



































































































































































































































































































































in superlatives and handsomely dressed prove,
on investigation, to be somewhat less than good?
May not others like Big Fat Tuesday prove better
than the letterpress sounds, indeed, as stimulating
as the jacket design looks? The only way is to
read them and find out for yourself,

For the last few weeks 1 have been sampling
three books from this catalogue and one which
ought to have been included but wasnt, Another
which ought to have been included and wasn't,
Sumner Locke Elliott's Careful, He Might Hear
You, 1 had read earlier and consider it one of the
best Australian novels I have read in years. So
this isn’t among my present samplings.

First among the lucky dip is an anthology,
Favourite Australian Poems, edited by Ian Mudie
and published by Righy’s. If T may disgress here
for a moment, T would like to recall my first visit
to Sydney in 1929 when I met a silver-haired
septuagenarian who was the Australian repres-
entative of Doultons, the English manufacturers
of fine china. While accompanying me round
his show-rooms, he explained that Doultons first
established themselves in business by making
drain-pipes. From the profits of this purely
utility line they were then able to embark on the
more speculative enterprise of making fine china
and objets d’art. Tt seemed to me at the time
that here was a sound policy for any Australian
publisher about to begin business. Utility first;
and afterwards literature. Righy’s, Australia’s most
rapidly expanding new publisher, appears to have
had the same idea.

Favourite Australian Poems is a drain-pipe
book. Its title is curiously misleading. Whose
“favourite Australian poems”™ Ian Mudie’s?
Yours? Mine? Or are we to conclude that in
some magical way the editor has contrived to
discover what are, in fact, the favourite poems
of all Australians? An examination of its con-
tents draws some strange conclusions: that Ken-
neth Slessor is a favourite by virtue of a most
un-Slessor-like poem, ‘“the Bushranger”; that
Douglas Stewart’s claim rests on a single stanza
from “Sonnets To The Unknown Soldier”; that
Judith Wright is nobody’s favourite for she { prob-
ably our best living poet) is not represented;
that Australians of today still adore Barcroft
Boake’s “Where The Dead Men Lie”; that Aust-
ralians cannot bear what Roland Robinson during
his recent visit to Perth described as “cerebral”
poetry and therefore have no “favourite” among
the works of R. D. FitzGerald, A. D. Hope,
Vincent Buckley, James McAuley, Seaforth Mac-
kenzie, Rosemary Dobson or Francis Webb.
These are conclusions drawn only from the mis-
leading title of the book. It goes without saying
that there are here some very good poems in
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the particular genre lan Mudie has chosen to
represent. This may be defined as poems that are
(to quote the blurb) “a reflection of much of the
so-called Australian Legend”. The Catalogue,
Australian Books, 1963, throws a little more light
on its intention:

Recently there has been a return to the old
Australian custom of verse-speaking, and
from outback camp-fires to city parks, Aust-
ralian poetry is being read to appreciative
audiences, This rollicking collection, Fav-
nurite Australian Poems (Rigby), edited by
lan Mudie (photograph beIowgr, is designed
for a wide audience and contains many old
favourites such as “The Death of Ben Hall”
and “How McDougall Topped The Score”.
21/-.
But why doesn’t the title convey something like
this to us?

My SECOND sAMPLING is Gavin Casey’s novel,
The Man Whose Name was Mud. Here, at least,
is an apt title. It is the story of a boy, born on
the day that his father, Justin Playfield, is tippling
over a rum hottle to drown both the anxiety of an
expectant father and his rage at having received
an eviction notice from the sandplain farm where
he has tried for six years to rehabilitate himself
as an ex-soldier of World War 1. The child being
safely delivered, Justin and his farmhand, Joe,
drive to the town of Blunder Rock where Justin
in a fit of alcoholic irrationality registers his
son’s name as “Mud Playfield”. To his father
the boy's name is Mud, although his mother
ineffectually objects to it and is relieved when,
at the age of six on the goldfields, Mud is taken
to school and an outraged school-mistress enters
him in the school register as “Murdoch”. There-
after Murdoch Playfield passes through adoles-
cence, gets a job with an S.P. bookmaker, goes
to World War i, and returns to go into partner-
ship with a couple of ex-soldier mates in a trans-
port business that thrives and acquires even inter-
national tie-ups. In spite of his registered name
he achieves a position of dignity and responsibility,
only to find in the final chapter that the Registrar
at Blunder Rock also thought “Mud” was an un-
fair handicap to fasten on to anyone for life
and had changed it to “Murdoch”, the improbably
same pame the school mistress had decided on!

The first page and a half of this novel are
enticing enough, but very soon Casey develops
a strange inability to detach himself from the
point-of-view of his characters. Speaking of Joe,
the farmhand, he says, “His water-bag hung in
the so-called shade of a stunted tree.” To Joe,
perhaps ,it may have been “so-called”, but to any
objective author it was shade—sparse, thin,
straggly, perhaps, but not “so-called”. The
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toom in which Justin Playfield sat was “an
abominable room. cluttered, ugly, uncomfortable.”
To whom was it abominable, ugly, uncomfortable?
When they drove into town we are told: “Blunder
Rock awaited them, a sprawling, ugly tin town
among all the sprawling, ugly farms.” To whom
was it ugly? Then there is the departure by
train from Blunder Rock: “The baby slept through
most of it, lugged here and there and eventually
loaded ahoard the snuffling, steaming monster
that was to take them to a new place and a new
life. When the monster got its second wind, and
snorted out of the station working up enough
speed to rattle like mad, and Rita, flushed but
hopeful, settled down, Justin was deep in his
new friendship, and already sampling what was
in the new friend’s bottle. Joe waved forlornly.
but the boss never even shoved his head through
the window.”

Oh, the tiresome repetition of “never”: “The
grog never relaxed the grip it got on him that day

of his son’s birth. . . . He was never much good
thereafter. His wife, Rita, never fully recovered,
either . . .7 Three times in 10 lines!

Sometimes Casey seems to have lost his power
over words and uses the first .thing that comes
to mind: “His face was not weak, but now it
showed mainly awful, despairing weakness . . .
For though Justin wasn’t really old yet, he looked
absolutely ancient . . . He snarled in his mind,
and ground his teeth, and made great resolutions

. Murdoch and Charlie came out of this like
stunned plovers . . . Anyway, it was what sus-
tained this poor, unfortunate cow through mis-
fortunes greater than one man could ever be
asked to bear . . . What mucked all that up this
time was old Fred Wilson puffing and coughing
there above their heads.” Such examples could
be repeated ad nauseam.

Somewhere about p. 120, wearied of Casey’s
dun-coloured prose and technical inelegancies, I
opened Hal Porter’s The Watcher On The Cast-
iron Balcony. This is what T read on the first
page:

In a half-century of living I have seen
two corpses, two only. 1 do not know if

this total is conventional or unconventional
for an Australian of my age.

The first corpse is that of a woman of
forty. I see its locked and denying face
through a lens of tears, and hear, beyond the
useless hullabaloo of my debut in grief, its
unbelievable silence prophesying unbeliev-
able silence for me. It is not until twenty-
eight vears later that 1 seec, through eyes this
time dry and polished as glass, my second
corpse, which is that of a seventy-three-year-
old man. Tears? No tears, not any, none
at all. The silence of this corpse is as
credible as my own silence is to be, and no
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excuse for not lighting another cigarette. |
light it, tearless, while the bereaved others
scatter their anguish in laments like hand-
bills. 1 am tearless because twenty-eight
vears have taught me that it is not the dead
one should weep for but the living.

Once upon a time, it seems, but in rea_lltf'
on or about the day King Edward VII died.
these (wo corpses have been young, agile
and lustful enough to mortise themselves to-
gether to make me. Since the dead wear
no ears that hear and have no tongues to in-
form, there can now be no answer, should
the question be asked, as to wherc the mat-
ing takes place, how zestfully or grotesquely,
under which ceiling, on which kapok mat-
lress-—no answer anywhere, ever.

I ¢losed Hal Porter and went back to Gavin
Cusev. This is the reviewer’s unrelenting duty—
to pursue to the very end hoping that there may
be some improvement. And, in this case, there
is. The second half is better than the first half
and this would seem to be because Casey is work-
ing over some familiar earth. A keg-party re-
minds us, however briefly, of The Wits Are Out;
Murdoch’s outback trips with Big Charlie recall
Mail-run East: the atmosphere of the goldfields
is reminiscent of that which he so splendidly
conveys in his classic long short-story, Short-shift
Saturday and in many of his excellent stories
in It's Harder For Girls (which phrase, by the
way, actually crops up in the text), In the first
part of the book he had been struggling with
the unfamiliar, especially in his handling of in-
timate sex scenes, The earlier Casey had avoided
sex, but in dealing with the life of a human
being from birth to adulthood it can hardly be
disrcgarded, so he blunders into it as awkwardly
and as inartistically as the fourteen-year-old Mur-
doch did the first time he tried it out. Sex is
no longer taboo. Indeed, it appears to be regard-
ed as an essential ingredient of modern fiction.
But that is no reason why it should not be
handled with artistry, That Casey fails to do this
is not surprising, since there is little in this novel
that recalls the artistry of Casey at his best.

Something does with difficulty come through.
There is the growing tenderness that develops
between Rita and the ageing Justin. Murdoch
himself rises above the handicap his father im-
posed upon him at birth, gaining self-reliance in
the process, while retaining humility and tolerance.
Big Charlie and Tony Shaw, his mates during the
war and partners afterwards, provide a pleasing
contrast in types. The women in the book are
less convincing—Casey’s women are seldom drawn
with true insight—but Cassie, who provides the
book with an unexpected happy ending and Mur-
doch with a not-so-unexpected son, is developed
at a little more depth than most of the others.
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However, in arriving at these appreciations, the
reader has to struggle through so much shabby
and indecisive writing that he wonders whether,
after all, the effort has been worthwhile.

What does the Catalogue say of this book?
Here it is:

In drunken despair on the day the bank fore-
closed, Playfield registered his newly-born
son as Mud. Mud’s battle to overcome his
father’s implied slur is the theme of Gavin
Casey’s masterly story, The Man Whose
Name Was Mud (Heinemann). Returning
to his birthplace as a man, Mud learns that
the Registrar had corrected his entry of birth
t206 Murdoch. His name had never been Mud!
i

Well, catalogues must say something. But
masterly?

NENE GARE’s first novel, The Fringe Dwellers,
was a warmly human study of a group of mixed-
blood aborigines living on the outskirts of Ger-
aldton, It dealt with a genuine social problem,
but the author showed artistic perception and
considerable literary skill by developing this prob-
lem through the people themselves, through their
behaviour, their thought processes, the idiom of
their speech and their reactions to the wvarious
situations in which they found themseves. There
was no question of, “Madam, your sermon is
showing.”

Her second novel, Green Gold, does not
achieve this same effect of presenting a theme
through people, Indeed, it is really a documen-
tary presented in the form of fiction. It is the
story of Jon and Linda Pilgrim who with their
two children go to Carnarvon to pioneer a banana
plantation. They survive two cyclones and two
catastrophic floods. We learn a good deal of the
difficulties facing the growers in that district—
the varving methods of planting bananas, the
danger of the increasing salinity of the soil,
marketing difficulities, the need for a more perm-
anent water supply, the conflict between those
who would concentrate more on vegetables and
those who would make bananas their main crop.
All these are excellent material for a documentary
and from reading this book we learn much of the
conditions under which tropical agriculture is
being pioneered along the banks of the Gascoyne.

But of the people we learn very little. There
is a genuine human problem in the relationship
which exists between Jon—hard-working, practi-
cal, boorish to the point of being unbearable—
and Linda, who is a delightful mixture of femin-
ine illogicality and sound commonsense. The
conflict is hinted at, but not developed at depth.
There are the New Australian neighbours, Remus
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and Susanta Rivici, their house overflowing with
children and newly arrived compatriots whose
willingness to work for wages below award rates
threatens the standard of living of the community.
There are Russ and Bridget who also have a
personal conflict which is only thinly etched in,
and there is the next-door neighbour on the other
side from the Rivicis, Bill, who showed promise of
developing into a character with genuine in-
dividuality but somehow disappears completely
from the book. None of these people comes
alive as the people of The Fringe Dwellers came
alive,

The writing while not as slovenly as Casey’s,
is nevertheless undistinguished. One or two ex-
amples will suffice. When Jon returns alone after
the second flood he visits many of the abandoned
farms and finds that the kerosene refrigerators
have ceased to function, and that the perishables
inside them have gone bad. The small drives him
outside “retching horribly”. Mrs. Gare then con-
tinues: “When he felt better Jon communed
with himself. Should he do something about
that refrigerator or leave the foul job to its
owners? He bethought himself of the refriger-
ators yet to come and decided to leave them all
as he found them.” There is throughout the ir-
ritating use of the archaic “whilst” for “while”,
and the tough old bachelor neighbour, Bill, most
often says “ya” for “you” or “your”, that is,
when he (or the author or the printer) forgets
and uses “you” for “your” instead. Little is
gained by the attempt to render this word phoneti-
cally. How is the “a” to be pronounced—as the
neutral sound in “about”, the flat “a” of “hat”
or the long “a” of “pass”? A modicum of genuine
idiom would far more vividly enliven Bill as a
character,

The catalogue adequately sums the book up:

From a close understanding of the settler’s
roblems Nene Gare writes of a family's
Eattle to pioneer a banana plantation in
North-Western Australian in Green Gold
(Heinemann). Climate is only one of the
almost overwhelming difficulties Linda and
Jon Pilgrim must overcome. Finally, through
the most devastating flood of all, emerges
that spirit of determination which assures
eventual success. 26/-.

So much, then for the samples from the Cata-
logue, I tum now to Hal Porter’s autobiographical
The Watcher On The Cast-Iron Balcony (Faber
and Faber, 29/9). Perhaps this was deliberately
omitted because before publication the author
publicly hinted that he expected it to be banned
in at least one Australian State. Anyway, hap-
pily it wasn’t, and the opening three paragraphs
quoted earlier will have been sufficient to in-
dicate that here. at least, is an Australian writer
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whose precision of style at once commands
admiration. More and more writers in Australia
are today tumning away from the anything-is-
good-enough attitude that has characterized much
of our writing in the past. Patrick White, Ran-
dolph Stow, George Turner, Elizabeth Harrower,
Theo Astley and, in his only novel so far,
Christopher Koch, have shown that how you write
is not only as important as what you write, but
that the two are inseparable from a literary work
of art. Not that style has been entirely absent
from Australian writing in the past. Our first
genuine novelist, Tom Collins, was himself an
accomplished stylist.

Hal Porter’s short stories, published in 1962
under the title, A Bachelor’s Children, revealed a
stylist master of the words he juggled so dex-
terously, but not always sure of their relevance
for the story itself. So did his two novels,
A Handful Of Pennies (1958) and The Tilted
Cross (1961). He describes his short stories as
“all T care to pickle of what might be called my
First Period.” There is evidence in The Watcher
On The Cast-Iron Balcony that he is now entering
apon his Second Period, a period in which style
will be no less important but will be handled
with more care, with less ornamentation, with less
gilt and more gold. He seems to realize this
when he writes on p.173: “All this, and more,
boils down to nothing except that an upstart
and word-obsessed adolescent is self-educating
himself towards an aim, not to this day accom-
plished, of stating as incandescently as possible
verities not yet fully realized.”

“Incandescently” is good, and “verities not
yet fully realized” suggests that the author is not
unaware that, however final some of his state-
ments in this autobiographical fragment may
sometimes sound, he is not yet convinced of their
ultimate truth or wholeness. :

The Watcher On The Cast-Iron Balcony is a
remarkable book. The period under review is
roughly from 1911-1927 and Hal Porter re-creates
those years—their foibles, their manners, cos-
tumes, attitudes, their virtues and their short-
comings—with the same extraordinary ability to
record details that he showed in his short stories.
Not all that he records of his very early years are
from his own memory. He is honest enough to

indicate when memory fails him, as it fails all
of us. "“Of Mrs. Easom little else remains but
the memory of modulated yapping. No face.
No shape. No gesture, Tall? Short? Nothing
is remembered but her iron-coloured hair screwed
around curling-pins of the same colour.” He is
honest enough to indicate when an incident of
childhood was, in fact, not remembered by him,
but was added to his scrap-book of memories
by somebody else who recalled it for him. Such
an incident occurs on his return home from his
first day at school. His mother has taken him
to school, has taken her first-born to make the
first break in their lives together. He arrives
home to find she has been crying, crying for the
loss of her first-born who will now begin to grow
away from her. She expects him to have been
similarly devastated by this first experience of
separation. So she asks him has he cried? His
reply, not remembered wuntil told to him
thirty years later by his sixty-odd-year-old father,
“chuckling with dirty reminiscence”, is the famous
four-letter word repeated six times. It has been
taught to him that day at school, As he, him-
self, puts it: “I have been injected—deliberately,
I now suppose, by some coarse rascal of an older
boy—with the word meaning absolutely nothing to
me except—oh, truth!—except that I guess it to
be a word of the world, a masculine insult that
is portable and powerful, an initiation ceremony
word, an umbilicus cutter.”

His equally deliberate use of it here seems
to me to be the adult Hal Porter six times cocking
the snoot at the censor, six times demanding of
him, “When are you going to make an honest
woman of Lady Chatterly?” As such, it is high
comedy. Indeed, there is much similar comedy,
sometimes cleverly contrived to bring out the
irony of a situation, Thus there is the occasion
when as a young cub-reporter for The Bairnsdale
Advertiser he interviews an Italian pea-picker who
is painting the ceiling of the local R.C. church
with scenes from Heaven, Purgatory and Hell
{not vet completed). At the end, the painter
relishing the youngster’s youthful body, makes
a suggestion to meet him that night by the river.
“You want Frankie Teacha?” he asks. “I don’t
care,” he says to Frankie, the Dago pea-picker
in the red shirt, to Francesco Floriani from Naples

QUALITY
BUILDINGS

FOR MENZAROS & THURZO

DESIGNERS AND BUILDING CONTRACTORS

40 HAMERSLEY ROAD, SUBIACO, W.A. PHONE 8 3696
POSTAL ADDRESS BOX E245 G.P.O. PERTH. Reg. No. 1243

WESTERLY, DECEMBER 1963

95



who has Hell yet to paint in all the colours and
writhings of his own 'EI.” The sex-life of a
growing hoy is of genuine and exciting significance
for him, and in this book Hal Porter draws no veil
of false prudery across what to many adult men
are memories they cannot forget, but would pre-
fer not to remember. But his artistry does not
forsake him at these moments and they add con-
siderably to the integrity of the book. (For
contrast, vide Casey.}

The most hrilliant of the many brilliant things
in this book is his portrait of his mother. We
see her in the first six years they spent together
in 36 Bellair St., Kensington, Melbourne, singing
round the house snatches of tunes with words, real
or parodied, appropriate to the mood or the oc-
casion which prompts a mood. We see her in
Bairnsdale watchfully solicitous of her growing
eldest child, for whom she seems to have a special
fondness. We realize how her generous, out-
giving nature is part of the no less generous,
out-giving family of brothers and sisters we meet
blusterously and vociferously rude to one another
at a family gathering in Bairnsdale. We see her
swearing mildly round the house, with “her own
fervour for, and genuine half-fear of, the super-
natural and the ghostly and ghastly and com-
pletely absurd.” We see her “private derisive
vulgarity” and her “exquisite public manners.”
Mother comes through as a fully rounded personal-
ity. But father? There is no contact possible
with father. He is temperamentally the opposite
of his son., He loves competitive sports; young
Hal abhors them. He locks himself up in secrets
as secret as those of the Masonic Lodge which he
attends with unfailing regularity. In the author’s
words, his father “has nothing of himself to give,
or only the shadows of virtues, and weaknesses
not fit for children tough as children.”

[ am prompted here to wonder whether he has
judged his father accurately. He is no more than
a shadowy figure to the reader, and if he was
cqually unknown and unknowable to his son,
what was the real reason? Very often—and es-
pecially when there are such divergent interests
and tastes between them as there appear to have

been here—fathers are afraid of sons. They
withdraw from them and the gulf that naturally
separates two generations, always a barrier against
communication and understanding, widens beyond
any possible hope of a bridge. I often wonder
if any son knows—really knows—his own father.
There is a different guality in the relationship
between mothers and sons.

It is his mother’s death with which the book
begins in the passage quoted earlier. It is his
mother’s death with which the book ends, and
because he and his mother have been so close
to one another he can write: “Mother is dead,
God is dead, love is dead, all that T was is dead.”
Twenty-cight years later, he has already told us,
lie is to stand beside his dead father with eyes
“this time dry and polished as glass . . . No tears,
not any, none at all.”

An autobiography, like any other form of writ-
ing, demands selection and no doubt Hal Porter
has carefully selected what he regards as signifi-
cant of the first seventeen years of his life. If he
continues this autebiography in two more volumes,
as we have been promised, will he maintain the
same honesty, integrity, the same ruthless strip-
ping of himself down to the very core of his
being? It may be more difficult the nearer he
comes to his present self, But we may be sure
of one thing: he will do it in the same way, using
the same artistry, using words that are rays of
light “showing up the swindle of appearances and
the falsity of logical conclusions.”

As mentioned previously, this book is for
whatever reason omitted from the Catalogue, Aust-
ralian Books, 1963, Had it been included, I
wonder what jewelled banalities would have been
used to describe it, what threadbare adjectives—
dynamic, rollicking, masterly? The Catalogue
could with certain truth have said, “The Watcher
On The Cast-Iron Balcony makes it clear that no
writer in Australia today is writing better than
Hal Porter (Patrick White not excepted).”

But then Catalogues don't tell you things like
that. It's something vou have to discover for
vourself,
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