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Acclaim for Robert Hughes's

Things I Didn't Know


“Masterful. … [Hughes] tells this story in laconic prose coated with humor as dry as a fine Soave [and] makes for a reading experience to be savored just as one would relish seeing the Laocoön at the Vatican or Michel-angelo's David for the first time.”

—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel




“Articulate, pugnacious and blunt…. This book hops, skips and swims through memories of family, work, art, architecture, sex and love.”

—Rocky Mountain News




“Engaging…. An entertaining portrait of the professional curmudgeon as a young man.”

—San Antonio Express-News




“Extraordinarily candid and sometimes boisterously funny…. An illumi-nating self-portrait and chronicle of the postwar art world up to 1970.”

—The Dallas Morning News




“Splendid…. A great work of reportage, tragic yet laced with human comedy.”

—Los Angeles Times




“Absorbing…. Often funny and almost always enjoyable.”

—Chicago Tribune




“An informative, entertaining chronicle of intellectual growth.”

—The Plain Dealer




“[Things I Didn't Know] reminds us what good company Hughes can be and illuminates all too briefly the making—rather than the unraveling— of a fine critical intelligence.”

—Financial Times
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CHAPTER ONE
A Bloody Expat

The most extreme change in my life occurred, out of a blue sky, on the 30th of May, 1999, a little short of my sixty-first birthday.

I was in Western Australia, where I had been making a TV series about my native country. I had taken a couple of days off, and chosen to spend them fishing off the shore of a resort named Eco Beach with a friend, Danny O'Sullivan, a professional guide. We went after small offshore tuna, with fly rods, in an open skiff. It had been a wonderful day: fish breaking everywhere, fighting fiercely when hooked, and one—a small bluefin, about twenty pounds—kept to be eaten later with the crew in Broome.

Now, after a nap, I was on my way back to the Northern Highway, which parallels the huge flat biscuit of a coast where the desert breaks off into the Indian Ocean.

After about ten kilometers, the red dirt road from Eco Beach ended in a cattle gate. I stopped short of it, got out of the car, unhooked the latching chain, swung the gate open. I got back in the car, drove through, stopped again, got out, and closed the gate behind me. Then I hopped back in the car again and drove out onto the tar and concrete of the Great Northern Highway, cautiously looking both ways in the bright, almost horizontal evening light. No road trains galloping toward me: nothing except emptiness. I turned left, heading north for Broome, on the left side of the road, as people have in Australia ever since 1815, when its colonial governor, an autocratic laird named Lachlan Macquarie, decreed that Australians must henceforth ride and drive on the same side as people did in his native Scotland.

It was still daylight, but only just. I flipped my lights on.

There was no crash, no impact, no pain. It was as though nothing had happened. I just drove off the edge of the world, feeling nothing.

I do not know how fast I was going.

I am not a fast driver, or in any way a daring one. Driving has never been second nature to me. I am pawky, old-maidish, behind the wheel. But I collided, head-on, with another car, a Holden Commodore with two people in the front seat and one in the back. It was dusk, about 6:30 p.m. This was the first auto accident I ever had in my life, and I retain absolutely no memory of it. Try as I may, I can dredge nothing up, not even the memory of fear. The slate is wiped clean, as by a damp rag.

I was probably on the wrong (that is, the right-hand) side of the road, over the yellow line—though not very far over. I say “probably” because, at my trial a year later, the magistrate did not find that there was enough evidence to prove, beyond reasonable doubt, that I had been. The Commodore was coming on at some 90 m.p.h., possibly more. I was approaching it at about 50 m.p.h. Things happen very quickly when two cars have a closing speed of more than 130 m.p.h. It only takes a second for them to get seventy feet closer to one another. No matter how hard you hit the brakes, there isn't much you can do.

We plowed straight into one another, Commodore registered 7EX 954 into Nissan Pulsar registered 9 YR 650: two red cars in the desert, driver's side to driver's side, right headlamp to right headlamp. I have no memory of this. From the moment of impact for weeks to come, I would have no short-term memory of anything. All I know about the actual collision, until after almost a year, when I saw the remains of my rented car in a junkyard in Broome, is what I was told by others.

The other car spun off the highway, skidded down a shallow dirt slope, and ended up half-hidden in the low desert scrub. Its three occupants were injured, two not seriously. Darren William Kelly, thirty-two, the driver, had just come off a stint working on a fishing boat and was heading south to Port Hedland to find any work he could get. He had a broken tibia. Colin Craig Bowe, thirty-six, a builder's laborer, was riding in the front seat and sustained a broken ankle. Darryn George Bennett, twenty-four, had been working as a deckhand on the same boat as Kelly, the True Blue. Kelly and Bowe were mates; they had known each other for two years. Neither had known Bennett before. He had heard they were driving south to Port Hedland, and he asked for a ride. He was a young itinerant worker in his midtwenties, whose main skill was bricklaying.

Their encounter with the world of writing only added to their misfortunes. All three were addicts and at least two were part-time drug dealers. At the moment of the crash, Bennett, in the backseat, was rolling a “cone” of marijuana, a joint. It may or may not have been the first one to be smoked on what was meant to be a thousand-kilometer drive south.

In any case, they had things in common. They had all done jail time. They were young working-class men living now on that side of the law, now on this: sometimes feral, sometimes bewildered, seldom knowing what the next month, let alone the next birthday, would bring.

Not long after he had recovered from the injuries of the collision, Bennett tried to tear the face off an enemy in a bar with a broken bottle. Bowe, as soon as his injuries had healed, attempted an armed robbery, but was arrested, tried, and sentenced to ten years in jail.

Bennett was by far the worst hurt of the three. The impact catapulted him forward against the restraint of the seat belt and gave him a perforated bowel. He had no skeletal damage. All three of them were able to struggle out of the wreck of the Commodore, which had not rolled over. The effort of doing so was agonizing for Bennett, who collapsed on the verge of the road, his guts flooded with pain.

If the Commodore was badly smashed up, my Nissan Pulsar was an inchoate mass of red metal and broken glass, barely recognizable as having once been a car. When at last I saw it in Broome on the eve of my trial, eleven months later, I couldn't see how a cockroach could have survived that wreck, let alone a human being.

The car had telescoped. The driver's seat had slammed forward, pinning me against the steering wheel, which was twisted out of shape by the impact of my body, nearly impaling me on the steering column. Much of the driver's side of the Pulsar's body had been ripped away, whether by the initial impact or, later, by the hydraulic tools used by the fire brigade and ambulance crew in their long struggle to free me from the wreckage. It looked like a half-car. It was as though the fat, giant foot of God from the old Monty Python graphics had stamped on it and ground it into the concrete. Later, I would make derogatory noises about “that piece of Jap shit” I'd been driving. I was wrong, of course. The damage had saved my life: the gradual collapse and telescoping of the Nissan's body, compressed into milliseconds, had absorbed and dissipated far more of the impact energy than a more rigid frame could have done.

Now it was folded around me like crude origami. I could scarcely move a finger. Trapped, intermittently conscious, deep in shock and bloodier than Banquo, I had only the vaguest notion of what had happened to me. Whatever it might have been, it was far beyond my experience. I did not recognize my own injuries, and had no idea how bad they were. As it turned out, they were bad enough. Under extreme impact, bones may not break neatly. They can explode into fragments, like a cookie hit by a hammer, and that's what happened to several of mine.

The catalog of trauma turned out to be long. Most of it was concentrated on the right-hand side of my body—the side that bore the brunt of the collision. As the front of the Nissan collapsed, my right foot was forced through the floor and doubled underneath me; hours later, when my rescuers were at last able to get a partial glimpse of it, they thought the whole foot had been sheared off at the ankle. The chief leg bones below my right knee, the tibia and the fibula, were broken into five pieces. The knee structure was more or less intact, but my right femur, or thigh bone, was broken twice, and the ball joint that connected it to my hip was damaged. Four ribs on my right side had snapped and their sharp ends had driven through the tissue of my lungs, lacerating them and causing pneumothorax, a deflation of the lungs and the dangerous escape of air into the chest cavity. My right collarbone and my sternum were broken. The once rigid frame of my chest had turned wobbly, its structural integrity gone, like a crushed birdcage. My right arm was a wreck—the elbow joint had taken some of the direct impact, and its bones were now a mosaic of breakages. But I am left-handed, and the left arm was in better shape, except for the hand, which had been (in the expressive technical term used by doctors) “de-gloved,” stripped of its skin and much of the muscular structure around the thumb.

But I had been lucky. Almost all the damage was skeletal. The internal soft tissues, liver, spleen, heart, were undamaged, or at worst merely bruised and shocked. My brain was intact—although it wasn't working very well—and the most important part of my bone structure, the spine, was untouched.

That was a near miracle. Spines go out of service all too easily. The merest hairline crack in the spine can turn a healthy, reasonably athletic man into a paralyzed cripple: this is what happened to poor Christopher Reeve, the former Superman, in a fall from a horse, and it eventually killed him. The idea of being what specialists laconically call a “high quad”— paraplegic from the neck down, unable even to write your own end by loading a shotgun and sticking its muzzle in your mouth—has always appalled me.

But I wasn't thinking clearly enough to be afraid of that. What I was afraid of, and mortally, was burning to death. Some are afraid of heights, others of rats, or mad dogs, or of death by drowning. My especial terror is fire, and now I realized that my nostrils were full of the banal stench of gasoline. Somewhere in the Nissan a line had ruptured. I could not move. I could only wait. There seemed to be little point in praying; in any case, there is no entity I believe in enough to pray to. Samuel Johnson once said that the prospect of being hanged concentrates a man's mind wonderfully. The prospect, extended over hours, of dying in a gasoline fireball does much the same. It dissolves your more commonplace troubles—money, divorce, the difficulty of writing—and shows you what you really want to use your life for.

At one point I saw Death. He was sitting at a desk, like a banker. He made no gesture, but he opened his mouth and I looked right down his throat, which distended to become a tunnel: the bocca d'inferno of old Christian art. He expected me to yield, to go in. This filled me with abhorrence, a hatred of nonbeing. Not fear, exactly: more like passionate revolt. In that moment I realized that there is nothing whatever outside of the life we have; that the “meaning of life” is nothing other than life itself, obstinately asserting itself against emptiness and nullity. Life was so powerful, so demanding, and in my concussion and delirium, even as my systems were shutting down, I wanted it so much. Whatever this was, it was nothing like the nice, uplifting kind of near-death experience that religious writers, particularly those of an American-style fundamentalist bent, like to effuse about. Perhaps the simple truth is that, near death, you have visions and hallucinations of what most preoccupies you in life. I am a skeptic to whom the idea that a benign God created us and watches over us is something between a fairy story and a bad joke. People of a religious bent, however, are apt under such conditions to see the familiar kitsch of near-death experience—the tunnel of white light with Jesus at the end, as featured in the uplifting accounts of a score of American Kmart mystics. Jesus must have been busy with them when my time came: he didn't show. There was, as far as I could tell, absolutely nothing on the other side.

So I was stuck; unable to move, and no more than intermittently conscious. Later, Kelly would testify that despite the injury to his leg he was able to make his way to my car and ask me what had happened; that I asked him the same question, and said, “I'm sorry, mate, I'm terribly sorry, I'm not sure if I fell asleep.” It has always been my habit to apologize first and ask questions later, and Sgt. Matt Turner, the Broome officer who was the first policeman at the scene, would later recount that I showed an almost silly degree of courtesy as rescue workers tried to extract me from the wreck, apologizing again and again for the inconvenience I was causing him and them.

It would be some hours before these rescuers got to the crash site. The person who set the machinery of rescue going had already been there. He was a middle-aged Aborigine named, rather fittingly, Joe Fishhook. He and his family lived nearby, at an Aboriginal settlement not far from Eco Beach named Bidyadanga. He was driving south in his truck, with his wife, Angie Wilridge, and their teenage daughter Ruth, along with a few members of their extended family, when the Commodore overtook them, zooming past at what he guessed to be about a hundred miles an hour. (Later, a police observer at the scene of the crash looked at the speedometer of the Commodore and saw that the needle was stuck by the collision impact at 150 k.p.h., about 90 m.p.h.)

Shortly afterward Fishhook came upon the wreck and saw the remains of my Pulsar straddling the center line of the highway. He stopped, got out, and tried but failed to free me from the wreck. I was crushed into it, like a sardine in a can squashed by a hammer. Fishhook gingerly checked that I was still breathing, but he couldn't find any document that identified me. He checked the back of the Pulsar—the hatch door, at least, opened—and looked inside the cooler, finding the little tuna. Something snagged his attention. The fish was fresh, newly caught, but there was no tackle in the car. So I must have been fishing with someone else's gear. That meant a professional guide. And how many such pros were there on this stretch of coast? Only one that Fishhook knew of—Danny O'Sullivan, a few kilometers away at Eco Beach, which was also where the nearest phone was.

After this excellent deduction, leaving his wife and daughter at the wreck, Fishhook spun a U-turn and drove back to the Eco turnoff. Twenty minutes later, burning red gravel all the way, he found Danny in the resort bar. Did he have a client who was taking a little bluefin home to Broome? Sure, said Danny: my mate Bob Hughes. Well, said Joey Fishhook equably, you better get up the road quick smart: he's wrecked on the highway, he's in deep shit, your mate is.

Danny rang the Broome police. He rang the Broome hospital. He sprinted downstairs, with Joey Fishhook close behind him. The two men took off in their cars, Danny accompanied by a former ambulance officer who now worked at the Eco Beach resort, Lorraine Lee. When the heat is on, Danny has a foot on the accelerator heavier than a rhino's, and he reached the crash site in almost no time at all, by 6:45 p.m. He checked me out. I was as white as dirty skim milk and my breathing was shallow; I was sliding into a coma. “Bob, Bob mate, come on, bastard, wake up.” I could hear him, but he seemed very far away, as though we were in mutually distant rooms of a large, echoing house.

Lorraine Lee had brought some towels, with which she stanched the flow of blood from my head and left hand. I kept straining to hear Danny, but the effort was frustrated by waves of pain from my collarbone. Danny has a hand tough enough to strangle a crocodile. Fishing with him in the past, I have seen him reach lightning fast into a small line of breaking water and seize a passing shovelnose shark by the tail, hoicking it out of the wave with a feral grin of pleasure. Unfortunately, he now had my shoulder in a vise-like grip. It was meant to be comradely and reassuring, but he was squeezing broken bone. “You're going to be fine, mate,” he was saying encouragingly. The pain was taking me over. “Oh Danny,” I whined, “it hurts, it hurts so much, it's really bad, make it stop.” He kept squeezing the broken bone, sending bolts of fresh anguish through me. “She'll be right, cobber,” he said. “She's going to be right as rain. Just hang in there.” Squeeze from him, squawk from me. It took a few minutes to get cause and effect straightened out.

Then something passed between us that may never have happened; I am still not sure. I kept passing out and waking woozily up, and whenever I surfaced into consciousness I could still smell the petrol, that sickly smell building up to finish me off with one spark. I didn't want to die at all, but most of all I didn't want to die that way. I thought Danny owned a .38, and I implored him to finish me off if the car blew. “Just kill me,” I kept saying, or thought I did. “Just take me out, one shot, you know what to do.” And he, I think, swore that he would. But I do not know, and, looking back on it, I realize that I had asked the morally impossible of my friend, so perhaps I had never really asked it at all. I don't know, and on a very deep level I remain uncertain and afraid to ask. But the desire to die before I could burn was very strong.

The absurdity made me sick. I thought of dying without ever seeing my sweetheart Doris again, never feeling that silky skin or hearing that soft voice in my ear. Instead there would be the opposite of paradise. It wasn't dying as such that I feared, but dying in a hot blast, the air sucked out of my lungs, strangling on flame inside an uprushing column of unbearable heat: everything the Jesuits had told me about the crackling and eternal terrors of Hell now came back, across a chasm of fifty years. I could envision this. It would look like one of the Limbourg brothers' illustrations to the Très Riches Heures du Duc de Berry — the picture of Satan bound down on a fiery grid, exhaling a spiral of helpless little burned souls into the air.

But the fire didn't come. Neither did the fire brigade, nor the police, nor an ambulance. Some passing traffic stopped, including a semitrailer truck. Quite an array of vehicles was beginning to build up to the north and south of my Nissan, and these included some cars and four-wheel-drive pickups (known in Australia as “utes,” short for “utility vehicles”) driven by Aborigines. It being Friday night, there was meant to be a dance at the Bidyadanga settlement, and by twos and threes a curious group of Aborigines began to accumulate by the wreck.

They were behind me, so I couldn't see them. I could hear them, though: a thin chanting, to the beat of handclaps, to which I could attach no meaning. Later I was told that the Aborigines had assembled in a half-circle behind my car, and were trying to sing me back to life. It must have seemed unlikely that they would succeed, but one person who was convinced they would was Joey Fishhook's teenage daughter. She later said she saw what she stubbornly insisted was a spirit-apparition, not far from the Nissan. It was of no particular color. It looked in all respects human, except that it moved through the bush soundlessly, with a sort of elusive lightness.

This creature, or entity, is known to Aborigines as a feather-foot. It is not easy to say what a feather-foot is, or what it does. It is definitely not an animal spirit. It is a native equivalent of the Greek manifestation of Hermes as an emissary of Hades, in his role as Hermes Psychopompos, the “guider of souls.” It is neither hostile nor friendly: it just turns up at the site of an impending or possible death, and passes judgment on the soul and its prospects of survival in further incarnations. I didn't see it, of course; even if it had been there, my vision was too blurred to see anything quick moving, and I couldn't turn my head. But I like to think that perhaps it was a featherfoot, and that it had not found me altogether unacceptable.

Whether it could boast a real feather-foot or not, the Bidyadanga settlement did have its own nurse, a Filipina Catholic religious sister named Juliana Custodio. As soon as word about the collision reached her at Bidyadanga, she drove to the site to see if there was anything she could do. In the event, there wasn't much. She found me, according to the police report, “trapped in the car, awake and talking, asking about his fish, swearing with the pain and then apologizing. Juliana said, ‘He was such a gentleman!’ She saw that his hip and chest bones were out of alignment … he was sweating and cold but his heart and pulse rate were very strong and his blood pressure normal.”

Sister Juliana did her best to get a saline IV into one of my veins, but they had collapsed. She wiped off the worst of the blood and applied some dressings to my head wounds. I kept sliding into patches of insensibility and she struggled to keep me awake, not with drugs, but simply by talking to me. Our conversation can't have kept my wandering attention, because I soon gave up on it and started, as I was told later, to count aloud, backward from a hundred, one number slurring into the next —“forry-five, forry-four, forrythree …” Then I would lose track and have to start again, at a hundred. I thought I was trying to stay conscious, but Sister Juliana thought I was counting off my last moments; bystanders saw this good and devoted woman weeping with pity and frustration. Maybe we were both right. Later she would ask the Catholic priest at Bidyadanga, Father Patrick da Silva, to say a Mass for my recovery. “Juliana rang the hospital in Perth a few times during his stay,” the police report concludes, “and followed his progress with interest. She kept saying, ‘He was such a gentleman!’”

Meanwhile, a sea fog had rolled in from the Indian Ocean, slowing the sparse traffic to a crawl. It must have been two hours after the crash, close to nine o'clock, when a rescue team of volunteers from the Broome Fire Brigade at last reached the spot. Its men tugged and twisted at the door, but it would hardly budge. Eventually, they brought out the drastic solution to crushed car bodies—the so-called Jaws of Life, a massive pair of shears powered by hydraulic pressure. I was only dimly aware of this tool as it chomped through the Pulsar; I felt apprehensive but curiously distant as its blades groaned against the metal. Would they slip and chew my leg off? I didn't much care; all I wanted was to be out of the danger of fire, away from the reek of gasoline. I was vaguely aware of skilled hands wiggling the lower parts of my legs, working them free. I felt, rather than heard, a resonant crunch deep down in my frame, at some level of my skeleton that had never been disturbed before, like the deep crack of an extracted tooth breaking free from the jawbone, as the shears bit off the spokes of the steering wheel whose rim was crushed into my thorax. The wheel was lifted free; one of the firemen tossed it in the back of the car, where I would find it nearly a year later. My whole chest felt light and empty now that the pressure was off. There was surprisingly little pain in it: this was due to shock, of course. Concerned faces were all around me. “I'm sorry about this,” I kept babbling. “I'm sorry to be so much trouble.” “You'll be right, mate,” one of the firemen kept saying. “We'll have you out of this in two ticks.” And they did, to my eternal gratitude. I felt a delirious sensation of lightness as I was lifted clear of the car. They slid a stretcher under me. My head felt swollen on its feeble stalk of a neck, lolling like a melon. Was my neck broken? I couldn't frame the words of the question. At least I knew I could see and feel, and was alive. Luminescence was all around me: flashing, stuttering lights, red and orange punctuated by magnesium flashes, burning in haloes through the fog. In their intermittent flare I saw the face of Danny O'Sullivan, bending over me. His mouth turned down hideously—no, it was upside down, so he must be smiling.

“You'd have to be the toughest old bastard I know, cobber,” he said encouragingly.

Oh no, Danny, I wanted to say; you know dozens of guys who are tougher than me; dear God, I'm old and fat and I'm not going to last it through. “No, no, bullshit,” I managed to croak.

Danny reflected for a moment. “Ah well,” he conceded, “you'd have to be the toughest old art critic, anyway.”

That'll do for me, I thought, and promptly swooned, like some crinolined Virginian lady in a novel. The stretcher locked onto its rails in the ambulance; it slid in with a clunk, the door slammed, and the medicos bent over me. I would not wake up for several weeks.

The first doctor to reach me from Broome had been Dr. Barbara Jarad, who was on call for the Aboriginal Medical Services at the Broome hospital that night. She had set off with the police in what she laughingly called “a high-speed pursuit vehicle”— creeping along, because of the fog, at 60 k.p.h. (40 m.p.h.). She talked on the police radio with Sister Juliana, who said she'd had difficulty getting a needle into me to administer saline. My veins are weak and recessive; under shock, they become almost impossible to find, rolling away from the needle. In the ambulance, Dr. Jarad got a saline needle in my arm, but on the road it ceased to work long before we reached the Broome hospital; I wasn't tied down properly and the rolling of my body and the jolts of the vehicle kept pulling the needle out of the vein. I kept talking, not very lucidly; I gave the doctor my name and a few other details, but told her I had been born in 1995. It's normal procedure to keep a trauma patient talking if you can, so that you can easily tell if he passes out. At the hospital the medical head, Dr. Tony Franklin, got another saline feed in my other arm, and Dr. Jarad did what she called a cut-down on my left, intact ankle, opening up the skin and flesh with a scalpel to expose a vein; not the easiest of maneuvers with a fleshy, overweight subject like myself.

It was now somewhat past midnight, almost six hours since the crash. The Broome hospital had been on the radio to the Flying Doctor Service. It could fly me more than 1,000 miles south to Perth, the capital of Western Australia, which had a bigger hospital than Broome's—one that included an Intensive Care Unit.

And intensive care was what I was going to need. The doctors in Perth had me on the operating table for thirteen hours straight and, I was told much later, they nearly lost me several times. Their work was extraordinary. All the odds, I take it, were against my survival, and without these doctors and the immense devotion and skill of their work I could not possibly have survived. I ended up in semi-stable condition, with tubes running in and out of me, and a ventilator doing my breathing.

I was in intensive care for five weeks, in a semiconscious delirium, while the doctors and nurses of Royal Perth Hospital labored to put me together and bring me back, detail by detail, to life. I don't know that I'd recommend to the unwary foreigner that he or she ought to live in West Australia. But I do know that, if one has the misfortune to undergo a near-fatal car smash, West Australia—and, specifically, the Royal Perth Hospital—is an extremely good place to be.

“And then he knew no more.” It was the standard exit from an action para graph in the books of my childhood: Bulldog Drummond is sapped on the back of the head, Hero X falls through a trapdoor, Macho Y realizes, all too late, that the tea he has sipped in the villain's Shanghai parlor contained a powerful drug. The room spins, consciousness goes. We wake (if we are lucky) remembering nothing. Not an erasure, in which the traces of an ear lier design may, however vaguely, be discerned. Instead, a whiteout.

If only.

The word “coma,” if my experience is any guide, covers a host of states that slide into one another unpredictably.

If “coma” means the cessation of awareness or internal consciousness— the black hole, the blank wall—then I wasn't in a coma for those five and a half weeks in the Intensive Care Unit of Royal Perth.

On the contrary: at least some of the time I was living with (literally) fantastic intensity, my mind pervaded by narrative phantasms of extreme clarity and unshakeable, Daliesque vividness. But I couldn't communicate them to the outside world, or to anyone in it, including the doctors, the nurses, and my worried and puzzled friends. I was sealed off, boiling with hallucination.

I don't remember feeling frustrated by this: in some way I knew that even if I had been able to describe these states and narratives, these loved ones could not have understood their import. It would have taken too much explaining. This, you might say, was my unconscious mind being smart, saving its energies as best it could. To explain the details, to show by what twisting, metaphor-ridden paths they led back to core experiences whose nature was barely evident even to me, would have been a hopeless task; I lay in the middle of these narratives like a man who has cut the binding strings on a coil of fencing wire which, springing anarchically from confinement, now has him in its tangled embrace. These dreams were tenacious. Normally I dream in a fairly episodic way, and the thread easily gets lost. But in the coma, I had the frightening sensation of being lost in an exceptionally, crazily vivid parallel life, one that had cross-connections to my own but which could not be set aside—because, I realized later, I was close to death and could not get a grip on any reality that could pull me out of hallucination. I was not aware that I was not alone: my fantasies were too thickly peopled to let in real people who were close to me.

Yet some were there, even though I was not aware of it. The first was Doris. On the weekend the accident occurred, she was relaxing with her youngest son and their black spaniel, Boo, in the garden of my house on Shelter Island. The telephone rang. It was Lucy Turnbull, my niece, in Australia. She explained that I had had a bad car accident; that I was in intensive care in the Perth hospital; that I might or might not pull through. Doris was horrified by the news but she didn't hesitate. With much help from our friend in Washington, D.C., the Australian ambassador Andrew Peacock, she was able to get a last-minute seat on an American Airlines flight to Sydney, and then on to Perth. Doris has a way of going into overdrive when insoluble problems present themselves, and this time she all but volatilized them. When, after crossing two continents, the world's largest ocean and a plethora of time zones, she staggered off the plane in Perth and was driven to Royal Perth Hospital, she was expecting not only to see me but to be able to talk with me. No such luck. I was unconscious most of the time and, when not wholly incapable of speech, incoherent. Both Lucy and Malcolm Turnbull were already there, having dropped everything in their extremely crowded lives and left at once for Perth. They were able to comfort her and help make sense of what the doctors were saying. It seemed that I had convinced myself that the chief doctor in charge of my case was in fact a Roman Catholic priest, whom I expected to give me Extreme Unction—the terminal sacrament for the dying. I kept addressing him as “Father,” and eventually he tired of correcting me: “Your uncle,” he said to Lucy, “is an extremely persuasive man.” I retain no memory of talking to Doris, but clearly I knew she was there; I seized her hand and would not let go of it, I gave every sign of terror at the possibility that she might leave the room, and when finally she did leave it—exhausted by jet lag and emotion, and desperately in need of a few hours' sleep in the Perth hotel—I hysterically begged the nurses on duty to bring her back. These were awful hours and during them, because I was full of tranquilizing drugs, I was undoubtedly the one who suffered least. One thing Doris and Lucy found particularly alarming was that, when they were at my bedside, I kept wordlessly and obsessively pointing upward to the ceiling or perhaps the sky. This they took to mean that they thought my soul was about to depart. I do not remember thinking so.

For as long as I can remember, I have been visited by dreams about losing power over my life. These nightmares of dependency (often involving a hostile institution of some kind, which no doubt were amplified by the years I spent under Jesuit discipline in a boarding school) must have been reawoken by the systems of intensive care, which dissolve the patient's will in a sort of therapeutic absolutism.

Much of the time (whatever “time” meant in this context) I was terrified. When my dear friend the writer Cathy Lumby came to see me in the Intensive Care Unit in Perth, soon after Lucy and Malcolm had gone back to Sydney, she found me in a state of dread verging on speechless hysteria, like a prisoner mouthing through the glass of a soundproof enclosure: “You couldn't speak, obviously,” she wrote to me later, “because you were intubated. But you tried nevertheless—in fact you spent hours trying to converse during the four days I spent with you and it was never clear if you really understood that no-one could hear you.” And then,


It quickly became clear that you were in the grip of some frightening hallu cinations … you motioned frantically for the phone and began mouthing “Lucy” to me and “Help me, please help me.” I got Lucy on the phone for you and put the earpiece next to your ear—you went on “talking” to her though she heard nothing. After she said goodbye you became extremely agitated and tried to lever yourself out of bed and pull out the tube which was carrying oxygen directly into your windpipe. [The nurse gave you a sedative injection, but then] You woke, a look of utter terror on your face, and on seeing me, motioned me over … and mouthed quite clearly “Please shoot me” and then began trying to disconnect all the various tubes which were keeping you physically stable…. It became clearer and clearer to me that you saw yourself as a captive of the doctors and nurses and believed them to be torturing you, perhaps even slowly killing you. At times I watched while you held up your shattered arm and stared in horrified amazement at the pins protruding from it. You'd look at it, then turn to me with an imploring look. I really got the sense that you thought the contraption was some kind of elaborate mediaeval device. The sense of being trapped—and your awful repeated request “Please shoot me”—is of course a terrible echo of those hours you spent in the car.



There was, however, one light moment in this grim and drawn-out scenario. At a certain point, Cathy reported, I started signaling wildly, miming the act of writing. Pencil and paper were brought, and with a shaking left hand I managed to write a sentence in Spanish—a language that neither Cathy nor any of the doctors and nurses understood. Eventually a Filipino wardsman was found. “I am dissatisfied with these accommodations,” my note read, rather formally. “Please call a taxi and take me to a good hotel.”

Some of my coma dreams were fairly hellish.

One was particularly bloody and persistent.

Crewing on a Torres Strait pearling lugger (don't ask me why this fantasy popped up with the solidity of real memory; I have never set foot on a pearling vessel in my life, though a now dead friend of mine, an Australian painter named Donald Friend, had often done so in the 1940s when living in the Torres Strait, so his stories must have made more of an impression on me than I ever realized), I had been captured by pirates and found myself bound, chained, and stacked like a piece of cordwood in the hold of a Chinese slaving junk, looking—for I saw myself from above, as though in a technical plan—exactly like the diagrams of eighteenth-century slave shipments that I had studied, years before, in researching The Fatal Shore. Something weird had been fixed to my right arm, driven into the flesh, immobilizing me. I realized (in the dream) that it had been surgically implanted there by two fiendish Chinese doctors who were not only slave traffickers but Maoist spies. Their names were Dr. Wong and Dr. Fong. Their gadget (in the dream) was a broadcasting unit. In reality—for there was just such a gadget fixed to my arm by two stainless-steel posts, one screwed into the humerus and the other into the ulna—it was an “external fixator,” applied by a quite nonfiendish and certainly non-Maoist Irish doctor. Its purpose was to “fixate” or immobilize my right arm, whose elbow had been smashed into a mosaic of bone fragments by the impact, so that the array of metal plates, wires, and rods under the skin could not be pulled out of line by muscular movement. Naturally, being out of my wits on drugs and having no idea about such orthopedic procedures, I interpreted this as a fearful constraint, an instrument of torture.

So there I was, in a slaver's hold under the four all-seeing eyes of imaginary Dr. Fong and nonexistent Dr. Wong—eight eyes, if you added the lenses of their glittering spectacles. The human stack of which I was a part was slippery with its own lost blood—a transfer, I suppose, from the copious bleeding of my accident—and I managed to wriggle free from it, over the side and into the ocean. My fetters fell off and sank away from me into the vertical blue, the junk sailed on: and, right before my eyes, there was my means of escape, the sort of wonderful airplane that had often filled my good childhood dreams of delivery and redemption because it and its sister craft were always landing and taking off in Rose Bay, below my house.

It was a World War II flying boat: the high-wing, twin-engine PBY Catalina, with its bony Art Deco lines and its twin gunners' blisters on the fuselage—to me, one of the most elegant aircraft ever designed, right up there along with the Supermarine Spitfire and the twin-boom Lockheed P-38. I was on board her, as though plucked from the salt by an invisible hand, before I quite realized that she was empty, rocking on the deep-water swells. But she was not the Catalina of my childhood. She was tattered and sooty, her skin faded and laced with dried-out fish guts. Her fabric was torn. Odd designs and images had been painted on her: stones, a fish, a falling parachutist, a ladder-back chair. Who had done this? Who but the artist I most admired among all the living—my dear, benign friend of twenty-five years, Bob Rauschenberg.

Inside, the Catalina—whose interior spaces lengthened irrationally into tunnels and broadened into halls as I gingerly explored it—was a small Rauschenberg museum, full of combines, cardboard assemblages, cast-off truck tires and even a stuffed goat, cousin of the emblematic beast from Bob's great signature piece of 1955, Monogram. It became clear to me that my task would be to fly the Catalina and its contents from island to island around the Pacific, a small traveling retrospective, landing in lagoons, mooring at rickety jetties, semaphoring the message of American art from the second half of the twentieth century to peoples who had no reason to give a damn about it. Here I would be, a sort of loony and parodical cultural missionary on the run—not a bad figure, perhaps, for the art critic of Time, the international newsmagazine. What would this mean to the Maori, the Trobriand Islanders, the Fijians, the coastal people of New Guinea, who, in my dream, were at least a century more “primitive,” further back in undisturbed tribal life than they are now? But I was worrying about the Chinese slavers and how I had to get away from them.

I was going to fly the museum out of their reach. I settled into the cockpit and started flipping switches. Above and behind my head, the Catalina's twin Pratt & Whitneys (The Pratt & Whitney Museum of American Art!, I thought) coughed, burped black smoke, and began to roar. As I waggled the control yoke with a mixture of terror and glee, the Catalina gathered speed and went jouncing from one wave crest to the next. Then the bumping stopped. I, and it, were flying. Not by very much—we were no more than ten feet above the water and its lurking coral heads, and no matter how far I pushed the throttle lever I couldn't induce the plane, at sixty-five even older than I, to claw her way any higher—but enough to be reasonably sure that we were out of reach of the junk.

There were some dreams that bore even more directly on the experience of confinement and surrender of the will that is at the core of intensive-care therapy. One of them involved yet another artist: Goya. For several years I had been trying, and failing, to write what I indistinctly thought of as a political biography of Francisco de Goya y Lucientes, the dark prototypical genius who can be seen as the very first modern artist. In his self-portrait with candles round the brim of his hat, painting himself as a majo, a tough young Madrid hipster, Goya wasn't joking: that was how he saw himself, as a show-off, a wide boy, an instinctive bohemian.

I was scared of him, and he didn't like me much. Neither did his friends, a gang of enigmatic Andalusian street toughs. For some reason the dream brought us together in Seville, not in Madrid. It was in an airport. I was trying to escape from some unnamed menace, without a ticket. I thought I could get on a plane (Iberia, domestic) by crawling under a fence and then crawling across the runway, dragging behind me my leg, which was swollen and infected, swaddled in flyblown rags, just like one of Goya's own beggars. They will never let you on the flight like that, said Goya, materializing from behind a Formica sales counter. You are an inglés asqueroso—a disgusting Englishman. Best if you come with me. We will fix you up, me and my friends. And they did. Amid bouts of ruthless, unseemly laughter—very unseemly, I thought, not to say ungrateful, coming as it did from an artist I helplessly adored—they proceeded to divest my leg of its bandages and clamp it in a sort of birdcage, a monstrous and encumbering fetter of wires and iron prongs that went into my flesh and clamped onto the bones of my lower leg, the tibia and the fibula.

Outside the dream, in the hospital, the doctors had been installing a device on my leg. It was an array of concentric, rigid Bakelite rings that encircled my calf, shin, and ankle. Metal spikes stuck inward from them; their points were screwed into the fragments of my tibia and fibula, holding them rigidly in correct anatomical alignment to one another so that, eventually and with a lot of luck and patience, they could heal. This medievallooking contraption had actually been devised by a late-nineteenth-century Russian orthopedist, and bore his name: an Isikoff brace. It would stay on my leg for months to come, a painful encumbrance. It wasn't that the gimlet points stuck in the bones hurt: I couldn't feel them. The trouble was that, as the penetration wounds tried to heal, the flesh would grow tight-clenched to the spikes where they entered the skin, and every couple of days it had to be pressed down to loosen it: the nurses did this as gently as they could, but it wasn't pleasant. Still, the bones eventually did knit, and they would have had little hope of doing so without Dr. Isikoff's invention.

There followed seven months in hospitals in Australia and New York, more operations than I could count, and a gradual recovery, not yet complete, lasting five years. In Sydney, the doctors who operated on me at St. Vincent's Hospital, headed by Michael Neil, of blessed memory, had “rodded me up”— installed a lengthy titanium pin inside the shattered, hollow femur of my right leg, reaching from the hip to the knee, and thus reinforcing the ruined bone. By the time he had finished with me, the X-rays disclosed what appeared to be a military junkyard inside my body—a profusion of plates, squiggly wires, bolts, screws, studs, clips, and other mysterious-looking little objects, all holding parts of me together.

I could not stay in the hospital indefinitely, but I was not well enough to return to New York. Lucy and Malcolm Turnbull stepped in—with a charity and patience that still seem to me not only exemplary but near-incredible—to solve this problem. Lucy, at the time, was running for office as the mayor of Sydney; Malcolm was heading up the campaign to make Australia a republic, by replacing the Queen with an elected Australian as our head of state. The Turnbull family was already an extremely busy one, but they added me to their workload without the least hesitation. I would convalesce with them. Their house at Point Piper, a little headland projecting into the harbor next to Rose Bay, where I had been raised, had several rooms on the upper floor that they proposed knocking together to form a large, airy chamber with its own balcony, its own view of the blue, ferrystitched waters of the harbor. And this was done: an amazingly generous gesture, which also, to no small extent, saved my sanity by reuniting me with the soothing, idealized seascape of my childhood memories, with its seaplanes, passing launches, and flocks of leaning white sails, right below my window.

I would be less than candid if I claimed that I was the easiest guest or least problematic kind of patient. I developed peculiar cravings, for a start. My much-loved grandniece, Daisy Turnbull, then in her mid-teens, was extremely troubled by my consumption of ice cream, a foodstuff I had never been all that mad about in the past. Daisy is one of those iron-willed girls whom you cannot defy; you can only hope (and not very successfully) to evade her when she gets on a campaign. She was convinced that the ice cream was going to make me as fat as a pig, especially since, with my leg, exercise was out of the question. She therefore went to great lengths to ban ice cream from the house, while I went to equal extremes to harry, beg, and cajole the various freelance Irish nurses whom the Turnbulls had engaged into slipping out and smuggling me back buckets of the stuff.

Since for the first few weeks I couldn't get myself up or down the stairs without great pain—not to mention the danger of falling down them— Malcolm came up with a device for shifting me that he christened the Hannibal Lecter trolley. It was a contraption used by professional movers to shift large, heavy refrigerators. It had wheels on the bottom which, theoretically, could negotiate the stairs while supporting a load and keeping it immobile. But it was so large and clumsy as to be frightening, for although a fall downstairs would have injured me, such a fall under the weight of the Hannibal Lecter trolley would surely have finished me off. Today it still reposes, unused, in a corner of the Turnbull garage.

All this painstaking medical work, all the weeks of recuperation, went for almost nothing after I was cleared to return to America. I still couldn't walk, but I could get around on crutches, and I had to get back to New York—first because I was desperate to be reunited with Doris, second because I had been away from work for so many months, and third because my now ex-wife, Victoria, had won an essentially uncontested alimony award (it is a marvel, what we ex-Catholics will give up when prompted by guilt) whose terms had to be met every month until I reached seventy-five. However, at least I could get around. But not for long. One freezing winter day I had gingerly picked my way on my two sticks down to the corner bodega on Prince Street in SoHo to buy some milk and eggs. Clutching the bag, I backed out of the swing door when I heard a cry of Yo! followed, an instant later, by a numbing impact. I went flying on the ice and raised my half-stunned head off the road just in time to see a black youth on a bicycle disappearing around the corner, still riding on the sidewalk. Merciful strangers helped me to my feet, which immediately slid from underneath me. My right leg seemed to be dangling on a string.

Eventually I got back to my loft, and with the help of handfuls of opiates—Hydrocodone, Vicodin—the pain withdrew. But a couple of weeks later it was still lying in wait, claws out. Very luckily for me, my dear friend and longtime fishing buddy, the bandleader Peter Duchin, saw my plight and recommended a doctor, David Helfet, who presided over the Hospital for Special Surgery. I lurched on crutches into Dr. Helfet's consulting rooms; an X-ray was made; a fingersnap later, or so it seemed, my grubby jeans and moleskin shirt had been stuffed in an iron locker and I was going into surgery with yet another catheter in my much-punctured arm. The impact of the bike had displaced the rod in my femur and a massive infection of staphylococcus aureus, the much-feared Golden Staph, had set in. A few more untreated days of that, Dr. Helfet told me later, and I could well have been dead. There was so much pus and purulent muck in there that he could scoop it out with a teaspoon.

Over the next few weeks, as I lay in my bed in the Hospital for Special Surgery, gazing lightheadedly through an opiate fog down at the flow of traffic on the West Side Highway, with gallons of antibiotics slowly percolating into my arm and through my system, the forces for justice of the West Australian judiciary were not idle.

Some consideration, I was told later, had been given to not prosecuting me for dangerous driving. But it was indubitably true that the wreckage of my car was found on the wrong side of the road and that, although I was by far the worst injured, the passenger in the back of the other car, Bennett, had been quite seriously hurt—badly enough for his injuries to qualify as GBH, or “grievous bodily harm.” The director of public prosecutions, Robert Cock, could have used his discretion not to bring proceedings, but he chose to charge me with dangerous driving occasioning grievous bodily harm. The distinction between “bodily harm” and “grievous bodily harm” was somewhat tenuous; in practice, bodily harm is “grievous” if, left untreated, it could be a cause of death. This is a somewhat subjective criterion—after all, there are many injuries and infections that might or might not kill you if nothing is done about them. However, the injury to Darryn Bennett's bowel, caused by his stomach's impact against the seat belt that, fortunately, he was wearing, was held to fit this standard.

I remembered nothing about the accident. The slate is wiped clean, as by a damp rag; I felt, and still feel, no sense of either guilt or innocence. But I was puzzled: how could my car have come to be on the wrong side of the road?

One explanation was that I had dozed off. But only a few minutes before the impact I had got out of my car, opened a gate, driven through it, got out of the car again, closed the gate, got back in the car and turned onto the road. It seemed most unlikely that I would have immediately gone to sleep, particularly since I had had a siesta after lunch and nothing to drink with that meal except a single can of lager.

Another possibility was that, having lived for some thirty years in America, I was so used to driving on the right-hand side of the road that I had mistakenly and reflexively turned into the right-hand lane, which, in Australia, is the wrong side. However, the coastal highway was straight— dead straight, a monotonous line for hundreds of miles. It was dusk. The other car should have had its lights on. Once I saw them—and I could hardly have done otherwise—I would have turned back onto the left side of the road.

The third possibility was suggested by a legal investigator whom my lawyers later dispatched to the crash site. He noticed that the highway and its verges were strewn with the cast-off treads of tires from the giant road trains that are such a feature (and menace) of traffic there. Suppose that one of these objects, caught in the beam of my headlights, had suggested an animal—perhaps one of the marsupials with which the desert was infested—and caused me to spin the wheel and swerve into the oncoming lane, which had no highway divider, only a painted line on the concrete? That, too, was possible, but there was no knowing if it had been true. And certainly it could not have been produced in court as anything more than a hypothesis.

None of this stacked up. But it all discouraged me from pleading guilty. Coming as I do from a family of lawyers, pleading guilty goes against my grain. It is, as Mark Twain observed about confessions, good for the soul but bad for the reputation. There was little likelihood that, if guilty, I would receive a “custodial sentence,” legal jargon for being flung in the pokey; that would be too much for a traffic accident.

The maximum fine the law provided was about $2,500, but the airfare from New York to Broome—which Dr. Helfet warned me had to be first class, so that my leg wouldn't condemn me to fourteen hours of intermittent torment and cramp in a coach-class seat—was some twelve thousand dollars. This seemed wildly disproportionate, but I had no choice about it, and I was not going to let a hostile Australian press attack me as a scofflaw. And since I was going, I decided, I ought to plead innocent, in accordance with my conscience. This proved to be a bad mistake.

Meanwhile, Kelly and Bowe, the riders in the front seat of the Commodore, both of whom had long police records for theft, drug-dealing, and other offenses, approached my lawyers in Perth through an intermediary. The message was that since they had heard I was a “rich prick from Sydney,” they would be only too happy to perjure themselves and to swear in court that I had done nothing against the traffic laws—so long as I gave each of them fifty thousand dollars. At an incredulous laugh from my attorney, the figure came down in one bump to thirty thousand. They were not very good negotiators, it seemed.

Since neither my lawyers nor I were convinced that the accident had been caused by my carelessness, we were on the point of flatly refusing to pay when one lawyer, more cunning than I, perceived the possibility of a sting. He contacted the go-between, a shady individual, and said that we would play along and that an emissary from our office would meet him in the domestic waiting lounge of the Perth airport, with the first installment of the money. At the appointed hour, both men showed up. Our man, wearing a wire, handed over a wad of money in a brown-paper lunch bag. The gobetween was eagerly counting it when, in a mildly farcical scene reminiscent of a movie featuring Peter Sellers as Inspector Clouseau, several plainclothes detectives sprang from behind the airport's potted palms and nubbleweave curtains and arrested him.

At this point, the Crown prosecutors could well have dropped the case. What were they trying to prove? Of course there had been an accident, but were my injuries not enough punishment? (In terms of pain, that accident was the gift that keeps on giving; I cannot run or wade a trout river, and even now, more than six years later, there are days when I can hardly stand up. Nor, maddeningly, can I do a long walk through a museum. But when it is a choice between deep pain and opiate addiction, there is really no choice. You deal with the pain.) And who was going to believe the men in the other car? They had shown clearly that their testimony was for sale.

But such practical considerations made no difference; my trial must go on. So back to Australia I went, and in due course fetched up in my wheelchair outside the Victorian courthouse in Broome, a handsome prefabricated tropical structure of cast iron and teak planks, which had originally been meant for some imperial settlement in Africa but, due to a series of administrative blunders, had been sent in its crates, in kit form, to the edge of the Indian Ocean in this faraway part of Northwestern Australia.

Its lawn, steps, and veranda were swarming with photographers and reporters, and the detonation of flashbulbs almost whited-out the mild tropical sunlight. I was quite unprepared for this and at first thought it was some kind of elaborate practical joke, or that we had mistaken the date and arrived for the trial of some important serial killer. As a defense I took out my own camera and photographed them, intending to impress friends later with the size of the Meejah mob, but actually hoping that the sight of my own miniature Canon Elf would have some apotropaic effect and dispel them. It did not. Siobhan Grant, my Irish nurse, who had resolutely flown all the way from Sydney to look after me (and turned out to be the best of company, a sturdy point of humor and irony in the midst of all this Meejah hysteria), pushed the chair through the crowd and helped me clomp on my sticks up the iron courthouse steps.

The magistrate, Anton Bloeman, clearly did not want lengthy proceedings. The prosecution did not trust the pair who might have been its star witnesses, Kelly and Bowe, and declined to present them in the prosecution case; understandably, Cock and his lawyer feared that Bloeman might not have accepted the sworn word of two minor crims with long police records. Their larger aim was to deprive us of the opportunity to cross-examine them. They did put Darryn Bennett on the stand, where he testified under oath that he had seen my headlights coming straight at them on the wrong side of the road for fully a mile before the collision. Bloeman did not seem to believe this, and neither did I. It simply didn't make sense: if I could see them coming and they me, why would I have stayed on the wrong side of the road? And why would they have stayed on theirs?

During the pauses in the proceedings, Bloeman would retire to the back of the courthouse while everyone else went out on the veranda for air. There, I would find myself pursued by the photographers, headed up by a scowling blonde with rat-colored roots and a howitzer-lensed Nikon who had pursued me since my plane landed in Broome two days before. She kept shoving the camera in my face and clicking, clicking, clicking; she must have had two hundred close-ups of me by the end of the trial. Never in my life before had I realized the exact truth of a remark by that greatest of documentary photographers, Henri Cartier-Bresson: that photographic portraiture is always an invasion, and if done without the subject's permission it is a violation.

I did chat, quite amicably and politely, I thought, with a Broome journalist whom I had not met before but who months later declared to a reporter from the Sydney Morning Herald that “there was a conscious aloofness” about me “that many found nauseating.” He added that I believed “the cops, the judiciary, the journos—we were all neanderthals, a lesser form of life. Before he arrived we were already cast.” Of course I felt nothing of the sort, but evidently I should have laid aside my crutches in a transport of mateship and greeted this (to me) unknown scribbler as my previously unmet brother. But then, he would have told his fellow-reporters that I was manipulatively sucking up to the Meejah. Maybe if you are full of strong opiate painkillers and being tried before a maggie, with the Meejah scrambling and pawing behind, you do feel a little aloof, or at least floatily detached.

The trial was over in short order; too short, as it turned out—in just two days—and resulted in the finding that there was “no case” to answer. Bloeman decided that no court could find me guilty beyond a reasonable doubt on the prosecution case alone; so we did not have to present our own evidence. He sharply criticized Cock and his lawyer for wasting his time with such a poorly prepared case—as a radio interviewer for the ABC, Liam Bartlett, remarked the next morning, “Many people in the legal profession would see this as a great embarrassment for our director of public prosecutions' office.” I was not called upon to testify. When the case was dismissed, my lawyers immediately asked for the award of defense costs, which Bloeman immediately granted—some $36,000, of which I was never to see a penny, since the Crown immediately appealed.

Feeling miserably weak from the combination of pain in my unhealed bones and the effects of the Vicodins I had been gobbling (six hours a day in a hard courtroom chair with incompletely healed femoral fractures is no fun), I levered myself upright to thank the magistrate for his Solomonic verdict and found I could hardly speak or stand; I began helplessly to cry, and in that reduced state I managed to make my exit from the Broome courthouse, only to be confronted by what seemed to be less a mere phalanx than a bisonlike horde of reporters stampeding toward me, brandishing their notebooks, cameras, microphones, and tape recorders. How d'ya feel, Mr. Hughes? Bloody awful, go away, leave me be. No, but seriously? Deeply relieved, dear colleague and fellow-writer, that Justice has taken her impartial course.

And what about the guys in the other car?

I drew a shallow breath and thought of Kelly and Bowe, who had cooked up their naïve, bungled plot to perjure themselves if I paid them to.

And with unerring aim, I shot myself in the already too-much-violated foot. “They are low-life scum,” I said. True; but then I realized that this would be taken to include Bennett, who had not been a party to the extortion scheme, and I added a few bumbling sentences to the effect that I didn't mean him, that he was innocent—just a harmless kid junkie—and that I regretted his injuries.

This was ignored. The trouble was that neither the extortion scheme nor the arrest of those involved had been made public yet, still less come to trial. It did so in February 2002, and Bowe was convicted of corruption, receiving a sentence of eighteen months' jail to be served cumulatively on top of the ten-year, maximum-security prison sentence he had already managed to incur for armed robbery, almost as soon as his ankle had recovered from our unpleasant meeting on the highway. So what the assembled Meejah saw was the intensely gratifying sight of the wealthy, stuck-up Eastern expat, who had run over these honest young Australian workers, lads who labored on a trawler to bring us our daily fish fingers (not, please observe, effetely casting flies to tuna just for fun, with a five-hundred-dollar rod and a seven-hundred-dollar reel), adding insult to their injuries by calling them “low-life scum.” What an object lesson in hateful snobbery! From then on, my fate was sealed. The question of what else one might call Bowe and his accomplice was not addressed by the Australian press. Better two extortionists than one elitist.

Some nasty post-trial exchanges ensued, and I found myself being sued for defamation by the director of public prosecutions and his lawyer. I believed at the time, and said so, that this public servant had chosen to pursue me with such dogged zeal on charges of dangerous driving because I was what Western Australians imagined to be a “high-profile” person, and he wanted to make a little political capital by lopping the poppy. Moreover, a local reporter—a stringer for two influential Eastern papers, the Sydney Morning Herald and the Melbourne Age—had concocted an interview with me that actually never took place, saying I had referred to the lawyer (who was descended from Indian migrants to Australia) as “a curry-muncher.” I had never heard of this picturesque term before, still less used it; when challenged to produce some note or recording which supported his claim that I had done so, the reporter could show nothing, not an inch of cassette tape or even a jotted word, and refused to make any reply to my e-mails. Later, he averred that he was “so shocked” by what I had said that he had not written it down but of course could not forget it: it had branded itself forever on his ethnically sensitive brain. The West Australian, which had bravely taken the lead in rebuking me for my racism and elitism, ran a front-page story urging me to leave the state and not come back, and illustrated it with a full-page-deep caricature of me brandishing my crutches and firing machine-gun bullets from them at unidentified victims.

But by then, this kind of mendacity didn't seem to matter. The hacks of Australia—none of whom bothered to check the allegation, least of all with me—copied the “curry-muncher” quote from one another. That is the way most journalism works, in Australia or out of it. The Australian papers are perhaps no worse than the London tabloids—hardly a surprising fact, since most of them are owned by the same people, and some are edited by other Australians. One goat mimes another, nobody bothers to check (since the editorial expense of maintaining a checking department, as at the New York Times, Time magazine or The New Yorker, is considered optional in Australia), and thus lies and fancies become truth. Not one of the journalists who repeated the “curry-muncher” quote had been in Perth, let alone spoken to me, still less asked for or received an interview. But although “currymuncher” is not, perhaps, the deadliest of insults, I resented being tarred with the brush of racism since—as my writings on art over the last forty years would prove—I have never written one disparaging word about that great subcontinent, its peoples, its culture, or even about the prosecution's barrister, who admittedly struck me in court as a pompous prat, but for reasons quite unconnected with his Indian ancestry. The only reference I made to curry at all was to say, in an admittedly feeble joke to a radio interviewer, that the magistrate had given the prosecution “curry,” which is Australian for a robust lambasting. As indeed he had.

Then the “curry-muncher” non-quote made its way onto the Internet, which gave me more things to straighten out with puzzled Time staffers, headed by an indignant Japanese-American, who felt his ancestry was being impugned. And before long, the whole fictional imbroglio descended into pure farce, when a newly opened Indian restaurant in Melbourne called itself the Curry-Muncher—which in itself might have weakened the contention that Indians found the phrase insulting.

Another reporter, this time from the West Australian, produced the further extraordinary fiction that I had accused members of the Broome Fire Department of theft, that they had “stolen” the tuna out of the back of the car. Of course, I had never said or even suggested anything of the sort; what I did say was that I hoped they had taken the fish and that some of them might have enjoyed it for dinner.

Of course, in the midst of all this turmoil, we had fallen into a legal trap. Bloeman's decision that there was no case to answer was a finding of law and thus readily appealable. With the benefit of hindsight, it seems obvious that we should have pressed on and insisted on giving our evidence. Bloeman then would almost certainly have acquitted me and an appeal would have been well-nigh impossible. An acquittal cannot be appealed; but a “no case” verdict is not an acquittal. The Crown can still appeal it.

And Cock had a sound legal point. How could there be no case to answer, no case at all, when my car had been found on the wrong side of the road? The fairies wouldn't have dropped it there.

Cock could have chosen to leave well enough alone, but media coverage, extensive and often hostile to me, together with my own reflections on his motives and the award of costs all virtually ensured that he would appeal to the Supreme Court. And so he did. (Rather confusingly, the Supreme Court is not the highest court in Australia. That is the High Court in Canberra. But it is still extremely unusual for a traffic case to go there.)

This didn't matter. Australian journalists are apt to write whatever they want, and now these ones wanted what Vladimir Nabokov once so expressively termed the writer's “pale and glaring head” on a platter. All of a sudden the Australian media, which had previously been sympathetic to neutral, decided that it was, in that salty national phrase, my turn in the barrel at long last. I was a vile elitist, without gratitude to his rescuers. (Some truly bizarre stories, saying that I had spoken contemptuously of the Broome Volunteer Fire Department, were circulated by the Australian press. None of them contained a vestige of truth.) All across the country, editors sat up at the prospect of getting some circulation-building blood in the water. Young journos with reputations to make (and a few older ones, too, without much time left to make one before mandatory retirement) seized the chance to denounce a writer whose offense was to have become too well-known in his native country and had then sold out, first to the Poms, then to the Yanks. This process, known as “cutting down the tall poppy,” is one of the enduring institutions of cultural life in Australia, and perhaps I was lucky to have escaped it for so long.

It is true that I had not been very reverent in my comments on Robert Cock's actions and motives. But then, he was a public official, and in most democracies those who act in the people's name are expected to take the rough side of the people's tongue together with the smooth: their actions are open to adverse commentary, like any other government agent. Not, apparently, in Western Australia, where they feel entitled to an almost diva-like deference from the press. So when Cock and his barrister turned on their radios and heard me saying in a post-trial interview that they had brought the prosecution so as to politically grandstand, they saw an opportunity.

They sued me in the civil courts for defamation, and eventually won. In the end, which took years to reach, they got a good deal less money than their lawyers were demanding (under the terms of the out-of-court settlement I am not allowed to reveal the amount). But this must have been one of the few instances in Australian law where a public prosecutor could (a) prosecute someone in the magistrate's court on a traffic offense while (b) claiming personal civil damages from the same defendant in the Supreme Court at the same time. You might have supposed a whiff of conflict of interest here, but not, apparently, in West Australia.

Sanity (of a kind) prevailed, in the end. I settled the defamation case, and when the traffic case came back to the magistrate's court I did what I should have done to begin with: for the sake of closure, I pleaded guilty, was excused attendance at the court, and paid a fine. It was $2,520, and—just in case I was seized with nostalgia for the delights of the state—I was solemnly debarred from applying for a driver's license in Western Australia for a period whose length I forget. The legal and travel costs, in the end, amounted to more than $250,000—perhaps not adequate punishment, but at least a fitting knock on the knuckles for a fucking elitist cunt like me.

For of course I am completely an elitist, in the cultural but emphatically not the social sense. I prefer the good to the bad, the articulate to the mumbling, the esthetically developed to the merely primitive, and full to partial consciousness. I love the spectacle of skill, whether it's an expert gardener at work, or a good carpenter chopping dovetails, or someone tying a Bimini hitch that won't slip. I don't think stupid or ill-read people are as good to be with as wise and fully literate ones. I would rather watch a great tennis player than a mediocre one, unless the latter is a friend or a relative. Consequently, most of the human race doesn't matter much to me, outside the normal and necessary frame of courtesy and the obligation to respect human rights. I see no reason to squirm around apologizing for this. I am, after all, a cultural critic, and my main job is to distinguish the good from the second-rate, pretentious, sentimental, and boring stuff that saturates culture today, more (perhaps) than it ever has. I hate populist kitsch, no matter how much of the demos loves it. To me, it is a form of manufactured tyranny. Some Australians feel this is a confession of antidemocratic sin; but I am no democrat in the field of the arts, the only area—other than sports—in which human inequality can be displayed and celebrated without doing social harm. I have never looked down on spectator sports or on those who enjoy them—it's just that, due perhaps to some deformity in my upbringing, I've never been particularly keen on watching them or felt concerned about which team, crew, or side won. The long bus ride out to the banks of the Nepean River for the inter-school regattas, and the tedium of sitting on an ant-infested grass slope waiting for the fours and eights to slide distantly past, could send me into a coma. I loathed playing Rugby football —“the muddied oafs at the goals”— and disliked watching it only slightly less. I once, and once only, went to a racetrack; this was in Brisbane, in 1962, where I lost five pounds on an animal named Flake White (unwisely chosen merely because that was the name of a kind of artist's pigment) and then went back to the city on a bus, none the wiser about horses. I used to like playing golf, but watching it on TV puts me to sleep. And only once, in a third of a century in America, have I actually gone to watch a baseball game, a pastime whose rules I only vaguely understand. (The late artist Saul Steinberg once said to me that baseball was the great moral allegory of American life, but I have never grasped what he meant.) No doubt this is my loss, but I am powerless to feel otherwise. Perhaps I am not a “true” Australian, as my antipodean critics have indeed been known to claim.

Australians have no difficulty with elitism in sports. On the contrary, it fuels their imaginations, it blots up their leisure time, and they prize it as their chief claim to national distinction, especially since their political and economic importance is so unfairly slight in most of the world's eyes. When John Howard's Liberal Party was returned to power once more after a wretchedly bungled campaign by Labour in the 2004 elections, the event made it only to page 16 of the New York Times and seemed to excite no further comment or analysis. Events in Haiti automatically get ten times the column inches and air seconds of those in Australia; and those in Israel, of course, a hundred times. There is no Australia Lobby in New York to make politicians and Meejah proprietors feel guilty and open their capacious wallets. Australia rarely pops up before the world's Meejah; at best it doesn't matter much to them, and most of the time it doesn't matter at all.

Generally speaking, if an Australian event doesn't involve a monster crocodile, a giant shark, or Nicole Kidman, it won't go anywhere in America. killer croc chomps nicole: a good Murdochian headline, almost rivaling his New York Post's classic HEADLESS BODY IN TOPLESS BAR.

Competitive sports is not just an example, but the very essence, of elitist activity: by its nature, a competition can yield only one winner as against any number of losers. But if the harmless culture elitist is not a sport elitist, and unwisely confesses that he doesn't care who wins what at any Olympic Games, then woe betide him. There is bound to be something un-Australian in his makeup. Nobody is more hypocritical about “elitism” than your average Australian journalist.

By the time this bleary fiesta of humbug and abuse, with all its fabrication of quotes, had run its course, I had indeed lost the rather innocent and nostalgic love of Australia that I had retained for nearly forty years, ever since I left for Europe. I had never for a moment contemplated changing my citizenship. Now I was reluctantly thinking about it. The spate of inaccurate reports, the op-ed articles about my supposed disloyalty as an expatriate, the clamor of bawling stupidity on the call-in radio shows, the reluctance of all except a tiny handful of Australian writers to speak up in my defense (a handful of two, really—the writers Peter Craven and Cathy Lumby) and the general level of rancorous prejudice—all this had made me wonder if in fact there was anything to be gained by remaining a “patriot,” whatever that now meant. What penance was I meant to do? Did Australian culture, let alone its Meejah, have anything further to offer me? Conversely, did I owe Australia anything, having lived outside it for more than forty years and only lived in it for twenty-six? Was I fated always to owe the place something for the mere fact of being born and raised in it? Was my Australianness the most important thing about me, or was it only one of the attributes of an evolving life, one that could be left behind without bitterness on either side, even though my Australian accent, like the smile of the Cheshire Cat, lingered in the branches of the gum tree? I badly needed a settling of accounts.
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