is still with us. Nearly sixty years later Ern Malley’s poems remain controversial and the modernist versus traditionalist divide is still deep. Judith Wright and Peter Porter thought the poems, despite being pastiche or parody, had some merit, while A.D. Hope and Les Murray dismissed them.

         
         
         
         
         In the Geelong Art Gallery I was attracted by a painting called Danäe and the Shower of Gold, attributed to Titian but almost certainly a 19th-century copy, showing the Princess of Argos visited by Zeus in the form of a golden shower. Titian painted the subject at least five times. The best known version, simply called Danäe, showing the subject with a well-endowed cupid, is in the Capodimonte Gallery, Naples. St Petersburg’s Hermitage and Madrid’s Prado have other versions, both with an aged serving woman. In April 1944 the painter and critic Adrian Lawlor generated a lively controversy, picked up by the Geelong Advertiser and taken up by The Sun and The Age, proposing that Geelong had the original and Naples the copy.*

         
         
         
         
         At Caulfield North, retired teachers were brought in to replace males in the armed forces or carrying out war work. The head teacher, Bert Schruhm, was relatively young, combining Germanic name and appearance. We speculated that he might be a spy, in deep cover at CNCS.

         
         
         
         
         I embarked on a major project, writing a History of the World (unpublished), reflecting the influence of Hendrik van Loon and H.G.Wells’ An Outline of History, with the chronology in Pears’ Cyclopedia contributing to the structure. I have preserved the manuscript and it reads quite well.
         

         
         
         
         
         It is a recurrent mystery and frustration that I lack fluency in foreign languages, especially spoken language. I studied Latin for two years at CNCS. It was my first formal exposure to a foreign language and I enjoyed it. But there were limitations. Other than Catholic priests, there were no Latin speakers around, no newspapers or novels to read, no films to see. I had picked up some German vocabulary from reading magazines and Lilian Robson’s Wagner books, but setting out tables of word equivalents  was absolutely the wrong way to grasp how language works, in a human or social context.

         
         
         
         
         Interglossa by Lancelot Hogben (1895–1973), subtitled ‘a draft of an auxiliary for a democratic world order’, had a strong but, as it turned out, misguided influence on me for a time. This was an attempt to create an auxiliary universal language, like L.L. Zamenhof’s Esperanto.Hogben used symbols, called isotypes, devised by Otto Neurath, to illustrate concepts in Interglossa. It looked very neat, logical, systematic, invariant and devoid of emotion, in short, all the things that natural language is not. It was one of my private vices. I had nobody to share Interglossa with. As a communication system it failed the first test. The book was published by Penguin Books in 1943 and for a time I carried it everywhere.
         

         
         
         
         
         Dad gave me some curious souvenirs of his RAAF service, including a tin of dehydrated survival rations, carefully sealed with plastic tape, and a comprehensive handbook on coping with emergencies, with a graphic chapter providing essential instructions on preparing corpses for burial.He also passed on copies of SALT, an enterprising and often radical journal, edited by Mungo McCallum senior, produced for and by service personnel, distributed free fortnightly. It contained cartoons, opinion pieces, articles on post-war reconstruction and answers to questions posed by service personnel. SALT was attacked by some of the more rabid MPs in Canberra.
         

         
         
         
         
         My father’s intellectual and moral influence, however,was limited.After 1944 he was essentially supplanted by William Alexander Osborne*, a former Professor of Physiology at Melbourne University, a polymath, and star of a radio panel quiz, Information, Please. For years I attended regularly when the show was broadcast live on Saturday nights from 3DB. Professor Osborne became my major intellectual stimulus and, apart from films and books, a significant male authority figure.
         

         
         
         
         
         I had my first sustained exposure as a quiz contestant in 1944 on radio 3KZ’s Junior Information, and I return to that, and Osborne’s profound influence on me, in Chapter 4. My mother had always warned me darkly about the dangers of being precocious. Nobody liked prodigies and they had unhappy lives, so she always seemed to disapprove my early quiz exposure; she never forbade me to take part, presumably lacking enough confidence for that. Nana and Auntie Edie, who had read about Osborne’s anti-religious views in The Australasian Post, regarded him as ‘a scoffer’ and  worried that he would seduce me away from Christianity. My mother was non-committal on this issue, as on all others. A young teacher at CNCS, Mary Johnson, encouraged me to compete on radio quiz shows.
         

         
         
         
         
         My interest in technology continued. I wrote to General MacArthur with an idea for an invention, an automatic hands-free electrical indicator which would warn when bicycles or motorbikes were turning. I received a courteous acknowledgment, apparently signed by him. Preoccupied with radio and communications systems generally, I spent much time with a crystal set, built into a cigar box, jiggling a spring-loaded ‘cat’s whisker’ made of copper wire on the rough surface of a galena crystal (a primitive semiconductor: in effect, a forerunner of the transistor). If a proper contact was made, wireless signals were (faintly) converted to sound and heard on earphones. I used to read about television in second-hand copies of the American journal QST which I bought at René Eggleston’s shop in Geelong and, later, new copies at McGill’s in Elizabeth Street, Melbourne. I liked to muck around with microphones, valves, coils, transformers and resistors, and surplus army equipment could be bought cheaply at disposal stores. 
         

         
         
         
         
         I was interested in John Logie Baird’s mechanical television system, rather pointless since his primitive method had been obsolete since the 1930s, having been overtaken by the electronic scanning of Farnsworth and Zworykin. Nevertheless, following a model in the journal QST, I made myself a Nipkow disc, by drilling holes in a spiral formation in the bottom of an old paint tin, put in a shaft fitted to a small motor bought from army surplus, and used a small neon globe to provide the signal input. I could be confident that it was the only Baird scanner in Caulfield. 
         

         
         
         
         
         I used to hear rebroadcasts of American radio programs featuring the American ventriloquist Edgar Bergen and his partner, the doll Charlie McCarthy. There was a strong audience reaction and this partly compensated for having nothing to see. Reading The Australasian Post at the hairdressers, I was attracted by advertisements asserting that anybody could become an expert ventriloquist by using a device called the ‘Ventrilo’. Its use was guaranteed to produce hilarious situations, as odd voices were projected to unexpected places, thus disconcerting teachers, family and other superiors. I ordered one by mail, attracted by the promise that the price would be repaid in full if the results were not as promised. The Ventrilo proved to be a leather flap, to be placed on the roof of the mouth, with a metal clip at the bottom, enclosing a membrane which was to vibrate. I could not keep it in my mouth without gagging, let alone use it. So I washed and returned it and received my money back. Bang went  another alternative career! Will Andrade’s Magic Shop in Collins Street later put the Ventrilo on sale.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was hopeless at sport. My co-ordination was poor, I was too speculative, and instinctively not a team player, especially in sport but even in politics, as my colleagues later complained. I certainly lacked motivation. If conscripted for football, my instinct was to volunteer as goal umpire, preferably for the weaker team.

         
         
         
         
         Nana’s generosity, love and encouragement permeated my life. Because she enjoyed time at the beach, she was keen for me to learn swimming and engaged a young man called Williams to instruct me at the pool at Geelong’s Eastern Beach. He had been a successful coach and assured me, ‘I’ve never had a failure.’ I thought, ‘He’s got his first one coming up’. Nothing worked. I invariably sank like a stone and never learnt to float as Mum, Nana and Ire could all do effortlessly. Ultimately, I evolved a very inefficient form of dog-paddling to get from one end of a small pool to the other.

         
         
         
         
         Even though my sporting prowess was nonexistent I was prepared to give most things a go, and in the last days of 1945, using my Christmas money, I flew for the first time in a Ryan trainer which did ‘joy flights’ from Belmont airfield near Geelong. I felt like a pioneer. Nobody in my family had ever flown, not even my father, despite years in the RAAF. It was exhilarating, although my enthusiasm abated somewhat when I read that the plane crashed a few weeks later.

         
         
         
         
         My Geelong relatives were generous. If I really wanted something, it could generally be paid for from money given as Christmas presents. I was a frequent visitor to Griffiths’ Book Store, in Ryrie Street, and a small shop run by Syd Farrow. In 1945 I set my heart on Webster’s Biographical Dictionary, saved up and bought it for £2 2s at a time when the Basic Wage was £4 18s. I never regretted the investment. The work purported to be universal in scope, but it had a strong American bias, a useful compensation for the English reference books I grew up with. Some Australians had tiny entries: John Curtin, Bob Menzies, Doc Evatt, Billy Hughes and Sir Thomas Blamey. Webster’s had a powerful influence on my decision to compile my own biographical dictionary.
         

         
         
         
         
         From the age of 12 I haunted the Melbourne Public Library, renamed the State Library of Victoria in 1960, visiting it most weekends for decades. I was awed by the size of the octagonal Reading Room (34.75 metres high, 37.75 metres or 114 feet across), modelled on the Library of Congress in Washington and completed in 1913. Sir John Monash, later  our greatest general, initially designed the structural system for its ferroconcrete dome, almost as large as the Pantheon in Rome. After a building dispute, his firm lost the contract.

         
         
         
         
         The library staff was unfailingly helpful. I worked my way systematically through my areas of interest—the physics of the atomic bomb, international organisations, such as the United Nations, biographies of politicians, writers and composers, and books on art. I would buy sandwiches for lunch or eat cheaply in China Town.‘Darp suey’ was available in Celestial Lane for fourpence.

         
         
         
         
         Occasionally I saw Sir Isaac Isaacs, the first Australian to become Governor-General, a venerable figure in his nineties, reading in the Public Library and I once sat opposite him on a Toorak tram. I recognised him as a link with the past, but never plucked up courage to speak to him.

         
         
         
         
         Until 1968 the National Gallery and the Museum of Victoria were in the same building as the Public Library. I was intoxicated by major paintings bought for Melbourne by the Felton Bequest. My favourites were two Flemish works, an exquisite Virgin and Child, known as the ‘Ince Hall Madonna’, once attributed to Jan van Eyck but now regarded as a fine workshop replica (c. 1435) of a lost original, and Man of Sorrows in the Arms of the Virgin (c. 1475) by Hans Memling. I also loved the Rembrandts, Two Old Men Disputing, Portrait of a White Haired Man and a possible self-portrait, and Tiepolo’s huge The Banquet of Cleopatra.
         

         
         
         
         
         Having listened to him for years, Franklin Roosevelt’s death, on 12 April 1945,was a personal blow. So was John Curtin’s on 5 July 1945. In both cases I heard about the deaths on the radio, my main vector of communication. While I did not talk back to the wireless set (something which became possible with talk-back radio in 1967) I felt that I would have had more response from the bakelite box than from the adults around me. I rushed into the Robsons’ to tell Mum and Lilian about FDR’s death, only to be told not to interrupt their conversation. They were too preoccupied to commiserate with me.

         
         
         
         
         Adolf Hitler’s death and the end of the European War in May 1945 was exciting because at last the killing would have to stop and the persecution of millions would end. Election of Clement Attlee’s Labour Government in Britain and Churchill’s unexpected defeat offered the prospect of major social change.

         
         
         
         
         The crush outside St Paul’s Cathedral and the Flinders Street railway station on the celebration of V-J (Victory over Japan) Day, on 16 August 1945, was my first involvement in a massive crowd, which seemed to  have a life of its own. I went in to the city with Dad, who was home briefly on leave.

         
         
         
         
         I had followed closely the United Nations Conference for International Organisation (UNCIO), held in the San Francisco Opera House in April–June 1945. I was proud of Dr Evatt’s contribution there and looked forward with unrealistic optimism to the creation of the United Nations. (Alger Hiss, who became a friend decades later, was the Secretary-General of UNCIO.) The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), set up in London in October 1945, had particular appeal. Where normals covered their bedroom walls with sporting heroes or film stars, I put up UN and UNESCO posters, mostly home made. Fifty years later, I was leading the Australian delegation to UNESCO.

         
         
         
         
         But the subject that dominated my thoughts and might, at least subconsciously, have shaped my career was the production of atomic bombs and their use against Hiroshima and Nagasaki on 6 and 9 August 1945.My closest friend at Caulfield North was an American, Jack Sutherland, from South Bend, Indiana. General Motors sent his father to Australia to help co-ordinate the manufacture of motor engines. Jack used to deliver The Herald, Melbourne’s afternoon paper, on his bike. I will never forget Tuesday 7 August 1945 when we stood on the porch at 9 Manor Grove to read the Herald’s banner headline:‘MIGHTY ATOM BOMB SECRETS OUT/Problems of Colossal Force Solved by Scientists’. It described the dropping of an atomic bomb on Hiroshima the day before. Oddly, the report read like a British scientific achievement, with some credit being given to the Australian Mark Oliphant. The Americans were barely mentioned. The Herald quoted Prime Minister Attlee’s announcement of the bombing, but not President Truman’s announcement nor his ultimatum that more bombs would be dropped unless Japan surrendered unconditionally.
         

         
         
         
         
         I know that hindsight distorts vision, but I think both of us realised on that day, quite suddenly, that the world would never be the same. I was both excited and alarmed. Goethe had the same feeling when he observed the Battle of Valmy in September 1792 when the French Revolutionary Army defeated the Prussians, commenting,‘A new epoch in the history of the world has begun.’ Jack and I kept press cutting books and pasted in all the articles we could find in newspapers and magazines about the bomb and atomic energy. Jack had a strong grasp of science for his age (barely 13, about six months older than me) and had some good equipment at home. He was able to get some uranium oxide from his father, and used a Bunsen burner and blow pipe to reduce it to metal.We both kept a small piece, about the size of a threepenny bit, in our wallets. In those days, radiation and its long-term effects were not thought of, nor was fallout.We were both lucky not to be glowing at night. By the end of 1947, Jack Sutherland was back in the United States.We lost touch and I often wondered what became of him.

         
         
         
         
         Early assumptions about atomic power were very optimistic, that it would produce unlimited, cheap power, transform the world and eliminate poverty. But there was an early recognition that the scientific-technological culture and the political culture did not work well together: they lacked a common language.

         
         
         
         
         After leaving Caulfield North, I enrolled at Melbourne High School (MHS) in February 1946. It was one of three elite schools in the state system, the others being University High and MacRobertson High School for girls, named for a generous chocolate manufacturer, Sir Macpherson Robertson.

         
         
         
         
         Melbourne High traced its origins to the National Model School, established in Spring Street in September 1854. It was renamed the Melbourne Continuation School in 1905, then Melbourne High School in 1912. Frank Tate, the Victorian Director of Education, saw Melbourne High as providing direct competition to Melbourne Grammar, Scotch and Wesley. It became a boys’ school only after moving to South Yarra. Relocated at Forrest Hill, overlooking the Yarra, the building was completed in 1927 in fake Tudor style, then very much in fashion.The school’s crest was a unicorn’s head placed in a crown, not a conspicuously Australian motif. The motto,‘Honour the Work’,was pinched from Edward Thring, Headmaster of Uppingham. MHS offered a four-year course, from Form III to Form VI, and its intake was ‘streamed’ from Central Schools.

         
         
         
         
         A third cousin on my mother’s side, Jim Hill, had been Principal. He had abolished the Cadet Corps on taking up his job in 1934 and stuck to his pacifist ideals throughout World War II when the Royal Australian Navy took over the South Yarra site and the school was transferred to Camberwell High School.

         
         
         
         
         In 1944 Major-General Alan Hollick Ramsay* (later Sir Alan), a former mathematics teacher and able artillery officer who served in both World Wars, was appointed to succeed him and took up the job in 1946. One of his first decisions was to re-establish the Cadet Corps, but it was not compulsory to join. In 1947 General Ramsay was promoted to be State Director of Education and left MHS. (He sent his own children to Scotch College and Presbyterian Ladies’ College, which raised some questions about his confidence in the system he directed.)
         

         
         
         
         
         The staff list was crammed with colonels, half-colonels, majors and captains (no RAAF or RAN officers that I can recall), men who had been plucked out of teaching for war service and had been exposed to a vast new range of experience, making judgments with life and death consequences. In Geography, for example, it was easy to divert the teacher from Victoria’s river systems to a discussion of war crimes or the problems of restoring colonial rule in Borneo or Papua New Guinea. Returned officers had acquired an unexpected range of experience which brought intensity and depth to their teaching.At MHS these teachers were kept in a holding pattern and within a few years, as high schools proliferated, most became principals themselves.

         
         
         
         
         The school also had some ex-service students who were being given an opportunity by Repatriation to upgrade their skills. Some were married, smoked heavily and were known to have the occasional beer.Nevertheless they fitted in easily enough and were eager participants in discussions in and out of the classroom.

         
         
         
         
         When Alan Ramsay left, William Maldon Woodfull* succeeded as Acting Principal. Bill Woodfull had been captain of Australia’s Test cricket team before Don Bradman and became a victim, both literally and figuratively, of England’s controversial ‘bodyline’ tactics in the 1932–33 Tests, receiving a severe blow over his heart. He suspected that Bradman had leaked his bitter comment to Pelham Warner, ‘There are two teams out there but only one of them is playing cricket’, and it was understood that Bradman was not a subject to be discussed with him. Ironically, Sir Donald Bradman wrote Woodfull’s entry in the Australian Dictionary of Biography referring, cautiously, to ‘his alleged eloquent rebuke’.
         

         
         
         
         
         MHS was very stimulating and it was my first all-male environment. Some of my contemporaries at school went on to distinguished academic or professional careers, including the future Vice-Chancellors Don Stranks, Michael Birt and Keith Hancock, historian Ken Inglis, political scientists Don Rawson and Herb Feith, economist John McCarty, cleric and educator Norman Curry, rabbi Raymond Apple, educator Don  Anderson, political philosopher Felix Raab, physicist Ernie Hondros, FRS, composer Colin Brumby, sculptor Ken Scarlett, Deputy Prime Minister Brian Howe, lawyer Peter Redlich, businessmen John Gandel, Isi Leibler and Lindsay Fox, and medical practitioner Spiro Moraitis. The future television star Graham Kennedy arrived in 1948.

         
         
         
         
         I was elected to the Students Representative Council (SRC) by the whole of Form III, after campaigning for extra privileges for junior students, for example, access to the senior library. My populist program was headlined in the 19 April 1946 edition of The Sentinel,‘the official organ of the SRC’, edited by Ken Inglis: ‘CAUCUS CONSTERNATION. Jones Jargon Jars Judiciary’. The article called me ‘the most prolific of candidates’, accusing me of making a 25-minute speech and of urging a ‘Committee of Action’ for the control of teachers. The SRC was essentially a sounding board on issues that students grumbled about: it had no authority, and no budget. I was re-elected to the SRC for the three following years and elected Form Captain for four successive years. However, I was not made a Prefect in Form VI. The Principal chose prefects in consultation with the staff, and I may have been seen as a vaguely subversive figure. A contemporary reminded me of my crisp answer when a teacher in Form III asked where we wanted to work. I said, ‘Department of External Affairs, Canberra.’
         

         
         
         
         
         It was a matter of great disappointment that neither parent ever set foot in Melbourne High School, although this may have been typical of the time, when the relationship between schools, parents and community was remote.

         
         
         
         
         Dad had stayed on in the RAAF after the war, having risen to the rank of sergeant, and was posted to Sale, in Gippsland. He came back to Melbourne by train for most weekends, but I saw little of him even then. He announced that it was time for us to get to know each other properly and that we should go on a voyage of discovery (his words, not mine) in the second term school holidays, in September 1946. The itinerary turned out to be Castlemaine and Rushworth, where by an eerie coincidence he had Air Force friends whose families ran pubs.We travelled to Castlemaine by train and settled into the Council Club Hotel. He became a fixture in the bar, socialising with his mate, Jack Lewin, and suggested that I explore the town. I began with the nearby art gallery and museum, and after five days came to know it intimately. Every day I walked to the top of Forty Foot Hill to look at the memorial to Robert O’Hara Burke, who had been Castlemaine’s police chief. (Wills was not  memorialised.) Then we went on by train to Rushworth, staying for five days at the Criterion Hotel. The major highlight was a quick dash by car to Echuca, to see the Murray River and cross over the border to Moama, New South Wales. I shared a room with Dad and we breakfasted together, a rare experience for me. He had lunch and dinner with his mates, and I was a mere hanger on.

         
         
         
         
         Back in Melbourne I enjoyed the campaign for the Federal election held on 28 September 1946 and attended several election rallies. I was almost fourteen. Before television, people actually turned up to public meetings, especially when they were likely to produce sharp interjections and crushing responses. I heard Robert Menzies, Ben Chifley,Arthur Calwell and the State Premier, John Cain senior. Chifley led Labor to a comfortable win.

         
         
         
         
         In 1946 I began my lifelong love for Russian literature by reading Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment. This had been stimulated by hearing a two-part dramatisation on the Macquarie Radio Theatre, directed by Laurence H. Cecil, in which Peter Finch played Raskolnikov. I found the drama compelling and it made me explore my deepest instincts.
         

         
         
         
         
         In my dark bedroom I kept my precious 78 rpm discs, with pickup and turntable fixed in a wooden box, and output leads plugged into a wireless set. John Clements’ crowded shop at 243 Collins Street sold second-hand 78s for as little as two shillings. Barry Humphries called it ‘an Aladdin’s cave’ in his My Life as Me (2002) and contrasted the richness of its offerings with the sourness of the service. He speculated that he might have been the ‘only schoolboy customer’, but I was a second and Frank van Straten a third.The shop did not long survive the transition to long-playing (LP) records and John and Mrs Clements retired around 1955.
         

         
         
         
         
         I began collecting Wagner records, which I found at Charles Copeland’s antique shop in St Kilda, near the Victory Theatre. I was exposed to the glorious heldentenor (heroic tenor) of the great Dane, Lauritz Melchior. His recording of the forging song (‘Nothung! Nothung! Niedliches Schwert . . .’) from Siegfried, recorded before I was born, with Albert Reiss as Mime, has never been surpassed.
         

         
         
         
         
         In 1947 Dad’s last posting had been at No. 1 Stores Depot, in Totten-ham, one of Melbourne’s western suburbs. He invariably rose very early, made his own breakfast, and went off by tram and train, not returning until late at night. He would go straight to the bathroom, then to the sleepout, without a word to my mother and only a few words to me. On the last morning of his life, he went through the same routine. I pretended to be asleep as he passed through my room.

         
         
         
         
         When I returned home from school on 12 June 1947, I found my mother talking to an RAAF chaplain, the Reverend Canon Harry Arrow-smith, who broke the news that my father had been fatally injured when a crate fell on him at Tottenham and had crushed his chest. He died in an ambulance on his way to the RAAF Hospital at Laverton.

         
         
         
         
         I was very distressed, considering that I didn’t really know him well, and we seemed to have little in common outside our occasional excursions. My mother was more concerned about the impact that the news would have on my sister. Nana came up from Geelong and took charge at home.

         
         
         
         
         I declined an invitation to view his body at the funeral parlour in Toorak Road.The funeral, at Springvale Cemetery,was a surprisingly large affair, with the RAAF Central Band playing Handel’s ‘Dead March’ in Saul and many senior officers were present. I suspect that the event may have been partly a rehearsal for future ceremonies for older high-ranking RAAF figures.
         

         
         
         
         
         Dad, ‘Skip’ to his RAAF mates, was a good mixer, far more sociable than me. I often speculated that my political career might have been different if I had succeeded in converting him to Labor and turning him into an activist who could talk to people I felt awkward with. He could have been a very effective networker. Later, I was acutely aware of the strong paternal support received by Gough Whitlam, Bob Hawke (from an uncle too), John Cain, Evan Walker, Andrew McCutcheon, Ralph Willis, Paul Keating, Kim Beazley, Simon Crean, Rob McClelland, even John Button, whose relationship with his father was marked by creative tension.

         
         
         
         
         Dad died intestate but, in any case, he had no assets to leave.As a service widow, Mum became eligible for retraining assistance under the Repatriation Commission. Encouraged by Lilian Robson and me, she applied for a course in piano accompanying. Henri Penn, an experienced accompanist who lived nearby, became her mentor.

         
         
         
         
         My childhood ended with Dad’s death, as Alan Bennett puts it,‘one of the great unrepeatables’. In processional terms, I would be the next male to go.

         
         
         
         
         Apart from my tonsils operation in 1939, I was often disappointed but never traumatised as a child, but certain patterns emerge: remoteness from my parents and their generation, affinity with Victorian relics, a certain isolation, reliance on my own resources (but without boredom), indifference to sport, a feeling for the numinous, and preference for female company.

         
         
         
         
         I came to feel that I had invented myself, with my dark bedroom as my base, library, laboratory, art gallery and music room with a mother who seemed not to be interested (although we developed a strong relationship in her last decades) and a father who wasn’t there. I lived, vicariously, through books, film, radio and newspapers, in the world of words, facts, images and deep, if repressed, feelings. I was old before my time.

         
         
         
         
         Later, when I saw Olivier’s film Hamlet (1948), I felt as if parts of the play were lodged in my head in an intrusive, often painful way. Slabs of Hamlet’s soliloquies (‘O, that this too too solid flesh . . .’,‘To be or not to be . . .’) kept repeating endlessly, usually unbidden, and I memorised more of Hamlet than any other play. This phenomenon may have been commonplace for boys of a narcissistic tendency as they experienced feelings of isolation, rage, frustration, impotence and impatience.
         

         
         
         
         
         Because I could never work out what was in my parents’ heads, it led to alienation and disdain on my part. Should I have been more adventurous: to challenge them and try to establish a relationship? Or did they fail the test? I can never be certain.

         
         
         
         
         Philip Larkin’s notorious quatrain,‘This be the verse’ (1974), overstates the case:

         
         

         
         
         
         
            
            They fuck you up, your mum and dad,

            
            
            They may not mean to, but they do.

            
            
            They fill you with the faults they had

            
            
            And add some extra, just for you.

            
            

            
         

         
         
         My instinct was to blame myself.

         
         
         
         
         * New York Review of Books, July 18, 2002.
         

         
         
         
         
         * Jean Gardner Batten (1909–1982) disappeared in the 1970s. There were reported sightings of her in Sydney in 1984 and I talked to her biographer, Ian Mackersey. In 1987, at his request, I encouraged my colleague Mick Young to search Immigration records to check if she had entered Australia under another name. By then she had died, alone and forgotten, in Palma, Majorca. See Ian Mackersey, Jean Batten:The Garbo of the Skies.
         

         
         
         
         
         * Peter Gebhardt, British Bulldog, p. 39. A student of Seamus Heaney at Harvard, he became principal of Geelong College, a late-called barrister, then a judge.
         

         
         
         
         
         * Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 10, p. 156, Ina Bertrand. Originally Louise Alberti, then Carbasse (1895–1980), she was born in Sydney of Italian and Swiss parentage, made her stage debut at nine, and before the age of 18 had appeared in eight silent films made for the Australian Life Biograph Company. She married, went to Hollywood, became a protégée of the German-born independent producer Carl Laemmle, and worked for Universal Studios and Fox between 1914 and 1922, appearing in many films. She returned to Australia to produce her own Jewelled Nights (1925) in Melbourne but it failed to recoup her investment. Disillusioned, she made no more films. She died in Hobart.
         

         
         
         
         
         * Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 10, p. 392, E.M. Andrews. His brother Sir Frederick Mann was Victoria’s Chief Justice. See also K.S. Inglis, This is the ABC. 
         

         
         
         
         
         * Hamilton/Richards/Clifford (1876–1961) survived a critical attack by George Orwell in his essay ‘Boys’Weeklies’ (1940). He published about 72 million words and was, by far, the world’s most prolific author.As Hilda Richards, he wrote most of Schoolgirl.

         
         
         
         
         * Hendrik Willem van Loon, The Home of Mankind, p. 481.
         

         
         
         
         
         * Paul Ehrlich (1854–1915), not to be confused with the American population biologist of the same name, was a German-Jewish bacteriologist. He developed staining techniques for the tuberculosis bacillus which assisted the important work of Robert Koch. He demonstrated how Emil von Behring’s anti-toxin for diphtheria could be produced in greater strength and volume by growing it in horses. In 1901 when the first Nobel Prize for Medicine was awarded, von Behring received it alone and Ehrlich never forgave his exclusion. He investigated blood cells and immunity to infection, including the side-chain (or chemical affinity) theory in which receptors of cells can be stimulated chemically to promote immunity from toxins. He shared the 1908 Nobel Prize for Medicine with Elie Metchnikoff for their work on the theory of immunity.

         
         
         
         
         * Anthony Hopkins’ least known film Spotswood (1992) was set in the area.
         

         
         
         
         
         * I did not know it then, but William Temple was a role model for Dr J.R. Darling, headmaster of Geelong Grammar School.

         
         
         
         
         * Michael Heywood, The Ern Malley Affair.
         

         
         
         
         
         * The Naples Danäe was looted by Hermann Goering during World War II.
         

         
         
         
         
         * Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 11, p. 103, Barry Jones.
         

         
         
         
         
         * Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 16, p. 51, S.N. Gower.
         

         
         
         
         
         * Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 12, p. 561, Donald Bradman.
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