




































































BARRIERS 
and BIGOTRY 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF SECTARIANISM 

IN THE WEST AUSTRALIAN CHURCH 

by Peter Boyce 

It is one of the ironies of human history that the 
illumination which has brought into religion a per­
ception of the unity of God and the brotherhood of 
mankind should at the same time have promoted in­
tolerance and persecution. 

Arnold Toynbee: A Study of History, Vol. IV. 

It would be as easy as it would be unfaii-
to dramatize the present-day influence of sec­
tarian feeling on Australian national life. To 
suggest that bigotry and ignorance are rein­
forcing the social barriers erected by diverg­
ent doctrines is certainly not to imply that a 
public argument between a Protestant and 
Roman Catholic bishop could mean a resort 
to arms or even to a "cold" holy war. More­
over, although it is true that the religious 
affiliations of the Australian people reflect to 
a marked degree their racial origins, these 
religio-ethnic divisions are by no means faith­
fully repeated in the composition of the major 
political parties, as in Canada, for example, 
where the French-speaking element is tradi­
tionally true to the Liberal flag, or in 
unhappy South Africa, where the Dutch 
Reformed Church persistently lends its con­
siderable support to the Nationalist Party's 
root-and-branch apartheid policy, against the 
combined hostility of nearly all the remain­
ing churches in that country. 

Peter Boyce is now completing his M.A. in History at 
the University of W.A., and is shortly to leave for the United 
States on a scholarship to the Duke University. 

Sectarian bitterness in Western Australia 
dates from the arrival of the first Methodists 
in 1830, when the exclusiveness of the 
Anglican middle-class colony was disturbed. 
Following upon the official recognition of 
dissenters in 1840 and the first influx of 
Roman Catholics, many of them decidedly of 
the "working class", there followed a re­
alignment of church factions from Anglican-
versus-Dissenter to Protestant-versus-Roman 
Catholic. 

Although the transplanted Church of Eng­
land was never "established" in Western 
Australia, Anglicans were accorded privileges 
which were denied Roman Catholics and 
others. Chaplains were paid from the Civil 
List, buildings were financed and the social 
precedence of the Church consolidated. Feel­
ing between Roman Catholics and Protestants 
was further exacerbated by the economic 
superiority of the latter, the infiltration of 
Spanish priests into the Roman Catholic hier­
archy and subsequently by the admission of 
a large number of Irish convicts. 

The fortunes of the Christian Church were 
largely dependent on the goodwill of the 
governor, who was normally Anglican and 
prejudiced against papists and dissenters. A 
showdown between Governor Arthur Ken­
nedy and Bishop Serra over educational 
reforms and the appointment of convict chap­
lains spelled the total defeat of the latter and 
redress was not found till 1869 with the 
appointment of Frederick Weld as the first 
Roman Catholic governor of Western Aus­
tralia. 

Weld's conciliation in the time-worn 
quarrel between the Anglican-dominated 
State and the Roman Catholic Church im­
proved the finances and raised the social tone 
of the latter body, and above all it accelerated 
the growth of Roman Catholic schools. 

Western Australia was the last of the Aus­
tralian colonies to be secularised completely, 
and this was the result of the initiative of 
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Premier John Forrest and John Winthrop 
Hackett, who deplored the sectarian bickering 
which accompanied the annual scramble for 
the loaves and fishes distributed by the gov­
ernment. Congregationalists, arch-supporters 
of the principle of voluntaryism, greeted the 
1895 Assisted Schools Abolition Act and the 
Ecclesiastical Grants Abolition Act with a 
loud te deum. The Anglicans reluctantly 
acquiesced, but the angry Bishop Gibney 
with his weekly Record denounced both the 
Forrest Government for its paltry compensa­
tion and the Anglican hierarchy for accepting 
the legislation without protest. 

Although the granting of responsible gov­
ernment to Western Australia in 1890 divested 
the governor of most of his political power, 
his social programme continued to be orient­
ated towards the Church of England, especi­
ally while the Anglican bishop continued to 
hold a very senior (though unofficial) posi­
tion on the table of precedence. Sir Gerard 
Smith lost favour with the Roman Catholics 
for accepting the leadership of the local 
freemasonry and following upon an indignant 
petition to the Queen, it was assumed by the 
Roman Catholics that the Queen's representa­
tive would never again accept this office. It 
is therefore of interest to note that on two 
occasions since that time the governor has 
been installed as Grand Master of the ancient 
order of freemasons in Western Australia. 

At times it must have been difficult for a 
devout Anglican governor to distinguish be­
tween his private parish duties and his 
obligatory public appearances, though in very 
recent years Government House has preserved 
a most charitable and diplomatic poise in 
planning the governor's engagement book. 

During World War I the Fenian spirit of 
neutrality was fanned in this country by 
Archbishop Mannix of Melbourne, reaching 
its inglorious climax in the conscription 
referenda of 1916-17. In Western Australia, 
however, the Roman Catholic community was 

actually encouraged to register a YES vote 
by the pro-British Clune, himself a chaplain 
to the forces and friend of the Anglican 
Bishop Riley. 

Even today Western Australia certainly 
appears to have been less ruffled than the rest 
of Australia by the recent sectarian contro­
versies. True, industrial groupers are not the 
darlings of many Protestants, even staunchly 
anti-Communist ones, and on the issue of 
state aid to church schools some Protestant 
sandgropers seem resolved to preserve the 
status quo at all cost. These bones of con­
tention could, but need not, provide fuel for 
further sectarian fires, but there is absent 
meanwhile the hysterical hatred which separ­
ates many Anglican evangelicals in Sydney 
from Irish Roman Catholicism, an imsavoury 
hangover from Irish national history. 

To what, then, can the larger Christian 
churches of Western Australia attribute their 
present-day co-existence? Is it due partly to 
the growth of nominalism and the absence of 
legions of anti-Catholic Ulstermen in the 
Church of England? Perhaps the personal 
influence of tolerant and amicable church 
leaders has tended over the years to pour the 
oil of charity over troubled sectarian waters. 
The close bonds of friendship which bound 
Riley, Clune and the Rabbi Freedman have 
possibly been romanticised somewhat, but 
they were nevertheless both real and unique, 
and could well be repeated elsewhere. 

Lastly, it seems obvious that the old 
economic class divisions are no longer as 
perceptibly sectarian as they were in the 
nineteenth century, when the number of 
genteel, propertied Roman Catholic families 
was negligible. Since then, economic equality 
and its handmaid, social equality, has re­
moved a Roman Catholic excuse for grievance 
against the Protestant majority. Whilst it is 
probably true that the Church of England 
still contains proportionally more "bourgeois" 
adherents than most other communions, so 
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many of these potentially influential church­
men have been merely nominal, or at least 
unaccustomed to sacrificial almsgiving, that 
the alleged economic superiority of the 
organised Church of England was for a long 
period more imagined than real. Admittedly 
within the past three years the salesmanship 
of the Wells Corporation and various local 
schemes of "promotion" have tapped the 
latent material wealth of the Anglican Church, 
but not only the Anglicans have been taking 
American lessons in money-raising. 

Probably the dual system of primary and 
secondary education does as much as any­
thing else to sharpen and perpetuate what 
religious dift'erences aheady exist in the West 
Australian community. The university, on the 
other hand, does not produce the same 
diverse effect on its students, and even the 
colleges seem to breed a spirit of tolerance 
and free intellectual inquiry. 

The University's founding fathers followed 
the Australian tradition of complete secu­
larism and the Labour Government of the da)-
went one better by refusing to nominate 
Bishop C. O. L. Riley to the first Senate, 
though it was well known to the public that 
with Hackett and Battye, Riley had been the 
driving force behind the Royal Commission 
which had induced the Government to estab­
lish the university. 

There has been surprisingly little ecumeni­
cal experiment in Western Australia, a process 
one would normally expect to be facilitated 
by the pattern and sparsity of settlement. Is 
it not reasonable to suppose that lonely 
understaffed flocks in the backblocks would 
have pioneered a compulsory co-operation of 
the various Christian groups? Instead, for 
130 years, impoverished little minorities have 
jealously guarded their distinctive traditions 
by erecting ungainly "temporary" buildings 
and eking out pittances for frustrated parsons 
who chase each other round the countryside 
ignoring the fundamental economic wisdom 

of a division of labour. With recent experi­
ments in joint Anglican-Methodist church 
ownership in two wheatbelt towns and the 
Presbyterian-Congregationalist union in Kal-
goorlie and Bunbury, some progress must be 
recognized, but in most areas the wastage of 
manpower and money continues to stultify 
the work and witness of the Christian Church. 
The World Council of Churches has not fired 
the imagination of many Protestants in this 
State, though all but the Baptists are repre­
sented on it. Anglicans are particularly 
sceptical in many quarters, despite the initi­
ative that was taken by William Temple, who 
described it as "the great new factor of our 
time". 

Against the background of this inertia and 
particularism must be set the appalling ignor­
ance of rank-and-file Christians in Western 
Australia of practices and beliefs other than 
their own. It is not unknown for a devout 
Methodist family to have discovered with 
joyful surprise that a Roman Catholic priest 
could be extremely pleasant company—and 
possibly even a Christian! 

whether or not a high Roman Catholic 
birthrate and sustained immigration pro­
gramme will ever seriously disturb the present 
preponderance of Protestants in the Christian 
population here, only time will tell; but many 
of the latter are already anxious to stem the 
tide of immigration from southern Europe, 
and see in the "Bring out a Briton" slogan 
their only means of salvation. 

It is to be hoped that the uglier facets of 
sectarianism will be avoided at all costs. Even 
if Christ's own prayer "that all may be one" 
is not yet an accomplished fact in the organ­
ised life of the Church, it would be deplorable 
if critics could point the accusing finger and 
say of our own outpost of Christendom what 
Lucretious said of Roman religious life: 
Tantum religio potvit suadere malorum— 
"'Such an enormity of evil has religion insti­
gated." 
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Youthful Traditions 
....a Paradox? 
THE AUSTRALIAN TRADITION . 
Studies in a Colonial Culture, by 
A. A. Phillips (Melbourne: F. W. 
Cheshire, 1958). 
FORTUNATELY, the title of Mr. 
Phillips' book is misleading. It is 
not an obituary. It does not deal 
with 'A Tradition,' but with a few 
of the traditional themes evident 
in Australian literature. Moreover, 
it is a virtue of the essays that 
they are far less self-conscious than 
the title suggests. Mr. Phillips has 
the gift of illuminating general 
themes when dealing with par­
ticular issues. Though the essays 
were written on several occasions, 
with no intentional connection, the 
five most important (the first four 
and the sixth) display connecting 
threads. Hints in one essay are 
developed in another, showing 
that Mr. Phillips is a true profes­
sional, constantly thoughtful about 
the general trends in Australian 
literature. 

The first two essays deal widi 
the craftsmanship of Lawson and 
of Furphy (Colhns) respectively. 
Mr. Phillips knows the works of 
these two writers thoroughly. He 
rarely fails to find an apt quota­
tion when he wants to illustrate 
his argument—and he argues con­
vincingly from the evidence that 
Lawson and Collins were better 
craftsmen than is usually allowed. 
The only way to refute his con­
vincing arguments would be to 
study Lawson's and Furphy's writ­
ing vvdth as much careful atten­
tion. This is the sort of criticism 
Australian wirting needs; the sort 
that makes you return to some 
work to study it more attentively, 
and probably with greater enjoy­
ment. 

These two essays lead naturally 
to the tliird, "The Democratic 
Theme". There is a widespread 
assumption that the democratic 

theme in Australian literature is an 
unvarying Good-on-you-mate ega-
litarianism. Mr. Phillips reminds 
us that the attitude of Australian 
writers to democracy has under­
gone important changes in em­
phasis: mostly a decline from the 
early cocksureness that Australia 
was the land of the future of the 
Common Man to a sense of un­
easiness and of partial failure. 
However, despite Vance Palmer's 
attempt at demolition,* the Nine­
ties myth dies hard. Mr. Phillips 
lists a dozen novelists ("the list 
could be extended to wearisome 
length") who exhibit the forma­
tive influence of the literature of 
the Nineties. He concludes that 

Slap-dasli—the word suggests 
a difficulty typical of the 
whole problem of a colonial 
culture. Much of our writing 
is rough and untidy. The 
cultivated Australian with a 
pride in his country—the 
qualification is important — 
finds this distressing. With 
the inhibiting colonial habit 
of comparison, he wishes that 
his writers did not thus ex­
pose themselves to the disdain 
of the European. But when 
an Australian writer attempts 
a polished precision, the Aus­
tralian reader is no happier— 
the baby mysteriously dis­
appears with the bath water. 

rcvitw 
"Australian practice proves the 
paradox that a youthful crudity 
can itself become a tradition". 

The myth of the Nineties is 
useful in that every Australian is 
born with something of its egali­
tarian fervour in his veins. There 
are considerably less attractive 
congenital attitudes. However, it 
begins to flavour Australian novels 
a little monotonously—because it 
has the aroma of dogma. For 
novelists, dogma can be restricting. 
Certainly among Australian novel­
ists this particular dogma tends to 
stifle that other Australian virtue: 
irony. 

I am not sure that Mr. Phillips 
is aware of this danger entirely. 
In his fourth essay, "The Family 
Relationship," he appears to find 
the youthful crudity a necessary 
element: 

* Vance Palmer; " T h e Legend of the 
Nineties," 

S E C T I O N 
Mr. Phillips is very near the mark 
here. I am personally very much 
aware of this ambivalent attitude. 
While in Europe I read Australian 
novels very eagerly, because I 
yearned for the particular vitality 
of our way of life. At home, en­
joying our way of life at first­
hand, I do find something missing 
in many Australian novels. Is it 
because the vwriters have not tried 
hard enough to reconcile precision 
and youthful vigour? The odd 
thing is that, in this regard, our 
poets and our playwrights seem 
to be more successful. That may 
be because most of our influential 
earlier writers were novelists or 
short-story writers; or there may 
be other factors. 

Mr. Phillips is not altogether 
clear about this. I am not sure 
that he is always using the terms 
'youthful vigour' and 'slap-dash' 
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with precision. The paragraph 
following tlie one ciuoted above 
concludes: 

After all, there was once a 
slap-dash lad from Stratford 
over whom Ben Jonson shook 
his learned head. 

Well! If Shakespeare was slap­
dash, what is there to argue 
about? 

The otlier important essay, "The 
Australian Romanticism and Stew 
art's Ned Kelly," again increases 
our appreciation of a particular 
work while illuminating a general 
theme—the ratlier sardonic brand 
of romanticism which is character­
istic of Australian literature. 

The remaining essays are light­
weight and give the impression of 
a slight hastiness in gathering a 
collection for publication in book 
form. I might have been more en­
thusiastic about all the essays if it 
were not that they seem to have 
been published without very much 
revision. Mr. PhilHps makes many 
sound comments and quite often 
strikes the exact note: "The Aus­
tralian temperament is essentially 
pragmatic—a quaUty which is 
sometimes mistaken for material­
ism." Howe\'er in some places 
the argument is spoilt by un­
characteristic imprecision—as has 
been shown. I am sure that a 
man of Mr. PhiUips' taste must 
regret the publication of some 
passages. 

Has he, for example, re-read, 
with critical attention, that famous 
essay of his, "The Cultural 
Cringe"? He has some pertinent 
things to say in tiiis essay; so per­
tinent that the title was adopted, 
soon after the essay first appeared 
in Meanjin, as a useful label for a 
certain attitude. But my! it is 
heavy-handed in places; not least 
in the opening sentence: 

Once upon a time (and not 
very long ago) the Australian 
Broadcasting Commission used 
to present a Sunday pro­
gramme, designed to cajole a 

mild Sabbatarian bestirment 
of the wits. 

Mercifully, Mr. Phillips is not al­
ways so slap-dash! 

DAVID HUTCHISON. 

Wooped Up ? 
CALL ME WHEN THE CROSS 
TURNS OVER, by Darcy Niland. 
(Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 
1958). 

DiisPiTE A DEAL of Unfavourable 
criticism, there can be no gainsay­
ing that Darcy Niland scored a 
popular success with the Shirallee-
Even more successful was the film 
version, produced with an (al­
most) full Australian cast, so tliat 
the Shirallee (which, by the way, 
means 'burden') must literally 
have proved itS worth in gold, for 
those concerned. 

It was not long before the writer 
followed up with another with the 
piquant title of Call Me When The 
Cross Turns Over. The first para­
graph promises well: 

A woman went to live at 
Moonlight when Moonlight 
was nothing—no more than 
a tumbling building, a pair 
of wheel tracks and a shape 
in the grass where a house 
used to be. She put up a 
house on the bank of the 
creek and waited for time 
to go by, but one day she 
left with another who be­
came her mate and the 
swagman use that hut now. 

Encouraged, we proceed with 
the story, and it is soon obvious 
that we have here the ingredients 
for anotiier successful outback 
film. The dialogue seems stilted at 
first, but read as a scenario it is 
quite competent. 

The heroine. Barbie Cazabon, 
orphaned and alone in a cruel 
hard "man's world," somehow 
manages to retain her virtue to 
the end. Seeking love and secu­

rity, she buttles round the outback 
in a variety of jobs, until a suit­
able hero emerges in the form of 
"Fascinating," or "Fass," who is 
not only a magnificent hunk of 
tough - but - tender - underneath 
type of manhood, but possesses, 
into die bargain, one brown and 
one blue eye. Through a misunder­
standing, however, Barbie deserts 
"Fass" and marries another. Some­
what cheered at diis slightly un­
conventional turn of events, we 
are again plunged into gloom as 
the wrong guy dies of a heart 
attack and "Fass" is first on the 
scene to comfort the young widow. 

The hterary quaht> of the book 
is patchy. An occasional gem of a 
paragraph shines through the 
general mediocrity of style, but the 
writer clearly knows what he is 
about. He sketches his characters 
skilfully and is well versed in the 
vernacular of the bush "booze art­
ists". He knows what makes them 
laugh and cry, and, in short, what 
makes them tick. One suspects he 
must be writing from first-hand 
knowledge and feels, therefore, 
homehow let down by an under­
lying lack of sincerity. 

Although not to be recommend­
ed for grandmothers or school­
girls, many will enjoy this book 
for its colour, excitement and ro­
mance, and may even be fooled 
into believing that it portrays the 
"real Australian outback". In fact, 
it is about as typical as a popular 
American "Western" is typical of 
life in that setting. Incidents diat 
are highlights of the years crowd 
on each other's heels, presenting 
a tiioroughly "whooped up" ver­
sion of the real tiling. Many other 
Australian writers such as Katlie-
rine Susannah Pritchard, Kyhe 
Tennant, Tom Ronan and Miles 
Frankhn have written of the out­
back so much better, though prob­
ably with less popular appeal. 

So, we must at least hand it to 
Niland that he knows what the 
public likes and serves it up in 
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generous helpings. Nonetheless, 
his wife Ruth Park manages to 
combine the same appeal with 
considerably more sincerity, and 
does not leave the reader with die 
sneaking suspicion of having been 
played like a fish on a line by an 
artfid angler. 

PATSY MILLER. 

Mature Writer's 
First Novel 
QUIET, BRAT ! by H. H. Wilson. 
(Sydney: Dymock's Book Arcade 
Ltd., 1958). 

IT IS ALWAYS a matter worthy of 
comment when a writer steps from 
one literary form to another. In 
the case of H. H. Wilson, who has 
estabHshed herself in the short 
story field in Australia, tliere are 
reasons why the publication of her 
first novel merits some introduc­
tory notes on tlie author before 
considering the novel itself. 

Helen Helga Wilson, the woman 
who shelters behind the initials 
H.H.W., has been writing for her 
own pleasure most of her life— 
poetry, children's stories, sketches, 
and articles for press and radio. 
Only in her fifties, however, 
did she see her first novel in print. 

By that time she had brought to 
lier work a mature outlook on life, 
an understanding of people and an 
awareness of the motivations of 
human behaviour. A very full per­
sonal fife with an adult family has 
provided first-hand knowledge of 
the post-w<u- generation and givtm 
her unusual insight into the, emo­
tional conflicts of adolescence. 

Her treatment of contemporary 
problems gains by this. 

Helen Wilson's attitude to hfe is 
that of the Australian born, who 
has lived since early childhood in 
Western Australia. Educated at 
both private and pubUc schools, 
she went on to take a B.A. degree 

at die University of W.A., major­
ing in history. From this source, I 
suggest, flows two influences which 
I find mark her work strongly. Her 
outlook is coloured by what might 
be termed a "professional woman's 
\ iewpoint". This is reflected in two 
ways in her work: in its social 
content and in tire strength of her 
women characters. 

The second influence comes 
from her special study of history, 
which conditions her approach to 
background material. Whatever 
she writes contains autiienticity of 
scene with accuracy of event. In 
addition, she frequently turns to 
the past for a nice touch of his­
torical allusion. 

Helen Wilson has had stories 
accepted since her twenties, and 
upwards of one hundred have ap­
peared in print in magazines, jour­
nals and newspapers. She has had 
singular success in literary com­
petitions. Her entry in the Sydney 
Morning Herald Competition was 
placed sixth in 675 entries. More 
recently she won second place for 
"A Field of Wheat" in the A.J.A. 
Competition. The judges highly 
commended the striking originality 
of theme, and her treatment of 
the difficult subject of inter-racial 
hatred between those who had 
fought in the last war. The scene 
is set in Japan (recently visited by 
Mrs. Wilson), where an Australian 
goes to avenge deep wrongs and 
finds a new understanding of the 
Japanese people. 

It might be thought, then, that 
having discovered so rich a vein 
in the field she has so successfull>' 
pegged out for herself, H. H. 
Wilson would have continued to 
exploit it to its fullest extent in 
view of the almost limitless possi­
bilities it presents to her fertile 
mind. Another point in favour of 
the short story is that this writer-
housewife can control this medium 
within the time limited to her. 

Mrs. Wilson, however, has set 
herself tlie task of conquering the 

longer form of the novel while 
continuing to write short stories. 
Here again she has succeeded. 

Quiet, Brat!—though her first 
novel to be published, is in fact 
the third she has written. A pre­
vious novel was seriahsed, while 
another was commended in die 
same S.M.H. literary contest in 
which her short story was placed 
sixth. Set in Shark Bay, on tiie 
Nor'-West coastline of W.A., and 
titled Where the Wind's Feet 
Shine, it is now in the hands of 
her publishers. 

Quiet, Brat! will certainly build 
Helen Wilson's reputation as a • 
story-teller and a mature writer of 
much insight. The title, by the 
way, comes from the expression 
used to quieten child patients by 
nurses and doctors in a children's 
hospital. 

This novel is a fast-moving 
piece of fiction with the action 
compacted into three clays over 
the busy Christmas festivities in a 
children's hospital. Here are all 
the elements of drama, and the 
author draws on them to the full. 

The setting is remarkably audi-
entic; the hospital with its wards, 
out-patients' department, and 
nurses' and medical staff quarters. 
The corporate life, the discipline, 
the well-regulated routine and the 
technical matters concerning ad­
ministration and medical pro­
cedure are authentic and well de­
lineated. This is, as far as I can 
gather, the first novel written 
around hospital life in Australia. 
The Mary Latimer Hospital for 
Children, founded some century 
ago by a co-worker of Florence 
Nightingale is recognisable as 
any hospital for children in any 
big city of Australia—a little priv­
ate world of its own into which 
patients and parents come as 
transients, while life within the 
hospital goes on and on. 

Tile events of the brief three 
days happen each on the heels of 
the other. A hit-and-run accident 
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bringing death to one child and 
the shattering of mind of his twin 
sister; a desperately ill tetanus 
case; the suicide of a nurse; and 
finally a fire in an old two-storied 
wing. The atmosphere of suspense 
against a background of summer 
heat is caught from the opening 
sentence, and maintained to the 
closing phrase. The fire is but the 
culmination of smouldering hatreds 
and resentments, acting as a cath­
arsis, cleansing and purifying in 
many directions, so that a promise 
of a better life emerges for many 
of the hospital inmates. 

There is a warm understanding 
of people and of life—its weak­
nesses and strengths, its pettiness 
and its grandeur—that makes this 
more than merely a fast-moving 
piece of entertaining reading. 
Memories remain of the characters, 
clearly etched and moulded by 
past events, yet changing in the 
stresses and strains of the cata­
clysmic happenings of the narra­
tive. 

Matron Fowler, well preserved, 
the good administrator, "progress" 
her slogan, sublimating the woman 
to the place-seeker, cultivating the 
people of influence for the good 
of the institution. True to type, 
yet not "typed". The Supervising 
Sister, Jane Tweedie, devoted and 
dedicated to all that is noblest 
in the profession, philosophically 
aware that not all the nurses who 
take up training do so for love of 
the job; yet trying to understand 
and help the two hundred or so 
youngsters in her care under the 
new system of "free" discipline. 

The younger nurses, among 
them Virginia Duff, a warm and 
sympathetic country girl, alienated 
from home by her mother's cry 
from the heart, "Why couldn't it 
have been you" when her younger 
brother was killed by a wool-truck 
on their outback station. Able by 
the knowledge of this emotional 
wound to help heal the youngster 

brought into her care from the 
street accident. Then, finding re­
lease herself and reconciliation 
with her family, she falls in love 
with the Hospital Superintendent, 
Dr. James Devlin, whose sense of 
values was also violently upset by 
the events of the Christmas season. 

There are other men in the tale, 
but it is the women who remain 
in the memory—especially old 
Sister Fullbright, whose certificate 
might have been in question, but 
not her knowledge of the value of 
"mothering" to sick children; who 
believed all parents to be born 
fools and hospitals places where 
they put their mistakes. 

It is round this theme of par­
ental influence on children's 
emotional make-up and subsequent 
behaviour that the novel is prim­
arily based. 

The whole pattern of this novel 
is so recogiusably Australian that 
it is likely to prove popular here 
while being accepted overseas for 
its universal qualities. The warp 
and woof of the weave is of the 
home-growrn variety, local colour 
and colloquial idiom; but the fab­
ric is contemporary, of this day 
and age. 

IBENE GREENWOOD. 

Short-sighted 
Idealism 
THE BRIDGE ON THE RIVER 
KWAI. 
Producer: Sam Spiegel. 
Director :David Lean. 

CONSIDERED from any point of 
view, The Bridge on the River 
Kwai is a film which has the quali­
ties to make those who have seen 
it want to think it, talk it, and 
probably see it, over again. It has 
compressed within it the essence 
of the human spirit, with its rather 
bewildering variety of aspects and 
manifestations and has fused these 
in the awe-inspiring climax to 

cstabli-sh a complex yet unified and 
compelling impression of man as a 
glorious, tiagic creation. 

The achievement of this uni­
versality is due to a remarkable 
combination of a tragically ironic 
story, sensitive and dynamic pho­
tography, and almost flawless act­
ing. The result is an illusion of 
reality so strong that the entire 
experience seems to come alive. 
One feels what it is like to be 
young and afraid in war; one re­
coils from the sticky, blistering 
heat in the yard of the prison 
camp, and delights in the cold 
shock from a dip in the clear river 
water. 

Such is the impact and self-
contained unity of literally dozens 
of brief scenes in the fihn that 
one tends to dwell on them in­
dividually instead of seeing them 
as an enrichment of the main 
theme. This portrays the futility 
of man's greatest efforts to do 
what he thinks is for the best. 
Tragedy occurs when it is seen 
that his ideals are narrow, short­
sighted or foolish. 

Colonel Nicholson undertakes 
the seemingly impossible task of 
standing out against the Japanese 
andagainst the forces of apathy 
among his own men by inspiring 
them to build a stalwart bridge 
across the river within the dead­
line set down by the Japanese 
commander. 

Nicholson appears at first to be 
a soldier of the greatest moral and 
spiritual strength, achieving a 
single-handed victory over the 
Japanese mentality by his sheer 
inner integrity and his strict 
soldier's code. But as the building 
of the bridge proceeds it becomes 
for him an intensely personal crea­
tion—the symbol of his life-success 
—and his very strength becomes 
his weakness as he prepares to 
sacrifice anything for the success­
ful completion of the bridge. 

To watch him as he leads a 
sm.all band of sick soldiers from 
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the hospital to help with the con­
struction is both to marvel at him 
and to despair of him at tlie same 
time. Carried away by his per­
sonal goal, he in the end betrays 
his own countrymen, and it is only 
when he is brought physically face 
to face with this fact that he sees 
his own narrowness. The truth de­
stroys him. 

In Nicholson, Guinness creates 
a character who, one feels, will 
outlive the film itself. EquaEy 
convincing is the Japanese com­
mander, Colonel Saito. His moral 
defeat by the British occurs only 
because of his loneliness and isola­
tion in a position of leadership 
where die penalty for failure is 
suicide. There is an imphed con­
demnation of the Japanese system, 
yet for Saito himself one feels the 
greatest sympathy. 

"This feeling extends less easily 
to Major Warden, a British com-
niiindo leader whose task is to blow 
up the bridge, for his physical 
grit and determination are over­
shadowed by the same fanaticism 
which grips Colonel Nicholson. 
He, too, is willing to sacrifice the 
qualities of humanism which are 
so essential to man if he is to be 
a complete and worthwhile human 
being. 

In Shears, the American, are 
seen the qualities that Nicholson 
and Warden lack so tiagically. His 
whole being is in tune with the 
beauty of the jungle, which is 
made a symbol of all that is natu­
ral and life-giving. When in .con­
tact with men like Nicholson he 
is hard and cynical to a fault; but 
his response to anything beautiful 
and friendly is immediate and 
vital, be it the (suspiciously beau­
tiful) girl-porters, or simply the 
vibrant jungle through which he 
moves so easily that he might be 
one of its own creatures. 

When he and his young com­
mando companion lie dead at the 
river's edge, it seems tragic that 
they should be sacrificed by the 

folly of their fellow countrymen. 
And it seems fitting that the 
bridge should be blasted into a 
thousand pieces, leaving nature 
once again in possession of the 
quiet clearing. The efforts of "in­
human" man have ended in defeat. 

But because Shears and the 
young commando—stretched out 
on the drying sands below—sacri­
ficed themselves for the sake of 
their friends, though they did not 
share in their folly, a strong faith 
in the value of the human spirit 
persists. 

One is slow to criticise a film of 
this breadth, and the only observa­
tion demanding mention is that in 
the attempt to compress such a 
large number of independent 
scenes into the film, one or two of 
them appear a little contrived, 
particularly the question of killing 
a fellow-human in warfare. 

It is hard to imagine tliat the 
photography in the fihn could be 
more dramatic or sensitive. In its 
constant pointing of the contrast 
between the hannony of nature 
and the activities of man it under­
lines and unifies the theme of the 
film at the same time as giving a 
rich visual feast. In one moment 
millions of birds rise into the air, 
screaming in protest at the sudden 
blast from a machine-gun; then 
the camera focusses on tlie still 
jungle pool, the waters of which 
are stained a brilliant scarlet by 
the blood from the bodies of tliree 
hapless Japanese soldiers. The 
motionless trees and the shocked 
girl-porters stand frozen in mute 
protest. 

Such is the impact of The 
Bridge on the River Kwai," and 
such it will remain. 

B. W. ALLEN. 
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