
Barney Reece's camp at the swamp, c.1917. 
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JULIE LEWIS 

Natural Histories 

June 1990 

I park my car on the hill in Coral Street and walk down towards Sackville Terrace. 
A utility stands in the drive shielding the spot where our earth closet at Risingholm 
once stood. The layers of ordure are overlain with lawn and bitumen. I click a couple 
of shots, walk up Sackville Terrace towards Joyce Street. Five green garbage bins 
are on the verge in front of a new block of units. Next door in the garden of a 
house (circa 1950) stands a clump of old tuart trees. More than fifty years ago those 
same tuarts shaded the loose sand where our pony and trap churned its way towards 
the cottage. I remember the rough track of Joyce Street, its limestone lumps bUlging 
through the gravel which skirted the slope that dropped towards the swamp and 
Mr Millar's one-roomed weatherboard shack. I tumbled there, onto the stones of 
that track, my knees bleeding, as I rushed to greet my mother, who had returned 
for the weekend from the city in Millet's char-a-banc. The present house, (like those 
earlier cottages), the roads, the garbage bins, are ephemeral. Only the soil, leeched 
and barren though it now is, and dependent upon chemical additives and concrete 
to give it validity is the sole link with the past. Yet who now would choose to live 
in an unsewered house, draw water from a well, drink unpasteurised goat's milk, 
and wind a gramophone to listen to the thin tenor of Peter Dawson's voice? Nostalgia, 
for all its appeal, can also be subversive. You can't go back except by creating a 
kind of fiction. A truth more compelling than the reality. 

Emigration begins with one simple decision. Much thought may have been given 
to the making of that decision. Doubts, questions, alternatives and in personal terms, 
sometimes despair. The story is common. Someone dies. Someone is left. What the 
survivor does is not so important. It is what is fe/t that impels the action - the 
decision to stop living, or to go on. Despair has many faces. Few people encounter 
alternatives to the ordinary. The weeping. The silence. Yet fusion of a kind does 
take place. You can't say 'my family began in 1906 or 1952 or 1983 because .. .'. 
A family is part of a continuum. You slot in to your own beginnings, back a generation 
or two perhaps, and project only as far as your grandchildren - if you are lucky. 
For some, their own death ends the era. 

I have heard women in 1990, cushioned by comfort, say they can't understand 
a mother leaving her children. But there are different ways of caring. It is their pain 
those women can't endure, not their children's. Nell Heath was made of tougher 
stuff. She buried grief, put her children into temporary institutional care and went 
to Hamburg, where she joined the German ship Sedlitz and sailed to Australia. 

She told me none of this. Her tales were of happier times, of her own childhood 
and later when she and her sons were reunited. I baulk at dramatising her story. 
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It is enough to say she left her children and went alone to a new country, without 
expectations or illusions. 

Suburbs are for families and establish a tension between public and private lives. 
Within the walls of any suburban house domestic life is sacrosanct (even if profane) 
but on the verge, the front verandah even, through the network of quiet streets, the 
park and playing fields, the churches, the cluster of little shops (that now have 
spawned a vast complex, a mini-city) there is common territory. Some suburbs do 
this better than others, and Scarborough's beginnings were slow but always linked 
to its seaside appeal. A suburb's genesis is arbitrary, arising not so much from a 
need as from expediency - a developer sees a chance for profit, a city or a shire 
needs to house an expanding population. In the case of Scarborough the former 
was the case. In 1916 Scarborough Beach, named after its counterpart in England, 
was seen as an ideal playground, offering simple pleasures - bathing, surfing and 
beach fishing - for the urban community west and north of Perth. There were 
already one or two settlers out there in the bush who had taken up land holdings 
earlier in the State's history - the Mannings, Butler who owned a dairy and Mrs 
Cunningham-Smith. The soil was disappointing - a few dairy cattle roamed, and 
horses, (the Ffarington double FF brand could be picked out on the hocks of animals 
grazing by Herdsman's Lake) - and unproductive. By 1916 companies like Peet 
had acquired large areas for subdivision. There were no roads to speak of, and no 
services, though there was promise of a tramway to the beach, an extension of the 
No.l5 service that terminated at the comer of Main Street and Scarborough Beach 
Road in Osborne Park. Beyond that point a strip of macadamised road wound its 
way through the market gardens, and a plank road spanned the half a mile or so 
of loose black sand, skimming the edge of the lake between Osborne Park and 
Innaloo. There were plans to put in passing bays but the money ran out so there 
was always the occasional confrontation between masher cart and motor car with 
fists and voices raised. We could tum off the track at Westview Street and drag 
through the bush where Sackville Terrace is now aligned, or go down to Joyce Street 
and follow its gravel track until it too petered out into sand near the swamp. 

Barney Reece lived in a slab hut down by the swamp. There is the evidence of 
his bush shelter in the photographs. I do not remember ever seeing Barney Reece 
- perhaps he died before I was born - but tales were told about him during those 
years we lived out there in the bush. 

I'm not sure why I am remembering Barney - the legend of Barney Reece -
at this moment because he plays no significant part in subsequent events and his 
connection with my family was only ever tenuous, (or simply fortuitous) some 
common experience, perhaps, with my grandfather when as newchums to this 
country, they may have met briefly, on the goldfields. That is where this story could 
begin. On the goldfields, at my grandfather's grave, rather than at the site of Barney 
Reece's camp beside the swamp that is now partially drained and has become a 
playing field for today's children. 

In the great cities, London, Paris, Rome, the suburbs enticed a rural population 
nearer to the centre - where things happened. In places like Perth, the suburb 
offered a chance to get away from the boredom of small town life, yet, after the 
novelty had worn off, the residents had to endure another, more insidious kind of 
boredom and some women, for whom the ghetto of the suburb has lost its meaning, 
escape through the flickering shadows of the midday movies, softened by valium, 
librium, tripenol, largactyl or alcohol. 

Memory plays tricks. It skips whole generations to make connections or deliberately 
leaves gaps to avoid confronting pain. Now, I try to reconstruct my own beginnings: 
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to make the man who was my father real. He said to his brother "They tell me I've 
got what Dad had". He was twenty-seven. His father had died at thirty-six and within 
a year of learning of his complaint, my father too had coughed his lungs away. 

September 4th 1980 

We have come to find the grave; my grandfather's grave. The Boulder cemetery is 
flat and dry and gravelly, a few sparse and spindly eucalypts offering dappled shade. 
There are gusts of desert-chilled wind. It is not what you'd expect. You think of 
the goldfields as hot (in this country anyway); searing with baked earth, and the 
blue of the sky so intense it hurts your eyes. In the summer of 1906 it probably 
was like that, especially to someone with soft white skin, used to grey and weeping 
English skies, but in the early spring of 1980 there is a surprising coolness and bluster 
about the breeze that makes you uncertain about believing myths no matter how 
reassuring they might be. 

There is a photograph of my paternal grandfather taken before he left England alone 
in 1906, for Western Australia and the healing sun. In the photograph he is standing 
behind the seated figure of his wife, Nell and their two small sons, John and Stanley. 
I have another memento. The remnants of a silver rattle that bears tiny teeth marks. 
It is inscribed Cecil Arthur Owen Heath, but it is hard to read the inscription because 
of the crumpling of the silver. 

Now, in 1990, almost a century since Cecil Heath came to this place, I try to retell 
the myths that my grandmother, Nell once told to me. She was a practical woman 
and stuck to the facts, but these no longer satisfy me. 

The doctor has confinned that it is consumption. The cough has become more insistent 
lately and there have been specks of blood in the phlegm. The winter has been severe. 
Fogs day after day. Sometimes you cannot see your hand in front of your face. I find it 
hard to breathe sometimes, bent over the ledgers. The figures swim and the double entries 
become jumbled. They have suggested that I stay in bed, eat nourishing food. But I have 
no appetite. The Heath men are supposed to have weak chests, yet my brother, as forty­
five is strong and healthy, certainly not consumptive. Nell says, • Ah, but you see he didn't 
marry.' Nell is strong. She is a good woman. 

My grandmother said 'It is better to be good than beautiful'. Her life might have 
been easier if she had thought otherwise. And mine might have taken a different 
direction. But I am drifting into fable, away from the certainty of fact. Six months 
after he began work as the accountant on the Perseverance Mine, Cecil Heath was 
dead. The sun's promise had proved false, dry heat did not repair those scrambled 
lungs. 

Widows had a tough time. There were few options. Remarry. Sell yourself. Take 
in laundry or lodgers. Nell's solid asset, apart from a few shares worth one hundred 
pounds, was a house in Dulwich, London, left to her by her late husband. She chose 
to let rooms to gentlemen. Some put off paying their rent, some asked for favours, 
some simply robbed her. She decided to come to Australia. 

My grandmother's energy was invested in her sons. The years between 1914 and 
1920 were the happiest of her life. Her poverty was relative, not desperate, and 
brought about by choice. 'Waste not want not', 'Look after the pennies aQ.d the 
pounds will look after themselves'. Within days of landing she had a job -
bookkeeper for Bon Marche and three years later had saved enough for a deposit 
on a house, proving that being a woman was no impediment to raising a loan. It 
was she who proposed the holiday cottage in the bush by the sea. 
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Masher cart - Scarborough. 1926. 

"Risingholm" - Scarborough, 1926. 
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Sackville Terrace - Scarborough, 1990. 

31 Sackville Terrace, 1990 - site of"Risingholm': 
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The links between grandchild and grandparent have a different intensity from 
those between parent and child. The emotional investment is less at risk. My mother 
never told me (though she told my daughter, her grandchild) that she ran five miles 
through the bush to the tram terminus, boarded the tram, her breath rasping her 
throat, urged the clanking bogey every inch of the way, got off at the comer of 
William and Murray and sped up to the Perth Public Hospital with a specimen 
of my father's phlegm. 

On Sunday evenings we had boiled eggs for tea. My mother approached hers 
in a different way from my grandmother who would carefully test the spot with 
a tentative tap before lopping the top just at the point where yolk met white. My 
mother, on the other hand, carried out a series of gentle taps with the back of a 
spoon to craze the shell. Then she would carefully pick off the fragments to expose 
the gleaming white mound. She liked her eggs soft-boiled and the trembling of the 
membrane which encased the flesh gave her the anticipation of pleasure. My 
grandmother preferred her eggs hard. She would spend endless moments as I faced 
my egg (undecided whether to swipe or crack and not very interested in eggs anyway), 
drawing humpty dumpty faces and setting up bread soldiers to 'march down the 
red lane.' When the last soldier had been dipped in yolk and swallowed and the 
scrapings of white peeled from the bottom of the hollow shell, she would divert my 
attention, reverse the shell in its cup and present me with a second egg. Once the 
trick was revealed and I had lopped off the top to discover an empty shell she passed 
the power to me and responded predictably each time I replayed the trick on her. 

It's 31 Sackville Terrace now. The original lot 51 on Plan 3827 has been subdivided 
to become lots 101 and 103 'being portion of Swan Location 1186 on Diagram 34201.' 
The language of officialdom conveys nothing of the social history of the place. At 
the Titles Office, clutching my priority ticket I wait to explain the reason for my 
search. I marvel at the transactions that have taken place and at the encumbrances 
and restraints imposed upon individuals whose only aim had been to get 'a place 
of their own'. 

'It'll cost you,' says the clerk. '$8 for each copy of title.' 
Thirty two dollars and I have the title with my father's name on it. JOHN 

ARTHUR OWEN HEATH. My grandmother handn't made all those sacrifices to 
acquire more property in her own name. That land was for her sons, both still minors. 
When it was purchased in 1916, the comer block for my father cost twelve pounds, 
the other for my uncle, eight. She paid in cash. 

I knock at 31 Sackville Terrace. It is mid afternoon and there is no-one home. 
I try the house next door, walk up and down the street, knock on doors where cars 
stand in the drive-ways. No-one answers. Are they shift workers, asleep? Are they 
out walking the dog? Are they peering through the curtains, suspicious of a woman 
at the door who carries a bundle of papers. The suburbs seem empty of people at 
2.45 on a weekday afternoon. Children at school. Mothers and fathers at work. 
Grandparents safely stowed in retirement villages. Life in the suburbs can be secure 
and reassuring. The whirr of lawnmowers on Sunday mornings, the whoops of 
children playing in the park. Terrible things can also happen. In the nineteen-sixties 
Greensleeves lured at least seven children to their deaths. In the eighties backyard 
pools were silent killers. A whole family was shot while watching television one 
evening - that happened in Scarborough. But on this June day there is nothing 
dramatic and finally, further down Sackville Terrace, someone does answer my 
knock. 
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'I'm not aiming to convert you and I'm not selling anything,' I say. 
'Good,' she replies. 'I wasn't sure.' 
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She's lived there thirty-five years, remembers the cottage and the lady who lived 
in it during the early sixties - an old woman who was known as the animal lady 
and who had a hunchback daughter, some sheep, a horse, dogs, cats. The RSPCA 
were concerned about the animals. The cottage and its owner made the headlines 
briefly before the demolition and she got the credit for being one of the district's 
pioneers. 

But NeD Heath and her sons built the place. 
My uncle wrote: 
'In 1921 we bought another 3 blocks - one pound down and ten shillings a month. 

All the area was well timbered and old Barney [Reece] had shown us how to fell 
trees and split logs for fence posts. The fencing kept us occupied for a long time 
and then we decided to build our own house ... we would go out each weekend 
and quarry some stone. When we had raised a sufficient pile of stones we would 
buy and cart out a bag of lime and with the sand on site laid stone on stone until 
the required height. There was no such thing as plans for the Council in those days 
though I think your father would have drawn a plan. Eventually a long room was 
completed, two doors and three windows and a frreplace. We subsequently 
partitioned the room. We bought all the timber frames and iron for the roof second 
hand, new bricks for the chimney and carted them out weekly. We'd carry the water 
for our own use and mixing mortar from Barney's well and when we had our own 
roof for catchment we built an underground tank, cement lined which was a great 
boon.' 

That was 1921. By 1928 the elder son had married, become a father and died. 
A husband, a son; dead before their prime. Only the matriarchal thread - paternal 
grandmother, mother, me - holds us together, tensile and transmigratory (Thy 
firmness makes my circle just/and makes me end where I begun).' 

There is a soul sustaining network operating in the suburbs. A meshing of minds 
over cups of tea or mugs of coffee, an unravelling of lives and an attempt to order 
things. It has always been so. But in other houses not built with hands, in those 
spirit lives on their gyratory paths (what remains when disbelief has gone? / Grass, 
weedy pavement, brambles, buttress, sky, / A shape less recognizable each week, / 
A purpose more obscure)2 an obdurate will maintains a kind of equilibrium. 

A suburb works through its phases. One day it may revert to its natural state. Roads 
will break up, houses crumble, vegetation encroach. There have been precedents. 
The bush will avenge itself, reclaiming the soil. 

Nostalgia is seductive and has to be subverted. 

I. John Donne, from A Valediction Forbidding Mourning. 
2. Philip Larkin, from Churchgoing. 
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MIKE GREENACRE 

A Gunner's Sights 
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watching the AustraIian 
Open 

backhand 
drop-shot 

volley 
backspin cross-

court pass 
we talk of 

selling uranium to 
the French - changing the 
atmosphere we know, 
inviting their waste 
to contaminate billabongs, 
poison eucalypts. 

Unemployment 
foreign drug 

dealers 
multinational 

enterprise & 
computerized lifestyles 
corner imaginations 

as homeless youth 
wander our cities 

Aboriginals still dream 
of Maralinga, 
know the secrets of 
'the eyes of America' at 
Pine Gap will be 

first to go 

"Perfect shot!" cries the 
commentator - tactics 
to end it all. 
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MIKE GREENACRE 

Birth Of Our Son 

(for Jonathan) 

Your kicks displaced organs, 
movements push 
and roll the stomach 
like a contorted wave­
motion rising 
until your mother 
is short of breath, 
your head caught 
in the pelvis -
elbows and knees 
entwined. 

This is how I saw 
your lively form, 
the ultrasound 
entering your playground 
like a lonely child 
wanting to join in 
from the world outside. 

I stood by the delivery 
chair holding her 
foot like a stirrup shouting 
"push, push! well done 
keep going!" while the 
doctor on the other side 
shouted directions -
when to stop or push 
and pointing in the 
mirror's reflection where. 
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Like a package awaiting 
time's weary brow 
your head is suddenly 
unwrapped and turned 
on its axis 
like a work of clay, 
your body growing out 
from the shoulders and 
slipping recklessly 
into our lives. 
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JENNY GREGORY 

Imagining Suburbia: The Role of 
the Real Estate Agent 

Suburbia has had a bad press in Australia. Critics as diverse as Robin Boyd and 
Barry Humphries have disparaged the Australian penchant for suburban living. l 

Much of this criticism has been based on the apparent sameness of the Australian 
suburbs - the mile upon mile of red roofed houses that surround the city centre 
- in which it is assumed that lives of mindless mediocrity are lived out. Yet despite 
such elitist critiques the Australian 'dream' is still a home in the suburbs, for the 
critics of suburbia have failed to realise that the suburban home has a psychological 
as well as an economic value for its owners. Even for tenants the psychological need 
to create a home is strong. There are good reasons for this, as J. M. Richards observed 
over forty years ago in his seminal British work, The Castles on the Ground: the 
Anatomy of Suburbia, "in the suburb each man can see his own handiwork ... 
to some extent he can feel responsible for his own environment and thus get a sense 
of controlling his destiny".2 While today we might argue with the gender bias of 
Richard's words, it must be acknowledged that for its inhabitants each home in each 
suburb represents a statement of individuality. 

This individuality, however, is a tricky notion for it is dependent on only a finite 
array of choices. In choosing to buy or rent a home in a particular suburb individuals 
soon find that their choice is limited by what they can afford. Particular suburbs 
are meant for particular classes. The apparent sameness of Australian suburbs is 
a myth, for there are suburbs for the wealthy, suburbs for the poor and a variety 
of middle class suburbs for those in between. To a greater or lesser extent all simulate 
an imagined ideal and it is in the suburbs of the wealthy that this ideal is most closely 
approximated. This article looks at the origins of the notion of an ideal environment, 
examining its influence in Australia and the way in which it was used to boost the 
development of a Perth suburb in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. 

The enthusiasm with which Australians accepted the ideal of suburban living is 
in part an expression of the strength of anti-urban sentiments in nineteenth century 
Britain. These sentiments, which linked the city with notions of evil and corruption, 
were examined by several writers in the early 1970s, years when contemporary urban 
degeneration was the subject of widespread concern. The idea of the corrupting 
influence of the city can be traced back to Greek literature and was particularly 
influential in English literature. However, in the nineteenth century anti-urban 
sentiments tended to wax and wane in response to changing economic conditions. 
In times of depression, when destitution and squalor were especially visible in the 
city, writers looked back to the environment of rural pre-industrial England with 
nostalgia. Anti-urban sentiments reached their peak during the nineteenth century 
when Britain was in the throes of the profound economic and social change that 
accompanied rapid industrialisation and urbanisation.3 
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The British historian F.M.L. Thompson has argued that the strength of anti-urban 
sentiments was a major influence in the suburban development of Britain. Basing 
his conclusions on a number of case studies, he discarded the usual economic reasons 
for suburban growth in favour of an ideological variable. For although he believed 
that broad economic cycles, building costs, the availability of cheap plentiful land 
and the provision and extension of transport, all played a part in suburban 
development, he concluded that they were not the cause of this development. Instead 
he argued that middle class ideology was the prime variable. The British middle 
class, basing their ideas on romantic notions of rural pre-industrial life and its 
association in the imagination with gentry and aristocratic styles of living, believed 
in the advantages of a rural environment. Rus in urbe was an ideal compromise, 
for the newly developing suburbs on the rural fringes of the cities offered all the 
advantages of country life within easy distance of the city. Thompson inferred that 
it was for this reason that middle class suburban dwellers valued their suburban 
gardens as something which "was a piece of tangible evidence, however minute, that 
the dream of being a townsman living in the country, was something more than 
just an illusion".4 

Paramount in the development of anti-urban sentiments amongst the British 
middle class was the fact that social problems were in sharpest focus in the city. 
During the Boer War it was found that standards of fitness amongst British army 
recruits were abysmally low. This apparent degeneration of the race caused enormous 
public concern and the conditions of urban life were believed to be the cause.5 It 
was known, for example, that disease was most prevalent in the city, for the British 
social reformer, Edwin Chadwick, had recognised the link between the environment 
and health. His reports of the early 1840s demonstrated the correlation between 
insanitary conditions, defective drainage and overcrowded housing in cities and 
reduced life expectancy. Although the reasons for this were not fully understood, 
this knowledge informed the efforts of urban reformers in most industrialised 
societies. Initially they concentrated their efforts on improving the sanitary provisions 
of cities, where the worst concentrations of disease were to be found, and later 
advocated town planning and housing reform as a means of improving public health. 6 

Throughout this period the image of pre-industrial rural Britain - the Merrie 
England of green pastures, rolling downs, thatched cottages and sturdy yeoman 
farmers - was contrasted with the filth and squalor of the city and romanticised 
as an ideal society. The city was the root of all evil; its antithesis, the country, was 
conversely the fount of all goodness. 

Anti-urban sentiment was also prevalent in late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century Australia. Indeed it partly accounts for the enduring success of the bush 
legend which was popularised by writers and artists in the 1890s and thereafter. 
They believed that the environment of Australia's frontier wilderness would provide 
a test from which a new and better national type would emerge. Writers whose work 
was popularised in the Bulletin and the Impressionist artists of the Heidelberg 
School, with their Arcadian visions of the golden summers of a benign rural 
landscape and their celebration of pioneer life, did much to soften the harsh realities 
of the Australian bush. Hence rural life in Australia came to be endowed with the 
same romantic qualities as pre-industrial rural life in Britain.? 

However, in accounting for suburban development, Australian historians have 
tended to follow the majority of British and American historians who have 
emphasised demographic, economic and technological factors. But, in this nation 
where cities and their suburbs cling to the coast of a vast and underpopulated interior, 
they have also alluded to the importance of environmental and ideological factors. 
Davison for example, although arguing that economic and technological factors such 
as the provision of transport and essential services were vital for the suburban 
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development of Melbourne in the 1880s and 1890s, concluded that the belief that 
the urban environment was deteriorating was also significant. He argued that 
Melbournians transplanted the British ideal of rus in urbe when they promoted 
suburban living with all "the Advantages of Country and City Life Combined".8 
Hence Melbourne people looked for "a green and secluded neighbourhood ... fresh 
air, a pleasant view and a shady garden" and, in accordance with popular late 
nineteenth century ideas about the spread of disease, saw "wind-blown hilltops and 
seaside promenades" as desirable home sites.9 Similar tendencies were also apparent 
in late nineteenth century Sydney where the city's spectacular topography played 
a strong role in shaping suburban development. 1O Studies of twentieth century 
suburban development, however, have tended to take environmental and ideological 
factors for granted. For example, Kelly, in his discussion of land sales in Sydney's 
eastern suburbs in the 1920s, relegated harbour or sea views, cooling breezes and 
the proximity of the beach, to the imagination of real estate agents, arguing instead 
that economic and technological factors were the key variables in the development 
of Sydney's eastern suburbs. I I 

The language used by land and real estate agents in late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century Perth indicates that anti-urban sentiments were widespread. 
Indeed they were used extensively to promote suburbia as an ideal place in which 
to live. Yet the role of estate agents in suburban development, or indeed in the 
development of particular classes of suburbs, has rarely been adequately 
acknowledged, for they have generally been castigated as mere boosters. Although 
a number of historians have discussed the role of land agents in urban development 
very few have attempted to explore their rhetoric or its ideological basis. Much of 
the work on urban development in Australia has focused on the big players - major 
land owners - and their links with local and state governments. Real estate agents 
were generally the middle men and have only attracted the attention of historians 
when they themselves owned and developed large tracts of land. Land development 
in Melbourne has been the main focus of attention, although there has been some 
work done on the nineteenth century Sydney and Perth land markets. 12 The twentieth 
century has been less well served, with most analysis focusing on Sydney and its 
suburbs. 13 In neither nineteenth nor twentieth century Australian urban and 
suburban development have real estate agents been seen as key players. 

There has been very little research into the use of advertising in the marketing 
of land and housing. The limited amount of research into the growth of the 
advertising industry in Australia as a whole suggests that it grew rapidly after the 
Great War. 14 Certainly it was well developed by 1940 when a treatise on advertising 
was published in Melbourne, as its opening statement "advertising is one of the most 
effective aids employed in the science of selling" indicates. 15 However, even a glance 
at the real estate columns of the West Australian from the mid 1880s onwards shows 
that advertising was increasingly recognised as a powerful and indeed essential means 
of selling land and houses. Real estate agents were well practised in picking up aspects 
of the existing image of an area, marrying this with contemporary ideology, and 
developing a rhetoric based on these factors to advertise land and housing in a 
district. As one real estate agent commented succinctly in 1918; 

We are only common Land Agents, but we are alive to every move and know what is 
best for the people, after our experience of nearly forty years. 16 

Today it is very clear that, with intensive advertising, real estate agents can tum 
an apparently worthless piece of bush on the fringes of the metropolitan area into 
a desirable place of residence. 

In 1880 a tract of bush midway between the city of Perth and the port of Fremantle 
was just such a piece of land. Today we know it as the elite suburb of Claremont. 
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Then it was only distinguished from the surrounding bush by a small settlement 
known as Freshwater Bay which lay on the banks of the Swan River. This had been 
established in the 1850s by the government as a convict hiring depot and small parcels 
of land on the river and at Butler's Swamp nearby had been allocated to Pensioner 
Guards and their families. The aim was that eventually they would become self­
sufficient. However, few of the men had any farming experience and most were forced 
to seek employment in other parts of the colony. By 1880 only about a dozen families 
lived at Freshwater Bay.17 

Improved transport was the main impetus for the development of Claremont as 
a suburb, but there were other factors which led to its development as a well-to­
do suburb. Access to the area was considerably improved when the Perth-Fremantle 
railway was built in 1880, but when the fIrst subdivision of land in the area was 
advertised in that year by its owner James Morrison, a Guildford estate agent, he 
chose to emphasise the rural nature of the land and its suitability and convenience 
as a suburban retreat; 

Claremont has now been laid out in Building Sites which will be offered for sale by public 
auction ... when gentlemen engaged in business, wishing to have the pleasure of a country 
life after their day's work is over, will have a chance of buying at a low rate, a Suburban 
Villa Site in a healthy, rural, but centrally situated locality - a locality likely (in the course 
of time) to become to the residents of Perth and Fremantle what South Yarra is to 
Melbourne, or Kensington is to London. 18 

The message contained in this advertisement was to set the scene for Claremont's 
future development. 

The seal of approval was given to the area when members of the Western 
Australian elite bought up large estates in the district. The Colonial Secretary, Roger 
Goldsworthy, bought a magnificent site overlooking Freshwater Bay as a suburban 
retreat on which to build his home. Goldsworthy was soon posted to another part 
of the Empire, and when the estate passed to his son-in-law, Alpin Thomson (later 
Under Secretary for Railways and Tramways), he capitalised on Perth's land boom 
of the late 1880s by selling part of the estate off in three large sections. His new 
neighbours, three of Perth's leading citizens, built impressive homes on these 
subdivisions, ensuring that the emerging tone of the district was maintained.18 

Suburbanisation occurred slowly over the following two decades. Claremont land 
was soon caught up in the speCUlation associated with any land boom, but it was 
not until the goldrush years of the early 1890s, with its associated population surge 
and buoyant economic times, that the sale of small suburban blocks on smaller 
subdivisions accelerated. There was a time lag before many homes were built, with 
the most extensive building phase occurring after the tum of the century when the 
district's population trebled.20 

Integral to this process of suburbanisation were the continued activities of land 
and real estate agents. It was they who consolidated the tone of the emerging suburb. 
Initially, land was Claremont's most marketable commodity and estate agents used 
romantic imagery to entice prospective buyers. Among the fIrst subdivisions to sell 
was one advertised as having "delightful Park -like Scenery . . . with Charming Views 
ofthe River Swan".21 When the Perth land boom showed signs ofslowing, Claremont 
land was advertised in Sydney, where a lengthy advertisement waxed lyrical in a 
romantic description of the drive from Perth to Claremont; "the drive is diversifIed 
by charming views of hill and dale, silvery river and wooded crag". It prophesied 
with a fair degree of accuracy that the area would gain popUlarity as the "merchants 
and citizens seek their residences in umbrageous suburban retreats".22 Even in the 
1890s the names which were given to subdivisions, such as Silverdale, Prinsep Vale 
and Bayview, continued to echo the romantic imagery of the 1880s. 
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By the end of the 1880s real estate in Claremont had been endowed with qualities 
which reflected the status of its leading inhabitants. A local estate agent predicted 
that Claremont "will without a doubt shortly be what Toorak is to Melbourne"23 
and throughout the 1890s the jargon of estate agents was pitched at an appeal to 
status. Descriptions ofthe suburb ranged from "a pretty little suburb" to "the premier 
watering place of Western Australia", "the leading suburb for summer residence" 
and "a most salubrious residential suburb".24 Newspaper articles and official 
publications confirm that Claremont's transition to fashionable suburb were not just 
an advertising ploy. In 1892 the Daily News featured an article on Claremont, 
concluding that while Claremont "a few years since had the appearance of a barren 
waste, [it] today contains some of the finest residences in the colony".25 Even the 
Governor, Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Gerard Smith, condescended to describe it as "an 
exceedingly picturesque and pleasant locality" when he opened the Claremont 
Wildflower Show in 1898.26 

At the end of the nineties the grim realities of life, for the thousands of Perth 
people living in over-crowded and insanitary conditions, were the fear of typhoid 
then ravaging the city, unemployment and homelessness. The new residents of 
fashionable Claremont were sheltered from such concerns. Even so, real estate agents 
moved to disassociate Claremont from either disease or depression, by reviving 
Claremont's image as a place of suburban retreat and renewing their use of the 
rhetoric which tapped into anti-urban sentiment. As one of the many land agents 
operating in the district put it 

Alan Deuchar feels it is his duty to inform the West Australian public where to live for 
the benefit of their health .... This channing suburb is the daddy of them all for health, 
peace and pleasure.21 

The people who responded to such rhetoric were largely Perth's upper and middle 
classes. By 1904 almost one third of Claremont's male popUlation were members 
of Western Australia's upper class - leading professionals, financiers, wealthy 
merchants and manufacturers, and influential civil servants. Half were members of 
the middle class - middle echelon civil servants, accountants, clerical workers 
employed in banks, insurance and shipping companies, and semi-professionals such 
as journalists and draughtsmen, salesmen, commercial travellers and owners of small 
businesses. The remaining third were working class men and, as would be expected 
in a rapidly growing suburb, most were members of the building trades - carpenters, 
painters, stonemasons and bricklayers.28 

The homes that the residents of Claremont built confirmed the tone of the 
emergent suburb. Overlooking the river were the "splendidly situated and 
magnificent" residences of the elite with servants' quarters, stables and often a 
ballroom. On the outskirts of the suburb or tucked behind the main shopping street 
were the smalljarrah cottages of artisans and workmen and their families. But most 
typically, and most suitably for members of Perth's burgeoning middle class, were 
the "handsome", "elegant" or "charming" brick villas, with names like 'Hazeldene', 
'Cotswold', 'Grassmere', Ashlea' and 'Roseview', that lined Claremont streets. Indeed, 
a contemporary architect believed that many of the best villas in Perth were to be 
found in Claremont. 29 

The popUlarity of the 'villa' amongst the Australian middle class in the late 
nineteenth century, underscores the extent to which anti-urban sentiments had 
penetrated Australian society. The term originally described a country house, but 
by the nineteenth century in Britain a 'villa' was a well-to-do residence in the suburbs 
on the edge of town. Claremont was predominantly a suburb of villas. The names 
that residents gave to their villas, names that were redolent of the British countryside, 
indicate just how successful land and real estate agents had been when, at a time 
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of unfettered and rapid urban growth with its undertones of squalor and disease, 
they marketed this tract of bush using a rhetoric which conjured up the image of 
an ideal British environment. 
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JEAN KENT 

Listening for Lorikeets in Birkley Road 

Listen: up a hill, lorikeets shrill. 
Their sharp, high song salts the sky . . . 

In Birkley Road, houses gasp open their gills. 
Arriving from plains miraging waves over wheat, 
we tiptoed into alien jaws. Scales glittered 
through the garden - all our windows smashed. 
Inside, the last tenants' low tide -
quarrelling clothes, cupboards chopsticked, 
a home gutted. Over the hill, the sea 
remained just-a-lick of blue. On its fins 
the hazed house rocked, waiting 
for twilight's ripple. 

Our first Sin City year. On Sydney Road's Big Dipper, 
the country child I had been popped her eyes. 
Up and down salt air, arpeggioed houses. Lives, 
like sand, flung into sky. My history hovered behind 
as turning near the man who lived on a tower 
of tyres, riskily high, I skidded toward 
the sea's sun-wrapped reward. 

Soon beyond fresh glass, morning glory's macrame. 
Busy blue days netted us. Mondays in the park, 
football crowds and picnickers 
vanished like foam. Only kookaburras kicked voices. 
To-and-from the ferry, too busy for the beach, 
I longed to live like those lilac ear-rings 
always in sun on the lilly-pilly. 
And yet, our future did not flounder. 
In spite of afternoon tabloid predictions 
it was an easy time. In Birkley Road, by our door, 
a high-rise camellia welcomed warm 
pink holidayers on every floor. 
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Two years the house was ours. Then, demolition. 
A multi-storey nursing home rose above our view. 
Now lorikeets, shattering from sea-gnawed pines, 
mend in magnesium-bright light and shrill 
over premonitions of towers where, 
at twilight, in the windows, aging faces 
hang like silent bells. 

Listen: above a lick-of-Iake now, up a hill ... 
how Birkley Road carillons. 
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MARGOT LUKE 

Swamp to Supermarket: Suburbia in 
Recent Western Australian Fiction 

There are three catchy titles in the literature that hold a promise of suburban 
relevance and revelation: Dorothy Hewett's poetry anthology Rapunzel in Suburbia, 
Randolph Stow's novel The Suburbs of Hell and Tom Hungerford's Stories from 
Suburban Road. 

Of the three only Tom Hungerford's book, hovering on the margins of 
autobiography, local history and mythmaking, lives up to the promise of the title. 

In the Hewett anthology the reader is teased along to search for the Rapunzel 
poem, the last in the book, but the presumably intended significance of suburban 
limitation and frustration is so thoroughly overwhelmed by the ferocity of its imagery 
that it is difficult to claim the poem as a statement about the suburban experience. 

The 1984 Randolph Stow novel, although inspired by events in suburban Nedlands 
twenty years earlier, is firmly set in England, and only the initiate would appreciate 
the connection. In any case, the novel is not so much about suburbs as about hell. 

In the local literature so far no detailed or explicit picture of suburban Perth 
emerges. Whereas Melbourne and Sydney suburbs have been well chronicled (in 
Melbourne Morris Lurie, Helen Garner, Serge Liberman spring to mind; in Sydney 
Peter Corris, or for that matter 'The Balmain Push), Western Australian writers 
when defining a locale tend to opt for the bush, the beach or the bed - firmly 
rural or unspecified domestic, not the buffer zone in between, which though often 
implicit, is rarely visualised or commented on. 

Even so, it is possible to trace a development of growing awareness and within 
this awareness a range of attitudes. 

To the writer primarily interested in surf and sea, the adjoining suburb is as 
irrelevant as a distant country. Where Robert Drewe in The Bodysurfers vividly 
creates the beach, the fringing suburbs are barely acknowledged - whether the fast 
food shops are in Cottesloe or Bondi makes very little difference. Tim Winton, too, 
lightly skims the distance between home and the ocean on streets that relate to the 
car or the bicycle but not to residents. 

On the other hand, in the writings of Tom Hungerford and Peter Cowan the 
suburbs assume significance both as background for individual characters in the 
stories, and as a vehicle for wider comment on social attitudes and developments. 

Hungerford's childhood reminiscences, shaped into well defined stories, present 
a study of pre-war South Perth rich in period detail, from the price of vegetables 
to the roll call of colourful local characters. The unquestioningly accepted ethos of 
the family and its sense of rightness in time and place is as clear an indication of 
a vanished world as are the chaff-sheds and draught horses. The most surprising 
aspect for today's reader is the changed scale of distances and generosity of 
environment: easily accessible by boat, yet clearly separate from the city, this version 
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of South Perth, dominated by the river, is a place of horse-paddocks, Chinese market 
gardens, the zoo, fishing, and areas of bush for birds-nesting. To go to Como was 
an Outing, and when there was a storm the young Hungerford was aware of the 
thunder 'rolling away over South Perth and Victoria Park and the hills, and then 
Kalgoorlie and the rest of Australia.' 

While one is aware that these pictures of South Perth are seen through the 
inevitable golden haze of happy childhood memory, it is striking that this is the 
only example of a suburb seen as a joyful place in its own right and simultaneously 
as the gateway to the promise of a larger world rather than a place from which 
to escape. It is seen neither as a constriction, nor as a quaint embarrassment, but 
rather as a lovingly presented genre painting. 

Peter Cowan's corner of South Perth in The Hills of Apollo Bay shares some 
of the ecology but none of sunny charm of Hungerford's place. The main character 
is a reluctant resident and a friend suggests that he would be better off in West Perth. 
For reasons of economy he is staying with an aunt whose house backs the same 
river foreshore, but here the water, instead of offering adventure, is an ever-present 
threat (hadn't it drowned an uncle on his own back steps?) It invades the house, 
lush growth overtakes the garden, the plants are a hostile army, old creepers cover 
half dead trees. 

The scene is one of menace and decay and yet there is a remarkable vitality in 
Cowan's rich compost of natural vegetation and hinted-at family history that 
contrasts strongly with the more characteristic Cowan streetscapes of stories (e.g. 
in The Tins) set in newer suburbs, where the rectangular gardens and cement paths 
echo the arid lives of the characters. Their failures, futile lives, and sour jealousies 
are framed by an uncompromising ugliness that is achieved by an absence of 
encroaching nature, a sterility more relentlessly destructive than the florid decay of 
the South Perth scene. 

This difference of a writer's response to older or newer suburbs is one of the few 
constantly recurring factors. The imagination is stimulated by the older places, and 
whether positive or negative, the result has a richness, is multi-layered and colourful. 
Along with the more elaborate descriptions of the surroundings there is a suggestion 
that the reader is simultaneously allowed to penetrate more deeply into the inner 
lives of the characters. When writing of the newer suburbs the focus of attention 
moves to the externals of social interaction. Life styles, consumerism, elements of 
class and hierarchy are anxiously examined or satirised. 

Sally Morgan's My Place demonstrates the impulse most graphically, though in 
this case it is not the writer of fiction deliberately manipUlating material to give point 
to a story, but the Aboriginal women of three generations responding to the challenge 
and atmosphere of their surroundings. From the 'Gladys Corunna' section of Sally 
Morgan's My Place: 

We'd only been in Manning a month, when Mum began to complain about all the 
Aborigines living in the swamp. 'Did you hear that music last night?' she said. 'They been 
having corroborees every night, I think I'll go down there and tell them off.' I often sat 
and listened to it with her after that . . . One night, I told Mum that there were no 
Aborigines in the swamp ... 'There's no one down there; I told her, 'it's a spiritual thing'. 
After that, we just accepted it. She'd sit out and listen to it and then go to bed. 

From Sally Morgan's own schoolday reminiscences differentiating between 
Manning (swamp) and Como (better class residential): 
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Children from Como always had totally different lunches to children from Manning. They 
had pieces of salad, chopped up and sealed in plastic containers. Their cake was wrapped 
neatly in grease-proof paper, and they had real cordial in a proper flask. There was a 
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kid in our class whose parents were so wealthy that they gave him bacon sandwiches for 
lunch. By contrast, kids from Manning drank from the water fountain and carried sticky 
jam sandwiches in brown paper bags. 

In the novels of Elizabeth Jolley, particularly the early work, there is a constant 
shifting of focus, with the suburb assuming a variety of functions. 

In Mr Scobie's Riddle the leafy suburb surrounding the nursing home is an 
extension and reminder of the semi-rural paradise the ageing men are mourning. 
There are quiet side roads and lost lanes, and deserted back gardens with fruit trees. 
Although irony is evident in the contrast between the badly run, depressing hospital 
and its glowing and fragrant surroundings, there is more savage irony in the 
discrepancy between the hopes (disappointed) of old Mr Privett and the aspirations 
of his grasping daughter-in-law: 

'I suppose I could have a bit of a shed and a fowl yard on one of them new housing 
estates', he squinted up sideways first at Jack and then at Lilian. It was one night after 
tea in the shabby old kitchen. 

'Oh yes Dad of course Dad. You can have anything you want.' Lilian jumped up and 
kissed the pointed top of his head. With judicious excitement she showed him pictures 
in her magazines. He turned the treasured thick pages carefully, gazing at feature walls, 
patios and bedrooms in white and gold with bathrooms to match. 

'You're a good girl,' he said. 'We'll sell this old place if you like.' 

The point made here is not merely that of the contrast between shabby comfort 
and glossy soulless display home, but between the sort of people who live there, 
who might as well belong to different species. 

Probably the most interesting treatment of the suburban theme is in Elizabeth 
Jolley's The Newspaper of Claremont Street. Architecture, plant life, socio-economic 
mix and social interaction, are all integrated as essential elements of the story. Here 
the suburb has vestiges of the old village community, with 'Weekly' the central 
character, who cleans the houses of the neighbourhood, acting as communal gossip 
and information service as she runs into her various clients at the local comer shop. 

Two kinds of women went into the shop on the comer of Claremont Street: those who 
rode horses and played tennis and shared car loads of children to kindergarten and school, 
and an older kind in floral dresses and cardigans. They held coloured parasols over their 
faces, wrinkled and dried out years ago in childhoods spent in the goldfields; they dragged 
their shopping home in plastic folding bags bumping along on little squeaking wheels. 

The coexistence of the two kinds of residents mirrors the architectural mix of the 
houses, and whilst it is clear that it is the affluence of her employers that is responsible 
for the gradual destruction of the suburb, the author slyly restores the balance by 
giving 'Weekly' the advantage of squeezing a little dishonest money out of them. 

All the old houses ... would be pulled down and the big old trees, Norfolk Island pines, 
Moreton Bay fig trees and the gigantic mulberries in the old gardens, would all be bulldozed 
and burnt and cleared away. 

It is no doubt Jolley's perspective, at that time as a recent newcomer to Western 
Australia, that enabled her to encompass the separate elements as part of an evolving 
pattern, permitting her to respond with a freshness of vision unlike that of long­
time residents who were too close to events shaping the life around them. Her later 
books either return to a similar neighbourhood or tend to avoid the suburbs 
altogether, though in Milk and Honey there are glimpses of places Peter Cowan's 
characters might have found familiar: 

It was a suburb between the railway line and the sea, a place of closed houses and loneliness. 
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The preoccupation with lifestyles becomes more pronounced with the writers of 
the 'eighties, who become both more critical and more uneasy about their findings. 
Even as early as 1978 in several of the stories in his collection The Hat on the utter 
o Nicholas Hasluck had, with relish and accuracy, drawn a picture of Yuppie culture 
well before it became a cliche. The pool parties, the affectations, the boozing, the 
inane witticisms, all were evidence of a new and sophisticated method of dealing 
with the material closest to hand. The writer's detachment gives the stories a cool 
poise which distinguishes them from the work of both earlier and later writers, with 
the former accepting conditions as they were, the latter resorting to more aggressive 
forms of satire or surrealism. 

Both Adriana Ellis and Julie Lewis introduce the theme of anxiety into their 
stories. 

In the volume of Ellis' stories Cleared Spaces Clear Moments there is a progression 
in life-style from the carefree nomadic singles in the 'seventies to the sedate 'eighties 
where a young mother who is tethered to suburban domesticity, and alienated from, 
her friend of earlier days, is feeling shabby and unfashionable and guilty about her 
less than perfect housekeeping. At the same time she is surprised to be regarded 
by the (still single) friend, as somehow enviable in leading a sheltered life. The faintly 
ironic undertone leaves the reader uncertain how far the envy is genuine and how 
far it is a flaunting of the single woman's freedom. 

You wouldn't know, my friend Carol said. Your life is so cloistered. And privileged. It's 
a jungle out there. Relationships. 

Somewhere else Carol says 'I love living in the hills. You meet a better class of people 
up there.' The promising theme of the suburb as status symbol, sadly, is not pursued 
further. 

In the stories of Julie Lewis the feeling of unease is intensified and given more 
dramatic shape. The ultimate image of cosy togetherness receives a nightmarish twist 
in Christmas Cracker when the shopping centre with its Christmas cheer exudes 
a subtle menace. The writer reinforces this with an aside about shopping trolleys, 
which makes the menace spill over into the normality of everyday experience. 

Once I saw a shopping trolley in a storm-water drain. It trapped plastic bags, bottles, 
discarded cigarette packets and crushed aluminium cans and effectively dammed the water. 
I tried to drag it out but its wheels were permanently locked. Now it is that trolley I always 
seem to choose when I do the shopping. 

The same writer creates her strongest image of suburbia as a nightmare in her story 
The Walls of Jericho. Here she leaves the realistic mode, which is no longer adequate 
to carry the burden of her material. The idea of 'cracking up' is given concrete form. 
The narrator seems die only one in the family to be aware of the first signs of the 
comfortable family home beginning to crack, and even when the whole place has 
crashed down about them, everyone else carries on unperturbed becoming involved 
in trivialities and refusing to face the facts of the catastrophe. Meanwhile the 
thousand dollar Yamaha organ played by an invisible presence, that caused the fatal 
vibrations in the first place, mysteriously disappears along with the narrator's 
mementoes of the past, while the family have already forgotten its existence. This 
concise study strikes at the heart of the hollowness and futility of suburbia with 
its clutter of possessions and failure of communication. 
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Is there anything we can do says my neighbour. Like a cup of tea? 
Well manage says my husband. 
What shall I do if I want to go out I ask. Anyone could break in. 
You could string a curtain across says my neighbour. 
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But thieves I say. We can't leave all this stuff exposed. There's silver and valuables. I 
suppose I'll just have to stay housebound. 

In the work of Marion Campbell this preoccupation becomes even more pronounced. 
Her world is shown as cluttered and overcrowded with meaningless activity and her 
characters suffer from crises of identity. Her complex novels, likened by critics to 
labyrinths and tapestries, are in their very form a representation of lives neither to 
be controlled nor comprehended by the participants. In the work of Marion 
Campbell, more than any other contemporary writer in Western Australia, the walls 
of suburbia become transparent. From the external, public places, she penetrates 
the kitchens and bedrooms and finally the secret lives and motivations of the 
inhabitants. This aspect of her work found its most extreme and grotesque expression 
in the music-theatre piece Dr Memory in the Dream House premiered at the 1990 
Festival of Perth, reproduced in this issue of Westerly. However, for the purposes 
of this article a paragraph from the novel Not being Miriam might be considered: 

Since then at Garden City there's been the Staghorn Fern Society and the Booragoon 
Ladies' China Painting Association and the Skate Board Champions from the US of A 
and the Kung Fu Demonstrators and the Estonian Dancers and the Matchstick Model 
Builders Association and the Nativity Plays but never Sammy Schultz, the Organ 
Demonstrator with the music in him. Back she comes all the way along Leach Highway 
in the 105 bus with her K-Mart bags full of compensation shopping. 

The above examples have all been taken from novels or short stories collected in 
book form. Recent uncollected material appearing in literary journals has shown 
that interest in the suburban scene is growing, and as the geographical area of Perth 
expands and the range of writers' backgrounds and experience widens a more diverse 
picture is emerging. 
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JOHN KINSELLA 

Hills/Storm Rabbit 
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Sunset erupts and collapses 
into a feeding city - wavering 

buckling 
the luminous cloud blossoming 
in its own light, polyp on polyp, 
the collecting rubble and heavy airs, 
sand and charred stumps, retaining 
the thin line of sea that could expand 
either way, washing speculation aside, 
frothing at the base of standpoint. 
It is the storm that centres, 
the immediacy of the electric claw 
- etcher of the finite Grace -
the light without fed through 
pinpricks in a cardboard sky. 

From our coastal vantage point 
we watch as the tale of the rabbit 
unfolds - withdrawn via third forces, 
seconded to hill, inheriting storm, 
pupils reddening, carmine calyx 
unfurling ... 
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REVIEWS 
SUBURBAN SCENES 

Vincent O'Sullivan, The Snow in Spain: Short 
Stories, Allen and Unwin, Wellington, 1990, 
160pp; Brian Matthews, Quickening and Other 
Stories, McPhee Gribble/ Penguin Books, 
Fitzroy/Ringwood, 1989,215pp. 

It did not occur to me to link these two 
volumes of stories until I noticed that each book 
was dedicated to the other author. As a too rare 
example of hands across the Tasman 
(O'Sullivan is a New Zealander, Matthews an 
Australian) this in itself seemed worthy of notice. 
But I was intrigued to find other corresponden­
ces, and indeed some answers to the worry felt 
by certain editors and critics that contemporary 
short fiction has come to a dead-end. 

What I discovered, as I read The Snow in 
Spain and Quickening was a range of stories 
with their authors' individual signatures firmly 
upon them, but sharing certain qualities. Both 
books are written by intellectuals, and show a 
knowledge of past and contemporary literature, 
but they wear this learning lightly, and indeed 
often ridicule those who give it too high a place. 
While indulging playfully in postmodernist 
modes of experiment, they do not lose 
themselves in Borgesian labyrinths; in this, they 
move beyond the impasse of much contempor­
ary short fiction. At the same time, they both 
show respect for that concept of 'story' which 
Walter Benjamin complained was being lost in 
contemporary industrialised societies - what 
might, in Australian yacker, be called 'a good 
yam'. Another feature I discerned in these 
collections was a distinctively male authorial 
voice, which nevertheless gives great scope to 
women's voices. Both present suburbia as the 
principal battleground of contemporary values 
and attitudes. 

The title story of The Snow in Spain is set 
principally in the northern suburbs of Perth, 
where New Zealander, Vincent O'Sullivan, 
stayed for a time in the late 1980s. A stream of 
consciousness technique introduces us to a first­
person narrator whose identity is withheld, but 
whom we learn to be a dwarf engaged in one 
of the more bizarre obscenities of Australian 
pub life, a dwarf-throwing competition. 
O'Sullivan's dwarf is closer to Nathanael West's 
Abe Kusich in The Day of the Locust than to 
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Christopher Koch's in The Year of living 
Dangerously. Indeed, O'Sullivan's Perth and 
suburbs of the 1980s is perceived through some 
of the prisms which characterise West's 
Hollywood of the 1930s. His characters are from 
an underworld still largely untapped by West 
Australian writers - of hookers, bouncers, 
boozers and show business-sharks. 

'The Snow in Spain'demonstrates O'Sullivan's 
delight in colloquial language, from the casual 
remark to the more extended comment or joke. 
Perth, on a hot summer's night, is encapsulated 
in a passing comment: 

- we had to sit inside in summer even 
because if there was only one mozzie in the 
state he'd sniff you out the minute you opened 
the wire door ... (61) 

The story's title, on the other hand, refers to a 
fantasy, a world unvisited except in daydream 
by the disadvantaged protagonist. 

O'Sullivan's story almost steers clear of the 
sentimentality which could so easily invade his 
subject matter by making his little hero himself 
a sentimentalist. Restricted always to the lower 
case, it is not surprising to see Muzza extending 
himself in fantasy, gigantism and sentimentality. 
In one monologue, he recalls the action with his 
tattooed thrower, Mitch: 

- i reckon when you let me go beneath all 
that husky sweat and your rippling tattooed 
eagle you still wish you were the one with the 
light flaring past in this wobbly streamer and 
the lovely bit, never mind it's only a second 
or so, the bit when arms out and all i'm really 
flying. Then the racket starts up again and 
i thud on the foam mattresses and they're 
shouting out fucken beauty and terrific and 
did you see him go the little cunt. (73) 

But the story offers quieter moments, too, such 
as contemplation of the Swan River, observed 
from across the water at South Perth: 

- i get so bored sitting here even with perth 
across the stretch of water there so shining 
and all it makes you think of oz at the end 
of the movie it makes you think there has to 
be something wrong with it, it couldn't be that 
lovely. (60) 

Later, the river reflects his despondency, 'the city 
appearing in the river like something massive's 
been killed and all this bleeding across the water.' 
(72) 

In the end, though, this story celebrates, in a 
spirit beyond morality, the resilience of the 
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human species, vitality in adversity. This may be 
a fantasy land peopled by underworld figures, 
but it shimmers with an irrepressible energy: 

- alright muzza are you, you nearly always 
say that mitch when we're suddenly left thef\:, 
just the two of us. and i nearly always raise 
my thumb like i'm in a plane and signalling 
through the windscreen. i'm beaut, mitch, i'm 
saying. fucken beaut. (73) 

The presentation of self here as a Biggles hero 
might also be read, in a spirit of pathos and 
comedy, as a Walty Mitty figure living in 'the 
remote intimate airways' of his mind. The boy­
man needs his fantasies to survive. 

Throughout The Snow in Spain, O'Sullivan's 
fourth volume of stories, he shows a special 
fascination with human fantasy and its uses. In 
'Location', for instance, a fUm set is the site of 
a director's fantasies, which are treated a good 
deal less sympathetically than Muzza the 
dwarf's. 'Location'is, in fact, wonderfully satiric 
at the expense of commercial film makers who 
pose as makers of art. Here are the director and 
his wife: 

They had long French bread and beaujolais. 
The director wore his lightmeter round his 
neck all the time, the way the girl's lover, the 
chief in the movie, wore his whalebone 
carving. The director's wife, who was petite 
and dark, often wore a black beret and short 
skirts, the gamin transposed. They played it 
as a game, this touch of the francaise, this 
playing at making films while actually 
making them as well. It was fun they were 
entitled to. Because the director, with Seapa/s 
certainly and with the tougher Stock before 
that, had proved he could do it, that he could 
make a fist of the real thing. He was not, his 
wife said, buggering about with some mickey­
mouse backyard box-brownie 16 mil wank 
that would only ever be seen by people in film 
courses at the university. This was big bickies 
and it might just be art as well, she didn't see 
why you had to worry about labelling things. 
Did any of them worry? (3-4) 

This story raises questions as pertinent as any 
in the French Canadian classic fUm Jesus of 
Montreal about the links between art, religion, 
commercialism and fantasy. But the questions 
are not merely superimposed on the material, as 
in so much theoretical fiction: the 'location' is 
vividly dramatized (O'Sullivan's skill as a 
playwright is apparent here), so that the site of 
contestation becomes not just an ideological 
battleground but the actual voices and attitudes 
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of our contemporary society. Finally, through 
the cracks in the edifice opened up by satire, 
comes an affirmation, as in much of O'Sullivan's 
fiction, of the 'primitive'. As an archaeologist of 
contemporary society, we find him continually 
digging for the clues to durable emotion beneath 
the layers of pretence and prejUdice. 

The titles of O'Sullivan's stories in his fourth 
volume indicate his special interest in cinematic 
illusions and their influence. In addition to 
'Location', we are given 'Reflections on a Moving 
Surface', 'Wonderland' and 'Exposures'. In 
another story, 'L', the narrator, who is involved 
in an affair with a fantastic woman (fantastic in 
that she evokes so many fantasies for him) recalls 
a childhood of movies: 

My father took me to hundreds of movies so 
that what I remember now, when I think of 
being a kid, is our walking in and out of 
cinemas, of lightning-fast holsters and 
prolonged kisses, and my dad is somewhere 
amongst all that, between Aegean yachts and 
puffs of grenades. (146) 

The scenario of another story, 'Putting Bob 
Down', is reminiscent in some ways of the fUm 
The Big Chill. But O'Sullivan's story is entirely 
his own and distinctively Antipodean. A 
wonderful interplay of sardonic wit and affection 
is conveyed in this story about Bob's survival 
after death in the memory of his wife and 
mistress. O'Sullivan's stories roll on, even from 
the grave. Typically, Bob is remembered for his 
jokes, such as the one that 'a Christian [is] only 
a lapsed atheist.' (28) 

Women often have the strongest say in 
O'Sullivan's work. The stories 'Three Sisters' 
and 'Closing the File' both demonstrate a female 
talent for making the truly radical statement, 
ripping asunder the foils of prejudice or 
convention. His women are often wickedly sharp 
of tongue, naturally theatrical satirists: 

[Fran] wore purple blouses with frilled fronts 
and bright patterned slacks, and in winter a 
Uama wool poncho. She knew very well she 
looked like a tea-cosy. 'Stuff them anyway,' 
she said. She meant the lot of them, the array 
of neighbours who supposed she was a 
former barmaid, or a retired whore. (101) 

O'Sullivan's suburbia in The Snow in Spain is 
clearly not a graveyard of drab uniformity. 
Knowing all about Paris, Derrida and 
difjerance, he constructs Australasian suburbs 
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that seethe with their own difference, diversity 
and imaginative audacity. 

Brian Matthews' first collection, Quickening, 
which contains seventeen stories, shares with 
O'Sullivan's book an interest in the metaphors 
and procedures of cinema. 

The opening story in Quickening, 'Scenario', 
is arranged in two sections, 'Action' and 'Freeze'. 
Matthews uses the device cleverly to disrupt the 
surfaces of a domestic suburban scene. In the 
'Action' sequence, for instance, we are 
introduced to David and his wife, Susan, 
attempting to deal with the problem of an old 
water main running under their house and the 
consequent need for their cobblestoned 
courtyard to be dug up. David, an accountant, 
wears a T-shirt which says across the front, IT'S 
OUR STATE MATE, but the camera eye ofthis 
story allows us to imagine another T-shirt 
specially made for him by Susan, saying 
ACCOUNTANTS HAVE LEAD IN THEIR 
PENCILS, which he refuses to wear. While 
Matthews' story begins with jokes and light 
satire of this kind, it also reveals the spaces 
behind these almost allegorical figures. As in 
Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman, we are 
invited to observe emptiness in the architecture 
of a dwelling: 

the house closing in two sides of the courtyard 
is a facade. When they go through that sliding 
door, no tastefuUy furnished sitting room nor 
busy bright-looking kitchen nor cosy den ... 
There is nothing; just space. It has not been 
necessary to think beyond the defining waUs 
and trellis - not so far anyway, and perhaps 
not ever. (8) 

This story might at first seem to share the 
territory of Cheever or Barthelme, but we are 
continually brought back by Matthews to the 
voices, and accents, of contemporary 
Australians. Then, as if by mobile camera, we 
move almost whimsically from the frozen stills 
of a marriage to ways of reading them: will we 
choose psycho biography, narratology or a post­
structuralist way of reading? Appropriately, for 
an opening story in a collection, we are invited 
to read these facades and structures as we will. 
The writer will offer us alternatives but will not 
tyrannise us into a particular reading. 

The title story of Matthews' book, 
'Quickening', focusses on the sensations and 
apprehensions of a pregnant woman in the 
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suburbs, whose husband travels interstate for 
several days and leaves her alone for the first 
time. The scene is introduced as a dawning of 
middle-class suburbia: 

In the darkness of the leafy, suburban street, 
roosting sparrows, blackbirds and magpies 
rustled, triUed and experimentaUy caroUed, 
suspecting dawn. The first droppings of the 
coming day whitened on silent Commodores 
and Lasers. A sprinkler, brought to life by its 
time-clock at five, began to click officiously 
over unseasonally dry lawns. (15) 

As in other stories in this collection, the detail 
here is visually precise while also working 
symbolically (in this case to signify the story's 
apparently unresolved opposition between 
'natural' and 'automatic' behaviour). The 
woman's consciousness of her essential 
aloneness, with the growing child within her, is 
rendered vividly; and in a deft switch of point 
of view to the husband at the story's end, we are 
led to share his apprehension that the total 
intimacy which he had shared with this woman 
for eighteen months has been irreparably broken. 
This is a consequence of her own 'quickening'; 
a recognition of the dual nature of such 
quickenings pervades this book. 

The quickening of Brian Matthews' 
suburbanites often implies a breakdown of 
habitual order, and even potential anarchy. 
However, his characters do not theorise anarchy, 
as Frank Moorhouse's journalists do in 
'Buenaventura Durruti's Funeral'; they are 
closer in spirit to Barry Oakley's would-be 
revolutionaries in Walking Through Tigerland, 
who reveal the vulnerability of the social order 
and themselves. In 'The Norfolk Island Pine', a 
widow grows increasingly independent after her 
husband's death and, in an act of guerilla-like 
intrepidity, she organizes the ring-barking of a 
Norfolk Island pine which has been cracking her 
wall. From one point of view, her act, too, is a 
quickening. 

Brian Matthews' fIrst book reveals a 
considerable range of tones and stylistic 
flexibility. The story which perhaps touches the 
rawest nerve for an author is 'The Anecdote 
Affair', which deals with the apparent 
breakdown of the storytelling capacity. On the 
one hand, this could be an exemplary tale for 
Walter Benjamin's thesis about the disappear­
ance of storytelling, but Matthews' collage of 
narrative fragments suggests the irrepressible 
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nature of story, which pops up like grass between 
the paving slabs. 

Another story, 'Dog Lovers', is a reminder of 
Brian Matthews' previous life as a Henry 
Lawson scholar. But like the anecdote man in 
the story just mentioned, the author here builds 
on Lawson's dog stories and goes well beyond 
them. Like other stories in Quickening, 'Dog 
Lovers' deals with metamorphoses in a 
marriage. A childless couple, Charlie and 
Madeleine, have a 'neat suburban garden' and 
Charlie is 'a keen cultivator of quality roses and 
a grower of prize-winning vegetables.' (99) When 
Bonzo, their first dog, disappears, they obtain 
another, Pip, and Madeleine takes him to 
obedience classes, where she falls for the German 
dog trainer. Bonzo however returns. Chaos 
reigns in the suburban garden, as in the 
marriage, and Matthews' comic prose revels in 
it as Charlie observes 

his former vegetable garden, where one 
desperate potato plant struggled on in a 
micro-nuclear landscape of scooped out 
craters or concrete-hard tracts of padded 
earth shiny as silicone and half as fertile. (107) 

The husband, Charlie, responds to this suburban 
battle of the sexes by acquiring a third dog, Lisa, 
a Boxer. At this point, the story leaves behind 
all relics of Lawsonian farce and moves into 
modem sexual comedy as Charlie and 
Madeleine find themselves as 'true dog lovers.' 
(119) Matthews' capacity to maintain narrative 
balance, and a straight authorial face through 
these difficult transitions reveals his skill as a 
comic writer. 

Vincent O'Sullivan's and Brian Matthews' 
books of stories are hopeful signs for 
contemporary short fiction. While exploiting 
current intellectual movements, and gaining 
from shifts in literary experiment, they do not 
succumb to pallid, self-absorbed theorising. 
Rather, they use intellect to celebrate the 
traditional sources of storytelling vitality - the 
common speech of 'ordinary' people who, if we 
only listen to them, are often extraordinary. 

O'Sullivan's fourth volume shows a writer in 
the full flight of confidence, an often 
flamboyantly theatrical satirist flouting 
convention and relishing the bizarre possibilities 
of suburbia. Generally more tentative in his first 
volume, Matthews is an ironist rather than a 
satirist, opening up gaps behind apparent 
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conformity and acceptance, revealing the 
quickening towards independent life of those 
who break from the mould. Both authors relish 
a good story and tell us plenty of them. 

Bruce Bennett 

WILD CARD - TWO VIEWS 
Dorothy Hewett, Wild Card: An Autobio­
graphy 1923-58, McPhee Gribble/Penguin, 
Melbourne, 1990, 278pp. $19.99. 

I 
A good autobiography draws one in to 

experience the events and circumstances, and 
flavour of a particular life in a particular time 
and place. It also gives one an inside look at how 
another person has coped with the general 
dilemma of being human; here, the level of 
fascination of the autobiography is very much 
dependent on the character and vitality of the 
author. 

On reading Wild Card I found myself 
thinking of Pirandello's great character, Henry 
IV. Henry IV is a man who was caused to fall 
from his horse many years before the action of 
the play. On falling he hit his head and suffered 
concussion, which rendered him insane for some 
years until he spontaneously regained his senses. 

The character describes to another his 
desolation on finding himself deprived of so 
many years of his conscious life: 

... down your sleeve, something is slipping 
away, slithering like a snake. Life, 
Monsignore, life! You're astounded to see it 
escaping like that, before your very eyes. 

Most of us, I think, have long periods in our lives 
which, though not utterly lost to us, are semi­
blanks in our memories. They may be periods 
in which we were bogged down in the humdrum 
of everyday routine, or so caught up in activity 
there was no time for reflection. 

Dorothy Hewett, on the other hand, has no 
such cause for anguish - certainly not for her 
first 35 years. 

Wild Card is a celebration, a celebration of 
life fully experienced, and arrestingly well 
remembered. 

Reading it, one finds that here is a life which 
has not been allowed to slither away, but which 
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has been seized, and examined, and transformed 
with great craft and feeling into words. 

Samuel Johnson said, "When I read, I tear the 
heart out of the book". Dorothy Hewett has tom 
the heart out of life, with all the pain and passion 
that entails, and in Wild Card she shares her 
experience, generously and unflinchingly, with 
us, her readers. 

She does so in vigorous prose, which 
sometimes bristles with Australian 'down-to­
earthness " and sometimes is poetical in its lyrical 
intensity. What's more, she can combine both 
styles to good effect, as in this paragraph on her 
visit to the Pilbara in 1946, during the strike of 
Aboriginal stockmen: 

The sun is sinking in a great red ball, 
trembling over the scrub, as we make our way 
along the deserted railway line. Here is the 
shed. We knock, a voice calls 'Come in', and 
there is Don [McLeod] sitting smoking and 
grinning at us by the light of a hurricane 
lantern. He is taking us to meet 'the mob.' As 
we walk further down the line, I look up. On 
the top of the embankment, the sentinels 
stand silhouetted in a silent line, the first great 
blazing desert stars behind them. The air is 
full of the delicate scent of the white native 
rose bushes blooming in the darkness. We 
come to a clearing of pale grass and sit down 
to wait. There is no sound except the crickets 
clicking and the occasional cry of an 
unknown night bird. 

When one considers her literary corpus, the 
poetry and dramatic flair of Dorothy's prose in 
her autobiography are not surprising. With 15 
plays and 6 volumes of poetry to her credit, she 
has published just one novel, Bobbin Up - and 
even that was 'dramatised' on ABC Radio last 
year. 

Wild Card covers a childhood in the bush, 
student days in Perth, and political activism here 
and in Sydney - and much more besides! 

On reading it I was interested to see how much 
Dorothy Hewett and I have in common. We 
were both brought up on farms in the wheat-belt, 
both attended the University of Western 
Australia as students, and both lived for a time 
in unpicturesque squalor in Sydney, she in 
Redfern, I next door in Surry Hills. We both, 
as students, became concerned about social 
justice in Australia, and the changes needed to 
bring it about. And we both went on to teach 
at the University of Western Australia for a time. 

In fact, Dorothy was my tutor in first year 
English. She was a dedicated, charismatic tutor, 
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and has been known to receive ovations for her 
lectures. 

In some respects, though, our paths have been 
very different, and that is partly because growing 
up in the 1960s was very different from growing 
up when Dorothy did. 

Australia in the late 1930s and 40s - and 
Dorothy Hewett evokes the atmosphere 
brilliantly in Wild Card - was a very 
conservative place, narrow in outlook, and 
stifling to someone like Dorothy, who rebelled 
against strictures which most people then never 
even thought to question. 

Dorothy was born a romantic, free spirit 
before her time. She made her own way, tackling 
prejudice and misunderstanding head on, 
seeking her own solutions - and painstakingly 
finding them. 

She is a great writer. She is also an 
extraordinary woman. 

I would like to pay tribute to the memory of 
Hal Porter, whose idea Dorothy'S autobio­
graphy was, and to her husband and devoted 
helpmeet, Merv Lilley. 

And I would like to assure Dorothy that if she 
has ever felt herself to be a Cassandra, whose 
pronouncements, though true, never mattered 
and were never to be believed, she is now widely 
listened to, and read, with great respect and the 
warmest admiration. 

Carmen Lawrence 

II 

When the young Dorothy Hewett, fired with 
enthusiasm for the working class cause, came to 
help on the Workers' Star; Perth's only left wing 
paper, we were quickly aware of a rare talent. 

I can still see her scribbling out her copy, 
totally absorbed, untidy masses of golden hair 
falling over her face and flamboyant red dress. 
'Toddy' as we called her, worked hard, turning 
out far more than we could squeeze into our tight 
eight pages dictated by wartime newsprint 
restrictions. But she went unerringly to the 
kernel of stories, found an original twist for a 
lead-in to the dullest meeting. 
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One day, admiring her passionate commit­
ment to Marxism, I was surprised by her reply 
- that she was very ambitious, wanted to make 
her name as a writer, admiring Edith Sitwell 
with her monkeys and whitened bones - heresy 
to the Communist Party leadership of the time. 

As youthful editor of 'The Black Swan', the 
University of Western Australia's Student Guild 
magazine, she was in a dilemma. How far could 
she go to the Left? Her edition, quickly dubbed 
'The Red Swan', brought cries of horror from 
academic authorities. Reading it over today in 
a different political climate, you could wonder 
what all the fuss was about. But it was a brave 
venture then, an indication of her willingness to 
do battle then and in the future for her 
convictions. 

That vital young Dorothy Hewett, thirsting 'to 
drink life to the lees' is here again in Wild Card, 
an autobiography as fresh and challenging as she 
was then, but shaped with the sure hand of a 
mature poet and dramatist. 

Her personal story is set against the backdrop 
of Australian history - the Depression, World 
War II and the Cold War - but never 
overshadowed by it, always fIrmly in the 
foreground her own striving for sexual equality, 
fulfIlment of those writing ambitions while deep 
in 'hands on' left wing politics in a crucial period 
for civil liberty. Engagement that eventually 
drew from her the bitter cry: 

... where is the rebellious girl with the 
hooped ear-rings and the black velvet 
beret ... in burying her, have I fragmented 
my personality so drastically that I have killed 
the poet in me, traded the gift of tongues for 
a Marxist Utopia? 

Not so, as her body of creative writing and this 
autobiography proves. As a literary creation it 
will carry the spell of an earlier time to new 
generations. Dramatically shaped in three parts, 
the childhood house 'that sits in the hollow of 
the heart', the Art Deco house of adolescence, 
the political house of cards that comes tumbling 
down with the exposure of Stalinism and other 
events that cracked the idealistic image of 
socialism. 

Her language is sensuous, filled with sharp 
poetic images, action is brought to life in vivid 
scenes. In the train leaving Perth with her lover, 
leaving her child, banished by the Communist 
Party, she draws the image of the silver tower 
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of the Dingo flour mill, the irony of a black sickle 
painted on its side. Again the immediacy of the 
scene, walking the streets of Redfern when Les 
Flood has kicked her out into the night; in the 
spinifex of the Pilbara as the digeridoos begin 
to drone during the Aboriginal strike of 1946. 
At crisis points the present tense gives 
immediacy and involvement. 

Few writers can draw on such Gothic drama 
in their own lives or such tragic ironies as the 
death of her fIrst child from leukaemia on the 
heels of our collection of signatures for the 
Stockholm petition against the atom bomb; 
traumatic years with the proletarian father of 
three more sons as he became more and more 
demented and jealous of her writing; herself, the 
fervid campaigner for civil liberties, subpoenaed 
to appear before the Petrov Spy Commission, 
feeling the icy breath of the Cold War. 

But underneath the typical Hewett piling on 
of events, lusty sexual liaisons, family crises, the 
narrative sweeps along, the story of a rebellious, 
courageous woman told without self-pity or 
whingeing, uproariously candid, bitingly honest. 

Ambivalence adds tension in a number of 
aspects of her life: the farm is 'a Garden of 
Eden . . . but I know that under the bridal 
creeper and the ivy geraniums the black snakes 
wake and slide.' Jack Frost is 'wide and glittery 
and vengeful' in her childhood. In love there is 
always internal conflict - 'We love and hate 
ourselves most tenderly' as she once wrote in the 
poem 'There is a loveliness that bums': love and 
hate for her parents is a thread of conflict 
through the book. The frank recognition of her 
own sexuality contrasts with her mother's own 
dry love life. 

The roots of mother-daughter ambivalent 
relationships are still being probed by feminists. 
Hewett describes this acutely: 

... her switches of mood from protective 
love to destructive hatred bewilder me. 1 
learnt never to trust her benevolence because 
it was sure to be followed by persecution ... . 
Often it seems to me I have two mothers .. . 

Yet there is understanding: 'These strong 
dominating even pioneering women are 
perpetually fuming with an excess of energy and 
nothing satisfactory to use it on.' Seeing that they 
are unusually powerful because they are 
fInancially independent. It is her own lack of 
fInancial independence that is the biggest 
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obstacle to her walking out on the bullying Les 
Flood. When she finally does so she is exhausted 
- and no wonder! She has raised a family, done 
time in a spinning mill, been ground down by 
poverty, torn by the day to day demands of 
political struggle versus the need to write her first 
novel Bobbin Up. 

Wild Card ends leaving the reader with the 
feeling that she doesn't give up, of inner conflict 
as a driving force played out on the larger stage 
of social conflict. It ends in 1958 when 'the rock­
hard certainty of belief has trembled a little -
more than a little - under the impact of the 20th 
Congress', a decade has been lost to creative 
writing, but there is certainty that she will find 
her way back to 'the country of the imagination'. 

As she said at the Perth launching, the truth 
has many versions, seen differently by different 
people. Whether or not larger than life, 
exaggerated for artistic purposes, her truth 
touches and convinces the reader with its warm 
humanity, its vivid portrayal of a turbulent 
political and creative life. 

But memory can play strange tricks, minor 
errors will be picked up by those who were there. 
For instance, the Communist Party Dissolution 
Bill was introduced by Menzies in April 1950, 
not 1945; declared invalid by the High Court in 
March 1951 and the proposed ban defeated in 
the referendum of September 1951.* 

* Crowley, Modern Australia in Documents, 
Yol.2. 

Justina Williams 

Dorothy Hewett, A Tremendous World in Her 
Head: Selected Poems, Dangaroo Press, 1989, 
xviii + 99pp. 

Dorothy Hewett's poetry looks like 
"confessional" poetry, like a transparent window 
onto "real" people. The notorious litigation 
surrounding Hewett's Rapunzel in Suburbia 
(1975) took this view to one conclusion. Another 
conclusion has been to dismiss the poetry as 
formless and self-indulgent. Here the window is 
seen to show the poet rather than others. Still 
other readers, one suspects, enjoy finding 
windows which disclose sensational views of 
love, lust and sexuality. 

There are critical weaknesses in the view that 
Hewett's poetry is "confessional", and Kirsten 
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Holst Petersen, introducing the selection, points 
them out. Rather than offering direct transcripts 
of the "real", the poetry typically proceeds 
through literary allusions, fairy tales and fantasy. 
A fascination with the histrionic is clear 
throughout the poet's career, at least as this 
volume represents the career. In poems from 
Alice in Wormland (1987) there is the story of 
Alice and Nim. In Rapunzel in Suburbia there's 
the Rapunzel story. In Greenhouse the poet 
takes characters like Madame Bovary and the 
Russian poet Mandelstam. And in Windmill 
Country (1968), Hewett's earliest volume 
collected here, there are the revisions of the bush 
ballads and of Tennyson's "Lady of Shalott". 

Such persistent recourse to fictionality and in 
particular to the histrionic is a reminder of the 
importance to Dorothy Hewett of role-acting. 
As a schoolgirl she discovered her capacity to 
create and enter a role so as to bring a more 
satisfactory order to the chaos of experience. 
Speaking to Jim Davidson in Sideways From 
the Page (1983) she recalls: 

I'd worked out that as long as you had a 
persona, you could get away with anything. 
Of course the persona I picked out for myself 
was the maddest, craziest sort of God's fool 
that I could think of. And I was quite good 
at it, I discovered. (p.188) 

It is this kind of exploration of the histrionic with 
its possibilities to invent or impose order which 
seems to engage Hewett in her poetry. 

We not only overlook Hewett's interest with 
the histrionic, we also undersell the pleasure of 
a good part of the artistry, the wit and irony, if 
we read this poetry only for "confession". 
Conversely we deny ourselves much of its 
emotive power if all we see in it is fantasy. The 
poetry's spark seems to come from leaping across 
the two poles of reality and theatrics. As Ken 
Goodwin points out in A History of Australian 
literature (Macmillan, 1986), the poetry is "full 
of a sense of the larger-than-life personality of 
Dorothy Hewett in the act of balancing 
confession and play-acting" (p.205). Hewett's 
poetry continually dramatises this "act of 
balancing", and with seemingly inexhaustible 
fascination the poet explores the connections 
between confession and histrionics. 

The poem "Lay Lady Lay" in its cultural 
references (The Story of 0, the Bob Dylan song, 
and Mussorgsky's orchestral work of the 
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witches' sabbath, "Night on the Bare Mountain,,) 
shows how deeply our culture inscribes a gender 
division. In "Lay Lady Lay,"the novel The Story 
of 0, with its catalogue of torture offered as 
eroticism, becomes an apt if terrible image for 
male objectification and use of women. The 
speaker leaves the novel for the air-hostess, 
perhaps a dry comment upon the air-hostess's 
role, or perhaps to educate the air-hostess into 
how men might see her. Through its drama 
rather than didacticism, the poem shows how 
women in this context have little way out: in the 
culture's terms, for the "Lady" to reject passive 
suffering and assume action is to become a "lay". 

A poem reprinted from Rapunzel in Suburbia 
reflects further upon cultural objectification and 
abuse of women. (In the contents page the poem 
is called "The Witness", in the text it is "The 
Witnesses", which is it? The title makes a lot of 
difference to any reading.) The poem introduces 
a predatory animal and prey, a hawk and mice, 
and the speaker queries "Which of the three wild 
things am I ... / Murderer, victim, recorded 
cry". The vignette is set against some "bumpkin 
boys" and a girl they have raped and murdered. 
The use of imagery from wild nature would be 
unfortunate to say the least if taken to justify the 
rape - as though the boys and their victim were 
enacting the same "natural" imperatives as the 
hawk and its prey. The juxtaposition of "nature" 
and "culture", for me doesn't illuminate but 
obscures the issue and breaks the poem's artistic 
integrity. A reply to this criticism might point 
to the speaker's query. In asking her question, 
the speaker goes beyond accepting anyone role. 
The role options the culture offers do not answer 
her experience. To question, even implicitly, the 
validity of the roles is to undermine the 
justification that they are biologically rather 
than culturally determined. 

As Kirsten Holst Petersen explains, one of the 
claims Dorothy Hewett's poetry has on our 
interest is its vigorous assertion of the quest, 
taking for women that which men have 
traditionally reserved to themselves. The 
speaker's opening role in "Lay Lady Lay" is very 
much the Byronic hero ("I'm the celebrity here", 
she says in one of those lines which seems so 
throwaway yet prove so apposite). In the Alice 
and Nim stories from Alice in Wormland the 
active and passive, falcon and owl, are explored 
in a quest pattern which eventually resolves, not 
for "ever after" but for "the time/when they 

106 

made friends with death". For Alice and Nim 
there will be other times and other adventures. 

Dorothy Hewett's interest goes beyond the 
reversal of stereotypes and expectations. In her 
poetry if self-definition comes through social 
roles, it also closes off other possible selves, other 
experiences which characters desire. But while 
roles are a means of social control, they also offer 
a security of identity. To change is to assert 
control over one's self, while, paradoxically, 
surrendering the self by dissolving certainties 
and entering the chaos of unformed life. 
Metamorphosis becomes one of the poet's 
obsessions. And perhaps one of the reasons why 
Hewett writes with such gusto of the sensational 
experiences - lust, love and death - is that 
such primary experiences most strongly test the 
cultural constructs we take ( or are taught to take) 
and through which we define ourselves. 

It is also worth remembering that for all its 
importance, sexuality has not received much 
attention from writers - certainly nothing like 
that accorded war and landscape. Despite the 
advertised taboo-breaking of the modernists, the 
subject of sex seems to remain difficult for 
writers. Perhaps this is marked in Australia 
where writers reflect social habits of assuming 
a public role and denying individuality, or to take 
it in its more positive aspect, of respecting 
privacy and individual dignity. Gwen Harwood, 
reviewing Hewett's Alice in Wormland in 
Westerly (1987, No.4) offers that the poems are 
"a grand evocation of the agony and exhaustion 
of all-consuming romantic love" (101); and 
comments: "Many women have been forced into 
silence, or into disguise and evasion, trying to 
write poems like these" (101). All of which is to 
suggest another reason why Dorothy Hewett's 
poetry is of importance and will remain so. 

Jim Davidson refers to Hewett's "sense of the 
incredible richness of the moment" (198). And 
certainly this richness is reflected in the poetry 
and in the characters' powerful passion (with all 
the ambiguity of that word). Replying to 
Davidson, Hewett speaks of absorbing herself in 
the particular moment as a way to understand 
a more generalised reality. She relates this to 
having a weak sense of structure. Overwhelmed 
by the richness of the moment, she explains, one 
can lose sight of larger patterns. The comment 
can be misleading if we then read her poetry as 
a spontaneous upwelling of powerful emotion. 
Certainly there is a romantic sensuality in the 
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poetry, but there is also a cooler perspective with 
a strong sense of shape and structure, an eye with 
a lively sense of wit, an ironic perspective beyond 
the reach of the characters caught up in their lives. 

Hewett's poems present themselves as largely 
"chance" imagistic poems, rendering strong 
"given" moments, powerful experiences which 
resist imposed patterns of concept as they resist 
imposed poetics. Yet to read the poetry is not to 
experience the chaos of a random notation, 
although the world of the poem may be bizarre 
and challenging indeed; rather it is to be caught 
up in a very strong onrush which moves with its 
own compelling sense of form and assurance. 
Typically each detail - seemingly incidental and 
unrelated - is observed and set down in a style 
pared back to the basic naming. The cool 
precision itself offers an ironic commentary on the 
intense and intimate events being dramatised. The 
disposition of detail and event serves as a kind 
of pulse, a metric of experience, while it can also 
carry and develop the poet's thematic concerns. 
Usually the movement converges upon a detail 
which gathers up earlier observations. This 
strategy serves the poet variously to recapitulate, 
to conclude, to comment ironically, or to expose 
as ever-present a significance which earlier had 
been hidden. And then again, as if to undercut 
such epiphanic closures and the will for order, the 
poet sometimes ends on a detail which seems 
nothing more nor less than another detail. 

For gathering the work of this important 
writer A Tremendous World in Her Head: 
Selected Poems should be warmly welcomed. 
Kirsten Holst Petersen's introductory literary­
critical essay is a model of sympathy, tact and 
lightly-worn scholarship and usefully ranges 
from the critical reception of Hewett's poetry to 
an overview of the poet's development. The 
book itself is attractively produced by Dangaroo 
Press with a striking cover design, "Paradise 
Lost", from a lino cut by the Danish artist Henry 
Heerup. In addition to the wrong title for "The 
Witnesses", there are four literal errors in the 
text. This is a "select" selection, which means the 
book is a peak of achievement but many 
favourites known from anthologies have been 
left out. And as the early volumes are now 
unavailable there is a growing need for an 
enterprising publisher to bring out a Collected 
Poems to complement this lively book. 

Lawrence Bourke 
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Pat Jacobs, Mr Neville, Fremantle Arts Centre 
Press, $19.99. 

'Mister' Auber Octavius Neville seemingly 
needs little introduction to a Western Australian 
audience. Pat Jacobs' biography nonetheless 
presents us with a stranger. Neville is best known 
for the time he spent as Chief Protector of 
Aborigines, 25 years during which he is credited 
with shaping - or misshaping - the lives of 
Western Australia's Aboriginal population. The 
immense power associated with this role is the 
basis of Neville's unattractive reputation as 
tyrant. But the purpose of Jacobs' work is not 
to rescue Neville the misunderstood from the 
miasma which envelops his name. Jacobs 
recreates Neville very much in his own terms, as 
an immensely hard-working highly principled 
Englishman driven by ideas of imperial duty and 
the white man's burden. 

Neville came to Western Australia in 1897 and 
soon embarked on his life's career as bureaucrat. 
Following a successful period in Immigration, 
Neville was disappointed to be moved sideways 
in 1915 into the far from prestigious position of 
Chief Protector of Aborigines. The area was 
becoming contentious; but Neville was 
appointed less because of his abilities than 
because his predecessor had ruffled feathers and 
Neville, as a lower-ranking officer, was a cheap 
replacement. Despite his initial reluctance, duty 
compelled Neville to give the position his utmost. 
He rapidly acquired a formidable knowledge of 
Aboriginal affairs and - more surprisingly 
perhaps, in view of his reputation - a great 
respect for Aboriginal culture. Under Neville, 
state interference in the lives of Aboriginal 
people increasing immeasurably. 

Today we find many of Neville's policies, such 
as the removal of Aboriginal children from their 
families, segregation of camps and deliberate 
encouragement of miscegenation for the purpose 
of 'breeding out the black', abhorrent. For 
different reasons they were equally distasteful to 
many of Neville's contemporaries and Jacobs is 
at her most effective in charting the forces which 
worked against Neville as policy-maker. He 
encountered the opposition of bureaucrats, 
politicians, powerful northern pastoralists and 
humanitarians and, as Jacobs shows conclu­
sively, many of the most vicious outcomes of 
Neville's policies resulted from their obstruction­
ism. Jacobs does not attempt to justify Neville's 
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actions from the point of view of the devastation 
his policies wrought on Aboriginal culture, 
especially in the south-west. However, she is 
highly successful in presenting Neville as a man 
of vision and compassion, with an absolute faith 
in the rightness of the policies he sought to 
impose on his 'subjects '. 

Jacobs has produced a lucid and lively text 
and Mister Neville is a finely-written example 
of narrative history. Occasionally I found 
Jacobs' literary devices and allusions overdone. 
Her metaphor for duty, for example, a concept 
crucial to our understanding of Neville, is the 
Neville family home, the Ford rectory set in the 
soft Cheviot hills of Northumberland. While it 
is a powerful and apt image, Jacobs overworks 
it to the point where it becomes intrusive. 
Similarly Jacobs' frequent ventures into 
Colonial and Edwardian fiction and poetry and 
her tendency to draw parallels between the life 
and experience of Neville and other observers 
of colonialism are occasionally illuminating but 
with repetition become irritating, even pointless. 
George Orwell's Burmese Days, for instance, is 
used to show Orwell's recognition of himself as 
the focus of the hatred of the colonised Burmese: 
yet nowhere does Jacobs present evidence of 
Neville's perception of his own role in these 
terms. Despite these qualifications, Mister 
Neville is a compelling account of the life of a 
man whom I had not expected to find so 
sympathetic. 

At one point in the text Jacobs quotes 
Rhaghavan Iyer: 'it was a despotism all the 
same, as any system must be in which people 
are given what is good for them instead of what·. 
they want.' The real shortcoming of the book is 
Jacobs' complete failure to take up such issues. 
What did Aboriginal people want, and how did 
they react to Neville's 'despotism'? Abundantly 
peopled with Neville's associates and family and 
even with contemporary literary figures Neville 
apparently never met, there are very few 
Aboriginal people in the text. Similarly the text 
is virtually silent concerning the antagonism 
Neville aroused amongst Aboriginal people. 
Geoffrey Bolton, who wrote the preface to this 
book, wrote in 1981 ofthe history of black-white 
relations, '(t)he difficulty with using official 
archives, as with so much colonial history, is that 
it filters events through the eyes of 
administrative headquarters.' While Jacobs has 
gone beyond official sources in writing a 
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biography of some intimacy, it is still history 
written from the point of view of the victors. 
Aboriginal writers such as Jack Davis and Sally 
Morgan have recently presented something of 
the Aboriginal perception of Neville. But this 
figure is denied a place in Jacobs' biography. 
Even as straw man, it should have been there. 

Jan Gothard 

Adriana Ellis, Cleared Spaces Clear Moments, 
Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1990, $14.99, 
ISBN 0 949206 67 9, 116p. 

The stories in this collection reveal subtle 
shifts in perception and attitude, from those of 
a young woman during and after a series of 
travelling experiences in the United States and 
those of a woman approaching middle age, 
married and with children, in Australia. The 
style is pared down, sharply perceptive and the 
narrative rarely predictable. It is this sense of 
surprise, of sudden shock that gives Adriana 
Ellis's work its freshness. In the title story for 
instance, one of the most recently written, just 
as the reader is coming to terms with Fran's 
dbemma when an old lover visits and upsets the 
equilibrium of her rather mundane and ordinary 
family, there is an unexpected revelation about 
her husband. 

"Nev leads a different kind of life. He's a 
burglar and he goes to work when he feels 
like it. He's always well dressed, sometimes 
wears a suit. He says it helps. He tucks a few 
tools into his pockets . . . I don't like to talk 
about the business with him so I have no idea 
how he chooses his places ... We worked out 
a budget and I get my housekeeping money 
each week and he pays the bills. So it's up to 
him how much money he makes ... 
Sometimes I think I don't know what we'll 
be doing when I am fifty. Nev says maybe by 
then he will have hit the jackpot." 

The cover of this collection Cleared Spaces Clear 
Moments with its surreal dislocations is the first 
indication that the reader must expect surprises. 
A mirror reflects the empty comer of a room -
a cleared space. Woman is seen both as an object 
to be used (her lap is also a chair seat) and in 
control (her hands hold the mirror in place). 
There is a suggestion of stillness and of a 
moment held. It is this stillness in the midst of 
clamour that is one of the strengths of the 
collection. Always there is a woman under 
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different kinds of pressure, with a kind of 
intellectual strenuousness that enables her to 
transcend the mundane; the problems of 
ordinary life. The stories explore the interactions 
between men and women; the tensions within 
relationships, between friends and lovers, 
husbands and wives, parents and children. They 
also offer fresh insights; moments when a 
character takes time out for spiritual restoration; 
sharp (or subtle) glimpses of sexual tensions. 

In Bloodlines, Roy, an unawakened country 
boy has been taken to stay overnight with a 
family because his vehicle has broken down. The 
family is what we'd call 'alternative' quite unlike 
Roy's own who are conservative country folk 
and he becomes aware of awesome possibilities 
between Nadya and her brother Chris. 

"Will you wash my hair Chris?" Nadya spoke 
to him as though he were a servant. 

"Okay," he said without hesitation and 
began to brush her long blond hair. She took 
her T-shirt off. Roy stared at her pale brown 
breasts. There were triangles marking the 
times she had worn her bikinis. Nadya 
ignored him. He lowered his eyes. The 
excitement he felt was quickly replaced by 
shock, then a gathering outrage. It was not 
that she had undressed in front of him, a 
stranger. It was that she had \1ndressed in 
front of her brother. 

More oblique in its sexual implications and 
implied violence is a passage in Partners, a 
wonderful story about two girls who lead each 
other into different kinds of discovery, usually 
resulting in punishment. . 

Val chased me round and round the house but 
I slowed up near the vegies. Val's Dad was 
working in the vegie garden. It was his pride 
and joy. Rows of carrots and lettuce. Peas, 
passionfruit and chokos hung on wires. Val 
went over to where he was working. I edged 
up behind her. His fat sausage fingers moved 
in stubby swoops on the peas. He once 
grabbed me by the shoulder when we were 
throwing rocks near his garden. Don't you 
ever do that again, he'd said as he held me 
by the shoulder, his fat fingers pinching me 
to the bone. 

Now he took his knife out of the sheath and 
began taking the chokos off with a quick 
slash. 

Ever seen one of these before, he said to 
me, holding one out. 

Val stepped aside and I fell forward. It was 
bumpy and hard, prickling me as he pushed 
it into my hand. He was looking at me so I 
nodded my head. He took it off me and put 
it on a rock and cut it with his thick knife. 
He cut right through its pale green heart. It 
was pearly coloured in the middle. He pulled 
the seed out and popped it in his mouth. I 
was staring at his teeth crunching on it. 
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There is an awareness in these stories, a readiness 
for possibilities. The spaces are significant. 
Nothing is expected, nothing is taken for 
granted, and while change and growth are 
possible, they evolve naturally, are not forced. 

One story sits rather uneasily in the collection, 
I feel. In The Courtship of Louisa O'Farrell Ellis 
probes romantic ideals, middle-class expecta­
tions, and woman as object with considerable 
insight, mirroring in words the cover's visual 
themes, yet the story seems 'about' these things 
rather than emerging naturally from deeply felt 
perceptions. The bizarre ending rescues it. 

Reading this collection is like going on a 
journey. On the way there is always the 
possibility of disillusion. Somehow instead of 
dis-illusion, illusions are transformed by clear 
sight, enabling the protagonists to see beyond a 
situation, take from it what is needed, make no 
judgments and accept what is. While looking for 
their own space, these characters also allow 
others theirs. 

In Floating in Warm Air Adriana Ellis 
illustrates this need for space, at the same time 
expressing the doubts that go with enquiry. 

Some Mondays I want to sit down and take 
a deep breath. To call a halt. The mornings 
are always a rush. An effort of will to get the 
boys out the door on time. On days like this 
I used to take a sickie when I was single ... 
111 try to get myself to the doctors, I would 
whisper. Then I would go to Kings Park for 
a good long walk. Or coffee and a gallery ... 
I would think of it was time to organise my 
life. To think aboutthe meaning of things ... 
The end of the day was always a 
disappointment. I felt I didn't have a better 
grasp on things. I hadn't grappled with the 
essentials. I didn't know what they were. And 
I would never do that now. The edge a 
married woman at work has over a single one. 
That automatic sense of responsibility that 
employers recognise. 

One of the most moving stories in the 
collection is White Shadows - the last months 
of a mother dying of cancer. The story focusses 
on the perceptions of the family: the buffalo 
grass that invades the cracks in the walls, the cats 
that run wild, the long unbearable summer. Yet 
at the same time there is vigour as life goes on. 
People visit. A neighbour steals nickers from a 
line, the family has a picnic in the park. 

The cats crisscrossed in a game, white 
shadows running. We only ever kept the white 
cats. They all ran wild in the long grass. The 
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younger ones could only be approached with 
a handful of red meat. 

After mother died we let the cats into the 
house. They had litter after litter in the 
wardrobes. We girls went out a lot. One night 
I came home about four. I had my shoes off, 
my feet were sore from dancing. I tiptoed 
inside then stopped, caught by a peculiar 
humming sound. I switched the living room 
light on. There were cats everywhere, on 
every available space. On the floor, on 
shelves, on cupboards, tables, chairs. The 
humming was coming from the cats. They 
were all looking at me, every eye in the room, 
unblinking. 

moment, a clear space. Fran is visiting her 
mother in a nursing home, carefully avoiding 
mention of Nev, her burglar husband. 

Sitting on the verandah is a cleared space in 
my life. Sometimes I only want to say life is 
rich, life is good. We sit in the sun. She's 
managed to snag a rocker today and we're 
both feeling happy. There is only the squeak 
of her rocker on the boards. 

In the title story, which is the last in the book, 
Adriana Ellis reinforces the need for a cleared 

These stories are concerned with the experience 
of being a woman. They also offer insight into 
all kinds of human longings, small achievements 
and disappointments. 

Julie Lewis 
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are due out from Angus & Robertson in March 1991. 

RON PRETTY's Bald Hill with Gliders will appear next year. He edits the literary/ 
arts magazine SCARP and teaches writing at the University of Wollongong. 

ALAN RIACH - teaches at the University of Waikato, New Zealand. His critical 
work Hugh MacDiarmid's Epic Poetry, is forthcoming from Edinburgh University 
Press in 1991. 

GEORGE SEDDON - is Professorial Associate of the Centre for Studies in 
Australian Literature at the University of WA. He is Chair of the project team for 
the Perth Foreshore Project and is author of numerous books on the environment. 

MARl WARD - has had work published in various magazines. 

TERRI-ANN WHITE - is a Perth writer and bookseller. 

ANN WHITEHEAD - has had her work published in a number of literary 
magazines, and a children's novel, The Frazzles is about to be published by Collins, 
Angus & Robertson. 

JUSTINA (JOAN) WILLIAMS - has published three collections of poems, a 
collection of short stories and historical work. A political activist, she was once editor 
of The Working Star. 
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CENTRE FOR STUDIES IN 
AUSTRALIAN LITERATURE 

Department of English 
The University of Western Australia 

The Centre for Studies in Australian Literature (CSAL) was opened by the Vice­
Chancellor of the University of Western Australia in September 1982. The Centre aims 
to stimulate and support significant research and publication in the field of Australian 
literature and culture. 

Associate Membership is open to all who are interested for a fee of $10 to cover mailing 
and administrative costs. Associate Membership means you will receive information about 
the Centre's activities (e.g. seminars, conferences) and a significant discount on 
publications. Visiting Fellowships for study, research and consultation with members of 
the Centre are also possible. -

CSAL PUBLICATIONS INCLUDE: 

* Colin Johnson, Dalwurra, the Black Bittern - a contemporary Aboriginal poetry 
cycle, introduced by Colin Johnson with an Afterword by Veronica Brady. 

$10.95 ($8 to Assoc. Members) 

* Vincent O'Sullivan (ed.), The Unsparing Scourge: Australian Satirical Texts 1845-1860 
- an edition of six satiric texts of early colonial Australia. 

$12.95 ($10 to Assoc. Members) 

* Bruce Bennett (ed.), A Sense of Exile: &says in the literature of the Asia-Pacific 
Region - new essays in the literature of exile in our region. 

$12.95 ($10 to Assoc. Members) 

* R.S. White, Furphy's Shakespeare. A complete guide to Joseph Furphy's use of 
Shakespeare in Such Is life, Rigby's Romance and The Ruin Ruin and the 
Brolga. $9.95 ($7.50 to Assoc. Members) 

* Bruce Bennett & A. Janaki Ram (eds.), Encounters: Selected Indian and Australian 
Short Stories. Short stories by contemporary writers of India, Australia and overseas 
Indians, living in Fiji, Malaysia, Singapore and the USA. 

$15 ($12 to Assoc. Members) 

* Van Ikin (ed.), Glass Reptile Breakout and Other Australian Speculative Stories. A 
collection of speculative fictions by Australia's new wave of science fiction and fantasy 
writers. $14.95 ($12 to Assoc. Members) 

* Three Westerly Indexes, 1956-77, 1978-83 and 1984-88 $5 each. 

To become an Associate Member of CSAL, send $10 plus payment at discount rates for 
any of the above publications, to The Secretary, Centre for Studies in Australian Literature, 
The University of Western Australia, 6009. 




