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This is the third issue of Westerly in its new structure, with Westerly and Salt
published annually: Sa/ in the first half of the year, Westerly in November.
Together the journals offer the best new poetry, fiction and critical work
from Australia and Asia, Europe and America.

Westerly extends warm congratulations to
Tom Hungerford
on his receipt of the

2003 PATRICK WHITE AWARD.

PaTrICIA HACKETT PRIZE

The editors have pleasure in announcing the winner of the
Patricia Hackert Prize for the best contribution to Hésterly in 2001

Amanda Curtin

for her story “I'he Prospect of Grace” that appeared
in Vol. 46, 2001.




EDITORIAL

PETER COWAN (1914-2002) AND
DoRrOTHY HEWETT (1923-2002)

This ssue of Wesrerdy in part commemorates the life and work of two great
Western Australian writers, Peter Cowan and Dorothy Hewett, and
includes eulogies about each delivered by Bruce Bennett. Each had a
different but profound influence on the litcrature of the state and of
Australia; each taught in the English Department at the University of
Western Australia, and each left indelible memories for their students and
colleagues. Peter Cowan was an editor of Hesterly for many years and
Dorothy Hewett was a friend and supporter. Both were innovators and in
their lives and writing, idiosyncratic in the best sense.

In other ways though, they were very different, almost opposites. In a
moving tribute to Dorothy Hewett, her old friend, academic colleague and
fellow writer, Fay Zwicky, wrote of the “passionate conviction” with which
Hewertt lived her life. Peter Cowan too was a person of conviction, but his
habitual reticence and liking for solirude was utterly other than Hewertt's
passion, expressed through her characteristic exuberance. A diary entry
written when she was an adolescent and recorded in the only published
volume of her autobiography Wi Card captures this lifelong trait: “Live
wildly today, forget tomorrow.” Westerly's cover photograph, taken when
they received honorary university doctorates from UWA in 1995, makes
these differences apparent. Cowan lived most of his life in Western
Australia while Hewett went to live in Sydney, vet each shared a deep love
of the landscapes of Western Australia, a love which is often present in
their writing,

Peter Cowan's writing was as sparc as his person; he read the early
American modernist writers long before they were well-known in Australia,
and was deeply influenced by their work and by that of modernist
painting. He began his long, serious writing career — publishing eight
collections of stories, five novels, threc biographics of family members and
a number of edited anthologies — around 1939, and living in Melbourne




during the last years of the war, was part of a circle of modernist artists,
including Sidney Nolan and Max Harris.

Dorothy Hewett's writing is as romantic as her life. She was an early
and active member of the Communist Party of Australia and remained a
party member until the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. Despite her
middle class upbringing as one of two daughters of a settler farming family
at Wickepin in the West Australian wheatbelt, she embraced a working
class politics. Her first novel, Bobbin Up draws on her experiences as a
factory worker in a spinning mill in industrial Sydney. Hewett is best-
known for her poetry and plays — she wrote at least fifteen plays; one,
Nowhere, commissioned by the Playbox Theatre in Melbourne to celebrate
its twenty-fifth anniversary, only two years before her death, and many
collections of poetry; the last, Halfway up the Mountain, published in 2001 ~
but she also published three novels, the first part of her autobiography,
numerous articles and short stories, and wrote an operetta. Dorothy
Hewett was made a member of the Order of Australia (AM) in 1996 and
had a lifetime Emeritus Fellowship from the Literature Board of the
Australia Council. Like Cowan, she was awarded an honorary doctorate
from Edith Cowan University, in 1996.

Cowan too had many honours. In 1987, he was made a member of the
Order of Australia (AM); in 1992 he received the Patrick White Award for
an Australian writer of great distinction and in 1995 was awarded the first
honorary degree of Doctor of Philosophy from Edith Cowan University,
named after his famous grandmother, Edith Dircksey Cowan. Fittingly, the
writer's center at Edith Cowan University is named after him.

In a reminiscence for Westersy, Peter Cowan's daughter-in-law, Diana,
recalled his power of concentration and something of his character:

He loved doing woodwork. It was his release... He hated going south after
a while because it was being destroyed. "Too many houses and too many
people... He used to go camping down there in the '50s. They'd put up this
tarp alongside the Holden van and that would be chat for the summer...
The woodwork and coming up and helping on the house for us made up for
getting in the car and going bush... The only problem with Dad was that he
had ... he had one saying that, if he said it, you knew vou had a problem.
He'd stand around and he'd go, “Now, wait on.” And you were going to be
there for the next half hour while Dad decided which nail was the
particular onc you had to use for a particular job, and he would almost go
into a trance while he thought abour this...




Another West Australian writer and close friend of Dorothy Hewett,
Bill Grono, has memorialized both her and Cowan for MWesterly. His
memories of Hewett he found hard to capture, perhaps he said, because
“she's too large and various to be so easily pinned down. ... [and] there's
too much to say about her.” He did however pass on one anecdote from Pat
Skevington, a Perth actor, who responded to Grone's asking if she had an
early memory of Dorothy with this:

Yes. Back in 1945. I hadn't seen her for some time, when I saw her at the
bus stop one day. She was wearing a man'’s black trousers, a man's whitc
shirt, a red bolero and a black hat. She looked absolutely marvelous. And |
remember thinking, for the very first time, there's really something special
about her.

About Peter Cowan, whom he knew less well, Grono said:

I last visited Peter during a heat wave three years ago. [t seemed just as hot
inside his dark, book-lined rooms as it was outside. I told him it was bloody
hot and he told me it had been a bit warm lately and | could probably do
with a drink.

“That'd be nice,” 1 said as the sweat trickled down my neck. “Have you
ever thought of getting an air-conditioner?”

“No, | don't think so. A bit of a luxury at my age.”

“They're not expensive, vou know. One of those pictures up there,” and |
gestured at four or five lovely A. B. Webb celour woodcuts on top of a
bookcase, “any one of those pictures would pay for two air-conditioners.”
Peter flinched ar the thought. “No. This will see me out.”

“Good God, Peter. You'll be saying that in twenty years' time. Like a
character in a Samuel Beckett play.”

He brightened a little. “T often feel like a character in a Beckerte play.”
"Then he went and got me half a can of cold, flat beer from the fridge and

ten soft PCanuts on a saucer

Delys Bird and Dennis Haskell, Westerdy editors.




BRUCE BENNETT

PETER COWAN (1914-2002):
REFLECTIONS

Peter Cowan was one of Australia’s finest writers, but he was also a human
being, with all that those two words imply.

1 knew Peter first from his writings, then as a colleague at the English
Department of the University of Western Australia, when I returned there
from Oxford in 1967. We worked together editing the literary magazine
Westerfy and a number of books from 1972 to 1992, before 1 left to take up
a job as Professor of English at the Australian Defence Force Academy in
1993. From colleagues who respected each other, we became firm friends.
1o me, this was a special relationship because I knew how Peter guarded
his privacy. I always found Peter’s company stimulating and meaningful.
He helped me to reimagine myself as a West Australian and an Australian.
I grew to recognise the humanity and integricy of the man as well as the
humour and warmth that he sometimes withheld from the world. Peter
was not a man for conversational niceties or merely sociable chatter.

Pcter Cowan was born in Perth in che first year of the First World War.
Iis South Perch childhood was marked by the earlv death of his father, a
barrister and solicitor, when Peter was eleven. His sister, Elizabeth, a
family favourite, was a talented musician but she died when she was
fourteen. Music is a leitmotif in much of Peter’s writing, as inspiration and
solace. He once remarked to me how odd it was that someone as attuned
to the wonder of silence as he was should have so appreciated baroque or
romantic music — that of Bach, Vivaldi or Schubert, for example.

At home in South Perth, Peter seems to have been surrounded by
strong women — mother, grandmother and aunts — and perhaps also his
surviving younger sister, Mary. Peter’s biography of his grandmother, Edith
Dircksey Cowan, was published in 1978, and it is her historical significance
as the first woman elected to an Australian Parliament — as the member for
West Perth in the Legislative Council from 1921-24 — reinforced by
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Peter’s authoritative biography, that prompted the naming of Edith Cowan
University after her.

Peter listened and learnt from these impressive women, and read
family letters and diaries that led him to his important biographical and
historical studics of earlier members of the Cowan family in colonial
Western Australia. Peter led a more lonely, and in some ways a more
intense and inward life as a child than his South Perth contemporary, Tom
Hungerford, who describes his boyish outdoor adventures in Stories from
Suburban Road. But Peter and Tom always respected cach other and Peter
edited a collection of Tom’s short fiction for Fremantle Arts Centre Press,
the Press with whom Peter developed a strong working relationship from
the late 1970s.

Perhaps the most formative experiences in Peter Cowan’s life were
after he left school at Wesley, and the insurance company, in whose
Dickensian offices he had obtained a job which gave him no joy whatever,
for an itinerant labourer’s life in the wheathelt. These were the
Depression years. From 1933 to 1935, from the age of nincteen to twenty-
one, he took up labouring work wherever he could find it in the castern
wheatbelt and south west of Western Australia. He enjoyed the outdoor
work and physical labour, from milking cows to mending fences — and
these experiences form the basis of stories in his first collection, Drifr
(1944). The outdoor life appealed and it did not worry him that he was “a
sort of social outcast” because, as he said in an interview in later years, he
never had any liking for or wrust or feeling for social things. “l quite
enjoyed the isolation,” he said.

Although Peter was attached to a number of institutions through his
life, I would not say he belonged, in any strong sense — or was owned or
contained by any of them. These institutions include Wesley College,
where he started when he was ten, the Commercial Union Assurance
Company, Perth Tech where he matriculated, the RAAF for whom he
worked in Melbourne during the war vears from 1943-45, Guildford
Grammar School and Scotch College where he taught after the war, and the
University of Western Australia. Although Peter was a fine teacher, with a
total grasp of his subject and the authority of a practising writer for students
of English, teaching was never his whole life, and administration was
certainly not. The memorable moments for Peter were his escapes from the
clucches of institutions — their meetings, administration and socialising.

Perhaps the appeal of an independent artist’s life, oblique to social
conventions, was set when Peter was in the RAAF in Melbourne from 1943
to 1945, and for a year or so after the war. Peter sometimes managed to go
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AWOL, and it was during this period in Melbourne that he spent time
with modernist bohemian artists and writers who made up the
Contemporary Art Society and the Angry Penguins — Bert Tucker, Sid
Nolan, Max Harris, John and Sunday Reed. Writing took on more urgency
in the context of war, and Peter never forgot modernist artistic imperatives
of interiority of vision along with attention to surface appearance. All his
life, he went on trying a variety of ways of rendering states of mind and
feeling in a variety of rural and urban situations.

Peter Cowan met Edith Howard in 1935 and they married in 1941.
Their son Julian was born in 1944. When they returned to Perth after the
war, Edith, a talented dressmaker, went on to become wardrobe mistress
at the Playhouse Theatre. She was the gregarious side to Peter’s reticence
and she enjoyed the bohemian lifestyle of the acting world, just as Peter
shrank from its excesses. "Together, though, they took part in a popular
commercial television Word Game quiz show in the 1960s.

At Scotch College, where Peter taught English and Geography from
1950-62, “Mo”, as he was called because of his trademark moustache, used
to park his International Norton motorbike in the College grounds and
roar off when the day’s teaching was over. He often spent summer holidays
working the wheatbins, and writing. The motorcycle was not an
affectation. He was a competent mechanic and a successful competitor in
motorcycle scrambles.

After he left Scotch, Peter took up a one year writers” grant from the
Commonwealth Literary Fund in 1963 and commenced as a Senior Tutor
at the University of Western Australia in 1964, where he worked until his
retirement in 1979, and thereafter as an honorary research fellow until the
carly 1990s. When I mentioned Peter’s death to my friend and former
colleague and West Australian in Canberra, Harry Heseltine, he said that
Pcter had been his first tutor in the English Department in 1948. He is
one of many generations of West Australian students who enjoyed studying
literature with Peter. In Harry’s case, his memories include Peter’s
moustache and his dry, laconic wit.

Peter understood the fate of those who are captives to their job, but he
was not one of them. He used teaching breaks to escape to the unsercled
parts of the State — first the south west coasts, then the wheatbelt, the
eastern goldficlds and the northwest. Edith and Julian often accompanied
him on his increasingly distant treks in his Toyota “cank™. As a reminder of
his love of the open air, [ recall at kinglish Deparement meetings how Peter
would station himself by a window, open it whatever the weather, and take
great gulps of fresh air to help him recover from the stuffiness of these
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meetings. He was not a corporation man. He felt his life was elsewhere,
and I'm sure it was,

Peter Cowan'’s real life was his writing. He published cight collections
of stories and five novels, together with three biographies and a host of
edited anthologics. One of the main threads thar runs cthrough his work is
his fascination with the relationship of humans to the Australian
landscape. Out beyond metropolitan Perth, in the northwest, for instance,
he wrote, “there are stretches of quite pitiless and utterly attractive
landscape. Even here we put down instant towns and suburbs that are
replicas of Perth — or other such Australian models ... Yet a few miles
outside their airconditioning and supermarts one can die in a couple of
days, left alone.” In Peter’s view, these reminders of a physical
environment that can be nurturing or destructive are neglected at our
peril. Peter’s book covers, and occasional photos that we ran in Heszerdy,
brought images of these half-forgotten parts of our inheritance: great
boulders, wide desert plains with a ruined building, or the open blue sky.
He was an environmentalist before this became common and he took
these interests into the popular press with a serics of commissioned
articles in the Sunday Independent in 1969 and 1970, which were sometimes
scathing about current policies and practices. Native banksias were his
favourite tree.

Peter was a genuine scholar, whose work was interest and curiosity-
driven, not based on institutional requirements or competitive pressures.
He would go and find out things because he wanted to know. His
professional interest in books led to the best collection of Western
Australian literature, especially of the colonial period, that [ have seen.
Unlike many collectors, he acrually read his books and consequently had a
vast knowledge of the unfortunately still neglected field of Western
Australian writing. I used to sit with Peter, from time to time, on the
curtained back verandah or in the darkened interior of the house he built
in Alfred Road, Mt Claremont, surrounded by bookshelves, where we
would talk about literature, current events and ideas. The gloom
protected the books, but it also reflected one of Peter’s recurrent moods,
lit up by an occasional flicker of fire from the gratc and a grin at the
absurdities of contemporary life.

His interests were sometimes surprising. I think Peter knew all the
bird species in Western Australia, and probably in Australia. He was not
just an expert ornithologist, he was an enthusiast in his understated way,
when he would take Julian, a camera, and a pair of binoculars from the
house in Mount Claremont, to watch the birds at nearby Butler’s Swamp
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when it was still a bird-populated wetland. He knew a great deal too about
fast racing cars as well as motorcycles. Father and son came together in
these activities, as in photography. Later, Julian raced cars, with his wife,
Di, and he became pictorial editor for the Sunday Times in Perch.

If Peter’s early life was punctuated with death, the later deaths of his
mother and his wife in the same year, 1980, dislodged two further anchors
in his life. Fortunately, his creativity did not stop, though its focus on
memory and its consolations increased. He published two absorbing novels
with Fremantle Arts Centre Press in the late 1980s, The Coflor of the Sky
(1986) and The Hills of Apollo Bay (1989). The lacter is his most fugue-like
and lyrical work — and his most critically acclaimed — and weaves together
in a contemporary style fragments of remembered relationships of the war
years and after.

Peter was attuned to the experience of pain and loss, but nothing quite
prepared him for the suffering of his only son during the 1990s and his
death of a tumour in 2000. After that, as Peter’s daughter-in-law, Diana,
said, he visibly “folded”. When Peter and 1 spoke about Julian’s death,
Peter cried for the first time in my company. A little later, he entered the
territory he had so often imagined — he became a mental hermit - but a
wry, friendly and agreecable one to the staff at Guildford Village where he
spent his last days.

Peter was honoured for his literary achievements. In 1987, he received
an AM for services to Australian literature. He was presented with the
Patrick White Literary Award in 1992 and was awarded the first Honorary
Doctorate of Philosophy at Edith Cowan University in 1995. In 1997 the
University opened the Peter Cowan Writers’ Centre at its Joondalup
campus. He was chosen in 1999, to his amusement, as one of the Living
‘Treasures of Western Australia. To say that these honours and signs of
recognition meant nothing to him would be mistaken. But he accepred
them with the modesty, scepticism, humour and grace that characterised
this deep and quiet man with a great talent for writing which changed and
maturced over the years.

We are fortunate thart Peter remains with us in his written words. He
was both a risk-taker and a careful stylist with words in seeking to convey
his own highly individual vision of people and places. He never wasted
words: each word must count. A story should suggest rather than state its
meanings: what is left out is as important as what is there; the reader must
work to understand a story’s implications. I hear his voice saying these
things now. But he was never a preacher. Indeed, he was a critic of
flamboyant show-pony writers (and people generally) whose meaning was
all surface and no depth.
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Peter is thought of as a regional West Australian writer and in some
respects he clearly is. But the licerary figures with whom he connects are
international. Two of the most important of them are a Russian and an
American. Anton Chekhov's story “Grief”, which we chose for one of our
early collaborative short story collections, is what comes to mind when [
think of Peter and the son who died before him and the intractability of
his grief. | think also of Hemingway’s “The Snows of Kilimanjaro” or “Hills
Like White Elephants”, two of Peter’s favourites, when I think of this
West Australian’s ability to convey tension, mystery and psychological
conflict between individuals in a spare, stripped-back style.

I know that you would tell me | have gone on too long, Peter. So I will
conclude these reflections with two brief passages from your published
writings — this time from your carly work. Because in your heart you were
a man of the land, though not in any easy, conventional sense, | have
chosen briet quotations which link people to their natural surroundings.

The first is from the novel Summer (1964), and it expresses something
of the sense of space and silence you have conveyed about living and
working in the West Australian wheatlands:

He was aware of sudden loneliness, of existing against some endlessly alien
and indifferent landscape, the trees silent in the heat, away beyond them
the paddocks of stubble and unharvested grain, the thin dark lines of scrub;
it was as 1f he found himself in some long-deserted and unused place where

he, solitary, was without significance.

Peter Cowan’s protagonists are unusual. They do not mind being
reminded of their insignificance in relation to the larger forces of nature.
They are critical, rather, of the peculiar blindness of societies which try to
hide from these realities. Peter’s character in the novel Swmmer remarks of
this open landscape:

T'his has a kind of reality that dwarfs other places. But it’s so remote that
vou can scarcely associate with it at all. Like existing by sufferance. And for
most people that’s not possible.

For Peter Cowan, it was possible. More than that, such places were a
necessary reminder of human transience on this planet.

Let me conclude with another, more lyrical tone of voice in an early
story surprisingly but appropriately called “Requiem”. The passage
describes 2 man and a woman at the coast, in touch with nature and
everything it can mean. These are words to take away with us:
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They got up and took their towels from the bushes outside the small
natural cavity the bushes formed. Then carcfully they went down the cliff
face where they had cut the path, and reaching the sand he ran over it and
he wanted to cry out, and he felt the strength in him and the sea and the
sand and the timeless place about him so that when the water closed on
him he felt, yes, I have lived, if they smash me tomorrow [ have lived in
these things that are of more reality and of more worth than us in our
meanness and filth and proud smallness.

And then the recognition, the annunciation, perhaps:

I am not really part of this, else I would stay here, else this time would be
all time. But we go, and these steep cliffs, the sca coast scrub, the sloping
dunes, and the white beach and the sea and the rocks are here. My eyes
have seen these things and something, the last real part in me, has gone out
and become part of this, and has felc that alone which endures.
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BRUCE BENNETT

DoroTHY HEWETT (1923-2002)*

Dorothy Hewett plays a vital role in twentieth-century Australian literary
history. Her poems, plays, novels, stories and the autobiographical Wild
Card prove her to be a romantic for all scasons.

Born in Perth, Western Australia on 21 May 1923, Dorothy Hewert
lived until she was twelve on a three thousand acre wheat and sheep farm
near Wickepin in the Great Southern region of Western Australia. Her
remembered rural childhood forms a central mouf of her writings, early
and late. It is a Garden of Eden where “the black snakes wait and slide.”

Tom Hewett, the author’s father, had taken up farming after returning
from the Western Front as a war hero with a DCM and Belgian Croix de
Guerre. He remained a powerful figure in his daughter’s imagination and
was perhaps the main source of her tendency to hero-worship working men
with a wild side. Her relationship with her mother, René Hewett (née
Coade), was more fractious. In Wi/ Card Hewett wrote that the struggle
to come to terms with her mother dominated most of her life. She felt
programmed to play out her mother’s “romantic non-cautionary side.”

Dorothy and her younger sister Lesley (nicknamed Dessie) shared an
education by correspondence under their mother’s direction. The sisters
wandered the farm’s creckbeds, riding horses, daydreaming, reading,
talking and inventing games. Hewett immersed herself from an early age
in Gothic romance, Australian ballads, the British Romantics, and
Tennyson. She dreamt of being a famous actress and writer.

Hewett’s seccondary schooling in the 1930s at Perth College, which was
run by Anglican nuns, provided a partial basis for her controversial
expressionist play The Chapel Perilows. Sally Banner, the play’s semi-
autobiographical heroine, rebels against the authority figures of parents,
teachers, and the church. Sally’s candour is luminous, if naive. She seeks
to “walk naked through the world” carrying truth, beauty and freedom
with her.
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