





to see concert-rooms ... there seems no hope of anything of the sort occur-
ring, and things must remain as they are until the colony grows richer.”

It was the lack of recreational facilities for working men, whose numbers had
increased rapidly with the influx of ticket-of-leavers after the colony’s decision to
use convict labour, that Mrs Millett was lamenting, though her concern could
have applied to other settlers equally. One might of course assume that the lack
of ‘public amusement’” would have thrown the settlers back upon their own
resources and that a strong and cohesive regionally based culture would emerge.
But that didn’t happen in any significant way for a long time.

Roads, bridges, houses and meeting places as well as the landscape itself played
their part, not only in the agricultural and commercial development of the district,
but affected the social and cultural life of its people as well. Labour, or lack of it,
also had an effect.

Getting to York in the colony’s early days, was a long and exhausting journey,
not to be undertaken lightly, or for such frivolous reasons as to supply entertain-
ment for the settlers. The route from Perth lay across the sandy coastal plain to
the foothills of the Darling Range; travellers found it heavy going:

‘We found ourselves upon another sandplain, across which lay the long and
disheartening prospect of our road, stretching in a perfectly straight line of
some two or three miles through every step of which the sand lay fetlock
deep.™

By 1868 the track had improved with

‘... a good solid causeway fit for fast travelling... The miles of sand ...
have been bottomed with sections of great forest trees, the size and shape of
which are best described by their ordinary name of “Governor Hampton’s
Cheeses™.”®

The landmarks described by Walkinshaw Cowan some years earlier as he gazed
westwards from the top of Greenmount Hill are familiar:

‘Looking westwards Melville Water and Mount Eliza is quite distinct, with
some of the houses in Perth, beyond we could distinguish Rottnest Island,
nearly thirty miles distant. All between the boundless forest is stretched out,
the trees diminished in the distance look like a plain of heather.’®

Then it was on eastward through unrelieved forest, with an overnight bivouac at
the Lakes,

‘

. on whose edge stood the little inn which was to be the end of our day’s
journey. There were two or three fires blazing on the water’s brink, showing
where some teamsters had drawn up their wagons, and were passing the night
out of doors; and a number of kangaroo dogs came barking out of the inn,
announcing that we had finished the first thirty miles of our road to Barla-
dong [York].””

The road twisted and turned through ironstone country (mercifully easier under-
foot than the sandy plains) until the hills folded back and the Avon Valley came
into view. York lay ahead. One hundred and fifty years ago the journey took two
days, now it can be accomplished in little more than an hour.

There is something special about York, situated as it is on the gentle western
fringe of Western Australia’s wheatbelt. It’s not simply because it is the oldest
inland town; it’s something about the location, the buildings, the atmosphere, that
attracts people today. Some wish to retire to a quiet rural environment or choose
it as a weekend retreat; for others it is the natural centre of an agricultural
district, to which they gravitate; and others live here because they always have or
because their jobs require it.
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The changes to the town itself in recent years have been subtle. The verandah
posts came down for safety reasons after the Meckering earthquake in 1968,
though there are moves to replace them. Colonial architecture is still firm beneath
twentieth century cosmetics. Buildings in the main street, Avon Terrace, have been
jazzed up with mission brown and cream or with tones of green, but the result is
mostly tasteful and attracts the tourists, who, apart from the district’s natural
prosperity, are responsible for much of its income. 1950s fibro in the side streets
is incongruous.

There is much to please the eye. The mellow stone of the court-house and post-
office, built during those prosperous gold-rush years of the 1890s; the spacious
homesteads on the hillsides beyond the town, built during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries; the restored cottages with their old-fashioned gardens (laven-
der, stock, rosemary and mignonette) which were once soldier pensioners’ homes.
One of the most charming of the early buildings is the Anglican rectory, its
flemish bond brickwork patterned with charcoal headers. The building has wide-
planked polished jarrah floors and Georgian windows and one might not be
surprised to come across Jane Austen herself working away quietly in the corner
of the book-lined study. The original kitchen still stands behind the present
building which replaced the earlier black-boy thatched house of mud brick.

‘The walls of the house were built of “pug”, which simply means well-pounded
mud, and has the disadvantage of refusing to adhere firmly to the frames of
door and casements, so that the banging of either, in windy weather, is apt to
bring large pieces of the material crumbling down, and the house never looks
tidy ... The ceilings, when there are any to these mud houses, are made of
strong unbleached calico, and, on account of the ventilation it admits, a
calico ceiling is much pleasanter than one of plaster in a warm climate. On
rough nights, however, the wind that finds its way beneath the rafters keeps
drawing up and down the cotton ceiling in sudden gusts...”

Even today one sometimes unexpectedly comes upon the ruin of such a house:

‘The bungalow hood of the old pug-brick homestead, in its long persistence,
embodied everything of an earlier generation. The whole house stood now as
a kind of relic, its very physical components even ... the clod-walls—re-
minders of a time when domestic shelter was still constructed of basic, and
when possible indigenous material.’

By way of contrast, Peter Cowan in his novel Summer describes a wheatbelt house
of a much later period:

‘The house had originally been built of iron, about two central stone rooms,
but as necessity and energy had dictated, asbestos and weatherboard additions
had been made until it sprawled lengthways along the slight rise of bare long-
cleared land.’10

The river Avon ambles through the town. Once it effectively divided it.

‘The only means the public have of getting across the river to church is by
a raft made of casks lashed together and some planks thrown across.’!!

The need for a bridge was also vital to the town’s commerce;

‘... farm produce is transmitted at great risk, and often communication is cut
off for weeks. The mail is stopped, and last winter the mail carrier was nearly
lost.’12

Yet the slow process of negotiation between townsfolk, contractor and local
council and protracted debate at council meetings delayed the building of a
bridge for eleven years. Finally in the October 16, 1860 Government Gazette
tenders were called for the building of not one, but two bridges over the Avon
at York.13
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The river not only kept people apart by making ready access difficult, but it
indirectly brought them together, through tragedy. When Thomas and Eliza
Brown’s son, Vernon, was drowned in 1845 when the overhanging branch along
which he was clambering after a bird’s nest, snapped and he was plunged into
the water, there was some small consolation in the support of friends in the
district and further afield:

‘If any consolation is to be derived from human effort we have been offered
it from all the neighbourhood and distant parts of the colony, even strangers
interesting themselves in our trial for the loss of a beloved child.. .4
For many, like Eliza Brown, it was the landscape itself that revitalised spirits
depressed by endless toil, personal loss, little social interchange and almost no
cultural solace:
‘It is now the Australian spring, the wild flowers tinge the bush ... with their
beautiful colours, pink, golden, blue and lilac. Mount Matilda is clad in pink
being thickly carpeted with pink flowers ... the mimosa with its amber
blossom ... flourish there in abundance.’'®

Mrs Millett observes that
‘Later in the rainy season the wattle was outvied by the acacia called the
“raspberry jam’, the flowers of which are of the brightest gold colour and
grow in such abundant clusters that some of these trees seem better furnished
with flowers than with leaves.’!6

Barbara York Main’s lyrical impression of the wheatbelt further east reaffirms the

restorative power of the landscape today:
‘All the scents of the soil and the bordering York gums and wattles, tussocks
and grasses and tea trees gathered until tangible in their pungency, tangling
and thickening in the fading afternoon light into long skeins winding across
creek flats and shrouding the farmstead in cluster and timber.!?

Peter Cowan, in Summer, gives a panoramic view as seen through the eyes of
his photographer protagonist, Henry Simpson in the 1950s:

‘The light came slowly, like a hardening of the sky, the colour striking up-
wards from the deep band above the horizon. The patches of scrub and
timber showed without distinctness, dark about the lighter squares of the
cleared land, the fallows like broken scars, and the pale colour of wheat. The
tops of the scattered trees, the upper leaves, pale and moving in the cold
early wind began to reflect the light, their dark, greyish colour lifting. ..
On the other side of the rise it [the light] slanted at the long sloping expanse
of corrugated iron roof of the wheat silos and the rounded bays of the sides.
The iron gave back the light with a soft quality, without glare.’’8

Shortage of labour meant shortage of leisure for landowners in the colony as
they found themselves bearing the burden of manual labour to which they were
quite unaccustomed, as Eliza Brown records:

‘Mr Brown toils incessantly, it is one broken period of manual labour with
him from early dawn to bed time.’*?
Church going was one opportunity however for meeting and talking with one’s
neighbours:
‘We are about four miles from York and attend service at church there...
It adds to the pleasantness of our position that we are not cut off from social
intercourse.’20
But anything of a truly cultural nature was only possible on the occasional visit
to Perth. Thomas Brown on one such visit wrote to Eliza:
‘I heard a very interesting lecture last night at the Court House by Dr. Barry
on the Poets of the Present Century. I cannot help thinking how much
Kenneth would have been benefitted by the recital of some of the poetry
and the allusions and comparisons drawn by the lecturer.’?!
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The colony by the mid 1840s was in deep economic depression and while the
gentlemen of York became more and more impoverished, the working men who
had been unpaid for services when their masters were short of ready cash, were
eventually paid in kind and were able to obtain land and become property owners
themselves. A shift in the class structure had begun. But this burgeoning egalitari-
anism was set back by the arrival of convicts in 1850. Although on the one hand
this cheap source of labour meant land owners were released from the burden of
toil and found more time for rest and recuperation, it also meant that the oppor-
tunities for old and new landowners to mix sociably were less frequent:

‘I used often to hear people express the opinion that what they had of late
years gained in material comfort they had lost in sociability. One fact was
especially dwelt upon as being a great change for the worse, namely that the
loaded teams of wool and sandalwood were now usually put under the charge
of ticket-of-leave men or expirees as drivers, whereas in former times each
gentleman had been his own wagoner, and had, at the evening halt, joined
with his fellow colonists in the merriment around the one huge camp fire,
good feeling being thus promoted between persons whose birth was not
always equal, although their occupations were similar.’?2

Increased prosperity didn’t necessarily mean increased opportunities for those
with artistic leanings to develop and apply those talents. Walkinshaw Cowan in
1878 may have been speaking with wry irony or he may simply have been stating
an accepted fact when he considered the future career of his youngest son, Lewis:

‘He has evidently a great talent for music, plays the piano, the harmonium
and organ a little, and is anxious to get a violin. He dances well, has a taste
for drawing, and will probably enter the Survey Department.’?3

Apparently with survival no longer the first priority, employment that brought in
an assured income took precedence over artistic fulfilment, and it was almost a
hundred years before that kind of thinking underwent any significant change. Nor
did increased prosperity mean an accompanying refinement of taste. In fact the
opposite may sometimes be the case as Peter Cowan illustrates in Summer. Money
has brought an easy conviviality but has debauched and coarsened through a
different kind of impoverishment—of the spirit—in spite of (one might suggest,
because of) relative prosperity:

‘From one of the parked cars a girl was laughing, the sound like hysteria. In
the living room the accordian player stopped, and drinks were thrust at him
... ‘I don’t want a drink,” he said ‘I want a rest.’ Their voices rose, pro-
testing. With the absence of the music it was as if some vital impulse had
been lost, the silence like negation. By the kitchen table a man sang loudly,
regardless of the lost accompaniment. Then the accordian began again, so
that those talking had to shout, and the profanity rose as emphasis, the words
rolling, repetitious, empty, yet in a curious determination as if somewhere
behind them lay desperate meaning.’?*

Yet, in contrast, in the same novel, there are those with a sensitivity, to the
landscape and to each other, for whom music can be both healing and challenging:

‘Later in the evening the radio brought them a Sibelius symphony, and for
a time it was strongly attuned to the heat and the stillness, but then it
denied them, pursuing its own intricate considerations as removed as private
dreams.’25

In the late twentieth century people in general have more leisure time, even if
in some cases it is enforced. Opportunities to participate, actively and passively,
in all sorts of cultural activities are also more readily available and the kind of
musical experience which would have been beyond the wildest dreams of York’s
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early settlers became a reality at York’s first Winter Festival during the Founda-
tion day weekend in June 1982. A second such festival took place during a similar
weekend in 1983.

Whether the concept of such an event emerged because of a perceived need
from within the community itself, or evolved, by chance, through the coming
together of diverse imaginations, hardly matters. It has happened, if belatedly,
and people are discovering the joys the early settlers were denied bcause of the
very rigours of the lives they lived in those days.

One might hope perhaps, that the spirits of those early settlers hovered about
the Avon Valley during the Festival and were able to experience the kind of
musical revelation they had not been able to find in reality. And the latterday
audience may have discovered that the Festival, as Barbara York Main suggests
of a folk museum, was

‘... a symbol of a spiritual bond—between people and place, man and his
landscape, past and future—while it presents the possibility of being able

to mould that future out of the perceptions of the past.’?6
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PETER COWAN

Broome —A Fiction

The persistence of place in Western Australian writing has been noted by a
number of commentators, but one Western Australian place has been notably
persistent in Australian writing.

Henrietta Drake-Brockman suggested that Broome, discounting Sydney, and
possibly Melbourne, had more novels written about it than any other town in the
Commonwealth. Recalling a number of books, she remarked:

...it is impossible to read these books without having impressed upon one
that Broome is not ‘just a place’, and so to feel that, even should it never
rise again to its past eminence in the pearling industry, it must remain an
integral part of the Australian legend.!

Henrietta Drake-Brockman, returning to Broome in 1945, and seeing Darwin
from the air, noted the town suggested the pattern of the future.

The pattern of Darwin: the sweeping stream of the great road arteries from
the south; the curves, angles and spurs of aerodrome after aerodrome where
I saw giant craft lined up, arriving, taking off, as before I had seen only in
cinema shots of overseas airfields; the immense hangars and repair shops that
pronounce it the largest airport of the Southern Hemisphere; the streets of
bungalow quarters—these form the pattern of the future.

But in Broome I saw only the pattern of the past.2

The pearling town had suffered change, its one-time famous industry was gone,
along the shore and at low tide there was evidence of war damage, and there was
still evidence of wartime camps.

And vyet, the old cocotte, there clung still to Broome some indescribable
quality of languor and romance not to be found at any other place I have
visited in Australia.?

That sense of a quality of romance, and of the past, has been widely shared
by writers, many of whom never knew the town at all, as Henrietta Drake-
Brockman had.

Broome was a late arrival on the north west coast. Pearling had been a
hazardous and often corrupt industry from the days of Shark Bay in the forties
and fifties, to the large pearling fleets of Cossack in the seventies and eighties of
the nineteenth century. The industry had been a source of difficulty to the govern-
ment and Legislative Council who saw little of the kind of romance that came to
be attached to pearling. The problems caused by the pearlers were realistic, un-
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pleasant, and difficult to solve. Early attempts to establish satisfactory labour
conditions had limited success, partly because of the peculiar conditions of the
industry, its distance from administrative centres, and partly because of reluctance
to restrict unduly the owners of pearling fleets and vessels. The industry relied
heavily in the early stages on aboriginal labour, recruited in the main at Roe-
bourne, and at times along the coast. The northern aborigines had little or no
understanding of contracts binding them to the boats, or of monetary rewards.
Wherever they were recruited, they might be dumped at the end of the season
hundreds of miles from their starting point, to make their way back to their
tribal areas. In passing through other tribal territories they faced great risk and
could be killed. There were allegations that the aborigines were handcuffed and
taken aboard to work for a season before they were virtually abandoned. And
there was the inevitable question of the aboriginal women. This became perhaps
the most controversial aspect of the industry to outsiders. The women were
claimed to make the best divers, indeed it was stated the industry could not
operate without them. No one realistically expected they would not become subject
to sexual approach from masters and crew of the luggers—though the masters did
not sail on the luggers if they could help it—but to what extent this occurred and
was in fact a real problem became so embroidered by dispute and legend that the
truth probably never emerged. On shore there was no doubt of the use and at
times exploitation of aboriginal women, as also of Chinese and Malay women.
But the plain fact, so distasteful to many outside the area, was that exploitation
or force was not necessary. The aboriginal men in contact with the small early
settlement were willing to barter their women to the pearlers, as they were to
station owners, managers, and general hands. Again, the extent to which consent
and coercion existed, and roused ill feeling and hatred among both communities,
became enmeshed in legend—Ilegend created by newspaper writers, official en-
quiries, missionaries, and certainly, later, by novelists.

For some fifty years of the nineteenth century the government of the colony
never solved these problems. It held enquiries, debates, regulated working and
living conditions, forbade the use of aboriginal women as divers, allowed the
entry of Timorese, Javanese, Malays and Japanese as divers, in the days of
federation warred about this by now highly mixed population and restrictions
demanded under the White Australia policy. The north was simply too remote
for easy solutions. Broome went its way.

So the kind of romance Henrietta Drake-Brockman claimed had time and
space to flourish. Broome came late on the scene, declared a townsite in 1883.
Shark Bay, isolated except by sea, with its reports of kidnapping of aborigines,
prostitution of aboriginal women, racial strife and killing, raised hardly an
interest in fiction. Nor, considering its importance, did Cossack. Broome, ‘the old
cocotte’, had no rivals.

Before Broome attained its town status the earlier fields from Shark Bay to
the unmarked inlets and bays beyond Nickol Bay had provided a rich source of
anecdote and rumour, with a folklore of notable characters. While it was a back-
ground familiar to the colonists, very few had ever had first hand experience of
such a life or of these places. Nor had the novelists who were drawn to that
background. It was gone before most discovered it had ever existed.

H. Phelps Whitmarsh found his way to Broome by chance rather than choice,
and turned his experiences into an apparently factual account of his travels, and
an experiment in fiction. An adventurer who had been twice round the world
as a seaman, he came from Adelaide to Geraldton by ship. His intention was to
reach the Kimberley gold fields, in common with so many others that he did
not believe he could get onto a ship from Adelaide. His account, The World's
Rough Hand? is free of actual dates, but suggests he was travelling about 1887
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or 88. From Geraldton he shipped to Cossack and Roebourne, where, penniless,
he lived on the beach until he found work. He was disillusioned by the Kimberley
gold rush, doubting ‘that it benefited any one’. He claimed to ship to Roebuck
Bay as a temporary officer on a government boat making the yearly inspection
of the pearling grounds.

While he gives a clear picture of the pearling fleets and the operation of
pearling, he has little to say of Broome, though he bought a small lugger and
set himself up as a pearler. None of the towns along the coast impressed him,
nor the shore life of a pearler or trader. What drew his interest, indeed fascinated
him, was the diver’s strange other-world. His descriptions were simple, clear,
he was one of the early writers to set down such experience, and he described
also a number of the pearlers who were the originals of so many colourful
fictional figures. It is difficult to imagine the feelings of members of the Legis-
lative Council who had passed a measure insisting all those engaged in pearling
be free of work on Sundays, when they read, as many must have, that their
pious hopes had produced this reality:

Although there was no religion of any kind among the pearlers, Sunday was
always made a day of rest, or, I should more properly say, a holiday. On
Sunday it was safer to anchor at some distance from, rather than among,
the fleet, for not only was it a time of drunken revelry and fighting, but
many of the divers passed the day firing with rifles and revolvers at floating
targets, and a gin-crazed South Sea Islander or a Malay with either of these
weapons is rather an erratic marksman. In the afternoon it was no un-
common thing to see a string of dinghies headed for the shore to witness the
settlement of the various disputes which were sometimes ended with fists,
and sometimes with knives.’

Whitmarsh saw the possibilities of his experiences as a basis for fiction. There
was an obvious precedent in the kind of book for young readers which was
proving so popular with English publishers. Whitmarsh turned his experience into
The Young Pearl DiversS a narrative of the journey of two boys and a young
aboriginal companion from their father’s station four hundred miles from
‘Geralton’ through the inland until they arrive at the ninety mile beach. Here,
on an island close offshore, they find an abandoned lugger and become pearlers.
At times the adventures with aboriginal tribes are reminiscent of De Rougemont,
though Whitmarsh was evidently some time ahead of Grien in publication.” Grien
in fact did have his castaway hover about the pearling coast, and repeat some of
the stories about Broome and Cossack, notably the kidnapping of aboriginals for
the pearling fleets, and their ill treatment.

Whitmarsh may have offered a somewhat standard narrative, but what he
was interested to show was not standard fare at all, the world the divers knew
under water.

Scenes of startling grandeur met his astonished gaze. Now ’tis a field of
waving flowers, tall and graceful and many coloured; now a cavern, its
rocky entrance covered with velvety scarlet moss; now a clump of orchid
shaped plants with blood-red veins, sheltering a shoal of tiny fish beneath
their opalescent leaves. Farther, he crossed a patch of whitest sand, spangled
with blue starfish; again he passes through a grove of swaying corallines, or
mermaid fans, pink and white. He sees the lustrous orange tinted cowrie shell
hiding within the bowl of a grass-green sponge cup—a living vase, and notes
the vivid sponge growths, the purple lichens, the blushing anemones. At last,
feeling tired, he seats himself in a yellow coral cup, lost in amazement at
the glories of this ever summer sea.8

A world little known, which writers then and later found difficult to convey
adequately; more difficult than the jungles of remote countries being revealed by
nineteenth century explorers. As one of the boys told his companion:
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You can't imagine how beautiful it is. You must see it to understand. It's
just like going to another world, everything is so different from what it is
up here.?

Whitmarsh, if the descriptions of The World’s Rough Hand are to be taken as
his own experience, was one of the few writers to have a first hand knowledge of
that early period of the pearlers which so drew the imagination of all those who
were to follow him.

One who shared something of his knowledge, Henry Taunton, wrote a lively
description of pearling and the northern ports in the eighties, in Australind !’
a fuller picture than that of Whitmarsh, though it did not extend to Whitmarsh’s
understanding of the diving, nor, apparently, to a later essay in fiction.

Through the years that gave Broome what was seen as its particular identity,
it was largely neglected by writers of fiction. From the time of its founding till
the first world war Broome was perhaps too distant, or too raw for the niceties
of Australian novelists. But there were two aspects to Broome. As a counterpart
to its adventure, romance, and colour, it was a developing port and commercial
centre, a town of banks, accountants, customs and shipping agents, insurance
brokers, sail makers and auctioneers, pearl buyers, merchants for everything from
diving gear to wine and spirits. There were hotels and billiard rooms. This aspect
was acknowledged by historians, and by newspapers and journalists. By 1912 the
town’s respectable and conventional commercial buildings featured in photo-
graphic advertisements in the press, and in that year, the Golden West, giving a
reduced coverage to the pearling industry in its annual publication could say:

So much has been written in these and other newspaper columns of the
Pearling Industry, the matter of its operation, the conditions of life, and the
experiences of those engaged in it, that we will content ourselves this year
with just outlining the industry as it is today and as it promises for the
future.

The publisher of the Golden West, R. Clarke Spear, contributed factual
accounts of the town and the pearling industry, and as a short story writer
offered occasional fictional pieces, under, it would seem, a variety of initials as
pseudonyms, suggesting there were not many other contenders. These were
strongly in the yarn tradition, groups of men talking, discussing adventure and
strange events. Spear’s The Man From The Lacepedes,'> a yarn told in the
smoking room of the Minderoo, in the 1910 issue, or When Halley Came To
Broome,’® an anecdote told on the verandah of a Broome hotel overlooking
Roebuck Bay, were representative samples.

These were not distinctively of Broome, but the town and the pearling industry
had become sufficiently well known through the work of journalists for them to
seem so. There was by now a tendency for this kind of short fictional piece to
become a stereotype: the name Broome, a wide bay, pearling luggers—the reflex
had become conditioned. Despite its journalistic coverage, Broome never achieved
an indigenous literature, as the goldfields, with their much larger population,
were able to produce.

As a source, or even a setting, for longer fiction Broome proved intractable.
Kate Weston approached it obliquely in a novel, The Partners, published in 1911.14
Her attempt to establish an ambitious novel in the location of Broome and the
north west coast beyond illustrated some of the difficulties. The Partners seems
oddly uneasy both in time and place. In the context of Western Australian writing
it is not so much ahead of its time as a freak example of how much might have
been attempted, when nothing was. Yet in the context of the earlier women
novelists of South Australia or Victoria, it was not out of place. It seemed, too,
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as that writing often did, a late offshoot of the novels of nineteenth century
England, rather unhappily strayed into an alien time and place.

Kate Weston set the novel partly in the south west of Western Australia, and
on the north west coast beyond Broome. She may have been motivated less by
Broome itself, though the town figures as a centre of activity and a base for
some of the characters, than by the establishment of the Kalumburu Benedictine
Mission at the Drysdale River in 1908,!5 and also by the discussion of land
development in the north west. The novel offered two aspects which never quite
coalesced, one a serious consideration of landscape, and of land settlement in the
north, the other, an evident concern with the position of women in society, in
marriage, the right of women to an independence, emotional and physical.

These elements were tied to a plot which made use of the violence and
adventure of a pioneering, frontier society. This plot, while it probably provided
some suspense for popular reading, prevented any real consideration of the
serious issues the writer posed with her characters, and provided a series of highly
contrived solutions to their real concerns. Kate Weston was unwilling to confront
the issues she raised, retreating to situations, noble gestures, and high flown
speech. It is not hard to suspect the shadow of George Eliot behind Kate Weston’s
heroine, Beatrice, an unlikely Dorothea with her Casaubon, Arnold, who tries to
found a mission for the aborigines in unsettled country on the coast beyond
Derby—this very much Kalumburu. It was a task summed up by Beatrice’s real
counterpart, the pearler, Watson, thwarted in his reward until the very end by a
series of mischances even the most shameless of Victorian novelists would have
blushed for, as an attempt by a man

...clinging with a fanatical tenacity, which will not acknowledge defeat, to
a hare-brained, self imposed task, which he should never have undertaken.1®

Arnold dies, as do those others who stand in the way of true love, and Beatrice
gains Watson as a partner in a new venture which, to do Kate Weston justice,
held a great deal more fire, imagination, and courage than anything Dorothea
might have conceived. If Arnold is a weak man, cold, withdrawn, a theorist,
Beatrice has a positive will, attempting to create her own role and position in a
society heavily weighted against her. Though Kate Weston is unwilling to solve
the issues she poses, as she knows they must be solved, by assertion and reason,
she does state them. She would seem plainly aware of the growing movements for
women’s advancement in Australia and England, yet she ran the risk that the
novel would be ready only for its adventures, for its endlessly contrived plot.

The book of necessity attempts a portrayal of the aborigines. They are never
seen clearly, or with understanding, but rather as stage devices to provide violence
and threat. They are often depicted, oddly perhaps given the missionary intent of
the characters, as ‘revolting’, the women as ‘repulsive featured’. Her view was
certainly that of her time, and suggests no first hand knowledge. The aborigines
were the ‘red Indians’ of romance writing, and she does in fact refer to one party
as ‘braves’.

Broome appeared sketchily, though accurately, as a male town, where coloured
races predominated. Risk and adventure, with boredom, came easily to such a
place. Arnold, the visionary, was too realistic to try his faith against it, preferring
to take his chance with the aborigines.

The Partners may be easy to fault, but it had a dimension lacking in most
novels which followed it. Later writers, looking at this background, were willing
to settle for less. Often much less.

Whatever the years of the first world war meant to Broome, fiction writers
showed no interest in recording them. West Australians, who might have been
expected to think about this unrepentant outpost on their northern coast, with its
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mix of races, and its closeness to Asia and centres of communication, and to a
certain celebrated theatre of war, found little of interest.

Bruce Bennett!” comments on the ‘disappointing selection of short fiction’ in
The Westralian Gift Book of 1916. The Gift Book reflected the general poverty
of prose fiction in Western Australia. One semi-fictional article did draw attention
through its subject to the proximity of the northern ports to Asian centres and
to the Philippines, In Vindication Of A Noble Man'8 by J. S. Ogilvie. R. Clarke
Spear contributed One Day In Broome,'® a journalistic account of Broome, its
people, its stories and rumours, effected mainly through dialogue. Without too
much heavy local colour and over-writing, in its brief space the piece offers more
detail about the town than the fiction writers had attempted. The article was a
forerunner of a flood of similar depictions in the nineteen thirties.

E. L. Grant Watson had been fascinated by the landscape of the interior since
his experiences in Western Australia with the Radclyffe Brown expedition of
1910-11.2° The expedition had taken him also to Dorre and Bernier Islands and
the native hospitals there. These islands, the coastal landscape, and the sea, formed
part of the background for his first two novels concerned with Western Australia.
The Mainland, a sequel to Where Bonds Are Loosed?' is concerned partly with
a background of pearling and of the northern ports. Grant Watson does not take
his characters to Broome, which apparently he never saw. One of them says
contempuously he is ‘not from Broom or any other of them God-damned,
fiddling little one-horse ports’. Watson does refer to the protracted dispute over
the banning of Japanese and coloured labour, due to be imposed finally a year
after the novel was published.

‘The law is that no black or yellow man shall be employed on the main-
land. But the ring of pearlers at Broome is so strong that an exception is
made. They hire Japanese divers, and pay a good price.??

He refers also to the power of the pearlers in control of the trade, and their
recruiting of aboriginal labour, but it all amounts to no more than background
he could have picked up from his own reading, or heard in Carnarvon. Where
his experience was revealed was in his awareness of landscape, and his interest
in the aborigines. In a depiction of the aborigines the fiction writers concerned
with the north, and in particular with Broome, fell back on stereotypes. The
aborigines were figures of romantic imagination, savagery and danger, or oppres-
sion. Though Grant Watson was to some extent still finding his way in a difficult
field, his depiction had an understanding, and his concern for his white characters
a depth which set him apart. Something of this interest, and of the power of
landscape which he felt so deeply were suggested in his description of a cor-
roboree, where he believed the

conventional steps and gestures suggested automata sprung of a sudden from
the earth to express some of its savage significance.?

He pursued what he saw as that significance through his later notable novels.

In 1924 H. E. Riemann published a collection of stories previously appearing
in The Lone Hand, Bulletin, Sydney Mail, and the Perth Western Mail.24 Down
to the very title Riemann adopted the stereotypes of the yarn. The stories indeed
had a kind of shorthand of cliche.

Arthur Tregarton, capable manager of old ‘Falcon’ Seely’s Nutarra Station,
browned with nor’-western years, steeled with nor’-western hardships, sprang
astride his horse and savagely dug his heels in.25

or
They were rough Nor’-Western pioneers, browned with constant exposure to
the sun and as wiry as the snake-wood of their environment.26
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Offering predictable emotions and responses were noble bushmen, nobler clergy-
men, drunkards, publicans, Chinese cooks, wronged women, in stories loosely
linked by place and the same characters. The stories attempted to set an atmos-
phere definitive of the whole north, places were not closely defined, and while
the book was generally said to deal with Broome, might have been as much
concerned with Carnarvon or Cossack. ‘Peepingee’, the main town, ‘was peopled
with filthy aboriginals, Malays, Manilamen, Koepangers, Chinese, and wasters.’
Riemann intended a fairly general depiction, and his book may have been to
some extent an influence on writers at the time.

The stories clearly demonstrated the bankruptcy of the yarn tradition, and the
deliberate lack of vision of the magazines throughout Australia in their insistence
on an outmoded form.

As a stamp of authenticity Nor’-West o’North offered a photographic frontis-
piece of a pearling lugger and its crew.

A contrast to the commonplace of Riemann’s approach appeared in 1927 with
a novel by Richard Dehan, The Sower of the Wind.?” Dehan, the pseudonym of
Clotilde Graves, had written a number of plays and novels, including the very
successful The Dop Doctor,2® set in South Africa. Her novels ranged widely in
time and place, from contemporary depictions to historical romances. It was said
that her brother, Colonel Graves, supplied her with the background and local
colour for some of her novels, including The Dop Doctor and her novels of
Broome. Her brother had worked as a shell opener on the pearling boats, and
was credited with some fame as a raconteur, which may explain aspects of The
Sower of the Wind, and the later Dead Pearls. Someone had suggested some vivid
local colour to the author, which she used in odd but effective ways.

The Sower of the Wind drew two strands of narrative, one probable, one im-
probable, into a single dramatic climax, and did so with the help of some
contrivance of event, such as Kate Weston had used, but shared with Weston’s
novel an ambitious intent.

Set in the early eighties, the first section of the narrative concerned Gaspar
Barboas, who has made a fortune as a chiropractor and ex-chiropodist in London
and then on the goldfields in Australia; a note of irony is never far from the
narrative, though at times the reader may wonder if it is not absent when most
needed. Barboas buys land from an early settler on the north coast, close to, or
perhaps in, a somewhat camouflaged Broome. He becomes a merchant and pearl
buyer, wanting to obtain land held by the Catholic Mission, which the priest,
Father Paul, refuses to sell. While the aborigines live about the area he refuses
to consider the idea. The aboriginal camps depend on a series of springs for
water, which Barboas blocks by drilling. The springs fail, the aborigines lose the
water they depend on, and their tribal lore is disrupted so that the site must be
vacated.

The aborigines leave the site, but place a totem image outside Barboas’ house,
where he keeps his carefully protected pearls. The image is seen by Barboas and
his assistants, and the townspeople, as a curse.

The second element of the narrative centres on a beautiful aboriginal girl
adopted as a child by a white woman anthropologist. The anthropologist, famous,
wealthy, leaves the girl a destiny to carry out the foundation of a rationalist
aboriginal centre in the north. Its aim is to destroy the power of religion, and
in the narrative is linked to the counter thrust of the Catholic mission and the
tribal mythology of the aborigines. Carrie, the anthropologist, looked forward to
a world freed from religion.

She wanted to serve Humanity by toppling over the Churches and laying her
axe to the root of Faith, wherever the upas grew ... Poor old world, how
she pitied it, shackled with dogmas and creeds! She wanted to gather it up
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in her arms and bear it home to the sheepfold! She yearned for a day ...
when civilized men should cease to be thralls to Religion, and take to their
bosoms the doctrine of Evolution .. .2

So Carrie’s adopted daughter, Safra, comes to Broome, and Barboas, who has
imagined himself now beyond love, becomes infatuated with her. The relationship
balances on the edge of unreality and melodrama, yet this seems quite deliberate.
There is some complexity to the interplay of the characters, in contrast to the
conventional emotions and responses of even a more serious narrative such as
Kate Weston’s. Safra is attracted to Barboas, but his materialism is too strong,
he is slowly stripped of the esteem of his friends and those who work for him.
His greed and ill will lead Safra to the attempt to establish the settlement in the
interior, where she is killed. The curse of the aborigines on Barboas is fulfilled.
He has reaped as he sowed.

All this could well have been the stuff of purest melodrama, a re-run of the
cliches already established for this kind of writing. But the novel attempts more
than the plot, more than adventure, excitement, strange places. The conflicting
beliefs, christian, materialist, aboriginal lore, achieve a depth, if not altogether
a reality. The concerns are with inner conflict rather than outer, though there is
no shortage of violent events. The novel stands out, however, not so much for
its concerns as for its expression of them. The writer approaches her task in what
is perhaps the only way possible, by trying to reach the conflict of beliefs through
the texture of the prose rather than through explication. Emotive, coloured,
exaggerated, at times tumbling to its own cliches which are the reverse of the
commonplace yarn stereotypes—vyet the final conflict of the novel cannot be
approached at all by a more restrained approach or by realist statement. And its
excesses are redeemed by a sense of irony. Perhaps in the end if Dehan avoids
the contrivances of conventional plotting which prolonged Kate Weston’s novel,
it is only to substitute some contrivances of religious belief. The effect is probably
more convincing, even if the technique is the same.

As in Kate Weston’s novel, the founding of Kalumburu seems to lie behind
The Sower of the Wind, but there is as well the suggestion of a knowledge of
aboriginal culture become more widespread through the work of writers like
Spencer and Gillen, and there is more than a suspicion of Daisy Bates. With the
local colour provided by Dehan’s brother, the mix went closer to suggesting the
strangeness, and the much sought romance of the setting than any other novel
had done, or, with the exception of the writer’s own later novel, any other was
to do—though it could not have been attempted if the writer had not been
clearly aware of experiments in style during the nineteen twenties which seemed
to escape Australian writers.

The Sower of the Wind was followed a year later by another novel unusual
in an Australian framework. Gurney Slade in Lovers and Luggers®® openly ex-
ploited the remoteness of Broome, its reputation for romance and adventure. Like
Dehan, he rejected the current weak realism of style and subject that had over-
come Australian fiction, and offered a lightly satirical, flippant tone which enabled
his novel to deal in many of the conventions of adventure, love, and heroism
without taking them seriously. Yet it did, in the same tone, endorse some of them,
however much they were underplayed.

Three years earlier Slade had written a ‘story for boys’ which he called The
Pearlers of Lorne.3! Lorne was yet another of the names under which Broome
masqueraded. The Pearlers of Lorne was a pleasantly written, straightforward
story with rather less high adventure and more humour than many such adven-
ture books. It showed a boy in his final year at school in England being forced
by family considerations to try the dominions, and finding a way to Broome. The
story reveals a knowledge of Broome and of pearling to the extent likely to be
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obvious to a visitor—which the boy is. Slade turns Broome into an English public
school, with japes and darker deeds, decent chaps and rotters, but always with a
feeling for humour. He knew what he was about, the book is in the inimitable
tradition of the great days of The Magnet and The Gem, and perhaps Slade
endorses the values so clearly set out. There are some striking examples of intoler-
ance of the aborigines and stock attitudes of the time to them; attitudes which
would indicate nothing had changed from the fiction of a quarter of a century
earlier.

Lovers and Luggers in an odd way took this kind of thing up the scale, as
it were. The story is deliberately flimsy. It begins in London, where Daubeny
Carshott, a noted young violinist, meets Stella Raff, beautiful London socialite,
in a rather wry scene outside Australia House. Carshott is forced to prove his
love by going to Broome, after discussion of a figure of a diver in suit and helmet
in the window of Australia House. At Broome he is to find a pearl by his own
effort to bring to Stella.

The fragile framework is elaborated when Carshott discovers in Broome a
well known painter, and a novelist, both like himself unusual visitors. The three
men become suitors of a kind for the most eligible girl in town, Lorna Fenton.
It is no great surprise that they discover the same London beauty has sent them
all to the remote pearling port.

Carshott meets Captain Quid, an ex-naval man, buys a lugger, becomes an
unlikely pearler, but does find a pearl, which he gives, in pity, to one of his rivals.
There are some complications from a cyclone, a journey to London by Quid, and
the arrival in Broome of Stella Raff.

None of this is taken seriously. The style is satirical, or perhaps flippant. It
suggests very much its era, the kind of brittle sophistication that followed the
world war. Slade never penetrates its surface, but he would seem never to intend
to do so. For his purpose a reflection is sufficient, there are references to the
songs, the personalities, the books and magazines of the period, and all this
somehow attaches itself, uneasily, to that distant town of north west Australia
which had a reality of its own far removed from any of it. And that reality,
too, Slade does not attempt to penetrate.

The tone, and the attitudes, if always flippant, are often snobbish, schoolboyish,
establishing under the throwaway exterior the values of ‘decency’, ‘helping one’s
friend’ (not quite nineties tradition) and a sort of inevitable ‘doing the right thing’.
But it was an unusual style and attitude to find in an Australian novel of the
twenties. The writer obviously held the common belief that for a novel to succeed
it must be published in England, and have strong interest for English readers.
Quite ingeniously he manages this. To a later reader, of perhaps the present time,
the whole novel, plot, tone, setting, dialogue, speaks inescapably of one of those
entirely unbelievable thirties films where beautiful people did improbable, but
always decent things in lavish or unusual surroundings.

So perhaps it was not surprising that Lovers and Luggers became a thirties
film. Made in 1938 by Ken Hall for Cinesound, it featured Lloyd Hughes, Shirley
Ann Richards, and Elaine Hamill and Ron Whelan. It was considered a film of
some promise for the Australian film industry.32

Ironically, Broome remained elusive. The film was made partly at Thursday
Island, partly in the studio. The luggers and the sea, much admired, were not of
Broome but the islands. The camp on whose fourth step the characters in turn
revealed themselves in confessional discussions was constructed in a studio. And
considerably praised.

Clotilde Graves, as Richard Dehan, returned to Broome with two short stories
in a collection called The Man With The Mask in 1931.33 To the readers who
had followed her novels, the eight stories of this collection may have seemed
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consistent. They reflected also the world war, its horror, wounded men returning
home—the preoccupations of the twenties show clearly enough. So do some of
the fictional attitudes, a sentimentality, a tendency to melodrama, an endorsement
of bravery, king and country, patriotism.

The Sower of the Wind had been successful in going quickly to two editions
at least, and receiving critical praise. If there was evidence of some critics struggling
to come to terms with her style—some preferred to ignore it—there was a recog-
nition that here at least was a stylist. The short stories, as the novels, revealed her
ability to adopt and experiment with style. The dust jacket of The Man With The
Mask stated that an ‘artist who generally uses a large canvas has here set herself
to work on a series of miniatures’. The collection clearly showed she needed the
large canvas, and had no facility with the miniature.

The Man Who Burned The Candle reintroduces Broome and Barboas, who
makes an enemy of an empire builder-ex Boer War hero, who turns up in
Broome, stops a riot by defeating the Japanese leader singlehanded and unarmed,
and triumphs in a subsequent court case. He also triumphs over Barboas. The
sense of compassion, the suggestion of real emotion, the feeling for social justice
and racial fairness, distorted at times but present in The Sower Of The Wind,
are suddenly lost. The story is an endorsement of the white man’s supremacy, and
the white man’s burden, whatever that meant in Broome around nineteen hundred
and three. Broome becomes a background for a Boys of the Bulldog Breed anec-
dote, which throws up suggestions of racial conflict, justice, white privilege, and
completely evades the issues it raises.

Readers who felt some uneasiness at the style of The Sower Of The Wind can
only have felt justified. It is as if a mask has gone from this, as well as the hero
of the title story. The narrative is declaimed at the reader, exclamation marks
appear everywhere, both subject and style have all the marks of the satires of just
such portraits of heroic men in distant outposts. Yet the writer seems completely
serious.

A Chronicle Of Pearly Town brought back the abandoned wells and tribal
grounds, in a story which depended for success on its style. It is in fact com-
pounded of weird dialect—Irish, Scots, Aboriginal pidgin, a dash of French,
attempting always liveliness, which overlies trite devices of flashback explanation
and explanations by the mile in the half-dialect, half conventional-literary style.
Cliche litters both stories in a manner to equal Riemann. Broome becomes local
colour. Poverty, the position of the aborigines, are suggested but turned aside by
heavy humour and sentimentality.

Consciously or otherwise, the writer seems to be striving to cover an essential
falsity of attitude in the two stories, and neither story would have suggested
anything to look forward to in another novel set in Broome, with the same
characters. But in 1932 Richard Dehan did return to Broome, to Gaspar Barboas,
his pearls and his fortress-like house, his daughter in Europe, and to other
characters from The Sower Of The Wind. The writer returned also to the two
incidents which had been the subject of the short stories.

The plot of Dead Pearls®* was basically simple. Barboas’ daughter, Ellice, who
was at the conclusion of the previous novel on her way to Broome, arrives, but
in a very different fashion from the triumphant return to her father which he
expected. Kidnapped by his business rivals, she is smuggled in, drugged, with some
prostitutes to the brothel of Broome’s famed courtesan Matepi-Madu, known also
as Burning Honey, and some less complimentary terms. It is, however, as a
courtesan of the East that Dehan sees her.

She was yellow as honey, and lustrous as pearl, and fierce as the tiger-adder,
which ophidian she resembled in her corselet of golden rings, like the rattan
hoops bound with silk and brass that are worn by the Dyak women. And,
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banded with jewels below the breasts, the rest of her childlike body was
draped to the knee with a silk sarong of gorgeous, singing hues. And the
ebony sweep of her satiny hair was crowned with a comb of diamond rays,
and the throat that upheld her nymph-like face wore the pearls Barboas had
observed—the single-string necklace of finely matched stones, under which
depended one larger, pear-shaped, magnificent, threaded above a lump of
spinel ruby, cracked and flawed, and coarsely carved into an obscene design.

As she swayed in her corselet of glittering rings, Barboas thought of a sea-
snake. One of the yellow-striped, poisonous kind that infest the Pearly Sea,
adding more risk to the danger-fraught life of the hunters of trochas and
pearl-shell, hawksbill turtle and trepang, and deep-sea ebony.3>

She is for a time the partner of Thioden, the hero of The Man Who Burned
The Candle. He has met Barboas’ daughter when Ellice was a nurse in South
Africa during the war, and was nursed by her when he was wounded. Thioden
is an elemental figure, mockingly sensual and direct, a business rival to Barboas
who fears Thioden’s love for his daughter. The narrative moves to an anticipated
climax, through a series of confrontations between the central characters, each
placed and set like stage scenes, carefully managed and directed, the dialogue
given poise and dramatic intent. The author’s experience as a playwright is clear
in the major scenes, and evident in the movement of the whole novel.

The many descriptions of Broome are detailed, often highly coloured.

... long ere the gunyahs of poles and bark that the vanishing Aboriginal
contentedly squats to windward of in seasons of rain or gale, had given place
to beehive huts of mud-beplastered wattle, such as the African native builds
to shelter him withal, and the palm-plank dukans of the Malayese who sold
fowls, and fish, and garden-stuff were replaced by the shanties of Japanese,
where exquisite things carved from blister-pearls, pearl shell, and hawksbill
turtle, trocas and haliotis-shell, dugong-tusks, shark-teeth and ivory, deep-sea
ebony, emu-eggs, and coral were offered for sale.36

Whether this kind of detail is accurate or not, the novel with its rich and
ornate style is moving far from a concern with realism to become an allegory
the religious intent of which has been developing from the previous novel.

Barboas is a man doomed, he offends against the gods, be they those of
aboriginal mythology and lore or the Catholic Church. He is a man who cannot
really hope, and is not saved. In the end the Church is not mocked.

Thioden is a pagan god, his final ‘bonza-jag’ becomes a pagan rite, a debauch
that engulfs the streets and the beaches of Broome. Broome, a most pagan city,
is visited by flood, fire, and plague.

And does this succeed? Almost. If this time the moral is too pointed, the plan
has a boldness that compels interest, and the moral does not altogether shake
loose from its frame. A more prosaic account must have been more accurate, but
if the strangeness, the colour and sheer sense of difference which Broome seemed
to exert was to be attempted, and if such a moral concept was to be attached to
this place, then it would seem this rich, ornate, baroque prose was the only
medium to effect these things.

It is a prose that over-reaches itself often enough, but is never afraid to take
risks, as in the attempt to catch something of the aboriginal legends:

And she threw back her hair from her marvellous face, and said in her
accents of sweetness—and the voice of the warbling magpie is harsh com-
pared with Brannulu’s voice... Do not Gur the grub, and the caterpillar
Doroongul eat the root with the fruit and leafage? and Chirki the tree-snake,
and the opossum Yarang, steal and devour the eggs from the nests, as well
as the new-hatched birds? Do not Kakadu and Kookaburra and Ebai the
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little hawk-owl plunder the nests like the others, and eat the young ones of
Chirki, and the new-littered babes of Yarang, and make meat in their turn
for the eagle-hawk, the broad-pinioned, fierce-beaked Karawan?37

That is only a part of a long sequence, and how an anthropologist might view
it is irrelevant. It becomes a part of a rich and evocative depiction, too rich and
going too far, perhaps, but held often by humour and satire within a frame of
narration that is built by the spoken voice of the author, directed by comment
and asides.

Behind the whole narrative the implied social criticism also controls what
might have become pure romance. The novel is dedicated to ‘The Government of
Western Australia’, and it has a case to argue about the neglect of Catholic Mission
schools, the neglect of education of the mixed-race and aboriginal children, the
lack of hospital care and the general lack of what would now be termed welfare
services for the poor and often grotesquely sick and suffering of Broome. It has
an irony to point in its view of racial divisions and social privilege.

In the end the reader may wonder whether this has not been an excursion into
the Arabian Nights rather than the realities of Broome, but, for better or worse,
there was not to be another such technical and stylistic attempt to capture this
place which so many believed held something unique in its Australian context.

The same year saw the publication of John Harcourt’s The Pearlers. In style
and attitude there could hardly have been two novels more unlike. Dehan’s aware-
ness of English and European experiments in style find a contrast in Harcourt’s
affinity with the American realists of the period. The Pearlers indicated he could
not go as far as he probably wished, but reflected something of the honesty, the
harsh edge, the questioning, which made American writing such a force during the
decade; and which the rigid implied and explicit censorship of Australia almost
entirely rejected.

Harcourt saw no romance at all in the Broome he depicted. His publishers
called The Pearlers ‘a novel unusual in theme and setting’. It was hardly either.
Its distinction lay in its style, its attempted honesty of view. Tom Ronan mentions
meeting Harcourt in Broome apparently in the mid twenties. The novel appears to
be set about this period, and showed a detailed knowledge of the working routine
of a pearling boat, from the viewpoint of one of the white shell openers who
spent weeks of tedium and discomfort on the luggers during the season. His main
character, Douglas Gale, reminds a young woman who sees pearling as an exciting
adventure:

There’s nothing romantic about living on a pearling lugger. Lying in a sweat-
soaked bunk for twenty-two hours a day; living like a pig; getting softer and
softer till you’re so soft that when you come ashore again you can’t walk
from one end of the town to the other without your ankles swelling . .. there’s
nothing to do but lie in your bunks and read, or sit on the rail and fish.
Opening shell only takes about two hours a day.No exercise. You can’t even
swim. The sharks see to that.3®

Harcourt heads one chapter ‘workaday’, and the novel gives this kind of a
picture of Broome, a town where pearling is now a difficult and often unprofitable
business, most of the owners struggling to survive, becoming indebted to the store-
keepers, while the banks refuse credit. Dishonesty is everywhere. The Japanese
divers, admitted to the country under licence, prohibited by law from operating
boats, have reached positions of considerable power, and the dummying of boats
to them has become common. Though pearls, when found, belong to the owners
of the luggers, no Japanese diver would willingly give up any pearl he brought
up, if he had control of a boat. The only way an owner could expect pearls, as
distinct from shell, was to employ a shell opener, almost always white, who
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worked for a percentage. That was not fool proof, either. Harcourt stresses
through Douglas Gale, forced to do his own shell opening, a dislike of the
Japanese so strong as to become hate and fear. At sea the Japanese were in
command.

For the Japs knew the pearling grounds as no white man did, and unless
the owner himself was on board the diver was master at sea. The yellow
man was master, and in a thousand sly ways he kept the white man conscious
of it. By a thousand subtle means he galled the white man’s pride, revenging
himself thus for the inferiority the white man had thrust upon him, assuaging
thus the wounds to his own racial pride. And of all the discomforts shell-
openers had to bear this was the most cruel, they became used to the stench
of decaying shell-fish and of rotting rice in the bilge; to the cockroach hordes
which crawled upon them while they slept and gnawed at the quicks of their
nails till they bled; to the sour, mouldy smell of bedding which never dried
in the salt, damp air. They became innured to the limitless enmity of the sea
itself, but the open contempt of the Japanese was a suppurating sore, infusing
their blood with malice?®.

The aborigines barter their women to the Japanese divers when the luggers put
in to the creeks and bays outside the port, and there are aborigines working out
meaningless sentences in the chain gang. The brothels and hotels have none of the
excitement and glamour of Dehan’s depiction, they are ‘workaday’, inevitable
places, where racial violence might erupt, and the eastern quarter of the town
lacks any hint of the exotic colour so much a part of Dead Pearls.

The characters are clearly and simply presented, victims of Broome, some
wanting only to escape, all involved from boredom, and at times fear of a place
that seems hostile and threatening, in petty infidelities with one another’s partners.
Harcourt’s clear-eyed approach to his characters’ intrigues, and to their boredom,
is refreshing in thirties fiction in Australia, but they take on no dimensions. They
are in fact restricted by the very clarity with which they are presented. Broome
is a male dominated town, and the depiction of the characters very much a male-
female oriented view, a ‘women are different’ attitude. While this could be
claimed as accurate in its time, it becomes over-simplified. Gale, as he is about
to make love to his wife’s closest friend, reflects:

... there was no honour amongst women. They had different standards, a
different creed ... No, there was no honour at all amongst women.*!

Vivien, Gale’s wife, considering an affair with one of Gale’s shell openers,
hears:

. a tocsin summoning her forces to the age-old battle, the immemorial
conflict between woman and man.*2

And Hawley, one of the shell openers, always longing to return to England
and to a social caste system he understood,

came of stock which regarded women of its own class as sacred, sating its
carnal appetites outside of wedlock only with women it deemed inferior, and
though Hawley had shed most of the fetishes of his class in the course of
his wanderings over the earth, this one still clung, like a dead fungus, im-
peding the tides of desire. The girl beside him was of his own class... But
she was not fair game.*3

But there is a psychological reality, and an accuracy of the social forms and
formalities of the period, a determination to get rid of at least some of the
restrictions on the depiction of human relationships that hamstrung the thirties
writers.
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The Pearlers came at the beginning of a decade involved in debate on what the
Australian novel should be doing, in fact on just what was the Australian novel.
There was a general uneasiness about overseas influence, a kind of defensiveness,
oddly reminiscent of the nineties, though without the nineties’ corresponding
assertion. The Australian novel should somehow grow in isolation—indeed, the
wholesale exclusion and banning of overseas work during the period virtually
forced that fate upon it.

In The West Australian, in 1937, Norbar, whose critical articles had been a
valuable feature of Western Australian journalism, attempted with some courage
to review the position. In discussing how a number of Australian novels had
contributed to Australian writing he offered a criterion for judgement.

The standard chosen for this article is the extent they are influenced by the
Australian environment . .. what Australia wants at present is a cultural tradi-
tion that is native to the soil, for generally speaking, a great national literature
must be conditioned by national or racial experience. A book is Australian
not from the fact that it is written in Australia, about Australia, or by an
Australian, but because its characters and incidents arise and develop naturally
from what the author knows of the people and scenes about him.*

This could include The Pearlers, which Norbar called ‘a vivid rendering of
some aspects of northern life’, but he was less inclined to accept Harcourt’s
second novel, Upsurge, a frank account of the depression years in Western
Australia. In this novel Norbar believed—and other critics agreed with him—
that Harcourt had:

. allowed a streak of misanthropy and a political theory to throw his
observation slightly out of focus ... in Upsurge at least, he is apt to transfer
European interpretations to the Australian environment.*5

Broome offered some safety in this kind of climate. It was clearly Australian,
yet with its mixed population held un-Australian aspects against which current
political and social views might have been aired. It reflected history, that other
strong preoccupation of the thirties in Australia. The travel magazines discovered
Broome, notably Walkabout. The town became slightly more accessible, but most
of those who were lured by the articles and photographs of luggers, a beautiful
sea, and the romance of pearls, and who managed to travel to Broome, probably
saw the reality as Harcourt did, a place of some tedium. The greatest excitement
was likely to be getting there. With Dehan, Slade, and Harcourt, Broome had
found its three most interesting chroniclers who were to reflect it through the
novel; most interesting in terms of style, and, if only because they had written
of it first, content.

Henrietta Drake-Brockman had more than a visitors’ acquaintance with
Broome. She set her first novel, Blue North, 1934, in Cossack and the pearling
grounds being worked along the coast to King Sound and out to the Lacepede
Islands. The novel was dedicated to F. W. Teesdale, the Member for Roebourne
from 1917 to 1931. On her first journey to the northern towns and ports with her
husband, a government official, just after her marriage, she met Teesdale in
Cossack, and was fascinated by his stories of the earlier days of pearling and gold
digging at Cossack. This first novel reflected that interest, and made use of the
stories of the kidnapping of natives and their ill treatment on the luggers by
some of the masters and owners which were part of the currency of the period
in which she set the novel, 1876. Blue North, as a historical novel, did not go
beyond its limited period, carefully set and with an accuracy that at times
obtrudes. The deliberate concern for historical detail, from small household
items to political opinions, tends to be too deliberate, and the whole develops
very much in the tradition of the historical romance. John Fordyce decides to
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leave his wife, sell up his property in Perth, buy a boat and sail for the pearling
grounds of the north. In Cossack he meets a young girl, persecuted by those who
use her as a drudge, rescues her, literally carrying her away on his lugger to
various trials and disasters, but to eventual happiness, and to become, as a
later novel reveals, among the founders of Broome. The novel never comes to
grips with its characters, or the real implications of the worst features of the
pearling grounds, tending to fall back on romantic cliches, and an acceptable
diction and attitude. The author clearly does not feel it possible to use the
realism of Harcourt, or to share his harsher view, even at the remove of a
historical perspective. The novel uses extensive chapter headings in the style of
Dehan, and the tradition of earlier historical novels, but shares nothing of the
mock heroic, nor does the style itself bear any trace of the suggested irony. The
convention seems oddly misplaced.

Henrietta Drake-Brockman was one of the writers of the thirties determined
to enforce an awareness of Australia, and a belief that an Australian subject was
worth presenting. Yet Blue North seems imposed on its setting, even while the
background is meticulously researched and presented. It shows clearly the move-
ment of the pearling fleets over the Western Grounds and into the area that was
to see the establishment of Broome, at first as little more than a temporary
support for the boats, and the writer was to return to this in her later fiction.

Robert Waldron, with Pearl Shell*” also in 1934, saw the possibilities of
Broome as a background for a competently plotted thriller of naval intelligence
opposing an organisation attempting a monopoly of shell buying, and a take over
of luggers and businesses of pearlers operating out of Broome.

The novel uses a number of plot situations and devices that were becoming
the stock in trade of the growing number of thriller writers. The novel’s main
interest lay in this aspect, it belonged to the early thirties Edgar Wallace era,
and in fact mentioning Wallace, and illustrates just how sophisticated this type
of novel has since become. Such stories never essentially needed characterisation,
Pearl Shell produced a number of predictable types—‘an old sea dog whose bark
was worse than his bite’, a ‘slant eyed Celestial’—although the naval personnel
taking various disguises to fit in with the life of Broome may have seemed an
unusual angle to readers.

Waldron does not attempt to romanticise Broome, how much real knowledge
he had of the town could hardly be determined from the novel. One of the
intelligence men, using an interest in journalism as part of his cover, is asked:

‘You intend writing an article on Broome?’

“Yes sir,” answered Bruce. ‘I believe it is quite a romantic place.’

‘H’'m,” sneered the other. ‘I can’t see anything romantic about it. In my
opinion, it’s a hell of a place ... I don’t think you’ll find much to write about
in Broome ... It’s a dead hole.*8

The dialogue maintained a level of cliche, and the novel embalmed a number
of thirties’ attitudes, a view of women and education among them.

They took their places at the table, just the two of them. Everything was
faultlessly arranged. The spotless white linen, the shining cutlery and the
dainty vase of freshly cut flowers all spoke of Joan. Her years at college
had not been wasted. She was a perfect hostess and an excellent house-
keeper.4?

The whole novel takes place amongst ‘clouds of tobacco smoke’. Pipes and
cigarettes fume incessantly. There are all the marks of the thirties’ films where
the main talent of most actors lay in their ability to push cigarettes into their
mouths while the dialogue was dubbed and people gazed stoically at one another
through a haze provided by the tobacco companies—a practice which gives evi-
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dence of being revived. The ending to the book was an almost pure piece of
thirties cinematic melodrama. Waldron may have felt he was unfortunate that
Luggers and Lovers was chosen by Cinesound ahead of Pearl Shell. Through it all
Broome appeared, lightly, but it seemed factually sketched, when faster ships,
airmails, and seaplanes had lessened its distance. Waldron also suggested its
closeness to Singapore, where some of the action is set, something writers were
noticing before it dawned on politicians.

Peter Hopegood, in 1935, published a sensitive autobiographical account of a
season spent at Broome as a shell opener.’® In many ways it was a counterpart
to Harcourt’s depiction, agreeing in the details of work, the life aboard a lugger,
the relationship of the different races, in particular the sense of the authority
of the Japanese divers over the shell openers, but it had the difference that Lecky,
the name Hopegood used, wounded in the war, his health always precarious, saw
everything with a sense of vividness and discovery.

Everything is tropical, romantic, and, to my as yet unjaded eye, uncivilized
almost as when the white man first trod these strands...5!

He retains that sense of newness, of things ‘romantic’, until his health brought
a sudden halt to work on the lugger. Perhaps, as he admitted, it was his aware-
ness that he was not bound to Broome for a livelihood that enabled him to view
things as he did. Shortly before leaving for Australia, in 1923, he saw a film,

...called ‘Australia’s Wild West’. It was mostly concerned with the Broome
pearling grounds and was romantic enough to revive my spirits consider-
ably.5?

This was evidently Australia’'s Wild NorWest, a documentary film from the
North-West Scientific Expedition, which set out from Broome by lugger to spend
six months filming around the coast as far as Wyndham. It was produced appar-
ently in 1920.53

Lecky’s was a closely observed account, and he was aware of some of the
fictional devices used by novelists, including the constant standby of pearl stealing.

It was early apparent to me that considerable skill would be required to get
away with a pearl in real ‘thriller’ story fashion, especially with a lynx-eyed
shell-trimmer at one’s elbow. Any sudden movement of the hand towards
one’s mouth, the only place of immediate concealment, would instantly arouse
suspicions, and no opportunity to search one’s effects would thereafter be
neglected.5*

And his description of the sea bed from the deck of the lugger suggested that
perhaps not all accounts of the world the divers worked in had been written by
those with a diver’s experience.

It was a never-ending delight to kneel in the scuppers on the shady side of
the mainsail and peer down through the glass-clear water at the sea-floor,
with its coral gardens alive with brilliant hued fishes, darting, questing
leisurely, or hovering to browse. Beautiful anemones, vivid weeds and graceful
sponges flourished in those marine gardens. Sea-snakes with flat or oar-blade
tails undulated to the surface for air or dived again like five-foot lengths of
zebra-marked ribbon. Others were covered with sultana spots like plum-duffs
rolled out to pipe-thinness.5®

He had a sharp appreciation of natural things which enabled him to record
more fully than any other writer the richness and beauty of life that lay along
the coast, in the sea, among the mangrove flats, and to be aware of the fierce-
ness of its struggle for survival. He was the only writer, also, to consider the
destruction so casually effected by man. Lecky had something of Grant Watson’s
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feeling for landscape, and for the aborigines. His account of Broome, though
brief, makes an interesting comparison with the novelists’ depictions.

Henrietta Drake-Brockman, with her second novel in 1936, returned to Broome,
and to some of the characters of her previous book. Sheba Lane® was concerned
with a much later Broome, like Waldron’s novel, where there were air services,
a greater emphasis on law and order, cars, radio, and something of a social
hierarchy of the wives of government officials and pearlers. A less exciting town,
portrayed accurately by the author who derided the kind of depiction Richard
Dehan had offered. One of the characters of Sheba Lane remarks on a ‘greyhead’
who was ‘brother of a famous lady novelist’.

‘She came to light with one about pearling a bit ago ... Steve reckons her
brother gave her the truth about pearling. Well, anyhow, someone had a
damned good imagination! It’s clear she ain’t never been within cooee of the
nor’-west. Wot about an apricot, Mr Kent? If yer likes, yer can walk out an’
pick one off the trees in the backyard! And I suppose yer don’t happen ter
carry yer pearls in a matchbox? Of course not; yer keeps them in a nice little
glass case filled with water fresh from the sea, and emptied daily. And yer
need ter be mighty careful not ter fall fer a binghi tart—they are even more
beautiful than wot’s her name—Cleopatra. And clever! ... My God! ... If
they want to write a lot of bunkum, let ’em go to the moon, but not start
on places they’ve never seen.’?

So much for Gaspar Barboas and Safra. While the most naive reader must
have suspected Dehan’s exotic detail, Broome did in her novels achieve something
of the excitement and romance Henrietta Drake-Brockman’s young lady fresh
from the south hoped to find and kept talking about—but which her creator was
never able to make emerge.

Sheba Lane was intended to be a realistic depiction of Broome, and of people
who found themselves confined within it, and it was a novel concerned with
interpretation of character rather than adventure and action. Accuracy it may
have had; a sense of romance it never achieved by description which fell un-
happily between Dehan and Harcourt.

... Instantly the dead waves quivered, then danced; like a laugh the golden
light rippled into the cold indifferent sky, into the heart of the sea, slanting
down in visible shafts beneath the dancing waves. Like a golden wine it
spilled over the drifting luggers, waking them, kissing to gay brilliance the
small red flag shouting a brave challenge to the encircling blueness from the
rigging of Horton’s boat . . .58

Nor by June Goer—yes, the name was seen ironically—continually imagining
Broome to be romantic, and finding it was not. The writer made an attempt to
broaden the scope of this novel, and to tackle issues which the novel at the time
was uneasy with. But she was herself clearly uneasy with these concerns. The
novel aimed at a frankness, perhaps an honesty, but was continually defeated by
the fact that the characters were unable to sustain her aims. By now Broome’s
fictional characters were beginning to form stereotypes—the young girl from the
south, the crusty old master pearler or business man who was her father and
whose delight she was, the exiled Englishman, the cunning divers, the honest
young man making good—and they were all there in Sheba Lane, their thoughts,
ideas, hopes endlessly described, but never at a level of honesty such as Harcourt
revealed, or with the sense of a depth behind a facade which Dehan, by whatever
overemphasis, was able to suggest. They were characters whose lack of complexity
would have been better portrayed through action than introspection. Perhaps most
obviously the writer’s aims were destroyed by her style. It was too genteel, there
was at times a kind of arch-gentility quite false, it was almost always descriptive
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rather than dramatic, protecting itself behind a fence of exclamation marks. It
was the style of light romance, and might have been successful as such if the
writer had not quite obviously been trying to use it for a more serious purpose.

Sheba Lane proved a more acceptable novel than The Pearlers or Dead Pearls,
the latter seeming oddly little known. Sheba Lane was plainly Australian, and the
accurate depiction of place suggested it was about the concerns which the Austra-
lian novel should properly regard. And if it was decently reticent, if it ignored
issues which Broome with its mixture of races and standards quite obviously
posed, then that also seemed proper.

Henrietta Drake-Brockman contributed a story in the yarn tradition with the
title of Captain Cutter’s Fairy to the ambitious first issue of the local magazine
Jarrah Leaves, 1933.5° The magazine offered a comprehensive collection of
Western Australian writers, including Hopegood. Henrietta Drake-Brockman was
the only writer to consider Broome. In her historical novel Younger Sons, 1937,
there is a brief interlude in Broome, and her interest in the north and in history
lead her to a novel and a history of the early Dutch landings on the Abrolhos.¢!

Broome continued to attract adventure story writers. Gurney Slade brought
Captain Quid within the reach of younger readers with Captain Quid in 1937, and
Quid’s Quest in 1939,52 though the first of these might very well have attracted
an adult audience. The Pearlers of Lorne was re-issued in the same year. The
Captain Quid books offered more detail of Broome than Lovers and Luggers, but
Slade did not again attempt the style of that novel, though he retained a light,
often satiric touch. Quid’s Quest provided a map, notably blank, which sketched
in the towns appearing in the story.

Eric Wood, in the same years, set an adventure novel in Broome, also ostensibly
for young readers, Under The Southern Cross,% which drew on the now familiar
details of pearling, but with a seaplane as important as the luggers for the story.
If there was by now an established body of background material for stories about
Broome, there was also a familiarity in the plots.

J. M. Downie in 1940 provided an adventure story based on Broome and yet
another pearl king of the town, with a title that seemed to hold a note of prophecy,
The Yellow Raiders.%* But it was concerned with a villainous Chinaman, and did
not foretell the raids that were by then so close from Japanese planes. Oddly, that
aspect did not seem to occur to fiction writers, either as a possibility for a remote
northern port, or when Broome had become one of the few Australian towns to
suffer air attack during the war. Little was ever written, or indeed known, of the
Japanese raids on the planes that had found a temporary shelter in Broome on
March 2, 1942. That aspect of Broome, even long after, offered little, it seemed,
for the novelist. Broome, the pearling port of an earlier time, was more fruitful.

The Yellow Raiders was a reminder of the fact that books for young readers
had since early in the nineteenth century offered the most striking examples of
racial prejudice. Their attitudes were often strident and obvious to a degree that
would presumably alarm a writer contemplating older readers. It was entirely in
keeping for one of the young heroes of The Yellow Raiders to reply, when asked
if he could handle a gun:

Yep, I've shot at most things in my time! ... From wild buffaloes, to hostile
blacks.55

The ‘blacks’ are always hostile, an aboriginal face is seen as ‘more like the face
of a jungle beast than of a human being’, the Japanese fare no better, being at
best ‘human wolves’. Some such books had been sponsored by the Religious Tract
Society.

Perhaps it was the success of Lovers and Luggers that turned Katharine
Susannah Prichard towards Broome. Henrietta Drake-Brockman suggests she saw
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the ‘latent possibilities of the setting for film production’, and that Prichard ‘was
harassed once again by financial fears’.86 After Slade, the possibilities were hardly
latent, but Prichard’s first novel had become one of the early Australian films,
in 1916, and been remade by Ramond Longford in 1926.87 Moon of Desire5® as
a novel of Broome, may have seemed to her to offer the kind of setting film
makers were using. Ironically, she was betrayed by Broome, the novel becoming
one which seems to have embarrassed even Prichard’s most inflexible admirers.
Broome provided a setting of romance and colour as so many writers had demon-
strated, and it was these qualities Prichard incorporated into the book. But she
was hardly a romance writer, in the narrower or wider sense of the term, and
the novel became contrived in its plotting, and enmeshed in a weight of realistic
detail.

Prichard had visited Broome on the way to Singapore in 1929. This gave her
a basis for observation, and for some of the facts about which she built the plot.
Of all the novels of Broome, Moon of Desire gives the impression of having the
most closely observed, the most factual, background, there is an abundance of
detail of the landscape, while the town with its buildings, alley ways, shacks and
camps, the luggers themselves, are described minutely. Much of this must have
come from research as well as recalled observation, and there is indeed always a
sense of those other novels built from the same setting.

Yet perhaps Broome deceived its visitor. The characters—familiar from earlier
writers—do not fit easily into the detail of their surroundings. They become the
types of South Sea fiction—or by now of Broome fiction, tied to a contrived and
highly involved plot with echoes of many that had gone before in depicting the
same place and the same people. She was little more at ease with the taboo
subjects than Henrietta Drake-Brockman. At times it is hard to know what her
characters have been up to so discreet, yet so flowery, is the prose. The second
part of the book moves in setting to Singapore, which is even more minutely
described, and might be valued for the depiction of a vanished society, but where
the plot becomes even more melodramatic.

For any film director of the time it must have looked a formidable task, even
to compact the plot of Moon of Desire. And the thirties were gone, a world war
mocked the light improbabilities of films like Lovers and Luggers. The novel had
missed its time, too late for the cinema of the thirties, too early for the more
professional historical-romance novel that developed with the fifties.

For a writer with Prichard’s social-realist attitudes to fiction and her political
beliefs Broome might have offered scope for the kind of novel Moon of Desire
seems at times trying to become. There was racial exploitation of every kind in
a mix that made nonsense of facile judgement, social inequality, poverty, wealth,
quick fortune and quick disaster, a general disregard of any future but expediency
and strength. Prichard obviously saw this complex, but she resisted its exploration,
though her heroine, the daughter of the town’s Resident Magistrate, might have
offered a vantage point. The curious mix which the town presented eluded her,
she accepted its surface, but Broome remained elusive behind its obvious facade.
The qualities for which Prichard was best known emerge more strongly in her
depiction of Singapore, though here too effect is diminished by the unreality of
characters and story.

The Broome Henrietta Drake-Brockman saw after the war may have suggested
the past. But change had come to it. No one appeared to want to chronicle the
port as a war-time centre, and it might have seemed its long interest to novelists
was also now of the past. Yet in 1951 Arthur Upfield set one of his Napoleon
Bonaparte novels in the town that had emerged from war.69

While Upfield’s novels relied on place as part of an individual approach to
detective fiction, his choice of Broome was curious. Broome provided the kind of
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outback small town environment where his loner detective, Boney, showed up
best, but the plot did not arise specifically from anything in Broome itself. The
background could have been effective in any town not too big and with a degree
of isolation.

Upfield provided a factual picture of a town which could certainly pass as
Broome not long after the war, a Broome living on memories, with a population
grown more suburban, and now a woman ‘boss’, one who controlled newspapers.
It became also a town boasting a large boys’ school with some five hundred pupils,
‘drawing boys from as far distant as Perth as well as from a vast hinterland’.

This would make Broome’s public college a school comparable in size with
those of Perth, where in fact many students during those years had been sent
because there were no such schools elsewhere.

To provide a headmaster whose compulsions led to the murder of three women,
Upfield created his college at Broome. Dehan would have applauded the gesture.
The novel moved on the quiet lines of Upfield’s fiction, with a capable plot, and a
lack of the clutter of police procedure into which many of the novels of the
same form were degenerating. But Boney’s relationship with his fellow policemen,
with the townspeople, was as usual layered with a folksiness that pervaded
Upfield’s novels, and contributed to their popularity. The very real racial tension
and attitudes of the era, and of the particular town in which he set the novel,
were dismissed with the lightest hint.

The Widows of Broome made no intrinsic use of its setting, though it may
have provided the first fictional glimpse of the town emerging into a new era.

There was a new era also for the novel. Colin Simpson, better known as a
travel writer, a year after The Widows of Broome published a historical novel
set around the Coral Sea, its action extending from Thursday Island to Broome.
In his introduction Simpson remarked that his was a novel ‘that does not disdain
to have a plot and an unfashionably full measure of active drama’.

Come Away, Pearler’™ did have its measure of active drama. A story of the
nineties, it made reference to actual people and events, and reflected the increased
competence of the historical novel in Australia, perhaps also a kind of profession-
alism not apparent earlier. Simpson suggested the ideas, political theories, attitudes
of the time, with a thorough and clear account of pearling. Broome appeared only
towards the conclusion of the narrative, after the by now mandatory cyclone, and
the ending was overwhelmingly suggestive of Dehan. What was there in Broome
that induced these primitive religious passions?

Simpson turned away from contemporary Broome. Perhaps, from his dedi-
cation, ‘For R.S.S.—in California—who makes films’, he hoped for a film pro-
duction. But while the novel had undoubted competence, was often vividly
descriptive, it may have paid for its professionalism. Its careful and dispassionate
reproduction of a time and place suggested not period but a modern diction and
approach applied to the past. The earlier time remained itself elusive, untouched,
overlaid by narrative.

Tom Ronan used his knowledge of Broome in two novels, the first, like
Simpson’s, a historical novel that did not disdain plot or active drama. The
Pearling Master,” in 1958, a novel in the popular tradition of the Australian
family chronicle, went back to the early years of the century, the narrative of a
couple who built a business involved with Broome, though the novel takes in
other parts of Australia and moves forward to the second world war. There were
often detailed depictions of pearling and life in Broome, but the spread of the
time period encouraged generalisation rather than detail, and a superficiality.
Though it probably compacted more about Broome into one narrative than any
of its predecessors, there remained the sense that the earlier novels had been there
before. It might seem Ronan had left nothing to follow for the novel that would
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turn back to an earlier Broome, though he found there a setting for a crime novel
that drew on an actual incident. Only A Short Walk™ in 1961 had more in
common with the yarn tradition than the specialised form of detective fiction, and
with its discursiveness was a contrast to the tighter control of Upfield’s novels.
Ronan used the setting more widely than Upfield, lessening the dramatic effect,
but here too he must surely have had the last word. There could be no sense of
discovery, nothing left to discover, in the town that had drawn so many writers
by its strangeness and difference. Ronan, in his autobiography published in 1964,
remarked of Broome:

These days she is possibly the drabbest town on a rather uninspiring coastline,
but I’m3 happy to recall that I knew and loved her in the days before her glory
faded.”

Xavier Herbert, returning to Broome in its centenary year, saw a tourist town
where roads and air travel had destroyed isolation, a town ‘with a tremendous
history’, a town where people may ‘live on their memories’. The novelists had
always lived on those memories, to create a town more real than any lost reality.
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FAY ZWICKY

Rumours of Mortality: the Poet’s Part

When poets start talking about the state of poetry, it’s more than likely that they
will be projecting some personal concerns with and attitudes towards their craft
onto more generalized notions. For this reason, although I'd like to try and avoid
talking poetics (which are general) rather than some poetry (which is particular),
I’ll probably find myself in the same subjective trap. Mortality’s a big subject for
a 30-minute talk, and I don’t expect to do more than turn over a few stones on
the path for a quick glimpse of the worm beneath.

Now when T. S. Eliot called poetry “a superior amusement”, I don’t for a
moment believe him. If it is true that a culture gets the poets it nurtures (with
all that the word “nurture” or lack of it implies), then Eliot is speaking as a
transplanted American trying to beat the British at their own game of nonchalantly
disclaiming professionalism. The poet who wrote the following passage from the
Four Quartets is anything but superiorly amused:

‘So here I am, in the middle way, having had twenty years—
Twenty years largely wasted, the years of 'entre deux guerres—
Trying to learn to use words, and every attempt

Is a wholly new start, and a different kind of failure

Because one has only learnt to get the better of words

For the thing one no longer has to say, or the way in which
One is no longer disposed to say it.’

Language is seen as an adversary, something to be conquered, and not as a
collaborative agent.

Eliot is deeply concerned with the diminishing resources and misuse of lan-
guage. He is conscious of the 20th century’s tendency to soil, commercialize, and
deform words which once possessed genuine moral significance. And, along with
most contemporary poets, would find it meretricious to solicit attention in words
that have been cheapened and coarsened in the mouths of today’s public men.
When language is degraded in speech, then the basis in communal life for the
practice of poetry is corroded, and the poet has to be more than usually vigilant.
It isn’t surprising that many modern poets shrug off responsibility for morals,
native land, deity, or any of those once-comprehended abstractions, turning instead
to the purifying aesthetic of the untainted fact. Or, rather than committing them-
selves to anachronisms, ringing prankish and sometimes reckless changes on well-

Talk given at Perth Poetry Festival, February 27, 1983. Other participants were Cynthia
McDonald, Peter Porter and John Tranter.
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worn metaphors and similes, stripping away the falsity of reflexive sentimentality
that tells the reader weakly what he already weakly knows. The most striking
turnabout in my youthful reading was the discovery of the evening in Eliot’s ‘Love
Song of Alfred J. Prufrock’ likened to a “patient aetherized upon a table”. W. D.
Snodgrass surprised me again in his ‘April Inventory’ with the following lines
which I must have read in the late 50’s:

‘The pear-tree lets its petals drop
Like dandruff on a tabletop.’

Language was certainly being overhauled with an underlying seriousness of
purpose at odds with the playfulness of its conceits.

So, if the phrase “superior amusement” doesn’t seem to fit poetry’s function,
let’s try another tack. Auden’s comment that “poetry makes nothing happen”
takes us in a different direction, with all that it implies about misplaced didactic-
ism. And this, too, reflects a crucial point in Auden’s own development as a poet
when he moved from the sententious confines of political ideology to a more
universalized humanism. Poetry may make nothing happen, but it may certainly
reflect what is happening in words that approximate more or less closely to
the truth. And, by “truth”, T don’t mean in its commonsensical usage of “an
accurate report of what is”. The truth about the whole of an experience is more
than the sum total of several points of view which may be either deluded, limited,
or both. The whole truth includes not only what is, but what has been, what
might have been, what may be, and also what is not being.

Truth in my sense encloses the whole range of imaginative possibilities as well
as those nameless assumptions and values by which a society survives. It is pre-
cisely because the whole truth is so complex and diverse that the imagination is
a necessity. And this is the reason why poetry has, for so long, rested on the
fictitious and the imaginative. So truth in poetry doesn’t depend upon any one
view of life, but is engaged with all views and all modes of awareness.

Furthermore, truth in literature reveals itself with not only what men are,
but with what they “ought” to be. And I don’t summon the word “ought” in its
didactically ethical sense—there never was a Greek equivalent in Aristotle’s time
for the Judaeo-Christian injunction. It is meant in the sense of a representation of
the full scale of human potentialities that the phrase “what men ought to be”
conjures up. When literature concerns itself merely with what men are or have
been, it is indistinguishable from history or journalism.

The truth, then, is not merely the way in which human beings behave and feel.
Nor is it wholly contained in their conscious experience. In Milton and Racine,
to take two extreme examples, there are characters who speak as no one has ever
spoken in heaven or on earth. But they speak in such a way that may contain as
many levels of truth as may be possible in any situation. ‘Lycidas’, Milton’s trans-
itional elegy for Edward King, is not given over to any precise remembering of
facts about King himself. But this doesn’t diminish the truth of Milton’s vision
of life and mortality which rises above a specific grief for his young friend.

The elegiac tradition yields many such examples of the transcendence of the
self and its quivering sensibilities. As Flaubert said in one of his marvellous letters
to his mistress, Louise Colet, “Passion does not make verses ... poetry is built
upon a more settled foundation”. (July 6, 1852). And the foundation of the
elegiac line stretches back as far as Virgil, through Moschus’s ‘Lament for Adonis’
in the 3rd century, through Spenser’s ‘Astrophel’ commemorating Sir Philip Sidney,
to Milton’s lament for King, and into the 19th century with Shelley’s for Keats,
and, in America, Whitman’s elegy for Lincoln. The tradition is continued into the
20th century with Yeats’s memorial to Robert Gregory, Auden’s tribute to Yeats,
and so on. All presuppose some knowledge of the elegiac tradition—they allude to
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it and draw strength from it. It remains something of an ageless autobiographical
lament—a reflection of that moment when the mourner flexes and tenses his own
resources against the inescapable blackmail of death. And for this nerves aren’t
enough: the poet needs muscles too. It’s a mode of expression I'm going to look
at in a bit more depth, for it’s in this kind of remembrance that rumours of our
own mortality persist. For the sake of our survival, we would do well to listen.

But to go back to Milton for a moment. The impact of modernity is perennial
to every generation, and Milton was no more immune to it than any other poet
has ever been. He was as opposed to the tyrannical overlords of the church as
any anti-establishment rebel of today. He was very much a man of his time, held
strong views on contemporary political situations in a period when the political
order was undergoing revolution, and he was a member of the revolutionary
party. He did not renounce his position as a man in order to take up a position
as a poet. He did, however, expect to hold both positions. But not at one and the
same time. He was conscious of a decorum that asked the poet to forego an
inclination to preach, and he practised this awareness with rigour, and not without
difficulty.

So, when he wrote to honour Edward King in ‘Lycidas’, we don’t find him
using the occasion of the young clergyman’s death as an excuse for an attack on
the degeneration of the clergy, or an opportunity to catalogue King’s laundry.
Instead, we have the richness and fullness of an animated imagination engaged in
a speech that goes beyond the confines of the poet’s individuality, a speech beyond
the repressive entity of self.

A good many facts about anything or any one can never be consciously known
when one is involved in the present moment. It is only through the focus of the
imagination that relevant facts can be brought into poetry. Imaginative sympathy
may help a poet get under the skin of his subject, but if there is no imaginative
transmutation of that sympathy, it remains narrowed to what the poet himself
knows—the limited fabric and texture of his own existence. The “I” may be
speaking, but where is the listener? Most probably turned off and anaesthetized
by the unstressed murmurs of the inward-turning self than which there is nothing
more boring.

What so often occurs in modern poetry is that poets try to achieve truth by
going in two opposed directions at once—the direction of known experience as
well as the direction that attempts transcendence of that knowledge of experience.
The ensuing tension produces, more often than not, a speech whose truth the
listener may well doubt or even fail to comprehend at all. It produces utterance
rather than speech, and a formal breakdown of communication is unavoidable.

This brings me to the inevitable question: “Who is the poet of today speaking
to?” Is there an Other to whom the poet can speak? Is there really an audience
of whose reality the poet can be sure? Unless such an audience can be called into
existence, is there any likelihood of converting private “vision” into public “song”?
How does the poet square the very notion of “song” with a culture that demands
the subordination of the individual to impersonal forces and the cult of “objectiv-
ity”? The linguistic devices and gambits of intimacy are always to hand, but unless
the presence of the listening Other can be invoked with certainty, then poems so
fatally distanced sound hollow to the core—a stilted private code addressed to an
audience of one.

Now, Walt Whitman was a poet very much concerned with defining the reality
of his audience, perhaps more so than any other poet before him, and, in
registering this concern in his poetry and prose, he reveals many aspects of the
contemporary poet’s quandary. It is surely just because Whitman’s personal
yearning to be heard and understood coincides with a more general problem of
communication between man and man that he affects poets of today so deeply.
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His loneliness becomes a symbol for the alienation of the contemporary writer
speaking into the void. Creating his own public and his own themes, to write at
all required of Whitman an act of faith, the faith that a real “You” existed out
there. His ‘Song of Myself’ begins with the word “I” but ends with “You”—a
presence believed in though never actually proven to exist. Significantly, this
“You” is usually qualified by the phrase “whoever you are”. The “I” may be
elusive, but this “You” is even more so. While it suggests the almost indiscrim-
inate embrace of all mankind, it also illustrates a puzzle that preoccupies the poet
even more than the riddle of Self’s existence.

‘Song of Myself’ is, then, a poem of faith. This doesn’t mean that the poet
discounts the real world: he insists on his attacthment to it—‘My foothold is
tenon’d and mortis’d in granite’, he says. He protests ‘I accept reality and I dare
not question it’. And even if his faith sometimes falters, his passionate concern
with his imaginary listener survives the occasional bout of doubt.

But what happens when the poet’s sense of himself is tenuous and insecure to
the point of disappearance? What happens if he can’t even believe sufficiently in
his own “I”, a self which blurs and dissolves as he contemplates the mystery of
his existence? What are the forms in which a poet’s feelings and values may be
objectified? What are his subjects, his themes, his myths, if these aren’t supplied
by the past or the present?

These are questions which troubled Whitman, and continue to trouble poets in
our time. Once man becomes aware of himself as alone and subservient to the
forces of nature and society, he’s obliged to reach out and link himself with
others in some form or other. That is, if he doesn’t want to lapse into insanity.
Man—of all ages and cultures—is faced with the issue of how to overcome his
separateness, how to achieve union, how to simultaneously cling to and transcend
the limits of his personality. The problem is intensified for the writer caught in
the levelling winds of democracy whose norm is the repression of difference.
Whitman was only too aware of the rot setting in to those ideals about human
potential that democracy assumes when he wrote: ‘Democracy has been so re-
tarded and jeopardized ... that its first instincts are fain to clip, conform, bring
in stragglers, and reduce everything to a dead level... It is as if we were some-
how being endow’d with a vast and more thoroughly appointed body and then
left with little or no soul.’

With this kind of handicap in mind, Whitman set about prescribing for the
poetic health of the American democracy, and in doing so, emphasized the need
for “great poems of death”. Why death? The democracy of death is an old
literary truism. Individualistic choice, the exclusiveness of the I-You relationship
involving the discriminatory act of singling out a loved one—all this runs counter
to the democratic levelling process of which death is such an effective agent. But
the fact that kings and cobblers attain equality in the grave doesn’t necessarily
imply that they should not be differentiated in life for the well-being of the
community. And nobody was more aware of this paradox than Whitman himself.

Whitman’s democratic faith may have been originally located in that bounding
American confidence in man’s equality which was the stock-in-trade of almost
every newspaper of his day. But he went further as a poet than as a journalist.
He set himself to reveal spiritual equality as the ultimate human bond, positing
the existence of a universal soul in which all mankind had an eqaul share. We
utter the word ‘“soul” with some difficulty today in relation to ourselves. It has
always struck me as ironic that the last few decades of this century are willing
to endow their second-class citizens with the possession of “soul”, namely the
blacks of the United States and English-speaking parties to the Third World. But,
for ourselves, the white inheritors of so-called democracies, the poet breathes the
word at his peril: to lay claim to such a thing has become the ultimate obscenity.
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Whitman concentrated on identity—not as a role-definition such as might be
indicated by his catalogues that include carpenters, contraltos, trappers, athletes
or idiots—but identity from the perspective of the universal possession of soul.
He brushed in the features that others did not so much fail to notice as fail to
regard as expressive of a deeper human bond. He gave man an idea of what he
might be, acknowledging his spiritual potential along with his corporeal reality.

In his poem, ‘To Think of Time’, he says:

‘It is not to diffuse you that you were born of your mother
and father—it is to identify you,

It is not that you should be undecided, but that you should
be decided.’

And here, he is using “decide” in its root sense, meaning “to cut off”, in order
to shape his meaning. Man receives his identity by being cut off from an omni-
present immortality. He only takes on the shape of mortality for the brief span
that is his lifetime. At the beginning of the poem, Whitman asks his listener:

‘Have you guessed you yourself would not continue?
Have you dreaded those earth-beetles?
Have you fear’d the future would be nothing to you?

In between, he consoles with an affirmation of human purpose and direction:

‘Something long preparing and formless is arrived and form’d in you,
You are henceforth secure, whatever comes or goes.’

And he concludes:

‘I swear I think there is nothing but immortality! ...

And all preparation is for it—and identity is for it—and life and

materials are altogether for it!’
The image that dominates this poem is of the earth—especially the American
earth—which reveals itself in a powerful vision of death:

‘Slow moving and black lines go ceaselessly over the earth.’

His vision of mortality is one of his most potent legacies to the contemporary
poet.

This brings me to the second gift Whitman has to offer us—his honesty. His
forthcomingness compels belief, and we never doubt the truthfulness of his enter-
prise, even when (and most particularly because) he is plagued by self-doubt. The
notion of immortality isn’t always that much of a security, and doesn’t preclude
fear. For example, in a remarkable poem called ‘This Compost’, he speaks of the
earth whose beauties are celebrated often enough by poets, as one great prodigal
heap of rotting matter. And even though physical beauty is hinted at in passing
in lush images that include the *“green-wash of the sea”, “melons, grapes, peaches,
plums” and so forth, the primary emphasis in the closing stanza is on the terrify-
ing process of decay:

‘Now I am terrified at the Earth! it is that calm and patient,

It grows such sweet things out of such corruptions,

It turns harmless and stainless on its axis, with such endless
successions of diseased corpses,

It distills such exquisite winds out of such infused fetor,

It renews with such unwitting looks, its prodigal, annual,
sumptuous crops,

It gives such divine materials to men, and accepts such leavings
from them at last.’

What is emphasized is the impersonality of the process. The earth becomes “harm-
less’, agent of the frightening impersonality of a chemical procedure that converts
death to life. In the face of so unavoidable and relentless a process, the poet’s
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response must point up the ways in which man is distinct from it. The difference
lies in his capacity to love and his capacity to die.

It is Whitman’s honesty in the face of that recognition that puts the modern
poet in his debt. The faces that flare out from his crowds burn so brightly that,
once glimpsed, will never again allow us to consider the crowd as a nebulous
mass. In revealing this, Whitman shows us as much of our potential as of our
actuality. He can only do this because he is himself willing to face the reality of
his own emotions. It is certainly true that ‘“mankind” cannot bear very much
reality” as Eliot said in one of his poems. But, for me, the distinction between
the good poet and the great poet lies in those qualities which are likely to help
the reader to bear as well as to see.

I am convinced that a poet’s honesty is linked with a concern with morality.
Not morality as moralism that has emerged as overt didacticism and has been the
undoing of many great writers, the most extreme example probably being
Tolstoy. But a concern with the realities of moral being which involves being
able to face not just the ecstasy of feelings but the terror also; not just the
optimism of desires and aspirations but their fears and frustrations; or simply
acknowledgement of failure to realize and act upon moral allegiances. The poet’s
morality doesn’t consist in reinforcing virtue with charm or showing people how
to conduct themselves. It consists in ability to face the deepest emotional and
moral realities in his poems, to keep in balance those joyful and despairing con-
ditions of existence that we are all heir to, and thus make it possible for his
hearers to confront the total reality of their existence—physical, emotional, moral,
and spiritual. That’s what I understand by “helping to bear reality”.

And when I speak of the realities of the poet’s own emotions, I'm not referring
to those poets who are so mystified and even repelled by life that they can’t face
it unless fitted out with artificially-assumed attitudes and postures, short cuts to
achieving a sense of tangible existence. Such poets may have all the techniques
at their disposal—every device of intimacy and aesthetic distance—yet the alert
and sensitive reader will pick up the contrivance if poets stand aside watching
themselves having “feelings”, postulating what they want to feel, and what they
think they ought to be feeling.

And this “ought to be feeling” can embrace not just the conventional pieties to
which society pays lip-service, but also their opposite—those gestures of rejection,
the lingering need to crush the bourgeoisie, those callous gestures of adolescence
which are never resolved, even long after the original reasons for their coming
into existence have disappeared. It may not be the poet’s job to reinforce virtue,
but neither is it obligatory to trample the flight of china ducks after the owner
has gone.

Baudelaire, who in so many ways presents himself as either the first or proto-
typically “modern” poet of the china duck-trampling breed, states in poem after
poem the opposition between his values as alienated artist and those of tradition-
ally respectable society. His work crystallizes that intuitive recognition on the part
of both the artist and the rest of the population that culture and sensibility—and
thus the works by means of which they sustain their existence—do not have a
place in the functioning of society.

It was Proust who suggested that an affection for Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du
Mal (which he called “pitiful and human poems”) was not necessarily a sign of
great sensibility. He intimates that they may have a special appeal to the heart-
less. Take, for example, the following prose poem with its almost cussedly unsen-
timental conviction that the poet has neither connection with nor allegiance to
anything or anyone:
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THE OUTSIDER

“Whom do you love most of all, enigmatic man, tell me? Your
father, your mother, your brother, or your sister?”’

“I have neither father, mother, brother, nor sister.”

“Do you love your friends then?”

“You have just used a word whose meaning remains unknown to me
to this very day.”

“Do you love your country then?”

“I ignore the latitude in which it is situated.”

“Then do you love Beauty?”

“I love her with my whole will; she is a goddess and immortal.”

“Do you love gold?”

“I hate it as you hate God.”

“Well, then, extraordinary stranger, what do you love?”

“I love the clouds ... the clouds which pass ... far away ... far away ...
the marvellous clouds!”

It is not that one suspects the depth of Baudelaire’s feelings, or the sentiments
he attributes to his stranger which present us with the deepest negations of the
modern poet. It is that one recognizes the weight he has placed on them, the
ferocity of the pressure, the desperate elusiveness used as a tactic for conceal-
ment. Proust shows great perception when he says that Baudelaire seems to try
not to feel the emotions he names.

In doing so, he marks a kind of cut-off point for the poet in this century from
that very community which might once have taken his vocation as an artist seri-
ously. He has no country, no community insofar as he is a poet. His greatest
enemy is money because poetry doesn’t earn him a living. It is natural, then, that
he should emphasize his allegiance to Beauty—that is, to the practice of Art and
the works which already exist. So, when Baudelaire’s stranger tells his interro-
gator what he loves most of all is to look at the clouds, he is also informing us
that the most the modern poet can do is to cultivate his own sensibility. And that
sensibility is at home with life’s transience, the shifting patterns of the clouds—
not the once permanent fixtures of human co-operation that defined the well-being
of society and its artists. If culture and sensibility have no organic function in the
lives of human beings, then Baudelaire’s work points up the increasing difficulty
for the poet (whom culture and sensibility had made a poet in the first place) to
write about the lives of those engaged in acquiring money or creating an indus-
trialized society.

Does the poet, thus alienated, give up his act of faith that there is a listening
Other? Must he discard the possibility of a “You whoever you are”? If he re-
nounces all allegiances, how can he hope to accommodate all those imaginative
possibilities I spoke of earlier, those possibilities which include the what has been,
the what might have been, the what may be as well as the what is, of which the
whole truth is composed?

In Jewish ritual, there is one constant prayer which is said every time Jews
gather to pray, and that is the prayer for the dead called Kaddish. It is preceded
by the following words: “One might almost say that this prayer is the guardian
of the people by whom it is uttered; therein lies the warrant of its continuance.
Can a people disappear and be annihilated so long as a child remembers its
parents?” If we extend the implications of this to all mankind, then the poet who
has the courage to remember has an important function. For it is through the
act of memory that people survive—not by renouncing allegiances, but by retain-
ing them, however painful. This is the reality that the great elegies help us to bear.
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Dreamworks is the most exciting collection of
Australian short stories in years; possibly the
most exciting thing since the publication of
Peter Carey’s The Fat Man in History collec-
tion in 1974.

The editor, Western Australian writer David
King, has assembled twelve stories which ex-
plore, challenge, or invert our conventional
notions of reality—and he has done an excel-
lent job in making sure that no two stories
approach their material in the same way. In
Lucy Sussex’s “The Parish and Mrs Brown”
the challenge to reality comes through an ex-
ploration of psychology and states of con-
sciousness, but in David J. Lake’s “The Pure
Light of the Void” the method is doggedly
scientific. “Drowning in Fire”, by Damien
Broderick, uses a scientific speculation to offer
a view of the reality perceived by a man who
has God-like power, but in “What God Said to
Me when He Lived Next Door” God Himself
is shown to need the I-Ching just to get
through the average working day.

Like a number of stories in this book, David
King’s “Mirror City” has affinities with fantasy
and science fiction. The protagonist, Vico, has
journeyed to another world “to obtain a rare
literary work from the mirror city”. Unlike the
usual heroes of fantasy and sf, he encounters
neither monsters nor maidens; he merely finds
his book, reads his book, and leaves the mirror
city. But altered, for as a result of the story
our perception of man, city, and quest are
subtly changed.

A similar magic is worked in Russell Black-
ford’s “Crystal Soldier”. But whereas King’s
story worked in terms of a physical quest,
Blackford’s character’s quest is purely intellec-
tual: the soldier Marchant must persuade the
mystic poet-painter, Herron, to come under the
aegis of the “organization” which Marchant
represents. Once again, there is no “action” to
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the story, for poet and soldier fight only with
words and philosophies, but as the verbal battle
is waged the reader becomes aware that one
man’s triumphantly limited view of reality is
about to succumb to the other man’s insidi-
ously embracing outlook. And Blackford ren-
ders this abrupt volte-face with an audacious
sweep of melodramatic physical action, con-
cluding with a scenario that owes much to the
lurid fantasy of comic-books. (Blackford,
whose first short story appeared in Westerly, is
a new writer who will bear watching.)

Greg Egan (a Western Australian whose first
novel, An Unusual Angle, will be published by
Norstrilia Press later this year) takes an oppo-
site tack to Blackford. In “Artifact” Egan deals
with science, not philosophy, and it appears at
first that his story is an example of traditional
science fiction:

The artifact consists of sixty-four small
satellites orbiting a black hole, ingeniously
arranged so that their relative positions re-
main unchanged. Ultraviolet lasers in each
satellite are aimed at all the other satel-
lites. ... There are as yet no signs that the
satellites are inhabited, but it is rather too
early to tell.
Why was it made?

A conventional sf writer would doggedly set
about answering that question; Egan sets about
looking at the psychology of the scientists who
would seek the answers. If conventional sf
touched upon the scientists’ psychology at all,
it would make very sure that it did not stand
in the way of the answers; but Egan sees that
psychology is all. He writes a story in which,
ever so deftly, the riddling reality of the arti-
fact is made to give way to the personal reali-
ties of the researchers. And so we have another
new name to watch.

There are better-known writers in this collec-
tion as well. Fresh from the completion of his
highly acclaimed science fiction trilogy, Mel-
bourne novelist and critic George Turner ex-
plores the question of the nature of reality by
taking up Lewis Carrol’s phrase from Through
the Looking Glass: “He was part of my dream,
of course—but then I was part of his dream
too.” Turner’s “Feedback” concerns a scien-
tific experiment designed to discover what oc-
curred in “the first trillionth-trillionth of a
nanosecond after creation”. The story suggests
that the universe can be seen as “a snake not
only swallowing its own tail but digesting it
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and putting on weight” (and the story makes
plausible sense of this outrageous assertion).

“Land Deal” is by Gerald Murnane, author
of the brilliantly original—indeed, unique—
1982 short novel, The Plains. The story takes
as its subject John Batman’s purchase of
600,000 acres of land from the Aborigines, for
which the original owners were paid with
“blankets, knives, looking-glasses, beads, flour,
etc.”. In its form, the story is a collective
monologue by the Aboriginal people:

We certainly had no cause for complaint at
that time. The men from overseas politely
explained all the details of the contract be-
fore we signed it. Of course there were
minor matters that we should have queried.
But even our most experienced negotiators
were distracted by the sight of the payment
offered us.

The strangers no doubt supposed that
their goods were quite unfamiliar to us.
They watched tolerantly while we dipped
our hands into the bags of flour, draped
ourselves in blankets, and tested the blades
of knives against the nearest branches. And
when they left we were still toying with our
new possessions. But what we marvelled at
most was not their novelty. We had recog-
nized an almost miraculous correspondence
between the strangers’ steel and glass and
wool and flour and those metals and mirrors
and cloths and foodstuffs that we so often
postulated, speculated about, or dreamed of.

Is it surprising that a people who could
use against stubborn wood and pliant grass
and bloody flesh nothing more serviceable
than stone—is it surprising that such a
people should have become so familiar with
the idea of metal?

Thus the concept of the “Dreaming” is given
an unexpected twist—but it is a twist that holds
a sobering prophecy for the future of the white
land-takers:

Some of us, remembering how after dreams
of loss they had awakened with real tears
in their eyes, hoped that we would some-
how awake to be convinced of the genuine-
ness of the steel in our hands and the wool
round our shoulders. Others insisted that
for as long as we handled such things we
could be no more than characters in the
vast dream that had settled over us—the
dream that would never end until a race
of men in a land unknown to us learned
how much of their history was a dream that
must one day end.
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In a collection concerned with the nature of
reality, the question of God must be canvassed,
and this is done in the best story in this collec-
tion, Bruce Gillespie’s “What God Said to Me
When He Lived Next Door”. The story’s main
concern is with the problem of coping with
reality, but one can only cope with the reality
that one perceives and there is always the
dangerous temptation to simplify. The narrator
succumbs to this temptation when he discusses
The Bomb with God:

“The Bomb,” I said. “You’re worried about
the same things which worry everybody
else?”

“The Bomb—yes. And what the world
would be like if the next war never starts.
I don’t like to think about such things.
There are so many possibilities. There must
be possibilities for ... good.” He chuckled.
“Now I'm doing it! T want to stop the
world’s downhill roller-coaster ride, and
I'm talking the same way as the people who
started it.”

“But why not simply stop it?” I said. I
was beginning to get annoyed, in the same
way that T get annoyed with my mother
when she says she should get her eyes test-
ed, but never makes the appointment with
the doctor. “I don’t know what you’d do.
Snap your fingers? Call up a gang of angels
from heaven? Simply defuse the bombs?”

“But how can I do that?” said God. “The
world has its own logic. People do. I must
work within my own rules, or give up al-
together.”

Serious issues, these—but they are raised in a
story that is delightfully whimsical. By simply
decreeing that God for a time “lived next
door”, Gillespie enables his suburban Every-
man character to obtain answers to all the Big
Questions straight from God Himself. Douglas
Adams did this in The Hitch-Hiker’'s Guide to
the Galaxy and came up with the answer
“forty-two”. But Gillespie’s answer is less
Goonish and more complicated: his “poor old,
evolving, ageing God” regularly uses the I-
Ching to contact Himself, and recommends it
to all those mortals who are seeking answers.
But can the story’s central character—raised
as a God-knowing, God-fearing soul—abandon
God for the I-Ching just because God says so?
Or, putting it another way, if we believe that
there is a God and there are Answers and Solu-
tions, what happens if they land in your lap?
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And if that line of speculation is not enough
to blow a few mental circuits, one need only
turn to Kevin McKay’s contribution to Dream-
works. The title of his story, “Life the Soli-
tude”, leads the reader to think of Marquez’s
One Hundred Years of Solitude. But Marquez
is a writer in our own reality, whereas McKay’s
story is set in a magpie-and-eucalyptus-infested
South America (or is it a South-America-
infested Australia?) and Marquez thinks Cap-
tain Cook discovered Australia whereas McKay
shows how Torres opened up His Catholic
Majesty’s Colony of Austrialia. Moreover, it
hardly seems appropriate to be thinking of
Marquez when McKay’s story—which is about
useful little windmill men and a not-so-useful
Frankensteinian giant Windmill Man—would
obviously make us think of Don Quixote. In
fact, if fictions are meant “to hold the mirror
up to nature” it is not really useful to be think-
ing about other fictions at all. (Or is it? If the
fictions faithfully mirror “nature”, why then
should they be seen as different from it? But if
the fictions do not differ from it, why then
introduce the notion of “mirroring” in the
first place?)

Strangely enough, these are not idle or fruit-
less speculations; they flow naturally and in-
stantly from Kevin McKay’s story, they link
with the concerns and motifs of most of the
other stories in this marvellous book—and they
relate to the concerns of James Legasse’s The
Same OIld Story.

In his Introduction to Dreamworks, David
King asserts that currently “the best speculative
writing is coming from those writers who are
critics themselves”. He notes that most of the
writers in Dreamworks “are either associated
with universities or are established critics”, and
he declares that “such a critical ability is essen-
tial for the production of good writing”. Such
sweeping generalizations may be open to de-
bate, but the case of James Legasse reinforces
King’s point.

Legasse is a critic (he is currently a lecturer
in English at the University of Western Aus-
tralia) and the eleven stories which form the
discontinuous narrative of The Same Old Story
are concerned with the nature of fictional real-
ity. They explore the relationship between the
writer and his fictions, testing the way in which
the story itself is a means of creating reality
(just as in, for example, George Turner’s
“Feedback”, the author tests the assumption
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that our perceptions are merely a “feedback”
that is determined by initial “input”).

The Same Old Story is a livre compose.
Alan Muller’s cover painting is a portrait of
the author, distinct and emphatic, and the flap
of the dustjacket presents a photograph of the
author (to pin down the reality of the cover
painting). The conventional dustjacket blurb
about the book’s contents is replaced by a bald
biographical summary of the writer’s life, and
it is at this point—the dustjacket—that the
book really begins. A reader perusing the bio-
graphical blurb is assailed by nothing but “raw
facts”—by an authorial skeleton stripped of
meat and organs. Dates and places are noted;
relationships and attitudes are glossed.

This, of course, is a deliberate ploy; the
reader is being carefully set-up. Approaching
the first story armed only with raw facts, the
reader finds the story to be titled “All I Know”
—a title that seems to promise more factuality
—and the reader also finds that incidental de-
tails of time and place seem to fit the raw bio-
graphical facts. The reader is being duped into
confusing “real” and fictive realities.

Having created this illusion, the author sets
about dispelling it. The second-last page of
“All I Know” is heavy with imagery of snow
(layer upon layer of it) and this becomes a
patterning motif that is carried through a num-
ber of stories, culminating in a story called
“Snow”. Does “real” life have such patterns to
it? Perhaps it does—but Legasse builds layer
upon layer of patterns, insisting upon the shap-
ing of the fictions. And he thoroughly con-
founds the already-duped reader by creating
a motif with the phrase “all I know”, thereby
turning the very hallmark of factuality into a
sign of fictionality.

So gradually the true nature of the stories
unfolds. The narrator’s name turns out to be
Joe, not Jim (though those names are so simi-
lar), and the narrator is sometimes spoken
about in the third person, implying the pre-
sence, perhaps, of Joe’s creator (the real Jim?).
More obviously, the reader is confronted by
passages which stress the fictional process:

I want to get back home, but don’t want to
be in the house. I just can’t face another
evening in the country, snacking on sun-
flower seeds in the quicksand of a beanbag,
another evening working on my fiction, an-
other story about love but no love, choice
but no choice, another story ending very
realistically, very hurtfully.
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If this is assumed to be true-to-life “confes-
sional” fiction, the idea of ‘“another evening

. another story” seems out of place, as does
the sense of conscious concern with realism and
paradox.

The title story clarifies—but also richly com-
plicates—these concerns. Presented as a series
of family letters, the story begins with Joe’s
mother’s reaction to reading one of his fictions:

Dear Joe, Thank you for sending me a copy
of your story though it upset me. I hope
you didn’t do it intentionally but you prob-
ably didn’t knowing you. I was sorry to
read it as your story and I am sure it was.

And so on. The duped reader as hurt and
angry mother. Joe writes back to calm her
fears—‘“Rest assured, the piece is fiction.”—but
the story itself has created realities of its own.
Whether or not it was intentional and whether
or not it is “true”, the story has had its impact
upon its readers, and the fact of this impact
prompts angry leters to Joe from other sources,
and it is not enough to answer some of these
by saying that “the piece is fiction™.

In his defensive letter to Mom, Joe outlines
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a view of fiction that seems to reflect the atti-
tude of the book as a whole:

I’d like to believe that the details, the tone,
... that the techniques of the story suggest
the events of a life and that they create the
painful sense of waste. But: that life, des-
cribed and defined, need not have been
mine. 'm not saying that the feeling in-
forming the story was one which was
foreign to me.

As a raw statement this is not new or pro-
found, but then it is meant to be nothing more
than “the same old story”. But seen for what
it really is—not a “raw statement” at all, but
a carefully shaped and phrased response by a
particular character in a specific context—it
becomes an eloquent and perceptive elucidation
of the nature of fiction.

In the implications of their titles, Dream-
works and The Same Old Story could not be
more distant. But in their rigorous exploration
of the nature of their chosen realities, both
collections represent exciting attempts by essen-
tially “new” writers to address the issues that
dominate contemporary fiction.

VAN IKIN
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