


































































































































a second Department of External Affairs. Of 
course there has been Mt. Isa, where figures ap­
parently from the remote past of Radical myth­
ology are locked in ritual conflict. None of this 
seems to have much to do with life in the 60's, 
but we will no doubt foot the bill. 

Austrahan political hfe is a wax-work museum 
with figures caught forever in typical postures. 
The Great Imperialist or The Elder Statesman; 
Dr. Cairns or the Radical 30's; Les Haylen the 
Eternal Hunger Marcher; Calwell Recoiling at 
tJie Touch of a Grouper, with the hopeful under­
studies trying not to breathe, in case the exhibits 
throw them out for being alive. 

As Home puts it, "men of the Menzies-Calwell 
generation are now virtually exiles in their own 
century", but they exist nevertheless as central 
figures in the realities of power in the 1960's: 
"the generation still in charge in Australia will 
soon be writing its memoirs"2. It couldn't be 
soon enough. 

Meanwhile back at the beach party . . . is 
Home's own image of Austraha, "a man in an 
open-necked shirt solemnly enjoying an ice cream. 
His kiddy is beside him". 

"NATION WITHOUT A MIND" 

Home is not hostile to his sybaritic Image, and 
at the beginning of his book he says: 

. . . there will be no argument against 
'affluence', the satisfaction of ordinary ap­
petites by ordinary people. I shall accept 
as given the attitudes of life of most Aus-
trahans (although they are not my own 
preferences). 

And the purpose of his whole analysis is to 
insist that Ideas-men are needed, if only to keep 
the man in ice cream and his kiddy in the 
security and comfort that his father had. Home's 
quarrel is not so much with the "Innocent Hap­
piness" of his fellow countrymen, as with the 
mindlessness that will lose it for him. He has a 
genuine enthusiasm for Australia and its achieve­
ments : 

Austraha may be something of a mirror 
to the v/orld of what the world is likely 
to become if it does not blow itself up. 

and for the humane values we stand for: 
In 1950, Bertrand Russell said that Aus-

2 It has begun: see "Down Memory Lane" by 
the Rt. Hon. Sir Robert Menzies in Prospect, 
No. 3. 1964. 

traha pointed the way to a happier destiny 
for man throughout the centuries to come: 
'I leave your shores with more hope for 
mankind than I had when I came among 
you', 

and despite his own sad view of our incompet­
ence Home admits: 

I have a kind of senseless optimism about 
the future of Australia. 

But the Lucky Country won't stay that way for­
ever: the second rate men can lose the lot for 
us. 

Home's chief aim isn't to improve the man on 
the beach, it is just to keep him happy; and 
however we got to where we are, our old tech­
niques won't keep us there: 

A society whose predecessors pioneered a 
whole continent now appears to shun any­
thing that is at all out of the ordinary. 
The trouble is that, by Australian standards, 
almost everything that is now important is 
out of the ordinary. 

The paralysis isn't all at the top either, it spreads 
(juite a way down: Mr. Home suggests in his 
book all kinds of notions worth debating, and 
since it came out some of them have been taken 
up, but too few: Australia's role in Oceania, 
the possibility of a Federation with New Zealand, 
our role in Papua New Guinea, and the notion 
that we might turn ourselves into a Repubhc. 
But does anyone care? The trouble is that we 
liave got out of the habit of it—caring, that is. 
We are bored solid. 

THE DEADLY DULLNESS OF IT ALL. 

Home's detailed examination of education— 
"the people who control education are largely 
dedicated to diluting it"—and of the "Images 
of Life" it foists off on to children, is caustic, 
and just. And the examination of the situation 
of the school teacher is at once severe, and 
sympathetic: 

The fact that Australian children are 
taught by people who are often in a state 
of mild despair, who are dissatisfied with 
their material and social lot and are ahen-
ated from both practicality and the real 
values of the culture they purvey must be 
of great importance. It is in the alienation 
of both teachers and pupils from the values 
of the culture they are forced towards that 
one seems to get near the heart of the 
problem of Australians. 
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School teachers are not professional persons, but 
mere employees in what Max Charlesworth has 
called "our Prussian System of Education". As 
Home says they are "shunted around as unpre­
dictably as officials in Stalin's Russia" and their 
sense of their responsibility for education is re­
peatedly blunted by collisions with the higher 
irresponsibility of the bureaucrats: no wonder 
they are bored, bore, and perpetuate a collective 
ennui: 

It is a tribute to the endurabihty of the 
human rpirit that so much of education has 
survived in Australia despite this dreadful 
system. 

For the academics. Home has words as harsh 
—and less sympathy. The academic: 

suffers from the Australian lack of competi­
tion [and] lack of interests in excellence . . . 

and: 
There is a feeling of self pity and aliena­
tion which extends even to attitudes to 
students: they see students mili in and 
out of lecture rooms, resent their numbers 
and their demands, but have little individual 
knowledge of them. And among the non-
scientists there is an impotent unease, per­
haps envy about the successes of science. 

This is perhaps a little strong, but one's own 
prejudices come out here. Academics certainly 
say unkind things about students, but on the 
whole they are kind to them, like them, and 
are helpful when they can be, outside as well as 
inside their rather formalized role as provincial 
pundits. And the envy of science—this might 
be as much for its objectivity and universal rele­
vance, as for its success. The scientist has less 
reason to feel ahenated in Australia than the 
humanities man, everyone knows what C.S.I.R.O. 
is for. So of course the humanities man would 
like to be in the new Ciroset, rather than 'a 
stranger and afraid/in a tvorld he never made'. 

"IT HAS BEEN THE AUSTRALIAN STYLE 
TO DENY THE INTELLECT" 

Home's kev men are not simply schoolmasters 
and academics, but the intellectuals: 

By 'intellectuals' I do not mean only creat­
ive thinkers. Creative thinkers display 
curiosity about their environment, either 
systematically or by insight; or they make 
patterns; or they both examine some of the 
mysteries of existence and also try to make 
patterns of them. Other intellectuals are 

simply their conducting medium. An in­
tellectual community may be the force by 
which a new vision is conducted into gen­
eral attitudes. Or it may be an insulating 
medium, of the conservative kind that may 
stifle creative intelhgence, even making it 
look foohsh or wilful. 

And there aren't enough people of this creative 
or conducive kind, as is clear from the symptoms: 

It is usually not possible to conduct in 
Australia the kind of conversation that 
would be immediately acceptable in Europe 
or New York. 

It wouldn't be democratic, even if it could be 
done: beer, the beach and bints are the universal 
.'•taple of conversation, and everyone is under an 
unspoken obhgation to talk and think hke every­
one else. If you want intelligent conversation 
you can try a Common Room, but even there 
the genius locii gets his occasional libation of 
weak tea and small beer. And everywhere, the 
conservatives are at their intellectual thugee. 

The symptoms may be tiresome, but the dis­
ease could be fatal. The intellectuals who extend 
the limits of what can be said, and of what can 
be thought and done, have a crucial, practical 
use; 

it is the lack of this kind of class that may 
present a danger to the future of Aus­
traha . . . 

When the old rule-of-thumb techniques break 
down, and that has started to happen, we need 
new men with new ideas: democratic amiability 
won't solve all our problems for us. Tlie pity of 
it is that it may have mummified some useful 
minds. 

# ft « 

Mr. Home is a severe and a serious critic, 
but his style is too amusing for anyone to take 
him seriously: he ought to have written in the 
tribal dialect for that. And the utter readabihty 
of what he writes wiU tell against him in the 
end: "The bloke can't be serious!" 

One of the marks of a serious person is the 
ability to have a change of mind, and to acknow­
ledge it. Home's retraction of his earlier views 
on non-European immigration does him credit. 
He quotes at length from his editorial in the 
Sydney Observer (14th November, 19.59) in 
which he attacked the idea, suggested by the 
Immigration Reform Group and others, that we 
might set up a quota system for Asia immigra­
tion if only as a gesture of good will: he now 
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admits, candidly, that the White Australia pohcy 
is damaging our reputation in Asia, and writes: 
"I now think that a quota system, or some other 
restricted but pubhc arrangement would be ac­
cepted as an improvement." Mr. Home is not 
one of those "stiff necked ones 'on top' who 
carry on with the old ways, based on an ener­
vated wisdom". He is prepared to change some­
thing—his own mind for a start. 

EXISTENTIALISM IN AUSTRALIA 

To have an eye for inadequacies is one thing, 
but what we all hke is a "constructive critic", 
someone who makes us feel that there is some 
good in us yet. Well, Home has as sharp an 
eye for the possibihties of the Austrahan way of 
life as for the absurdities, and he concludes, sur­
prisingly at first, but reasonably when you reflect 
on it, that we are all existentialists and that the 
new shape of society that we exemplify is existen­
tialist. He may owe the original observation to 
a European, but he has made it his own: 

In Frankfurt, in a chance encounter in a 
beer garden, I was asked about the Aus­
tralian philosophy of Iffe. When I explained 
it: 'So you are all existentialists there!' 

Of course we don't talk about it, intelhgently or 
otherwise, but our temper is existentiahst: 

. . . the ability to act without fundamental 
behef, to give it a go. Australians have 
for long both understood the inadequacies 
of action and at the same time enjoyed 
action. They know how to be heroes with­
out a cause; to suffer ordeal sardonically; 
to accept rules in which they do not finally 

beheve . . . a plan imposes morale and 
pattern; it leads to action; some of the 
action does not follow the plan; one impro­
vises, changes the dogma; one then pro­
ceeds to further action with equal dis­
belief. One is both sardonic observer and 
cheerful participant. Nothing finally works 
but one proceeds with action as if it did. 
Such is hfe. 

This fits whatever one thinks one knows of our 
national character, and it is borne out by one's 
experience of what Home calls "the existential 
young": 

Intellectual hfe has become more diffuse as 
people are working though old positions 
and it has become considerably more em­
pirical. People are getting down to detail. 
In tone it is becoming more 'Austrahan'. 
And among the young there is said to be 
a retreat from ideology; a vogue for Orwell 
and Camus; the adoption of a kind of 
existentialism, a particularly apt world-view 
for Australians, 

If only we could become more articulate we could 
see our own virtues for what they are: what we 
need are words and images that will enable us 
to grasp our own ideas: as for the ideas, we 
have always had some apparently, without know­
ing it. That man with the kiddy and the ice 
cream has been an existentialist all the time— 
and one up on the alienated intellectual: Or 
even, perhaps, a poor bloody academic with 
nobody to talk to? 

Mr. Home is a very serious man, and very 
intelhgent, and everyone ought to read his book. 
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REVIEWS 

The Burnt Ones, Patrick White (Eyre and Spot-
tiswoode, 1964), 28/4d. 

Although all these stories have appeared in Eng­
lish or Australian magazines, this is the first time 
that they have been gathered together, and since 
they have all been written after the appearance 
of Riders in the Chariot they are of particular 
interest. One is inclined to look for the recur­
rence of themes and attitudes which have been 
observed in the novels. And certain things do 
recur. Once again there are portraits of women, 
few of them with the vision of Miss Hare or 
Theodora, and most of them middle-aged and 
caught inescapably in a self-spun web of medioc­
rity. This mediocrity grows from and perpetu­
ates the suburban existence which White sees 
as a total negation of living, and one is irresist­
ibly reminded of "Wild Life in Suburbia"— 
so it is no surprise to find one story headed: 
"For Barry Humphries". 

The settings of the stories vary but they deal 
with Austrahan or Greek characters. Most of 
the Australian stories have a quality of rather sad 
bitterness—a touch of 'I wish I loved the human 
race' about them. With a sensitive ear for col­
loquial speech and its variations of social level. 
White captures character and class in a beautiful 
accuracy of phrase and rhythm. Miss Docker is 
sharply defined for us in speeches such as . . . 
"Whatever will you think of me? Everyone will 
tell you I am nothing if not cheerful. And help­
ful. Here . . . give us a towel." And we are 
immediately familiar with Mrs. Scudamore whose 
advice to her daughter is: "Anthea dear—put in 
your blue . . one should go prepared for all 
eventuahties. I mean—it is so much more agree­
able—don't you think?—not to get caught out." 
The desire not to be caught out is perhaps funda­
mental to the women who exist in the suburban 
undergrowth. There is no room for joy or won­
der but only fear of what is unexpected or un-
knowm. Satisfaction with one's own carefully 
regulated way of hfe is a defence against the 
horrors of self-knowledge, and the waste of 
human potential that this engenders is one of 
the bitterest implications of these stories. In the 
relationships between mother and child, be it son 

or daughter, which White reveals, this waste be­
comes most obvious. Dead Roses is the first 
story and one of the longest. It deals with the 
Me of a woman from her hesitant, mother-ridden 
youth to a terrifying moment of self-recognition 
as a wealthy, middle-aged widow with no future 
and no past. The episodes of the story build 
towards the end with an increasing sense of 
waste and futility. Such waste and futility are 
even clearer in the stories dealing with mother— 
son relationships where one ends in suicide and 
the other in madness. In each case it is the 
mother—and, in Clay, the wife also—whose 
cocoon of mediocrity is an armour against which 
other human souls are battered and lost. 

A Cheery Soul is the most brutal story in the 
book. Here, too, other people are broken by the 
relentless pressure of Miss Docker. The charac­
ter of Miss Docker ought to be pathetic and yet 
one finishes the story with a feeling of horror 
that has mounted steadily with each merciless 
episode. Even in the moment when she is left 
behind by the funeral procession, pity is immedi­
ately smothered by the realisation that she has 
been purely malicious in reviving these memories. 
The cumulative effect of story after story dealing 
with self-righteous malice and a hideous false 
humility, is quite terrifying. Time and again we 
meet Mrs. Jolly and Mrs, Flack, Mrs. Goodman 
and Mrs. Bonner. The names may be different 
but WTiite's attitude to them makes it clear that 
these are all sisters. In his novels they played 
minor parts but here they share the centre of 
the stage, and we are left with the feeling that 
they are feared and dishked rather than pitied. 

The Greek stories, while dealing with middle-
aged women, also, have an ironic but somehow 
more tender quality. Perhaps White's own in­
volvement with Australia makes it hard for him 
to accept his fellow countrymen (or rather 
women) as he sees them. He wishes desperately 
that they were otherwise. Does this suggest a 
love-hate relationship which he is not yet able 
to control? Poppy Pantzopoulos and Maro Haji-
stavrou have their Australian counterparts who 
are not treated with the wry acceptance that is 
accorded the Greek women. There is pathos 
and humour in their intellectual snobbery, and 
for the first time, too, a touch of compassion. 
Nowhere in the other stories would there be room 
for comment such as: "It is her, the poor burnt 
one, who should have our sympathy . . . Who 
will bleed, but the woman? It is in her nature." 
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But Kikitsa Alexiou, "The Woman who wasn't 
Allowed to Keep Cats", is presented with warmth 
and sympathy. 

Only in Down at the Dump do we find 
something of the same compassion, and this is 
one of the three stories that seem to separate 
themselves from the rest. Willy-Wagtails by 
Moonlight is a far more conventional story, par­
ticularly in its form. It concerns one episode 
only, and within a few sentences of the beginn­
ing. White has presented characters and setting. 
The action moves swiftly and concisely and ends 
abrupdy, so that one stops with a gasp to realise 
the implications. Miss Slattery and her Demon 
Lover is, unexpectedly, a romp and a bedroom 
romp at that! However it is truly White-ian. 
The Old World meets the New, and each is 
delighted by the other in rather unusual ways, 
but the continental excesses of Tibby Szabo pall 
and Miss Slattery makes the irrevocable decision 
that she is "gunna get married . . . and have 
a washing machine." 

The last story in the collection is called Down 
at the Dump, and it is the warmest and most 
compassionate. The town dump and the cemetery 
he side by side, and into each the townspeople 
pour their unwanted goods, either human or 
material. But there are those who find in the 
dump a source of treasure, and in Daisy Morrow, 
who is dead, a source of love and friendship. 
These are the people through whom White sug­
gests for the first time that there may be real 
warmth and understanding in human relation­
ships. These relationships will be rejected and 
reviled by the majority of fellow beings, but they 
exist and wfll continue in spite of all that can 
be done by the cmelty of suburbia to suppress 
them. 

It seems clear from even this brief discussion 
that the title of this collection is a misnomer. 
There is apparently httle warmth or pity in 
White's attitude to the characters he describes, 
but, time and again, an attitude of reluctant bit­
terness. It is to be hoped that the last story 
in the book is also the latest to be written, for 
it moves much closer to genuine understanding 
and acceptance than many of the others, and 
suggests that he may yet come to terms with 
ordinary people as well as those set apart by 
vision and artistic sensibihty. 

/. M. Keeley 

Summer, Peter Cowan (Angus & Robertson, 
964), 2 1 / - . 

It has been said of Peter Cowan, that his aim, 
" . . . as a writer has been to explore the signi­
ficant relationships of men and women."i This 
singularity of purpose is again apparent in 
Cowan's first novel. Summer, which was published 
in 1964. 

The plot of Summer, when stripped naked, is 
a quite simple and familiar one. A prosperous 
middle-aged product of suburbia observes the 
break-up of his marriage, and returns to a 
country area where he had worked as a youth. 
He says: "You see, I'm—well, to put it bluntly, 
I'm lost. . . . Somehow, I want to find myself." 

Henry Simpson takes a job on a lonely wheat 
siding and has an affair with the local store­
keeper's wife. Everett, the storekeeper, an un­
wholesome character, brutal and unfaithful, 
learns of the affair, fights with Henry, and is 
kiUed. Henry and Mrs. Everett clumsily con­
ceal the crime and escape detection due to a 
set of seemingly coincidental circumstances. The 
novel ends on an optimistic note by expressing 
the hope of a new life for the couple. A sub­
plot, involving several love affairs of a more 
bestial nature, is used (quite successfully) to 
point up the human and sympathetic relationship 
between Henry and Jill Everett. 

Here, then, is superb material for melodrama 
and eroticism. Peter Cowan nimbly avoids both 
pitfalls and gives us instead a novel of integrity 
and considerable depth, rich in humanity. His 
skill as a writer in evolving a prose style well-
suited to his theme, accounts for much of the 
success of this novel. Cowan is not a dynamic 
writer. His style is essentially one of simphcity, 
and yet it is uniquely individual, making no con­
cessions to popular demands. However, beneath 
the surface of this apparent tranquillity—his care­
ful observations, his eye for detail, and his terse 
dialogue—there hes a tremendous power which 
often errupts into an impression of haunting 
leality. Time and time again Cowan begins his 
descriptive sentences in the third person: 

His mg had fallen to the floor. He got 
up willingly, his feet finding his sandals. 
He took his glasses from the box beside 

i"The Short Stories of Peter Cowan", John Barnes, 
Meanjin, June 1960, p. 136. 
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the bed, and yawned. He pulled on his 
trousers and shirt and went outside. 

The stage setting is given to us through the 
actions of the central character. The step-by-step 
observations—the rag, the sandals, glasses, and 
clothes are all oriented towards Henry, and the 
effect on the reader is to convey a scene of 
extreme clarity, a vision of reality. A few lines 
later the writter shps quietly into the poetic 
revelation of a forgotten trutli: 

The weatber, he thought, with a mild irony, 
had again significance. However, we deny 
it in our suburban streets, or mock it 
behind glass, it has here power to drag 
me from my bed to ponder it. 

But when the occasion demands it, the prose 
can leap away with a savage and intense beauty 
of its own: 

The crash of metal destroyed time and 
meaning. The ground moved, the soil 
quivering and breaking. Beside the log the 
legs jerked grotesquely, the body thrust 
forward, the blunt head lifted, wide jaws 
spht to reveal the purple-starred tongue 
that thrust in menace towards the wall of 
scoured steel. Then the log rolled, the 
soil climbed, and the eyes of the reptile 
saw without interpretation the tops of the 
broken bushes, the log still shifting beneath, 
the tussocks of scrub it had crawled among, 
higher to the boughs of trees it had never 
seen, then the metal crashed, and with the 
sticks, broken roots, and debris its body 
twisted and was crushed, dumped to the 
long row of smoothed soil that filled its 
jaws and the slow eyes. 

Cowan dehberately uses harsh sounds in this 
piling-on of images which rises to a crescendo, 
breaks, and dies with the languorous sound of 
"slow eyes". 

The dialogue is trimmed of trivialities and is 
generally non-violent, dependent on understate­
ment for its power. In this respect it is particu­
larly suitable in the scenes between Henry and 
JiU Everett—^both non-violent people. The 
subtle use of understatement is most effective in 
one of the first scenes of the novel, where Henry 
reveals he knows about his wife's lover: 

"Why don't you ask him here?' he said. 
All through the meal, words had waited 
that he could not force himself to utter. 
'Ask—you mean Rosemary? She's having 
an evening.' 

'No.' 
'1 don't know what that means.' 
'Your friend.' 
'What do you mean?' 
'Just—why not ask him here.' 
'I see,' she said. 'So you know.' 
'At last.' 

Henry has had defective eyesight since his 
childhood, and as a result, is shy, retiring and 
non-aggressive. The language he uses reflects 
this type of personality. Later he meets and 
recognizes a fellow-sufferer in the person of Jill 
Everett. The love scenes which ensue achieve a 
fine balance between the realization of new-found 
tenderness and hope, and the nagging memories 
of past events. 

She watched his face and she said, 'Don't. 
It doesn't mean anything.' 
'But it does.' 
'After all, I don't resent whoever it was 
lived so long with you.' 
He was startled she had so clearly pene­
trated to his own uncertain feeling. 

In skilful contrast are the scenes of debauchery 
at Riley's "parties", and Tom Everett's lust for 
May Riley. This lack of humanity in sexual re­
lations is again stressed in the "professional" 
assurance of the clearing contractor Ted Yates in 
his association with May Riley. 

Yet she began to recognize in both of 
them the elements of a performance, as if 
this were rehearsed, each well scripted, and 
the feeling died slowly in her. 

Moving quietly but confidently towards the 
climax of Everett's murder. Cowan displays a 
mastery over both language and characterization. 
He has built his two main characters into believ­
able, sympathetic human beings—slightly soiled 
by past experiences, but nevertheless, shining 
figures surrounded by the darkness and brutality 
of the "Riley Crowd." At the same time, the 
author has been methodically dressing the stage 
for Everett's funeral. During his spare time at 
the siding, Henry has been pursuing his hobby 
of bird photography. He has constructed a hide­
out on the top of a hollow tree, easily accessible 
from the ground, and from there he can observe 
some parrots nesting nearby. Meanwhile Rfley, 
a local farmer, has persuaded Tom Everett to 
sell this land to him so that he could clear it 
for a dam—^Ted Yates being the contractor. 

The crisis arrives when Everett discovers his 
wffe's infidelity, and finds and attacks Henry at 
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the hollow tree. In the fight which follows, 
Everett is accidentally killed. It is from this 
point on that I think the novel loses its vitahty 
and power. Henry relates to Jill Everett how 
he has killed her husband and stowed his body 
in the hollow tree. The couple are relatively un­
affected (emotionally) by this act, and proceed 
to work out a plan to conceal the crime. The 
Rileys stir up trouble and ask questions, causing 
the local apathetic gendarme to be introduced 
at this stage. The expected tension, feehngs of 
guilt, or the fear of discovery do not seem to 
eventuate in this latter part of the novel. Things 
proceed normally, the law is not very interested, 
and so Henry and Mrs Everett visit the scene 
of the crime. They discover that the hollow tree 
and its occupant have been bulldozed into a 
windrow, to be later burnt by Yates, who is 
clearing the site for Riley's dam. At this point 
one would expect some emotional reaction from 
these two people. Instead they are remarkably 
cahn, and discuss the fate of the parrots which 
Henry had once photographed from the hide. 

'And,' he said, 'the tree the parrots had 
nested in There's just a chance the young 
might have been able to fly.' 
'Do you think so?' 

'They would have been close to flying. If 
they didn't get out, at least they wouldn't 
know much. How unaccountable for their 
world to be destroyed like that.' 
'Don't.' she said, 'Let's just hope they got 
away.' 

The effect of such a dialogue, together with 
the image of the two plotters versus the law, 
tends to destroy their fundamental humanity 
which was so carefully constructed in the first 
part of the novel. (To me this seems a great 
pity.) Neither does the reader share the same 
optimism for the future that the couple have. 

Summer, a first novel, has much to commend 
it; and it is very gratifying to see a writer of 
the calibre of Peter Cowan increasing his output. 

David Ashley 

Wild Cat Falling; Colin Johnson, Foreword by 
Mary Durack (Angus & Robertson) 

Wild Cat Falling is a remarkable first book from 
a young writer. It is the creation of an image, 
an image of a scene, a person, a way of life. 
It is too short and too self-centred to be caUed a 
novel. The image is created from inside; it is 
an " I " that takes us through the gaol in Fre­
mantle, the streets of Perth, the lodging houses, 
the mflk bars, the beaches, and through the 
world of inner feelings and through a succession 
of mostly desolate memories of childhood. We 
realise with a kind of surprise, at the end, that 
the " I " has no name. But why should it? We 
do not repeat to ourselves our own names. The 
anonymity, however, it not only natural, it is right 
for this story. Colin Johnson v^rote to Mary 
Durack about the progress of his work, and she 
includes in her introduction a part of one letter: 
'The book concerns a . . . boy trying to find 
himself and failing . . . a sort of mock hero, a 
stupid, self-pitying, broken down mess, barely 
existing. He is not myself, though a little per­
haps what I might have turned out. He talks 
and acts hke many delinquents I have observed 
and I have put into his mind some of my own 
doubts and foolish contradictions.' 

The boy has no name for the " I " barely 
exists, as his author says: he is shoved around 
by a succession of violent feelings, is ridden by 
peremptory angers, longings, hates, by boredoms, 
disgusts, and a damning sense of unacceptabihty. 

Tlie writer knows everything about the hfe of 
the young fringe-dweller, the formless aimless 
drift of action and feeling, the endless chivvying 
by outside law and inside rebellion, knows the 
kind of noise that numbs loneliness, the thumping 
music that injects energy but doesn't compose it, 
the violence that gathers the sloppy life together 
for an intense moment, the smell of law courts, 
the stink of prison, the drugging by boose or piUs, 
the sex life that dissolves but doesn't create and, 
at worst, bores and disgusts: he knows also the 
momentary flashes of tenderness or companionship 
which have to be thmst off since they are unbear­
able glimpses of the forbidden world of happiness. 

You would hardly expect a young writer, creat­
ing the image of this Iffe from inside, to escape 
the falseness of melodrama and self-pity: espec­
ially since the boy's life is, in an obvious way, 
both melodramatic and pitiable. But he does 
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escape it, almost entirely. He puts down this 
pitiable world without pity: he unfolds the boy's 
thoughts, without shame, though they are shame­
ful, and the boy's complaining gmdges without 
sentimental indulgence; he follows the melodrama 
of his life neither underwriting it nor over­
writing it. You could only create this world if 
you had lived in it; you could only see it so 
pitilessly as Colin Johnson does if you had got 
outside it and above it. It is not described to 
us hke a bad dream from which the writer has 
escaped, nor like an overheated fiction invented 
by one who has been fascinated by something he 
has smelled but never touched. It is described 
like something which exists and goes on existing 
within the pattern of human life, a perpetual 
possibflity. I have been reading lately Spenser's 
pageant of the Seven Deadly Sins; they are all 
here in this book, sloth, gluttony, lechery, avarice, 
envy, anger, dragging the gimcrack chariot of 
false pride. The writer never mentions these 
names of course; but the 'make-believe-they-are-
ahve-kids' as he calls them, are stained with their 
deadly acids. Though the writer uses often the 
vocabulary and idiom of the milk bar push, there 
is a curious kind of coolness within the writing. 
Nothing is dwelt on too long. He knows it all 
too weU to want to invent or indulge emotions 
about it. It is pungent enough as it is. 

I have not mentioned, on purpose, so far, that 
the boy in the book is part aboriginal, and that 
Cohn Johnson is also part aboriginal. We do not 
judge a writer by his racial origin, though we 
value him because of his origin for the special 
insights it gives him. 

Part of our response to this book is conditioned 
by the fact that the boy is a special kind of 
fringe dweller in our country, and that he grew 
up in a broken slum home on the outskirts of a 
country settlement as one of those special out­
casts from our affluent society, the aboriginal and 
part aboriginal people whose lives we unknow­

ingly or knowingly corrupt by our haff-acceptance 
of their presence amongst us. The boy's mem­
ory flashes of his degraded, down-graded, exist­
ence as a child, of his mother and her futfle 
dreams of climbing out of the squalour, of his 
delinquency prompted by a desire to take goods 
that would never either be given or earned, of 
his life in a reform school—these are very much 
part of the book. He carries with him the help­
lessness and rebellion it produced, and the 
prickly self-consciousness of his not quite white 
skin. The 'make-beheve-he-is-alive' is something 
he knew from birth. The writer knows it all, and 
sees it so much the more candidly for having the 
wit and intelligence (and luck) to climb out of it. 

The book, of course, has faults. The handling 
of flash-back techniques is sometimes clumsy; 
certain episodes, like the boy's meeting with 
students in the university coffee shop and their 
conversation, are a little more uncertain of them­
selves than the general run of the story; and the 
end, when the boy, after thinking he has 
murdered the cop, escapes to the bush, and is 
found by a full blooded aboriginal who is related 
to him, and is given a new kind of understanding, 
feels slightly contrived even though it is written 
with restraint and feeling. But I see no point in 
emphasising faults in the face of the achievement 
of the book. It is as a whole a remarkable work, 
short, unadorned, convincingly candid, disturbing. 

Mary Durack contributes a longish introduc­
tion mostly about Coli^i Johnson. It is very well 
done and very interesting. So much so that I 
wonder whether it would have been better to 
have printed most of it as an afterword not as 
a foreword. It tends to make us, perhaps, too 
conscious of the writer and not of what he has 
created, as we set out to read the story. I would 
not, certainly, have wanted her to leave it out. 
But I suggest that it may be better to read it, 
after reading the story. 

Alec King 
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