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THE MONTHLY ESSAYS

"To my surprise I became the author of the official history of Australia, the one that the Howard government distributed to migrants so that they could prepare for the new citizenship test. The draft I wrote disappeared into the offices of the immigration minister and the prime minister. At some stages it looked like it would not survive or that a few sentences would be incorporated into an altogether different version. But finally it emerged more or less as I had written it - with some additions and deletions ... Its survival is surprising because in its organisation it defied the policy of the government that commissioned it - for it is arranged thematically and not as a continuous narrative. John Howard made narrative the touchstone of good history. He called a History Summit to get a commitment to narrative from the history professionals; he ended his TV election debate with Kevin Rudd with a promise that if he were re-elected, a narrative history of Australia would be part of the school curriculum. But a continuous narrative is not what migrants get to read - and I believe their understanding of their new homeland will be the better for it."

In "Australia: The Official History", John Hirst tells the inside story of how the federal government interfered with the history of the nation he was commissioned, in the wake of the History Summit, to write for prospective citizens.

"Like publishers, government departments want things in a hurry and then you hear nothing for weeks or months. I was worried that my history was being chopped around and becoming part of a work that I could not endorse. If the government's history came under attack, my words would be traced back to me and I would be in the firing line. I was particularly worried that my stark account of European-Aboriginal relations would be dropped or rendered anodyne ..."

*

"I know Christine Milne to be a quietly effective networker across a broad spectrum of community groups, a Green who resists any tendency to political ghettoisation. Whereas it's hard to imagine some Greens belonging to any other party, Milne could easily have become a Labor politician and, had things gone otherwise, a state premier. Instead, she is Bob Brown's heir apparent as the Greens' national leader ... The charge that Greens are urban latte-drinking armchair progressives irks her. ‘It confounds me,' she says, ‘when people say, ‘What have the Greens got to do with rural Australia?' Primary industry is all about sustainability issues. Biosecurity, quarantine, trade: all of those things are part of the Greens' agenda.'"

In "Green Christine", Amanda Lohrey profiles Tasmanian Senator Christine Milne, tracking her journey from farm kid to atypical activist and, eventually, state and federal politics. "She has never been on the organised Left," Lohrey writes, "nor has she ever seemed a stereotypical Wilderness Society person. ‘Well, yes,' Milne says, laughing. ‘I'm more your CWA. I still like a good passionfruit sponge.'" All the same, Milne is renowned for her negotiation skills: Graham Richardson describes her as "one tough lady", and her many achievements in Tasmanian politics during the '90s bear this out.

"Milne is impatient with the conventional wisdom in Australia that minority governments are something akin to an unnatural disaster. Many European governments, she points out, are minority governments. ‘The thing about balance-of-power politics is that it allows space for politicians to change their mind, to support things that they know are right and want to achieve but that their own constituency won't allow.'"

*

"To be unforgiven is no great shame. A cramp of nausea your bowels can't clear. Sweat itches your hairline, stains your pillow.

Take heart - you're not going to wither in your bed. Your eyes soon open on a blue, breathing day. Your taste for food returns. Music offers its melodies. 

You iron a shirt. You shave and there's your face again, clean, even a glaze of week-old tan. You've had a bad night, but no demons carved their initials in your soul.

That said, there is remembering to do. It's what unforgiveness believes is your burden. It's what unforgiveness has the bitter power to do."

In "Unforgiven", memoirist, poet and journalist Craig Sherborne offers a harrowing and gripping account of adult life, following his two acclaimed tales of childhood, Hoi Polloi and the recently published Muck.

"She says if I embrace her every hour on the hour, she might believe that I care for her. It too becomes a ritual. I begin to dread the touch of her. Her complaining voice sets my teeth grating. I feel a cold crawling sensation along my limbs. Sometimes she smiles when the embrace is done. Sometimes she screams that I am faking it for the sake of duty."



THE NATION REVIEWED

"[In his writings of 2006] Kevin Rudd put his finger on the central contradiction of the contemporary Western Right: simultaneous support for the revolutionary dynamic of an unbridled capitalist economy, and the ambition for the restoration, through the preaching of a doctrine of moral conservatism, of an earlier social order based on religion, family and community. Rudd saw in Howard's new workplace-relations legislation a concretisation of this contradiction, in which a government committed to family values and family stability was simultaneously encouraging its members to see themselves as factors of production ... Under contemporary conditions, Rudd argued, the neo-liberal Right had only three foundational values: liberty, security and prosperity. Rudd proposed the need to add to them three additional values derived from the Christian socialist and social-democratic traditions: equity, community and sustainability. Rudd spoke about asylum seekers, the challenge of global poverty and of our generation's moral obligation to ensuring the wellbeing of the planet with a moral directness that we had not heard from a senior Labor figure since the fall of Keating."

In the Monthly Comment, Robert Manne looks at the two biggest questions raised by the ascension of Rudd Labor: Why did the Howard government lose office? And what does the Rudd victory mean? He describes his "modest" anticipation of change during the next three years, renewing his call for "cautious optimism" and reiterating his hope for a government in possession of a "generous moral vision".

"I must admit I would have voted for Labor in 2007 if it had been led by the drover's dog (or even by Bill Hayden). But in fact I voted Labor with enthusiasm and as a convinced Ruddite because of the two articles he published in October and November 2006. What these articles revealed was that, almost alone among the members of the Beazley front bench, Rudd saw the need to distinguish social-democratic Labor from the twin neo-liberal and neo-conservative philosophies of the Howard government."

*

"The skirmish between Harbhajan Singh and Andrew Symonds owed nothing to the spur of the moment or the heat of the contest. Harbhajan knew he had a way of irking Symonds; they had even discussed it off the field. The Australians knew Harbhajan to be a provocateur; the Australians entered willingly into the confrontation, aware of exactly what was acceptable boorishness under Paragraph 3.3 of the International Cricket Council Code of Conduct and what was not. Thus did a relatively small objective, a short-term tactical edge on an opponent, masquerade as a very big issue."



In "Monkey Business", Gideon Haigh laments the way sledging has become a rote-learned aspect of contemporary cricket, encouraged - even expected - at the game's lowest levels and perfected in the uniform verbal intimidation prevalent in the international arena. Why, he wonders after speaking with a disillusioned young cricketer, can't a game so varied in its skills, and in the cultures that play it, be equally varied in its behaviours?

"As it usually does, the charge of racism immediately deprived everyone of rational thought, entailing the inevitable he-said-she-said claim and counterclaim. And if Australia's cricketers are the world's biggest bullies on the field, India's administrators are easily their match off it. At once there were threats that the Indians would take their bat, their ball and, most importantly, their money home."

*

Elsewhere in The Nation Reviewed, Ashley Hay meets zookeeper Sally Padey and the Mogo Zoo's rare white lions; Clive James reveals and dissects the perfectly bad sentence; and Kate Rossmanith investigates the weeds that have invaded our borders, from the prickly pear to the latest crop of pests.



ARTS & LETTERS

"The strength and beauty of Carey's novel lies in the perspective of his very young protagonist. [Seven-year-old] Che is bewildered, frightened, vulnerable, wise, completely loveable. His grandmother, protectively, had banned both TV and newspapers from his universe, so Che has had to assemble his history and his identity from overheard fragments and from furtively collected newspaper clippings ..."

In "Fugitive Days", novelist Janette Turner Hospital places Peter Carey's latest book, His Illegal Self, within the tradition of writing that critiques the politics of the present by exploring the politics of the past: Arthur Miller's The Crucible, EL Doctorow's The Book of Daniel. Based loosely on the most infamous American underground group of the '70s, The Weathermen, Carey's novel is a study in the contradictions of revolutionary movements, not least their "perverse habit of erecting, with disturbing rapidity, systems as rigidly repressive as those which they have sworn to overthrow".

*

"Jean-Dominique Bauby was 41, good-looking, the debonair editor of French Elle, when, as a result of a massive stroke, he suffered the rare condition known as locked-in syndrome, in which the brain stem is compromised and the brain cannot give instructions to the rest of the body. In Bauby's case, only his left eyelid was functional. His brain worked perfectly: he could see, hear, understand, remember."

In "Eye Witness", Monthly film critic Luke Davies is captivated by Julian Schnabel's The Diving Bell & the Butterfly, based on the memoir by, and shot largely from the perspective of, the paralysed Jean-Dominique Bauby (played by Mathieu Amalric). The film's beauty is the result of Schnabel's use of this perspective, which tenderly reveals Bauby's inestimable frustration - and his determination to tell his story, semaphored letter by letter at geologic speed.

"The Diving Bell is worth seeing simply for the serene formality of its experimentation. Yet there are many more reasons to see it. It's airy and light and exquisite to look at, yet tenderly haunting. ‘I wanted this film to be a tool, like his book, a self-help device that can help you handle your own death,' said Schnabel. ‘It is his last window on the world.'"

*

In "Before Little England", Nicholas Shakespeare reviews James Boyce's new history, Van Diemen's Land, a "valuable reappraisal of the first 50 years of Australia's second-oldest state". Van Diemen's Land dispels the myth of Tasmania as a hostile wilderness - the myth perpetuated by Marcus Clarke in For the Term of His Natural Life, for example - and reveals it to be one of the most inviting environments for European settlers and convicts. The book also delves into the raw, traumatic history of the Tasmanian Aborigines.

"Boyce's achievement is to rescue his island's narrative from the small middle-class elite who sought to recreate a ‘Britain of the south' - and whose Georgian mansions survive to tell their tale - and to put it in the hands of the overwhelming majority: the convicts and ex-convict stock-keepers, shepherds and bushrangers who were able to forge a close, very un-English identity with the land, but whose bark huts have rotted away."

*

There's also Deyan Sudjic on the new Manchester Civil Justice Centre, built by Melbourne-based architects Denton Corker Marshall; Robert Forster on the sunshiny pop of The Monkees, a band up there with the likes of The Beach Boys, The Velvet Underground and The Byrds, but derided by keepers of the rock canon; Greg McLaren on leading American poet Robert Hass's long-awaited collection Time and Materials, which recently won the American National Book Award; and Shane Maloney on the time the Wild One, Johnny O'Keefe, met American comic Jack Benny.
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		There are two distinct questions concerning the political events of late last year which it is important not to confuse. Why did the Howard government lose office? What does the Rudd victory mean?

Attempting to find an answer to the first is the far easier task. The Howard government lost office because its leader was old and tired; because the nation in general, and younger voters in particular, had stopped listening to the prime minister's attempts to excite baseless fears about minorities and foreigners; because a sufficient number of electors had finally realised that the prime minister's word could not be relied upon; because the government's credibility as a superior economic manager had been compromised by its incapacity to control interest rates, as it had rashly promised it could do in 2004; because on two of the great international issues of the day - global warming and the War on Terror - Howard's unseemly embrace of the worst president in the history of the United States had fatally undone his claims to statesmanship and wisdom; and because, above all, the control his government had gained in the Senate in July 2005 had tempted the prime minister to introduce one neo-liberal economic reform too many, the one for which he had spent his entire political career preparing, the grotesquely unbalanced and therefore very widely resented new workplace-relations law.

Well before the election, as the Howard government drifted to its inevitable defeat, the Right in Australia embarked upon a curious campaign, involving an attempt to provide an answer to the second question - the meaning of the coming Rudd victory - through the mounting of what is best described as an interpretative pre-emptive strike. To reveal the character of this campaign, one example, in which this magazine was involved, must suffice. It comes from the overwhelmingly most influential voice of the mainstream, neo-liberal and neo-conservative Right in this country, the Australian, a newspaper that manages to combine the ambition of an ideologically engaged small magazine; the reckless, take-no-prisoners, smart-aleck tone of an undergraduate publication; and the financial resources of an American-based global media empire.

In the September 2007 Monthly I wrote a commentary which made certain predictions about the likely outcome of a Labor victory. The purpose was to respond to the increasing frustration about Kevin Rudd that was being voiced on the Left at that time. As Rudd had committed to immediate ratification of the Kyoto Protocol, I argued that when Labor took power Australia would finally join the world on global warming. As Rudd spoke about the Iraq invasion as the worst US foreign-policy blunder since Vietnam and had pledged to withdraw Australian troops from this particular quagmire, I argued that with a Rudd victory the painful and embarrassing mini-era when Australia followed America with lamb-like loyalty would end. Rudd had been consistently critical of both the taming of the parliament's inquisitorial function and the politicisation of the public service under Howard. I argued for cautious optimism on both fronts. Because he had made education the centrepiece of his campaign, and because he was so self-evidently a true believer in the virtue of science, scholarship and learning, I argued that the appalling neglect of universities under Howard would most likely be reversed. Of all the members of the Labor front bench since the demise of Latham, only Kevin Rudd had responded to Howard's increasingly triumphalist claims to victory in the Culture War - for example, to Howard's speech on the occasion of Quadrant's fiftieth anniversary. For this reason, I argued that it was likely, in particular, that under his government the most egregious appointees to the key boards of cultural institutions would be gradually replaced; and, in general, that the sterile era when a prime minister treated the nation's critical intelligentsia as un-Australian traitors and showed conspicuous indifference to the work of the country's creative artists would also, most likely, now draw to an end. As Rudd had pledged to repeal the most draconian and unjust aspects of WorkChoices, I argued that under Labor, industrial relations would be softened and humanised. These predictions were neither heroic nor romantic. The evidence for each proposition was clear. If they could be criticised for anything, it was for stating the bleeding obvious.

This is not how the Australian saw things. On 27 October it published an editorial called "Daydreaming Left is in for a Big Surprise". According to this editorial, in Australia two elections were taking place. In the real world, "a centre-left challenger" was fighting for the middle ground against a "centre-right pragmatist". In the fantasy parallel universe of "the daydreaming Left", Rudd was "fighting to end 11 dark years of despotic rule by a scheming far-right cultural warrior". To prove the existence of this parallel universe, the only evidence cited, in some ways the only evidence available (for in the real world the Left was already muttering darkly about Kevin Rudd's ‘me-too' caution and conservatism) were the modest predictions I had made in the Monthly about the likely meaning of a Rudd victory.

The editorial was based on a series of falsifications which, even judged by the standards one has come to expect from the Australian, took me by surprise. By sleight-of-hand the editorial turned support for the Rudd decision to ratify Kyoto into an ambition to "transform the nation into a wind-powered, mung-bean-eating Arcadia", and the desire for a more independent Australian foreign policy within the frame of the American alliance into the hope to have Australia "withdraw from ANZUS". Those who regretted the Howard government's prosecution of the Culture War, as I did, became the kind of people who wanted to make "gay marriage compulsory", whatever that was supposed to mean. And those many people, like me, who hoped that a Rudd victory might help "restore morality to public life" were ridiculed as erstwhile communists who mistook Kevin Rudd for "Che Guevara" and who had not yet realised "that the use-by date on Das Kapital is well and truly passed." (I have been accused of many things in my life but never before of being a closet sympathiser of communism.) The Australian helpfully felt the need to point out that Rudd was a Christian conservative, simply ignoring the morally radical interpretation of the relevance of faith in politics Rudd had famously advanced in his Bonhoeffer essay in the October 2006 Monthly. It pointed out that his wife was a global businesswoman, somehow implying that this positioned not only her but also her husband at a great distance from anything that could be associated with the contemporary Left. Not only did the editorial argue that the major parties under Rudd had grown closer than at any time in Australian history, something that was at least arguably true; more deeply, it suggested that Rudd offered no substantial alternative to Howard of any kind. If anything, it argued at one point, Rudd was now outflanking Howard on the Right. Four weeks before the election, the Australian would make no prediction about the result. Yet there was one prediction it would confidently make. "The agenda of a Rudd government is likely to be much closer to the position advocated in the editorial columns of this newspaper than the outdated, soft-left manifesto supported by our broadsheet rivals."

The editorial was both revealing and characteristic of much right-wing response to the impending victory of Labor in the last months of 2007. On the surface it mocked, with its usual indifference to nuance and truth, all those foolish enough to believe Australia would be a substantially different and kinder country if Rudd Labor was elected. Just beneath the surface it revealed that a certain kind of panic was gripping the hearts of those members of the right-wing commentariat - those people whom Guy Rundle has christened the Power Intellectuals of the Howard Era - who now sensed that, in the absence of a friendly government with interests they could help promote and enemies of that government they could help target and destroy, their cultural power would gradually ebb away. Even if a Rudd government was indeed elected, through mounting what I have called a pre-emptive interpretative strike of the kind seen in the Australian's pre-election editorial line, the mainstream Right could at least console itself with the thought that even after Howard's removal nothing of significance would change.

Whether the Rudd government will change Australia substantially and whether that change will be unambiguously for the better is a more complicated matter than it might at first appear. In part it is complicated because all new governments are to some extent unknown quantities, even to themselves. In part it is complicated because, even without conscious dissembling, in the effort to take power, particularly in a conservative-populist era like our own, particularly when the government is led by a politician whose most outstanding capacity was conjuring fear, prudence requires that Oppositions do or say nothing that might unduly frighten the horses. And in part it is complicated because it is becoming increasingly likely that - unlike the Hawke government, which came to power near the end of a recession, but like the earlier Labor administrations of Whitlam, which was governing when the stagflation crisis hit, and even more so of Scullin, which took power on the eve of the Great Depression - the Rudd government will find itself governing in testing economic times. Nevertheless, there are good reasons not only to believe that with Rudd changes of substance will occur but also that they will make Australia a substantially better country.

The most important reason lies not in the policy arena but in the more fundamental field of core values. Even though it is true that John Howard had an almost carnal desire to take and hold on to power at almost any cost - the fatal flaw that led to the farcical events at the time of APEC, amusingly outlined by Paul Kelly in the Weekend Australian of 15 December, when Howard refused to honour his solemn pledge and resign when his party no longer wanted him, simply because he was frightened of appearing like a coward - it is a major misunderstanding to think of him as a mere pragmatist or opportunist. For John Howard was one of the most ideological prime ministers this country has ever seen, whose thought was basically shaped by the two great currents of the contemporary, and especially the English-speaking, Right: neo-liberalism, the powerful and coherent market-based faith, and its fellow-travelling twin, neo-conservatism, that remarkably influential but philosophically incoherent set of beliefs first formulated in the 1970s in anti-leftist intellectual circles of New York, which centred on the beneficence of American power, the ambition to spread democracy across the globe through the use of that power and on the dangers posed to the true and decent values of ordinary people in the West by politically correct, morally relativistic, self-hating elites. The place of ideology in Howard's thought has recently been acknowledged by the most powerful right-wing think-tank in the US, the American Enterprise Institute, which has decided to offer him its prestigious Irving Kristol Award.

Not only was the thought of John Howard shaped by an Australianised and banalised version of neo-liberalism and neo-conservatism. As with his spiritual soul mate, President George W Bush, Howard's commitment to this pattern of thinking must play a part in any explanation of his government's end. As Sir Nicholas Stern put it so well, global warming represents the greatest example of market failure in the history of humankind. At least in part because he was a true believer in neo-liberalism, Howard was notoriously incapable of rising to the challenge of global warming, which was made real to the Australian electorate with the arrival in the settled areas of the south-east of perhaps the most severe drought in the nation's history. And in very large part because he was a true believer in neo-conservatism, Howard committed Australia to the greatest folly of that cause, the invasion of Iraq, whose meaning was made evident to the voters through the daily television pictures of the terrorist bombings in Baghdad. As a consequence of his ideological commitment to neo-liberalism and neo-conservatism, then, Howard's reputation was in the end fatally undermined.

I must admit I would have voted for Labor in 2007 if it had been led by the drover's dog (or even by Bill Hayden). But in fact I voted Labor with enthusiasm and as a convinced Ruddite because of the two articles he published in the Monthly in October and November 2006. What these articles revealed was that, almost alone among the members of the Beazley front bench, Rudd saw the need to distinguish social-democratic Labor from the twin neo-liberal and neo-conservative philosophies of the Howard government.

Rudd put his finger on the central contradiction of the contemporary Western Right: simultaneous support for the revolutionary dynamic of an unbridled capitalist economy, and the ambition for the restoration, through the preaching of a doctrine of a moral conservatism, of an earlier social order based on religion, family and community. Rudd saw in Howard's new workplace-relations legislation a concretisation of this contradiction, in which a government committed to family values and family stability was simultaneously encouraging its members to see themselves as factors of production who would discover, through individual contracts made with their employers, the best terms and conditions they could achieve after bargaining in a free market for the sale of their labour. Under contemporary conditions, Rudd argued, the neo-liberal Right had only three foundational values: liberty, security and prosperity. Rudd proposed the need to add to them three additional values derived from the Christian socialist and social-democratic traditions: equity, community and sustainability. Rudd spoke about asylum seekers, the challenge of global poverty and of our generation's moral obligation to ensuring the wellbeing of the planet with a moral directness that we had not heard from a senior Labor figure since the fall of Keating. In answer to the market fundamentalism of the Right and their Hayekian suspicion about the place of altruism in the public sphere, he proposed a return to the wisdom of an earlier insight derived from politically engaged Christianity, as exemplified in the life and thought of his hero, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, namely the urgency of the insertion, in the centre of our political values, of the needs of the vulnerable, the marginal and the weak. No one prominent in Australian public life had spoken in this timbre since the time of Sir William Deane. When I first read Rudd's Bonhoeffer essay I could scarcely believe my eyes. I thought the ministers of the Howard government and the right-wing commentariat would proceed to tear him apart. Thankfully I was wrong.

There was a time when the visions about the future of this country of the then prime minister of Australia, Paul Keating, and the then editor-in-chief of the Australian, Paul Kelly, were so close that I mischievously described them as the most influential Irish-Australian double act in the history of the country. During the Howard years their visions drifted farther and farther apart. On the eve of the 2007 election, Kelly claimed that the Howard government had been extraordinarily successful in delivering unprecedented prosperity without undue inequality while, in the foreign-policy field, maintaining close relations with both the United States and Asia. His central claim was, in essence, that the Howard government had continued the work of its predecessors, under Hawke and Keating, in creating what Kelly labelled the new Australian settlement. The public intellectuals who could not understand this were fools. Keating's analysis could not have been more different. For him, in the mendacity that had pervaded the public sphere, even over questions as serious as the commitment to war; in the cruelty that had been witnessed in the treatment of the asylum seekers; and in the squandering of the opportunities to advance the great causes of multiculturalism, reconciliation and the republic, the Howard government had reversed the cultural trajectory of all Australian governments since the time of Whitlam and had undermined what he called "the moral basis to our public life". Readers will not be surprised to hear that it is Keating, not Kelly, whose summary I believe is right. In the short term, historians will provide answers to this question. In the long term, History will be the judge.

A generous moral vision does not make a government good. But without one, it cannot but be bad. For me, that has been the most important lesson of the Howard years. Although he is obviously a canny, cautious and highly ambitious politician, nothing that has happened in the past 18 months has led me to doubt that the basic Christian social-democratic convictions Kevin Rudd expressed in his articles of 2006 are not sincere. The vision Rudd expressed there was measured but generous. That is why I anticipate the next three years of Australian politics with some trepidation but also with rediscovered hope.
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		A couple of days after the second Test between Australia and India ended at the Sydney Cricket Ground amid acrimony and indignation, I boarded the tram for an evening's practice at my cricket club with 15-year-old Bill. A bright boy, Bill. I knew him to be keen on his cricket, and was interested in how his career had progressed since last I'd seen him.

I found that Bill was no longer quite so keen on his cricket. In the nets he was still a tidy player who essayed a pretty cover drive and lobbed a passable leg break. But, Bill explained, he wasn't playing so much these days. He'd joined a club where the coaches had impressed on their charges how important it was to be as verbally aggressive as possible - to, as they say, sledge. Why? Well, everyone does it. And while his club wasn't very good, it had won a few more games than the players' talents justified because they were capable of putting opponents off by being "in their faces", by appealing for everything that appeared remotely out, by carrying on a bit if they did not get their way. Bill, he thought that was a bit stupid. His parents weren't keen on it either.

I'm pretty inured to petulance and cynicism among international cricketers these days, of which Sydney was merely the worst episode since the last episode which was the worst, following the one before that. The conversation with Bill, however - that was dismaying. For it is this aspect of sledging and general malcontentment on the cricket field that has become most pernicious: not that it is ugly or offensive or dehumanising, but the sheer rote-learned nature of it. Now and again, there is a flash of exasperation, frustration, anger, even humour. Otherwise, it is a part of the game that has become noisily, and annoyingly, automated.

The skirmish between Harbhajan Singh and Andrew Symonds owed nothing to the spur of the moment or the heat of the contest. Harbhajan knew he had a way of irking Symonds; they had even discussed it off the field. The Australians knew Harbhajan to be a provocateur; the Australians entered willingly into the confrontation, aware of exactly what was acceptable boorishness under Paragraph 3.3 of the International Cricket Council Code of Conduct and what was not. Thus did a relatively small objective, a short-term tactical edge on an opponent, masquerade as a very big issue.

The game's ugliest image was provided by neither Harbhajan nor Symonds, but by Australia's captain, Ricky Ponting, finger aloft, bent forward at the waist, daring the umpire to doubt his assertion that a snick to slip had carried, turning even his lip service to good manners - a pre-match agreement with India's Anil Kumble to rely upon the fielders' word where low catches were concerned - into an emblem of Australian obduracy. The appeal for a catch at the wicket when Rahul Dravid missed a ball by nine inches, meanwhile, was a miracle of harmony to rival The Beach Boys.

As it usually does, the charge of racism immediately deprived everyone of rational thought, entailing the inevitable he-said-she-said claim and counterclaim. And if Australia's cricketers are the world's biggest bullies on the field, India's administrators are easily their match off it. At once there were threats that the Indians would take their bat, their ball and, most importantly, their money home. A tit-for-tat charge was laid against Brad Hogg for barking at Kumble and his partner, Mahendra Dhoni, "I can't wait to go through you bastards." And so it became a busy week for the average cricket hack. Peter Roebuck, in the Age and Sydney Morning Herald, not a little impetuously took India's part. The Australian reopened the culture wars on a new front, passing off hectares of partisan comment in support of star columnist Ponting as news. Kerry O'Keeffe laughed uproariously at his own jokes - so, no change there. I was interviewed by a reporter from a television current-affairs show who, apparently unable to raise Roebuck, proposed that Ponting should be sacked no fewer than six times. I also participated in a surreal radio debate with a Punjabi editor who insisted that racism in India, presumably like homosexuality in Iran, does not exist.

Between times, just to bring it all back home, I played my weekly club game. While opening the batting I was called a homosexual, a paedophile, a cheat for not walking when I missed a ball by two feet, and a loser merely for existing. While bowling we faced a batsman whose idea of fun was to goad each fielder in turn and who, when a comment was made that this was obviously how they played in Frankston, droned on for several overs about "racial vilification". Monkey see, monkey do.

For this is cricket circa 2008, a game still hugely rich and various in its skills yet massively alike in its behaviours, in which you do not merely play to win but to dull your opponents' love of the game, and thus their appetite for the contest. This has become a means, in fact, by which groups define and unite themselves. Bradley Hogg wasn't questioning anyone's parentage in Sydney; he was, after more than a decade hankering for Test selection, clamouring for membership of the tough boys' group. And Australian captains have been such noisy apologists for verbal aggression, psychological dominance and "mental disintegration" over the years that the route to self-exculpation at lower levels of the game is obvious: The role model made me do it!

On reflection, then, part of my conversation with Bill was quite hopeful. People, even 15-year-olds, have agency. They can make choices. They can reject recommended and prescribed behaviours. Alas, they might have to leave cricket behind in order to do so. And here the fault is not in our superstars but in ourselves, in that we have colluded in turning a game with perhaps more scope for individual expression than any other into another means of instilling mass conformity.
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		Under the spreading shade of a gum tree at the Mogo Zoo, just down from Batemans Bay, a furry cluster of lion cubs is at play: batting at a red ball hanging from the tree, swiping at each other's tails, worrying at their father's mane. They have handsome noses and compact ears, chunky feet and paintbrush tails, but what makes these lions extra special - apart from finding them here at all - is that they're white lions, pale, creamy-blond and very rare.

Lions are always impressive, but something about white ones feels extra special - whether this stems from the centuries of African lore that predicted their appearance as heavenly or enlightened messengers (they were first sighted in 1928 in South Africa's Timbavati, named for "the place where starlions came down from the heavens"), or from childhood memories of the Japanese anime Kimba ("Who's the king of animals in Africa? Kimba the white lion is his name!"). The animals were declared extinct in the wild by the mid-1990s. Successful captive breeding programs were instituted - some, it was said, to supply a safari market that considered white lions both more exotic to hunt and easier to spot - and by 2007, at least one pride had been successfully reintroduced into the wild.

Now, Mogo Zoo has an even dozen, comprising three adults who came from Johannesburg in 2004 and their three litters: the officially named Purr and Joe (born in 2006 and supported, yes, by a certain French car manufacturer); the siblings nicknamed Mafuta and Numbi (born later that year); and the surprisingly large pounce of five brothers born last winter. "We had to hand-raise Mafuta and Numbi," says the zoo's owner, Sally Padey, "so we thought we'd let this mum have one more litter, just to have her mothering time."

On the sunny grass, the leaping and pouncing quietens down, the cubs draped here and there, over each other, over their parents. It's easy to imagine a great big leonine purr under the distinctive sound of breeze through gum leaves. "Oh no," says Padey, "I'm afraid not. Lions don't purr." Nevertheless, lion cubs are, she admits, "pretty irresistible". When news of the five cubs' birth went around the world (‘the Gangsters', the zoo called them, "although someone said we should've called them ‘the Sopranos'"), Padey couldn't believe the response. "I tell you what, there must have been no murders, nothing seriously bad going on - no bombings, no killings."

The history of private zoos stretches back at least as far as Queen Hatshepsut of Egypt, in 1500 BC, and the Chinese emperor Wen Wang, whose 600-hectare Garden of Intelligence housed an impressive menagerie around 1000 BC. Bishops and popes assembled animals, as did the wealthy and royalty: in 1251, Henry III showed London its first elephant and a polar bear, while the centrepiece of Charles I's private zoo, 400 years later, was a large python. An estimated 150 private zoos currently operate in Australia.

"It was just something we felt really compelled to do," says Padey of the decision to start Mogo in the late 1980s. "Everyone wanted us to do natives but I said, ‘Everyone's doing natives; we want endangered exotics.' Because if animals are going to be behind wire, and if people are going to pay to look at them, they have to benefit from being there. Our first animals were three African servals. Then we got seven crab-eating macaque monkeys. Then two cougars ..." By the end of 2007, she was the zoo's sole owner and director, with 31 staff and over 200 animals, including zebras, chimpanzees, tigers, red pandas, otters and a jaguar. "The first giraffe came four years ago," she says, "and we're still the only private zoo in Australia to have golden lion tamarins. You have to be approved by Brazil to host them."

A whooping sound starts up. "That's the white-handed gibbons," says Padey calmly. "If you'd been here earlier, the siamangs were calling for half an hour - and that is a noise. Nothing rivals it, except when the lions start roaring at night. The whole house shudders, and we've only got five of them roaring at the moment ... We had a street party the other night, and our neighbours were all saying, ‘We just love it.' ‘Sometimes,' they said, ‘those chimps get a bit noisy' - well, I wouldn't call it noisy; it's shocking."

Padey's home is among her animals and their noises: she's one of a rare breed of owners who might find themselves in a nightie, shorts and Ugg boots dealing with a Cape Dog fight at 11 on a winter's night. "Animals aren't nine to five, five days a week," she says. "Being a privately funded zoo, and starting with $4000 and an old house ... we were making dinners for ourselves out of nothing. I used to buy exactly what food was needed, down to the last grape. My daughter would say, ‘Please can I have a grape, Mum?' And I'd have to say no. She knew she wasn't allowed to touch the grapes, because they were for the little monkeys." Her daughter wasn't a small-enough monkey? Padey laughs. "Well, yes," she says, adding, "she does work with us now."

From these small beginnings, Mogo now participates in globally co-ordinated mating schemes. As a member of the International Species Information System, which keeps track of species' genetic pools, the zoo has managed some particularly tricky procreations, including snow leopards, golden lion tamarins, pygmy marmosets and cotton-top tamarins. (The white cubs, their parents purchased privately, are not part of an international breeding program.) "We've got a pair of black-and-white-ruffed lemurs that we've been trying to breed," says Padey. "The female was post-breeding, but they really wanted to get her genetics, so they said, ‘Can you try?' This is the second year - you only get three matings a year - and she did everything right. But no; so we're going to give up on that. Still, our blue-tongue lizard is giving birth this morning - she'd had eight 15 minutes ago; she's probably had another eight by now."

Coming up to their lunchtime, the five cubs are gambolling again, their brothers Mafuta and Numbi watching from their enclosure further up the hill. It's quite common for animals to be rejected, especially by first-time mothers, the zoo's general manager, Jonathan Minor, explains - although it means that these hand-raised cubs have to be kept apart from the rest of the pride. But most male cubs have to leave their pride sooner or later, or challenge their father, the dominant male, for supremacy. "Yes, it's brutal," says Minor, "but once they're past a certain age, these cubs will probably have to be moved to a new exhibit as well. At least we can keep the five of them together."

Beyond the gum tree, one of the cubs leaps onto a suspended tyre and swings, precariously balanced, front paws around the rope, tail counterpoised against the movement. Another ambles over, pads a paw at its brother, takes a swing at a 25-litre demijohn, misses completely and flops down - as cats do - as if it had never meant to hit it in the first place. And its father yawns, a huge open lion-mouth that hints at a roar.
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		In writing, to reach the depths of badness, it isn't enough to be banal. One must strive for lower things. Almost five years have gone by since I cut out from a British newspaper the article containing the following passage, and I think I am finally ready to examine the subtleties of its perfection. But first, let the reader judge its initial impact.



Now, the onus is on Henman to come out firing at Ivanisevic, the wild card who has torn through this event on a wave of emotion ...

(Neil Harman, Sunday Telegraph sports section, front page, 8 July 2001)



Time has elapsed, Tim Henman has dropped out of the top 50 after never sticking long in the top five, the original clipping has gone a mellow colour at the edges, and the featured sentence is at last ready to be analysed, as a fine wine slowly makes itself ready to be tasted. Ivanisevic aside, there are two men involved here: Henman and Harman. One is a tennis player, and one writes about tennis. It is Mr Harman, I think, who is better equipped for his career. Tim Henman was always a bit too lightly built in the chest and shoulders. Mr Harman has what it takes to go on serving his clichés and solecisms with undiminished strength forever.

But let's take a look at how he does it - or how he did it, on the day that no spectator of bad writing will ever forget. At this point the reader should scan the sentence once again, slowly, as with an action replay.

An "onus" is a weight, but the word has been so long in the language that its derivation can safely be left for dead: Shakespeare himself would have no quarrel there. For Henman "to come out firing", however, is borderline at best. We can leave it neutral, but would prefer to know why the metaphor is military. Baudelaire, in Mon coeur mis à nu, warned us that journalists with a fondness for military metaphors were proving their unwarlike nature. For all we know, Baudelaire's stricture fails to fit Mr Harman, who might have been in the SAS before he turned journalist. We can't help suspecting, though, that Mr Harman has no accurate picture in his mind of what sort of weapons Tim Henman might be firing at Ivanisevic. The writer simply means that the British tennis player is behaving aggressively. But then we find that the British tennis player is a wild card behaving aggressively. The wild card, again, is metaphor that can be left for dead: it was brought in from gambling, but we court pedantry if we ask for it to be brought alive. All we can ask for is that it be not too grotesquely transfigured in its death: the corpse should not be mutilated. If a wild card tears through something, it should not be on a wave of emotion. Suddenly the British tennis player, weighed down with his unnamed weapons, has become a surfer. And the sentence isn't even over.

But neither is its impact, which has only just begun. Speaking as one whose flabber is hard to gast, I'm bound to say I was floored. Not bound in the sense of being tied up with ropes by a burglar, or floored in the sense of having tipped my chair over while trying to reach the telephone with my teeth: I mean floored in the sense of having my wings clipped. One of my convictions about the art of composing a prose sentence in English is that for some of its potential metaphorical content to be realised, the rest must be left dormant. You can't cash in on the possibilities of every word. In poetry you do more of that than in prose, but even in poetry, pace Baudelaire, you must concentrate your forces to fight your battles, and there is no concentrating your forces in one place without weakening them in another - a fact that Field Marshal von Manstein vainly tried to point out to Hitler.

To achieve conscious strength in one area, we must will a degree of inattention in other areas: such has been my conclusion from long experience. But here, from out of the blue, is a sentence that demonstrates how the whole construction can be inattentive, and achieve an explosive integrity through its having not been pondered at all. Imagine the power of being that free! Imagine being able to use a well-worn epithet like "out of the blue" without checking up on whether its implied clear sky comes into conflict with a storm later in the sentence, or whether it chimes too well, but in the wrong way, with a revelation in the previous sentence that the person being talked about once rowed for Oxford or Cambridge! Imagine not having to worry about "explosive integrity"! Imagine, just imagine, what it would be like to get on with the writing and leave all the reading to the reader!

Too late. I missed the wave, perhaps because I was carrying too many weapons. A kind of wild card myself, I might have ridden my potato-chip surfboard more easily if I had not been burdened with all my onerous ordinance. The mine detector, especially, was the straw that broke the camel's back - or, as Mr Harman (and Australia's prime minister) might have put it, was the bridge too far. At high school in Sydney I was taught not just to parse a sentence but to make sure that any pictures it evoked matched up. Our teacher, Mr Aked, was not a professional philologist, but like all people with an ear for language he was a philologist at heart. He taught us enough Latin roots to make us realise that etymology was a force in the language, and the more likely to be a confusing force the less it was recognised. He didn't make it all fun. Some of it was hard work. But he made the hard work satisfactory, which is the beginning of good teaching, and I suppose that period was my one and only beginning of good learning: I began to become the student I would be in later years, long after I had proved that formal study was not my gift.

It was also, alas, the beginning of my suffering. My antennae for linguistic anomaly were extended and I could never afterwards draw them in. Even today, half a century later, I can't use a word like "antennae" without first picturing in my mind what kind of antennae I mean. Are they metal antennae, like the basket-work arrays of a radar station, or are they fleshly antennae, as on a bug? Having decided, I try to make something else in the sentence match up, so as not to leave the word lying inert, because it is too fancy a word to be left alone, while not fancy enough to claim its own space. Having finished the piece, I comb through it (what kind of comb?) to look for what I overlooked: almost always it will be a stretch of too-particular writing, where the urge to make everything vivid gets out of hand. But I will still question what kind of urge gets out of hand, and I might even have to look up the origin of "out of hand", to make sure it has nothing to do with wild cards.

Purple patches call attention to themselves and are easily dealt with by the knife. The freckle-sized blotches of lifeless epithet, unintended repetition and clueless tautology are what do the damage. In the first rough draft of this piece, in the first paragraph after the quotation from Mr Harman, I had a clause, which I later struck out, that ran thus: "with the bonus of its proud owner's barely suppressed grief". But "barely suppressed" is the kind of grief that any journalist thinks a subtle stroke; and, even less defensibly, "bonus" echoes "onus", one of the key words of the fragment under discussion. All that could be said for my use of "bonus" was that I used it without tautology. In journalism, the expression "added bonus" is by now almost as common as it is in common speech. (My repetition of "common" is intentional, and the reason you know is that you know I must know, because the repeated word comes so soon.)

Too many times, on the way to Australia by air, the helpless passenger will be informed over the public-address system that his Qantas flight is "co-shared" with British Airways. The tautology is a mere hint of how the Australian version of English is rapidly accumulating new tautologies as if they were coinages: as an Australian police officer might say, it is a prior warning. Already the spoken term "co-shared" is appearing as "code-shared" when written down: I saw it this year at a Qantas desk in Terminal 4 at Heathrow, and Terminal 5 isn't even built yet. If the language goes on decaying at this rate, an essay consisting entirely of errors is on the cards. In the television studio it is already on autocue. (In America I could have said "cue-cards" for "autocue" and got a nice intentional echo to make "on the cards" sound less uninspired, but it would have been unfair: American English is the version of the language least prone to error at present - or, as the Americans would say, at this time.) But when all the nits are picked, and the piece is in shape and ready to be printed, one can't help feeling that to be virtuous is a hard fate. Most of the new errors I couldn't make if I tried. In the Melbourne Age of 27 August 2001, an article that it took two people to write included the sentence, "The size of the financial discrepancies were eventually discovered." I couldn't match the joyous freedom of that just by relaxing.

What I would like to do, however, is relax my habitual attention to the sub-current of metaphorical content. Most of the really hard work is done down there, deep under the surface, where the river runs in secret. (Watch out for the sub-current and the river! Do they match?) No doubt it would be a sin just to let things go, but what a sweet sin it would be. It is sometimes true of poetry, and often true of prose, that there are intensities of effect which can be produced only by bad writing. Good writing has to lay out an argument for the collapse of a culture. Bad writing can demonstrate it: the scintillating clangour of confusion, the iridescent splendour of decay. A box of hoarded fireworks set off at random will sacrifice its planned sequential order, but gain through its fizzing, snaking, interweaving unpredictability.

The handcart of culture has to go a long way downhill before the hubs wobbling on its worn axles can produce a shriek like Mr Harman's prose. You will have noticed how, in my previous paragraph, I have switched my area of metaphor from chaos to decay, and then from pyrotechnics back to chaos. I would like to think that this process was deliberate, although there is always a chance that I undertook it in response to a reflex: the irrepressible urge to turn an elementary point into a play of fancy. If it is a reflex, however, I hope it lurks in a deeper chamber than my compositional centre, and so leaves room for conscious reflection - a word from the same root, but suggesting a very different tempo.

Mr Harman's reflex occupies his whole mind. But he should worry: look at what he can do without pausing for thought. In his classic sentence, Mr Harman does not commit a single technical error. It is on a sound grammatical structure that he builds his writhing, Art Nouveau edifice of tangled imagery, as if Gaudi, in Barcelona, had coated his magic church of the Sagrada Familia with scrambled eggs, and made them stick. Mr Harman has made a masterpiece in miniature. There is an exuberant magnificence to it. As Luciano Pavarotti once said, I salute him from the heart of my bottom.
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		Our continent has a wretched history of invasive species. Ecosystems have succumbed to exotic animals such as foxes, rabbits and carp, while at the same time being beset by strange, virile plants. "Whenever I travel, I'm always amazed by the hold that exotic species have obtained over this land," says Tim Low of the Invasive Species Council. Two centuries ago, when British fleets brought the first bedraggled convicts to Australia, they brought foreign flora as well - including the infamous prickly pear. Shipped across from South America, the cactus slowly became recognised as one of the most invasive weeds ever imported into the country. By the 1920s, the pear was no longer a garden ornamental or a ferocious homestead hedge; it had stretched its spiky pads, grown into dense, tangled structures, and covered 25 million hectares of Queensland and New South Wales.

Last spring, a federally funded weed-awareness campaign was launched to educate people about the plants we purchase, as a third of weeds in Australia are said to originate in our backyards. "When you talk about weed invasion, it is often very pretty plants escaping out of our gardens that cause the problem," says Low. Weeds, we're told, cost the economy around $3.3 billion a year in control efforts and lost production. At the same time, significant resources have been spent determining what constitutes a weed in the first place. In 1999, after recruiting specialists to study and rank Australia's most troublesome plants, commonwealth ministers announced the inaugural list of ‘Weeds of National Significance', with species including pond apple, bridal creeper and lantana labelled especially problematic. On the federal government's weed website, each plant's information is accompanied by a floral mug shot.

The story of the prickly pear in Australia, and the launch of the plant-awareness campaign, is also a story of the slippery criteria we use to define a weed. By the late nineteenth century, the rampant cactus with the baubles of fruit was no longer the economic hope it had been a century earlier. In 1787 Captain Arthur Phillip docked in Rio de Janeiro on his way to New South Wales and collected the prickly pear because it hosted the cochineal fly. The female fly held in its abdomen a dark red fluid that produced a rich carmine pigment: the fabric dye used for English soldiers' red coats. "Phillip hoped the pear would be an export crop back to the textile industry in England," explains Jodi Frawley, a cultural-history researcher at the University of Sydney. However, that species never fully adapted to Sydney, so more varieties continued to arrive and settlers found use for them as animal fodder and garden hedges. The pear was recognised as a problem by 1870, but it took another 16 years for the first Prickly Pear Destruction Act to be passed.

Australia has around 2700 species classified as weeds, but the term is "functional rather than scientific", explains Surrey Jacobs of the National Herbarium of New South Wales. "The decision to declare a plant a weed is one-third economic, a third biological and a third political," he says. The prickly pear threatened native flora for decades but was only declared a weed when it had become so dense and thickly spread that it posed a problem for landholders. Even these days, conservation concerns aren't sufficient to prohibit the cultivation of particular plants. According to the Invasive Species Council, gamba grass is erasing native vegetation in Northern Australia, yet governments haven't declared it a weed because some graziers use it for fodder. At the same time, indigenous species, supposedly protected, can be labelled as troublesome: according to Jacobs, some farmers in western New South Wales are seeking permission to control native shrubs. While definitions of a weed vary, many experts simply describe it, rather ambiguously, as a plant that is out of place and doing harm.

The criteria we use to name plants ‘weeds' tell us something about our attitudes to what - and perhaps by extension, who - has a place in our world. In the late 1800s, settlers described the pear as not belonging; after federation, Jodi Frawley says, the prickly pear was recast as an enemy. There was also a correlation between the military language associated with World War I in Europe and this homeland battle for land. Frawley cites Commissioner Power, a politician discussing settlement in prickly pear land in the 1920s:



Despite the endeavour of landholders, the line of invasion was continually advancing. The efforts of the landholders only temporarily check the line of invasion here and there; each year it gradually advanced as some selectors gave up hope and abandoned their holdings, thus allowing the pear not only to outflank their stronger-hearted neighbours who continued the fight, but in many cases to surround their holdings, leaving them isolated and entirely surrounded by pear.



The plant's dominance was finally overcome by its "natural enemy", the cactoblastis moth, which was imported into Australia in 1925. That summer, soldiers in convoy trucks manually inserted 9 million eggs into patches of prickly pear, and armies of caterpillars slowly began their consumption. The operation became a textbook example of biological control. It was so successful that in 1965 the people of Dalby, Queensland, erected a memorial cairn to record their indebtedness to the tiny moth. (The introduction to Australia in 1935 of 102 cane toads to control the cane beetle has, as yet, failed to inspire similar veneration.)

The new weed-awareness campaign asks us to monitor our backyards and keep certain species in their place. As websites and advertising campaigns circulate pictures of potentially destructive species, we are encouraged to become amateur botanists, categorising and monitoring our agapanthus and lilies. The federal government has recognised 21 Weeds of National Significance, but many others are considered possible threats. "Agapanthus is emerging as a potential weed threat in parts of New South Wales and Victoria because of its hardiness and drought resistance. In the Blue Mountains in New South Wales, the ledges below the Three Sisters lookout are full of agapanthus, in place of the native flora," reports the national weed website.

For us, it is not so much a case of enemy lines advancing as of protecting borders from rogue tendrils penetrating through fences. We are urged to cover compost so that seeds cannot be carried by wind or animals, and to dispose of seeding weeds by placing them in a black plastic bag, sealing it and "baking it" in the sun until destroyed. "Monitor your garden to ensure that plants are not spreading and posing a threat to nearby bushland or pastures," we're told. In this way, it is not the plants themselves that belong or don't belong; it is their activity. Agapanthus and lilies are acceptable if they behave.

In Sydney's Botanic Gardens, within the fortress walls of the succulent section, Opuntia robusta plants -a type of prickly pear -sit silently on display. Their 50-centimetre-long paddles with 5-centimetre spikes make them look like medieval torture instruments. There's now only one species we're allowed to cultivate in Australia, Opuntia ficus-indica, and fruit shops stock the pear. At home, I pull on rubber gloves and peel one. It's not the barbs you can see that are dangerous, but the ones you can't, their fine needles burrowing into unsuspecting palms. I strip the casing, pierce sweetness, and begin to swallow flesh.


		


	
  
	The Monthly Essays


         

    
      Green Christine: A Profile of Senator Milne
    

		

		
		BY AMANDA LOHREY

		
		
		
		


		
		As I stroll across the Hobart waterfront towards Greens Senator Christine Milne's dockside office, I can't help but reflect on changes in the area. I grew up just a street away at a time when Hobart was a thriving port that sustained 1300 wharfies instead of the handful of casuals employed today. You could walk alongside the handsome sandstone warehouses of Salamanca Place and smell the hops, or the sickly sweet aroma given off by vats of boiling fruit in the jam factory that was IXL Jones & Co.

Today the Hobart waterfront, like that of Baltimore, Liverpool and Glasgow, has become gentrified. Jones & Co. has been converted into the University of Tasmania's art school, and the grain warehouses are galleries and boutiques. This playground waterfront is an image of postmodern Western economies: the decline of mass manufacturing, the rise of service industries.

Milne is delayed, which gives me a moment to enjoy the view from her office. It's a big glassed-in semicircle that looks down the Derwent River towards the Great Southern Ocean, where ice is melting at a more accelerated rate than was predicted even five years ago. In the days of the early colony, whales were so common on the Derwent that they constituted a shipping hazard. Now they are a rare sight indeed and it's easier to imagine a rogue iceberg floating into view, even if in reality it would have melted long before it reached the Derwent estuary. The Cold War politics and picket-line dramas that dominated the waterfront of my childhood have been succeeded by the fear of climate change. If nothing is done over the next two decades, then a rise in sea levels might well see these harbour waters lapping at the doors of the coffee shops -and at the very entrance to Parliament House.

Milne enters, is apologetic, and tells me she has just returned from lunch at Hobart's exclusive Athenaeum Club with Catholic Archbishop Adrian Doyle and a group of international visitors from the Catholic aid agency Caritas. I ask her what they talked about, and she tells me that NGOs in third-world countries are looking to promote economic development in forms that are economically sustainable. It is one of her areas of expertise.

I'm not surprised to hear about lunch with the bishop. I know Milne to be a quietly effective networker across a broad spectrum of community groups, a Green who resists any tendency to political ghettoisation. Whereas it's hard to imagine some Greens belonging to any other party, Milne could easily have become a Labor politician and, had things gone otherwise, a state premier. Instead, she is Bob Brown's heir apparent as the Greens' national leader.

Like Brown, Christine Milne is a country kid whose passion for the land is rooted in her childhood. A fifth-generation Tasmanian and daughter of small-scale dairy farmers in the idyllic Wesley Vale area, she grew up with draught horses, learned how to milk cows and went rabbiting with her sister. The charge that Greens are urban latte-drinking armchair progressives irks her. "It confounds me," she says, "when people say, ‘What have the Greens got to do with rural Australia?' Primary industry is all about sustainability issues. Biosecurity, quarantine, trade: all of those things are part of the Greens' agenda."

At the age of ten Milne was exiled from paradise, sent off with her older sister to board at a spartan convent school in Hobart. I was a day-girl at the same school and I know just how hard the conditions were then for the boarders, hard both physically and mentally. A year after Milne arrived, her sister had a breakdown and returned home, but Milne stayed. To survive in a boarding school, she says, you have to learn how to read an institution, how to negotiate with in-groups and out-groups. ("You see that bullies eventually get their comeuppance and negotiated outcomes have to work for everyone or the system slides into greater and greater stress.") She went on to university to do an honours degree in Australian history and although not involved in student politics, in her late twenties she was moved to join the Franklin River blockade. There she was arrested and sent to jail for three days. As with many of her peers, it was a formative experience. "I thought, If that's the worst they can do to you in Tasmania, then I'm up for it. From that time on there was no looking back for me as an activist."

I remind her of Bob Brown's remark that people who went to boarding schools cope better with jail, and she laughs. "It certainly toughens you up. In a way it also prepares you for parliament. All that time away from home, all those arcane rituals."

When in the late '80s the Canadian company Noranda and North Broken Hill Ltd proposed the building of a pulp mill in her hometown of Wesley Vale, one of the nation's prime agricultural regions, Milne became the face of the opposition. I remember how intrigued I was the first time I saw her on the evening news. She wore a pale-blue flower-print suit and looked every inch the young rural matron; in no way did she resemble the tribes of dreadlocked ferals that the media loved to portray as the green vanguard. It was this mainstream image that helped her mobilise a demonstration in which local farmers drove their tractors alongside Wilderness Society activists, a conjunction that would have been unthinkable a year before. But the flower-print look did not deceive Graham Richardson, then the environment minister in the Hawke government, who Milne converted to her anti-mill cause. In his memoir, Whatever it Takes, Richardson describes the young activist as "one tough lady".

On the strength of her successful campaign to stop the pulp mill, in 1989 Milne stood for state parliament and she and the north-west-coast activist Di Hollister became the first women Greens elected to an Australian parliament. It was an election that left five Greens holding the balance of power in Tasmania's lower house and led to the historic Labor-Green Accord, in which Bob Brown describes Milne as having played a key negotiating role. It remains the only time that the Australian Greens have been in a formal arrangement with a state government, although it is not regarded as having been a coalition since the Greens held no cabinet posts. The outcome was a doubling of Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area and the introduction of freedom-of-information legislation, but the accord broke down after 16 months over the state ALP's adoption of the federal government's Forests and Forest Industry Strategy. Labor people of that era still speak venomously of Brown and Milne as "rigid" and "hardline", and when I returned to Hobart to live for a time in the mid '90s I was informed by one Labor frontbencher that the Greens, not the Liberals, were "the real enemy".

When Bob Brown quit the Tasmanian lower house to run for federal politics (he was elected to the Senate in 1996), Milne took over as Greens leader in 1993. During the years 1996-98 the Greens again held the balance of power in a Liberal minority government, a partnership that produced a period of unprecedented social and economic reform: new gun laws, gay law reform, an apology to the Stolen Generation on the floor of parliament and a motion passed in support of Australia becoming a republic. All of this was negotiated by Milne. "She was," says Tony McCall, a political scientist at the University of Tasmania, "the dominant intellect in the Tasmanian Parliament while she was there."

Milne is impatient with the conventional wisdom in Australia that minority governments are something akin to an unnatural disaster. Many European governments, she points out, are minority governments. "The thing about balance-of-power politics is that it allows space for politicians to change their mind, to support things that they know are right and want to achieve but that their own constituency won't allow." She cites her Tasmanian campaign for gay law reform. "We'd made some concessions on a difficult budget and so I asked [Premier Tony] Rundle for some concessions on gay law reform. By this time I had been abused by two Liberal frontbenchers and [former federal member, the ‘Mouth from the South'] Michael Hodgman had described me on ABC Radio as the mother of teenage sodomy."

Rundle's response was to tell her that she had to find a way for people like Hodgman to save face, and if she could do that he might be willing to negotiate. Milne organised a legal summit with various experts and the attorney-general, and created a process that looked as if all parties had made a contribution and resolved their differences.

Milne has a way of making it all sound eminently reasonable, as if there were not a great deal of nerve involved. At a time when she was lobbying for gay law reform she was living with her then husband and her two sons in a small town that became the base of the island's anti-homosexual rallies. Over the years, bullet holes have appeared in her posters and death threats have become commonplace.

*

Minority government proved intolerable to the major parties in Tasmania and they resorted to an act of unprecedented political vandalism. The ALP combined with the Liberals to change the Tasmanian Constitution and the much-admired Hare-Clark electoral system - refined over 50 years - as a means of purging the Greens from representative government. In the short term it worked and in 1998 Milne lost her seat. Against the odds, the Greens bounced back in the 2001 state election but by then Milne had gone on to work as a staffer for Bob Brown and to become active on the international stage, serving on a number of committees (she is currently a United Nations Global 500 Laureate and a vice-president of the World Conservation Union, IUCN). It was always expected that she would move into the federal sphere and in 2004 she was elected to the Senate, despite a preference deal between the state ALP and Family First that was designed to cut her out.

Both before and after her election to the Senate, Milne campaigned as a formidable opponent of the right-wing Christian lobby. Even more so than Brown she was at the fore of the Greens' campaign to expose the secret electoral machinations of the Exclusive Brethren, and she refused to answer the 2007 pre-election survey sent to candidates by the Australian Christian Lobby, saying she would consider filling it out when the ACL revealed who funded it. She clearly has no time for Family First, believing they were elected on a bogus agenda and are already out of touch with the shifting public mood on environmental issues. "Steve Fielding has voted for every expansion of uranium mining, and export of uranium overseas, to the point where we say he stands for nuclear families," she says, adding that he has voted against "almost all" initiatives on climate change.

There is a war going on, Milne says, over who defines the Christian agenda in Australia, with too much focus on single issues like RU486 and not enough on social justice. And there are many fundamentalists, she reminds me, who have no fear of environmental catastrophe because they welcome it as a prelude to the Second Coming. On the other hand, for some years she has worked with the World Council of Churches and the Catholic Bishops' Advisory Committee on the environment. "I suspect I'm one of the few women to have stood up and given a talk to the Conference of Australian Catholic Bishops." Was Cardinal Pell there? I ask. She smiles. "Cardinal Pell was there, and he was not persuaded."

Few senators from minority parties have come to national politics with the depth of Milne's political experience. Not long after she entered the Senate in 2005, Mike Seccombe wrote an admiring account of her tactical nous in the Sydney Morning Herald. The occasion was the Howard government's only defeat on the floor of the Senate during its final term. In a piece on how Labor, the Greens, the Democrats and Barnaby Joyce combined to defeat a provision of the proposed new Trade Practices Bill that they believed would be inimical to small business, Seccombe set out the moves that led to the government being ambushed, with Milne playing a major role behind the scenes: "nine years juggling the balance of power in the Tasmanian Parliament taught her a thing or three about how to use parliamentary process." The outcome was a pole-axed Eric Abetz and an irate Bill Heffernan who famously monstered Joyce in the Senate after the vote.

When I raise this with Milne, she shrugs it off and is more interested in talking up her co-operation with Heffernan. She points to her membership, along with WA Greens Senator Rachel Siewert, of the Senate's Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport Committee, and she is proud of her negotiations with Heffernan to set up an inquiry into Australia's future oil supplies and alternative fuels. "People would have thought it unthinkable that I could persuade the Howard government to agree to that Senate inquiry, but they agreed, because I persuaded Bill that this was something absolutely critical and he stood up to Robert Hill, and we got it through." Subsequent efforts by Milne and Siewert resulted in the Howard government agreeing to a Senate inquiry into climate change and agriculture in rural Australia.

I put it to her that the Greens' engagement with down-home issues of industry, with everything from making cheese to breeding sheep, is not cutting through to the wider public. Despite her best efforts, the Greens continue to occupy a default position as tree-huggers and sprout-eaters, and are still identified - some would say, overly identified - with radical social policy on drugs and gay law reform. I confess to her that this is why she interests me, because she clearly represents another kind of green constituency. She has never been on the organised Left, nor has she ever seemed a stereotypical Wilderness Society person. "Well, yes," she says, laughing. "I'm more your CWA. I still like a good passionfruit sponge."

When I ask Milne if we have at last reached the point where strong female political leaders can be taken for granted, she expresses caution. Her personal style is quite conservative, and she thinks that one of the big dangers for any woman politician is to fall into what she calls "the celebrity trap". I sense that the lessons of Cheryl Kernot's spontaneous combustion loom large in her mind, as well as in the minds of her female contemporaries. We see it in the formidable public demeanours of Julia Gillard, Penny Wong and Julie Bishop: no femme-fatale evening gowns in the Women's Weekly, no tears and dummy spits. So disciplined are these feminist avatars of the new millennium that they can often sound as if they are on automatic pilot: someone has wound them up in the morning to stay on message and all active incoming calls will be diverted. Former NSW Senator Kerry Nettle was a swashbuckling young radical of the ‘keep your rosaries off my ovaries' variety, but Kerry Nettle has gone.

*

In the 2007 federal election it was widely predicted that the Greens would hold the balance of power in the Senate. The final count, however, has given the Coalition 37 senators and Labor 32, with five Greens, one independent - South Australia's Nick Xenophon - and one Family First, Victoria's Steve Fielding. Labor will still need the Greens to support its legislation, but they alone are not enough to guarantee its passage. It is not the result the Greens had hoped for, even if the magic figure of five now gives them official party status in the Senate, with greater funding and staff resources. I ask Milne about the Greens' vote: was she disappointed, especially given the emerging consensus across the political spectrum on global warming as an urgent policy issue? She professes to be happy with the "deepening" of the party's vote - a quarter of a million more Australians voted Green than in the 2004 election. But yes, the Greens would have liked seven senators, and it was a close-run thing in Victoria and the ACT, where they almost pulled it off.

"Everywhere we campaigned, we picked up on this great desperation to get rid of Howard, and a feeling that only a vote for Labor would achieve this. ‘Yes, I usually vote Green,' people would say, ‘but this time I'm going to vote Labor because I can't risk Rudd not being elected.' I didn't get a sense that these voters were captured by the Rudd vision, just desperate and anxious." She agrees when I suggest that many voters were prepared to give Rudd the benefit of the doubt. They saw him as determined not to be wedged by Howard and believed he would do more once elected to oppose the Tamar Valley pulp mill.

None of this, she believes will hurt the Greens' long-term trajectory. The post-Howard era, she says, is just the beginning of a new broad consensus. But the issues are so complex and so confronting that much has to be thought through in detail. "It might prove too difficult for Labor to bite the bullet on coal and uranium and old-growth logging," she says, and points to their "pitiful" policy on a rebate scheme to subsidise solar cells on houses. "Because Howard has been so bad, Labor hasn't had to refine its policies, which are still in an area of motherhood statements and apple-pie generalities. I think they are ready to back the resources boom as a lazy option. I'm not seeing any evidence of sophistication around industry policy." On the other hand, she is optimistic about the fact that Rudd is a multilateralist: "he clearly sees Australia's disengagement with the rest of the world as having been a very bad move."

There is no doubt that the Tamar Valley pulp mill will be an early test for the government. It's one thing for governments to concede on social policy - gun law, gay marriage - and to sacrifice extreme right-wing groups to compromise (as George Bush, for all his official piety, has so consistently done in the US). The depth and breadth of business influence, however, makes the forestry issue more intractable. Nevertheless, Milne declares herself happy with Penny Wong's appointment as the minister with responsibility for addressing climate change. "I went on the record before the election saying climate change would need a minister with clout," she says, and although dubious about Wong's connections with the CFMEU thinks her better placed than Garrett to bring industry to the table. "Garrett lacks factional support within the party and is looking increasingly like a cosmetic attempt at greenwash." Nevertheless, she agrees that despite his relegation he will still have a tough set of issues to deal with: the dredging of Port Philip Bay, the pulp mill and uranium mining. And that's just the small stuff.

In the Weekend Australian of 28 April 2007, Matthew Warren wrote, "The debate over climate change is ... moving so fast and getting so big that it is sucking the oxygen out of the Greens' political space." Milne responds: "The Greens are an international movement and they are here to stay." At Bali, she met up with her counterparts in the European Parliament and canvassed new initiatives like that of the Irish government to link taxation reform with environmental reform - so that, for example, car registration and road tax are assessed in relation to the efficiency of the fuel used in motor vehicles (Irish Green Party ministers hold two cabinet portfolios, Environment and Heritage, and Energy and Natural Resources). It's an example, she says, of how the Greens worldwide can work to set standards and "keep the debates honest". She might almost have said "keep the bastards honest", but Christine Milne is a well-brought-up convent girl and it's not her style.
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		To my surprise I became the author of the official history of Australia, the one that the Howard government distributed to migrants so that they could prepare for the new citizenship test. The draft I wrote disappeared into the offices of the immigration minister and the prime minister. At some stages it looked like it would not survive or that a few sentences would be incorporated into an altogether different version. But finally it emerged more or less as I had written it - with some additions and deletions that I will detail below. Its survival is surprising because in its organisation it defied the policy of the government that commissioned it - for it is arranged thematically and not as a continuous narrative. John Howard made narrative the touchstone of good history. He called a History Summit to get a commitment to narrative from the history professionals; he ended his TV election debate with Kevin Rudd with a promise that if he were re-elected, a narrative history of Australia would be part of the school curriculum. But a continuous narrative is not what migrants get to read - and I believe their understanding of their new homeland will be the better for it.

Howard adopted narrative history as part of his political program in a speech on Australia Day 2006, when he attacked the current practice of history teaching in schools. He wanted students to be offered a "structured narrative" instead of "a fragmented stew of themes and issues", and for Australia's "objective record of achievement" to be acknowledged instead of being questioned and repudiated.

I was sympathetic to much of his critique. A thematic treatment does not have to lead to fragmentation and incoherence, but as practised by teachers it frequently does. Except in New South Wales, the curriculum documents that are to guide teachers do not closely prescribe content. Their emphasis is much more on the development of historical skills. So students are expected to assess evidence and come to understand that there can be a variety of interpretations of an historical event. Well and good. Students are presented with one event for special study, say Australia's involvement in the Vietnam War, but they learn nothing of Australia's part in the two World Wars. Or they examine the role of women in World War II and learn nothing of Hitler and Stalin or Tobruk or the Kokoda Track. Teachers are not worried by these lacunae because the students have had a good learning experience as they grapple with an issue in some depth. It is true that students learn better if they have had a chance to explore an issue for themselves, but it cannot be said that students under these methods are gaining a general understanding of the course of Australian history.

Howard was also correct in referring to the undervaluing of the Australian achievement. It is sadly true that in schools and universities Australian society of the past is frequently examined by the categories of class, race and gender and by today's standards shown to be unjust. This is history not as an effort to think our way into a society whose assumptions were different from our own, but as a species of consciousness-raising. The history that results does deserve the label that Howard gave it, "black armband", a term that he borrowed from Geoffrey Blainey.

Howard's mistake was to think that narrative would necessarily give him the history that he wanted. He assumes that if historians record events chronologically, they will not intrude their own values and the true story will unfold itself. But a narrative chooses its events (from the infinite number available) and its themes. In his Australia Day address Howard said he wanted a history that included Australia's debt to the "great and enduring heritage of Western civilisation" and especially to the Enlightenment. But the standard textbook narratives of Australia that progress through Aborigines, convicts, squatters, gold and wheat to federation constitute the Australian nation without any reference to its cultural and intellectual origins in Europe. And "black armband" history can be rendered in narrative. Watch:



British settlers, greedy, arrogant and aggressive, spread across the land, pushing its indigenous inhabitants aside and killing them when they got in the way. They told themselves they were "developing the resources of the country". In fact they were destroying the country and the people who had successfully inhabited it for thousands of years.



In his opening address to the History Summit, Howard repeated his call for a coherent narrative. By the invitation of the Department of Education, I was chairing the session in which this group of academics and a few teachers was to lay down its elements. I suggested, and the summit accepted, that we take a different approach. We would work with questions-to-be-explored, which is what the teachers preferred, but the questions would be designed to produce coherence and general understanding. So students could not just study the Vietnam War. The question to be explored would be: Why did Australia become involved in wars? That would oblige students to study at least the Boer War, two World Wars, Korea, as well as Vietnam. They could study one in more depth, but the study of one war would benefit by comparison with the rest and the whole project would introduce students to a good deal of twentieth-century Australian history. We framed about dozen of these open-ended questions, some referring to the nineteenth century (Why did the colonies become so prosperous?), some the twentieth (Who could be an Australian?), and some to the whole course of our human history, Aboriginal and European (How have people interacted with the land?). Students had to study only a limited number of questions. But whatever questions they chose, they would be obliged to traverse and re-traverse the whole course of our history. That would cement general understanding, to assist in which we stipulated that students should know a limited number of landmark events - or dates, to use the discredited term.

The Department of Education gave the recommendations of the summit to Professor Tony Taylor, a professor of education at Monash University, to develop into a more elaborate curriculum. He had played a crucial part at the summit in warning that the subject had to be do-able and not a drag for students and teachers. He was sympathetic to the summit's approach and the open-ended questions were incorporated in his draft. This was accepted by the minister, Julie Bishop, and her department, but not by the prime minister's office. A new group of four people was appointed to revise the draft. Howard produced the result of their labours just before the election campaign began. The open-ended questions, which were to enliven and direct the study, had disappeared; the curriculum was a crowded list of events and developments; some 20 dates had grown to 70. Tony Taylor declared it unteachable.

Since the government was bent on undermining the approach I had urged on the History Summit, I was surprised to be asked by Kevin Andrews, the immigration minister, to look over the booklet that was to be issued to migrants so that they could prepare themselves for the new citizenship test. I was given to understand that the cabinet, after considering the booklet, had left the matter in his and the prime minister's hands. I was handed the document on a Friday afternoon and asked to report as soon as possible. I said I would report on Monday.

I thought the civics section of the document was fair quality; the history section was appallingly bad. The author or authors had taken no cognisance of the limitations of a 5000-word history; all the standard events and developments were present in chronological order but so severely compacted that they were often no more than a list. There was little space for causes, consequences and significance. You could read right through it and have no sense of the particular characteristics of Australian society; you would simply be overwhelmed by disconnected information. This did not deserve the name "narrative"; it was no more than a chronicle.

The questions that might be asked were included; they looked for highly particular information, not understanding. You had to know how many Australians had been killed in both World Wars. There were many questions about dates, often of events which had not been explained in the text. So you had to know when the Snowy Mountains Scheme was built, on which the text was vague, simply listing it as part of postwar development. Perhaps the answer "After World War II" would be good enough, in which case you could pass this portion of the test without knowing what the Snowy Mountains Scheme was designed to do, for in the text there was no more than the three words of its name. Quite strangely, for a booklet for newcomers, it frequently assumed a knowledge of the subjects it treated - or rather mentioned.

I emailed the minister's office on Saturday morning, reporting my criticisms and making what I thought a very telling point: that cabinet ministers would not know the answers to most of the questions. I offered to write a new version which would be thematic, with less information and more sense, and conceived as a guide to the country. The minister soon rang me, obviously wary of a thematic approach, but to his credit invited me to submit a draft for consideration.

My commitment to thematic treatments is not absolute. Certainly I was trained to be suspicious of narrative - mere narrative, it was called - because it was skating along the surface, mistaking events for causes, which were actually to be discovered in society's deep structures, usually economic structures. Historians have now rediscovered and defended narrative; narrative does embody an explanation, and the order in which things happen, not to speak of coincidences and chances, can be determining. Obviously there are good narratives which include analysis as well as storytelling, but narratives are a standing temptation to evasion - you can construct a story without facing the questions: What sort of institution or nation or life is this? How is it cast? What is the controlling dynamic? What is the habitual response? Increasingly I have been attracted to the historical sociologists - particularly Ernest Gellner and his school - who know history is important but who tell only the history that matters, that is, what explains the current configurations of society, politics, and culture.

I was conscious that I was not writing this history to embody my own views. I needed at the least not to offend the Liberal Party and the Labor Party. Or, to speak positively, the history should be fair-minded and balanced, terms which Howard might have used to define the history he wanted, rather than thinking that narrative of itself would deliver this. Where there was historical controversy that had become a part of current politics (as in Aboriginal affairs) I decided that I should signal this and report the position of the two sides. So the views of Keith Windschuttle and Henry Reynolds, Andrew Bolt and Robert Manne should appear, even if very briefly. Since the purpose of this history was to introduce new citizens to Australia, I thought it should attempt to capture what Australians of today knew and valued and celebrated in their history. That is, I should be the recorder of myth and memory and not simply the critical historian. (My detractors might allege that this is close to my normal practice!)

On Monday morning I sent off what I claimed was "a more lively, human and comprehensible account". It was organised into these sections:



Convict Settlers

A Harsh Country

Diggers

Economy and Politics

Sport

Nation

Aboriginal People



Each section covered the whole period of our history. So the convict section dealt with how the convict system was run; the fondness for Governor Macquarie in historical memory because he favoured the convicts and ex-convicts; the long period when Australians were ashamed of their convict origins; the modern pride in convict origins and what it signifies. The section on economy and politics explained why Australians achieved the highest living standard in the world by the late nineteenth century, and detailed the effects of the collapse of high expectations in the 1890s with depression and failed strikes. Governmental bodies were created to prevent strikes and preserve high living standards. These interventions in the economy were followed by others as everyone sought protection for their profits and living standards, a system which lasted until recent times, when the neo-liberal philosophy strong in both parties led to the dropping of the protective devices and the freeing up of the economy. The section on diggers opens with the announcement of one of our oddities: "Except for small-scale battles between settlers and Aboriginal people, Australia has been a remarkably peaceful country. There have been no civil wars or revolutions. It is strange, then, that it has a very strong military tradition and that the ordinary soldier, the digger, is the national hero." The section then treats the digger from Gallipoli to modern peacekeeping.

The minister's office never told me that they preferred my version or that they planned to use it. It appeared to find favour with them because they were soon discussing suggestions for omissions and new material. I was always treated very well by this office but I came to understand that they could not make a commitment to my work, given the number of departmental, ministerial and prime-ministerial players who were involved in creating and approving this history, about whose disposition I received only the vaguest hints.

Like publishers, government departments want things in a hurry and then you hear nothing for weeks or months. I was worried that my history was being chopped around and becoming part of a work that I could not endorse. If the government's history came under attack, my words would be traced back to me and I would be in the firing line. I was particularly worried that my stark account of European-Aboriginal relations would be dropped or rendered anodyne. The news, when it came, was at first a relief: another "narrative" history had come into favour which carried only two sentences from my version. If this was accepted, there was no danger of my becoming the focus of public attention. But soon an author's amour-propre kicked in: I did not want my labour to be in vain and it was in the public interest that migrants get my history rather than this inferior version.

I sent a protest to the prime minister's office. I had been involved in two history projects - the summit and the history for migrants - in which matters were settled at departmental level and then came unstuck in the prime minister's office. I said that this level of interference did not help the government's own cause and gave a handle to its critics who claimed that it was John Howard's history that the government wanted. I was told that it was quite normal for matters to be settled between departments and the prime minister's office. I replied that the production of a history of the nation for general use should not be treated as if it were part of the normal business of government. The government should choose its historian, and if at all possible accept what he or she wrote rather than altering in-house. That gives the government distance and may bring it credit. Or if there are to be alterations, the historian should be consulted. To this I got a reassuring answer: of course I would be consulted. Soon I was dealing with a few suggestions for additions and omissions from the prime minister's office and I took it that my "narrative" rival had been ditched.

The requests for new material gave me no problems. The minister's office wanted the Eureka rebellion to be treated (which by my own standards was a grave omission, since it is part of popular memory) and a whole section on sport instead of two paragraphs. To my section on sport they added far too many names of sportspeople, which I did not contest. The prime minister's office wanted some treatment of the Irish (with whom I linked the Scots) and of the commercial world in which Australia prospered. Some omissions were proposed because my critics thought I had become too detailed. Some of these I agreed with; others I accepted reluctantly.

Perhaps it was sensitivity to our allies which led to the removal of a brief mention of the rumours concerning Phar Lap's death in America and to a whole paragraph on the bodyline cricket series with England in 1932-33.

The most extensive alterations concerned Aboriginal history. I was surprised at the omission of a paragraph on the Aboriginal cricketers of 1868, the first to tour England. My section on Aboriginal People, placed last, opened with "The success of Australia was built on lands taken from Aboriginal people." This survived, though it emerges less boldly now since it follows material on Aboriginal culture added by writers unknown and does not even commence a paragraph. My treatment of frontier conflict, which was not close to the Windschuttle school, survived, so that migrants now learn of governors occasionally sanctioning punitive expeditions and the operation of the native police in Queensland. My few lines on the historical controversies over Aboriginal deaths on the frontier and the removal of Aboriginal children both disappeared, though the signal that these were matters of controversy survived. The passage on frontier deaths read as follows, with words omitted shown in italics:



There has been great debate about how many Aborigines were killed in the frontier battles. Many more Aborigines than settlers were killed. A ratio often used is ten Aborigines for every one settler. Working from this, historians have estimated that 20,000 Aborigines were killed overall. Others argue that this is much too high and that killings should not be assumed without good evidence. Everyone agrees that the greatest killer of Aboriginal people was disease. The fall in population was immense, and where white settlement was dense, catastrophic. In Victoria an original population of 10,000 in the 1830s was reduced to a mere 1907 in 1853.



The passage on the loss of Aboriginal civil rights read as follows (and again omissions are in italics):



In the years around 1900 the colonial and state governments moved to a policy of firmly confining Aborigines on their reserves or ensuring that they disappeared into the wider society. To manage this process they took away their civil rights. Aborigines could be told where to live, had to seek permission to marry, and could have their children taken from them. There has been a great debate too on the intent of these policies, particularly over the forcible removal of children from their parents. Were mixed-blood children taken from parents so that they would marry white and hence colour would be bred out (which is how some administrators talked) or was this taking children from rough camps and giving them a chance in life? 



I was told of the first omission; the second took place at the last without my approval and was described as one of several minor changes.

The conclusion of the Aboriginal People section, which is the last word of the history, was written before the government's intervention in the Northern Territory. I support that intervention as a great improvement on previous approaches, but it is still not clear that traditional Aborigines want full-time jobs and a neat house with only a nuclear family in it. My version expressed this doubt:



The High Court in its 1992 Mabo decision restored unsold land to Aborigines if they had maintained their traditional ties to it. As a result Aborigines have become owners of vast areas of outback Australia. Here aspects of traditional society do survive. Aboriginal art and dance flourish and are widely admired in the broader community. But many of the Aboriginal people in these remote locations do not live well. The lands, even if well managed, would not support them; they have become dependent on welfare. Their health is poor. Too many children skip school.

In the wider society Aborigines now go to university and hold professional jobs. They inter-marry at a high rate with non-Aborigines. They are no longer all outcasts. But these successes are undermined by the plight of the traditional people on their own lands. Here in the last 30 years things have got worse not better. There is now general agreement that welfare must stop; Aborigines must have real jobs; their children must be well educated. But if this happens can traditional culture survive? Will traditional people accept these new invitations to join the wider society?

This is the greatest dilemma facing Australian society.



The material in italics was dropped. The government preferred to be more optimistic. Its conclusion reads: "This is a great dilemma facing Australian society. Australia faces an ongoing challenge to ensure that the Aboriginal people fully share in the life and prosperity of the nation."

There was a final revision of the document after it had been made public and submissions received. Without reference to me more details were included without being integrated into my text. The names of the first female MPs appear before the paragraph that deals with the granting of woman's suffrage.

Overall, as a historian writing for a client, I have little ground for complaint. I very much regret what happened to the History Summit's curriculum in John Howard's office, but in the case of the guide for migrants that office finally signed off on a history which was not John Howard's and was organised contrary to his declared preference for narrative.

During the recent election campaign the education minister, Julie Bishop, held up the History Summit as a model of how a national curriculum could be developed. Certainly it developed a new, comprehensive curriculum quickly, which elicited general support from the states and the teachers, who were gearing up before the summit to oppose Howard's history plans. That support disappeared when the revised version emerged from the prime minister's committee of four. That part of the process is not worthy of imitation.

Howard's critics have said that a prime minister or indeed any government minister should not attempt to determine the offerings of schools, museums and the national broadcaster. But the formula that the professionals should be left in charge does not work if the institutions do not contain and reflect a range of outlooks and opinions. The prime minister was well entitled to say that the cultural offerings of public institutions had become so mean and negative about Australia that they were damaging national self-esteem. So my criticism of John Howard is not that he intervened, but that having intervened he did not know when to stop.

The history for migrants as I would have preferred it is available to download here 

http://www.themonthly.com.au/files/John-Hirst_Story-of-Australia.pdf

(matter omitted is printed in italics).
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		To be unforgiven is no great shame. A cramp of nausea your bowels can't clear. Sweat itches your hairline, stains your pillow.

Take heart - you're not going to wither in your bed. Your eyes soon open on a blue, breathing day. Your taste for food returns. Music offers its melodies. 

You iron a shirt. You shave and there's your face again, clean, even a glaze of week-old tan. You've had a bad night, but no demons carved their initials in your soul.

That said, there is remembering to do. It's what unforgiveness believes is your burden. It's what unforgiveness has the bitter power to do. 

I am 22 years old. It is 1985. I live in London - hear St Paul's bells practising their scales! They wake me to work on Sundays. I'm a lackey in a backpacker hostel between the cathedral and Blackfriars Station. 

My room is so small it's called "the box" on the key. My coffees are too weak, wince the Italians. I smile "Shove it," and they nod "Prego." The Scots complain because we don't take Scottish money. The Spanish want credit. The Irish want to go home. We are banned from using the word ‘Negro' to Americans. If we sleep with guests they still must pay their fee.

This Sunday - though I don't know it yet - I am about to meet my future. I set up cups and saucers, foils of butter, plops of jam. I crack coin stacks into the dining-room till, nick a coin or two when I can. I pretend to speak no English to the English speakers. My nationality is Muteness to everyone else. 

I swagger like you see in the movies - a little skip in each step as if swinging a flash cane. I've practised a smile where my lips turn down, half smile and half sneer. My long hair can curtain off my eyes for aloofness, or be flicked to fake a bored and shunning stare. 

I am ten minutes away from that meeting. I am ten minutes away from her. If only the now-me had been there to help me. It could have said, ‘Keep your eyes behind that sulky curtain. Keep your sneer going longer. You are about to fall in love, and fall and fall.' It could have said, ‘Don't look at that identification photo Michael the manager has put aside to file.'

Not like other photographs, the passport-like that uglify us all. This one's woman has her head tilted to one side, yellow hair pulled back tight. It makes her ears stick out wide like a proud imperfection, a trick to set her apart from other beauties. 

She is from Melbourne. Her name like a boy's: Alexandra. The ‘x' crackles and fizzes on my tongue. 

The falling has begun. My shift ends in ten minutes. I had planned to see a play - three quid in the gods. I too could write them, plays, if I studied them closely: Stoppard's word-juggles, Berkoff's monologues so cruel to toffs. Instead I look up. 

She wears a flowery blouse, green and blue. She is taller than other women; her black boots add at least an inch of heel. She smokes. A grey breath licks upward from her mouth to her nostrils. She raises her chin as if to drain each puff like a drink. 

She is talking to someone, a male, veined biceps and swish French accent. I decide I need not panic. He's flinging his hands about. He's harmless, just a queer. 

I step from the counter, too nervous to swing my imaginary cane. By the time I reach her, her head is bowed, reading London maps. "Can I help you with directions?" My legs are water-weak. 

"Yes - what's the best way I can make it to the Tate?"

An artist. She shows me her sketchbook, inks of fashionable New York streets. By six o'clock she has drawn me. I'm fatter than I thought. By ten we have kissed in the Samuel Pepys tavern. Blouses are like men's shirts: they unbutton and button right-side over.

*

She hates her breasts, is loathe to show them during sex. They slide off to the side when she's prostrate, are like two stumpy arms swinging down when on her knees. She prefers to be on top and raise her arms, make her breasts hang higher. She was married until last year but there were no children to blame for their slack state: "Just horrible bags of skin now I'm 31." Not to me, I say. To me they're delicate, beautiful, fine.

"How long were you married?"

"I was just a kid."

"What happened?"

"I became like his sister. Him like my brother. I needed to be more than just mates. I got very, very bored."

"What do you mean?"

"That's such a sweet question. You're so innocent."

"I'm not a child."

"Bored, baby. Other men. An electrician who fixed the lights in my studio. Several others. Fleeting others. Once you start dressing up and going out to sleep with electricians, it's all over red rover."

"Let's not talk about it any more."

The thought of men other than me pressed as I press against her, chest to breasts. Their butting cocks, their loose stomach hairs sticking to her. Semen leaking from her when she stands. I want to kill them, purge those men from the world. If they don't exist, the past, her past, would surely die with them. I am ill with this logic, this sweet disease of lovesickness.

Alex stays with me in my box for two weeks, her right leg and right arm crooked across me to fit us into the single bed.

I work my hostel shifts; every moment spare I spend with her. It is the routine. Love so pitiless we must fuse to the core, not two humans but one. Obsessed, smothering. We have 11 years together ahead of us. We are preparing for it well. 

We will quit London and go home to Australia. We will always be together. We pledge there will be no other love.

*

She is bloated like a period, but this month's period hasn't come. She is pregnant.

"What shall we do?" I wring my hands. 

"We have it. It will be our baby. It's what grown-ups do."

"I'm not a grown-up."

"You're 22. A grown man."

"I thought I was. But I don't feel ready."

"You should have said something. The time is right for me. My body clock. My timing."

"You've got plenty of years."

"I should have known. You boy! A little voice should have told me, ‘The age difference.'"

"I'm sorry."

"You want to murder our child? You swore you loved me."

"And I do. But I've got no money."

"I'm getting money from my divorce."

"I'm 22."

"I'm going to keep it. I'm going home to Melbourne and I'm going to keep it."

"Keep it then. For the next 20 years you'll bleed every cent from me."

"The flight home will probably miscarry it anyway. Lifting my heavy bag."

"Put bricks in it then, just to make certain."

"Bastard. I couldn't stand to carry a piece of you inside me."

"I'm sorry. Please. I'm sorry. Yes, let's keep it."

"I don't know what I'm going to do. Don't talk to me any more. I already love this baby more than I love you."

*

I phone her three weeks later. She says they are simple things, abortions. By the time the doctor did the deed Alex had come to hate it, the poor stupid foetus. Imagine wanting to be born to parents like us. All the cigarettes smoked. All the days and nights of drinking. It would have been retarded, had hideous buckled limbs.

I tell her I dreamt it had red-brown hair like mine. A boy we called Richard who cried Daddy with a pretty pout inherited from her. She says had it been a girl, she'd have called it Caitlin. She dreamt its cot was a shoebox-sized black coffin. 

They're just dreams, we agree. Not voodoo guilt or grief. Boy or girl, it's probably floating somewhere down in Melbourne's sewers and all the shoebox dreaming in the world won't bring it back.

"Funny, but you're the only one I can talk about it to," she says. "I don't want to tell family. Don't even want to tell friends."

"Same here. It's our secret."

"An abortion that keeps us talking together as if we're parents of a living thing."

"When's the best time to call you? Night or morning your time?"

"Just before bed. That way I can carry your voice with me into sleep."

*

I arrive in Melbourne four weeks later. We drive into the country, sleeping in Alex's green Escort van. That way we'll save money for the house she'll buy in some quaint Victorian town. A house with a studio for her painting.

And what about me? Do I live there too? What more proof does she need that I love her than my having flown all this way? London is the capital city of humanity; Victoria a mere outstation of suburbs, dust and wrought-iron towns. I have abandoned London and any glories I might have lucked upon. I have followed her because the lovesickness is in me. The very act of breathing is meaningless unless I always have her near. 

She touches my cheek. "I do love you. In time I'll be able to really trust you again. Will you want a Richard or Caitlin one day with me?"

"I will."

"You promise?"

"I promise." Alex's "one day" makes the promising easy, a vow consigned to far off in the future.

For five weeks we drive. We shower in caravan parks, eat in truckie diners. Then we find it. For $30,000, an old bank building in the Wimmera. Roof rusted the colour of fallowed fields. Chalky wall plaster flaked, streaked brown with dried rains. Chimney soot spattering on the evening flames. Rotten window sashes that wake us with their knocking when winds rage. But what a home! Two storeys - a room for every stage of the day's winter sun, or to escape into summer shade.

Alex's paintings are abstract landscapes. She sells a few to her city friends. I write plays the ABC buys for radio. I write court reports for the town newspaper: features on folk considered ‘town identities' - old women who survived husbands, farm tedium, mice plagues, snakes. 

They say it takes 20 years for new types to be deemed locals in the country. So far we have been here two. Our grotty bank is our own personal town. Let people call us loners, odd ones, snobs if they so choose.

*

I discover the lump during sex. One of those rough, gropey sessions less frequent when the heat of lust has burnt down. She holds her arms high, not self-conscious now, but for my clutching. A lump, egg sized, egg hard, below her right nipple. Too deep in to fill my fist. I gasp; my fingertips flick away in revulsion. A climax spasm, she complains. Too quick a finish for her liking. I keep rocking her, pretending excitement, and think, It's not a lump, surely. Just a pop of muscle she'll feel the pain of when she slumps and rolls away for sleep. 

But there's no pain when she spoons me. She sighs in floppy contentment. 

"Nothing wrong?" I ask.

"No. Why?"

"No reason." 

She takes my wrist to cross my hand over her breasts. I resist and rest it on her hip. If I touch that lump again I will have to say something. We will be up all night fretting that it's a death lump. It's not a death lump, surely. A knob of chest bone from her lifting heavy canvas. Besides, tomorrow she drives to Melbourne for an old friend's exhibition. She plans to see her doctor to check her woman's bits and pieces are in working order. Her body is calling to her: it's time to get pregnant before her juices dry and her chances are shot to hell. She says, "You promised, remember. You owe it to me." 

I hope her juices are dry. I don't love her any longer in that lovesickness way. More like a sister. More like my very closest friend.

*

One large tumour. Two secondaries. All confined to one breast. That breast must be removed. The lymph nodes are also affected. Those too will have to go. If no cancer returns in the next 12 months, the chance is 50-50 it will not come back the following year. So the odds will go on through all years of her life.

For many patients death will come soon. But we must not lose hope: Alex may live a long life.

I should have brought a notepad to set down for later these hope-lines from a surgeon's mouth. Alex's face is too locked in grimace to receive hope. Her fist is clenched against the illness, fingers screwing into mine.

She asks, "Can I have a baby?"

The surgeon jerks his head back in alarm. "Are you pregnant?"

"No. But I want to be."

The surgeon shakes his head: pregnancy might speed the cancer. As well, there are moral concerns. "Social issues," he calls them. I have no idea what he means by this and am too exhausted to enquire. 

That night we sleep at her parents' place. Alex cries instead of sleep: "Why I am the one who has to get it? Why me? What have I done? Why me?" She has always hated "these horrible tits" of hers and now they are trying to kill her. 

She laughs that she'll be an Amazon woman, one-breasted for holding a bow. She drinks wine and slaps her thigh to assert she is not going to be defeatist. She goes to the mirror and imagines herself bald. "Very striking," she giggles. "Very masculine and different."

She spits that I'm a bastard for wanting to sleep. A bastard for the Richard or Caitlin we aborted. She steps close to me, touches my cheekbone to check for moisture. "You're not crying enough. Why aren't you crying?" She accuses me of loving her no more. Of wanting her to get it over with and just die.

*

A week out of hospital, she is ready to show me the scar. We are back home in the bank. She calls me into the bathroom after showering. She speaks brightly, proudly: "It's a very good mastectomy. It's like the breast is still there but without a nipple."

I don't say it's like a breast because of so much swelling from the scalpel. 

"Kiss it," she flirts.

I do. Soft kisses she assures me can be harder before hurting. 

"You're wonderful," she kisses back. "You still want me, don't you? I mean, desire?" 

"Yes," I kiss.

She pulls my hair to lift my head. She wants a kiss to her face to prove I desire her. "Make love to me this second," she whispers. "Right here, right now, against the bathroom wall." 

She begins to wear more make-up. She wears a silicone cup down her bra. She wears a beret as though she's balding, yet the chemotherapy has not affected her hair. She demands I check her scalp for thinning. She squats in the shower and counts the strands. She records their number on a foolscap page. There are never more than 30. 

She wonders whether, if I were an amputee, her head would be turned by other men on occasions. She asks if I imagine whole women's breasts. I tell her I don't, and for now that's true.

She buys a frilly white negligee for wearing around the house. I tell her it's her I love, not a negligee. 

*

I need to get back to work, make some money and fill my days. Alex threatens to smash my typewriter with a hammer. She yells, "It's all right for you to work. I can't work with this elephant limb."

Lymphedema in her right arm. Elephantiasis. It has worsened through the year. Her wrist is puffed to twice its normal size, her fingers fat and red with fluid because the nodes aren't there to drain it. I must massage her twice a day, squeeze the fluid towards the armpit. She does it herself in between my goes. She wears a beige elastic sleeve and glove to prevent the fluid building. She binds her finger ends with narrow bandages like wounds. She unbinds them, measures their width with a tape measure. Some days she performs this ritual every ten minutes. 

My massaging makes a dry static sound from our skins. Each session I stroke more quickly to be done with it or else nausea begins in me, as if my palm rubs away invisible scabs of her sickness and I absorb a dark quantity.

She says if I embrace her every hour on the hour, she might believe that I care for her. It too becomes a ritual. I begin to dread the touch of her. Her complaining voice sets my teeth grating. I feel a cold crawling sensation along my limbs. Sometimes she smiles when the embrace is done. Sometimes she screams that I am faking it for the sake of duty.

When I walk from my study she'll be there to ask, "How's work going?" Or she'll thump her fists against her cup and weep a wish that it was me with cancer. Then I'd know what it feels like. I deserve cancer because I am scum compared to her. I am the reason she has the disease to start with. She has read about it in the paper. It's a well-known fact that abortions give you breast cancer.

"I'll leave if you keep that up," I bellow. She vows to kill herself if I ever do. She'll kill herself and curse me to kill myself too.

I pack a bag. Three times I've done this now. It's becoming another ritual, the next stage of which is her begging me to stay. She grips my leg like an opera diva or blocks the door with her stick-body. "Kiss me," she cries. "Fuck me."

She pleads me to tell her what she can do to make me stay. "I'll do anything," she bawls.

"That's what you always say. I'm going mad being the punching bag of a neurotic cancer patient."

"I'm not neurotic. I'm dying."

"It's been 18 months and look at you. You're still alive."

"I will not look at me. My body's mutilated."

"You're still a beautiful woman."

"You say that, and here you are leaving me."

"I'm not leaving you."

"Promise?"

"Promise."

"You're not staying because you'd feel too guilty to go?"

"No," I lie. It's not all lie. There is also the fear of starting life over. Such fear for a man, still a young man, 27. A coward of a man whose only power is threatening to leave a sick woman.

One night the ritual's wording changes.

"You're not staying because you feel too guilty leaving a sick wife?"

"You're not my wife. We're not married."

"You don't think of me that way? You don't want me?"

"I never said that."

"Baby, it goes through my head how lovely that would be. A ceremony, after all we've been through. A wedding, as if everything was normal. A normal couple. Optimistic. Please let's do it. I have no child. I have only you. I might not live more than a year, two years, three. What other chance will I ever have to say, ‘I'm normal,' to shout, 'Hip-hip-hooray'?"

*

21 April 1990. A little stone church on the outskirts of town. Men shake my hand as if I'm an important person, respectable now married. One who can wear a suit handsomely, albeit hired. They congratulate me as if I've achieved something. This ring on my finger a trophy, the bride on my arm a prize.

Alex's new lacy dress does what she hoped it would, disguising her arm's mottled puffiness.

When she thinks of that day she kisses me and smiles. Two years pass. When she's feeling low she thinks of that day and calls me in to view that dress kept in cellophane in the wardrobe. "I am one of the lucky ones," she says. "I beat death by a nose."

She takes up smoking again. And drinking. There is nothing like them while you inspect a day's serious work on a canvas, she says. Though her canvases are not going well. "Why are they not brilliant?" she slurs drunkenly.

"Lack of talent?" I slur back, grinning to diffuse the insult. 

She is bored with landscapes. Perhaps portraits would inspire her. If only she could find inspirational faces. "If you were famous I might paint you for the Archibald," she says after five o'clock wines. "But you are not anyone. I mean, you are to me. But I'm afraid that doesn't count."

She doesn't sleep soundly. It's the drink, I tell her. She should take a sleeping pill. But no, she wants to be awake, not sleep away her life. She has lost years, cancer years, to make up for.

No ideas come for all she smokes and drinks. I sleep in the guest room now. Let her toss and turn alone. If we have sex we do it to ourselves, separately. I know she does it because I hear her finishing moans.

 Is this all there will be to life for me - a nobody sleeping single in a nondescript farm town?

I take up running in the evening. Time to myself in the warm wheat-smelling air. My route is the forest route, through spindly gum trees, snakes for my hurdles. No human company to have to nod ‘How are you?' to. Loneliness seeks more loneliness for its companion.

A year of running. I'm so fit I barely pant when sprinting. I can do a hundred push-ups, ten on one arm. My chest is two hard muscles. My arms have stone above the elbow. What a waste I am, I say to the mirror. Alex is eight years older, though the gap could be 18. Those pout-lips have become clenched in wrinkles. 

There are no true beauties in St Arnaud. If I were a more approachable man I might attract a few flirting stares. I might even return them.

*

Philip is well-known enough: a poet with leukaemia who lives an hour's drive east in Maryborough. He's close to dying but agrees to sit for Alex. The series goes well. Not prize-winning work but fresh to the point of spurring her on. 

Come August, Philip dies. His wife invites us to the funeral. Her name is Janet. Alex calls her "rare". She says, "What an exemplary widow. So dignified and strong. To be 37 years old, to have two small children and be suddenly alone."

A few months later Janet visits to view the paintings. "The widow approves," Alex whispers, relieved. 

Through the next year Janet makes the trip to us for lunch. Sometimes we go to her. 

Janet. I practise the name on my mind's tongue as we eat. A crisp jab of a name that suits her good-school English, her preferred reading - Dickens, Anthony Powell. But too plain to be the world's word for her. 

If Alex were to paint her she would need her lushest reds for the pigments of her lips. The sharpest pallet knife to scrape in that perfect jaw without a jowl. That curve of hip; that bust, a complete bust without unevenness or sagging. The earth's deepest browns for her eyes. 

Alex would need to use her good arm to bring down the brush in blows for Janet's wild twists of hair. Hair black as red wines come in full green bottles. For skin, three measures of white to whatever constitutes olive. Translucent white and veiny blue at the bottom of her spine where the singlet rides up with bending.

But Alex would never paint Janet. Alex has begun to "tire" of Janet. "You two get along too well for my liking," she says, lighting a cigarette and spitting out the match flame. "I've seen you smile on cue with her smile. When she laughs you lean forward, and if eyes could kiss, you would be kissing her big, fuck-me mouth."

She demands to know if there have been secret phone calls. Have I moved on Janet? Has Janet moved on me? When I run in the forest am I running to meet her? 

I scoff, "Ridiculous." 

Alex sighs. "Sorry. I'm becoming a jealous wife." 

I know I'll be found out sooner or later, but I'll take the risk for now.

*

"Do you love her, that woman?"

I am sitting under the apricot tree, stretching after my hundred push-ups.

"Who?" I shrug. "What woman?"

Alex flicks angrily at my cheek with her good hand. "You know who I mean. That bitch. That fucking widow bitch. Who else are you moping around because of?"

"No one."

"I can't even bring myself to say her name."

"Yes. It's her."

Alex crumples to the lawn as if her legs have gone.

"Does she love you?"

"Yes."

Alex groans. "Get out. Get the fuck out now."

I grab her wrists and shake. "The neighbours. Keep your voice down. You're a fucking embarrassment."

Alex runs to the house, still screaming "Get out!" She flings my socks and underwear from the drawers, my trousers from the wardrobe. 

I pack a bag. I smell smoke in the hall. Alex has rifled through my notebooks and found three poems written for Janet, an un-posted letter. Ash flakes sift up from the candle between her knees.

I tell her to burn them all; I've got copies. 

She refuses to let me through the back door. Our old ritual again, but I am determined. No, I will not kiss her. No, I will not make love. She can threaten to kill herself all she likes; I'm bored with her bluffing. Stop bluffing and actually do it.

I drive. 

I return the next day. Too much guilt. Too much fear of no longer having a home. Alex punches me awake in the middle of the night, "How could you do this to me? How could you?"

Three more door rituals before I finally leave for good. I never see her again; we never even speak.

*

Now it is 16 April 2007. I live in Prahran, Melbourne. I work on a daily newspaper. At the moment I'm on leave to write a book. It is a perfect peaceful day to concentrate. Janet and her two kids are out of the house till evening. The glass walls of our study let in cloudy morning sun. 

My mobile starts ringing. There is always the worry - an accident or emergency - so I answer it. 

It's a friend, Katherine. "Hi. Just wanted to see how you're going. I was sorry to hear the news."

"What news?" It occurred to me she might have dialled the wrong number.

"About Alex."

"Alex?"

"You know she died last Wednesday?"

"No. Died. Alex." 

I go silent a moment to let it sink in. I think of that egg lump and I shudder and want to wash my fingers.

Katherine has known Alex and me since the Wimmera years. Closer to me than Alex after the split. We had more in common: she an acclaimed author, me an up-and-comer whose work she liked. She says she's astonished I hadn't got the word from Alex's family. 

I'm not. I've been off the scene a long time. In 2003 Katherine passed on the news that the cancer had recurred, but I didn't ring Alex, a simple courtesy to express sorrow and encouragement. One letter was all it would have taken. I postponed it and postponed it. It would upset her too much, I convinced myself. She had a new man in her life, according to Katherine. If so, he wouldn't want me bothering her. 

Besides, I'd expect something from her in return: a blessing that the past is past and she wishes me well in life. Recriminations are more likely. Which I would have to respond to, and there I am, trading grudges with a dying woman. 

I hang up the phone and fish out the wedding photos. Nothing in these images of the story that led us two to be standing so formally there. Just another pretty wedding; a bride with yellow ponytail, cream dress, frilly flower-shapes for long sleeves. A smile that looks pained from holding it so long.

When my father died, an animal wail spurted from me. I was kneeling beside his bed and answered his death rattle with that wailing grief. 

With Alex, these photos are her deathbed. I wait for grief to come. Regret, remorse, tears. I imagine her touching my cheekbones for moisture. "You're not crying? How could you not cry? How could you not sob with grief?"

"You can't tell someone to cry. It's too fake." 

"Don't you feel something?"

"I feel kind of blank."

"Is that all I meant to you?"

"No. I seem so distant from you. You must be too packed away deep down in my memory. Let me keep looking at these photos. Let me see what memories come."

The phone rings again. Again it's Katherine.

"Something weird has just happened," she says. 

Alex's funeral: Katherine had rung Alex's new man to find out where and when it would be. He told her she wouldn't be welcome to attend, nor to send flowers. It was Alex's decree. Katherine had publicly praised one of my books. This had enraged Alex as an act of disloyalty. 

"I don't get it. I was never a close friend of hers. We lost touch years ago. What's this meant to be, some kind of curse from the grave?"

"Yes." 

"I've never been hated from the grave before. I don't like being dragged into all this." 

Last wills and testaments can be blunt weapons from the grave. You wrong a loved one; they take revenge by the act of not gifting money. 

True unforgiveness needs no wills, no official papers. It will hate your friends as much as you. It will hope to turn them on you. 

"I'm sorry, Katherine." I say. "The curse is really for me." 

My head shakes with a little laugh. I turn the photos face down for Alex's sake during the laughing. 

"I'm going to send flowers," says Katherine. "Whether they like it or not, I'm going to send flowers. It's the right and decent thing to do."

"Me too."

She hangs up. I turn the photos back to their faces. I ask the photo-Alex what flowers she would like. 

Sunflowers. Of course. Her favourites. Yes. If my memory serves me right, they were sunflowers.
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		In 1953, the very year that the Rosenbergs were executed as communist spies, Arthur Miller's The Crucible was packing the Martin Beck Theater on Broadway. At the time, the US was feverish with paranoia. Senator Joseph McCarthy was in the bully pulpit and the witch-hunting of the House Un-American Activities Committee was in full swing. The Crucible, both a box-office and critical success, was about witch-hunts, rigged trials, communal hysteria and executions. It was, however, safely set in 1692 in Massachusetts and had - or so it seemed - nothing to do with either communism or McCarthy. Though the Salem witch trials were well-documented history, Arthur Miller freely admitted that the play "was not reportage of any kind ... what I was doing was writing a fictional story about an important theme."

The important theme was in code, though no one who put his mind to it had any trouble with the deciphering. The '50s were dangerous times, not only for political activists but for anyone who took democracy too literally. After the accusations and interrogations of 1950, even President Truman (never soft on the Red Menace) began to wince publicly about the senator from Wisconsin, noting in the New York Times of 29 July 1951:



This malicious propaganda has gone so far that on the Fourth of July, over in Madison, Wisconsin, people were afraid to say they believed in the Declaration of Independence. A hundred and twelve people were asked to sign a petition that contained nothing except quotations from the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights. One hundred and eleven of these people refused to sign that paper - many of them because they were afraid that it was some kind of subversive document and that they would lose their jobs or be called Communists.



The fear was justified. Arthur Miller himself had been hauled up before the HUAC for interrogation. So how was it possible that his play was lighting up Broadway, and that the theatre was not blacklisted? The obvious trick up Miller's sleeve dates at least to the second century BC, when the writer of the Book of Daniel set his tale of Nebuchadnezzar and the fiery furnace in the safely distant sixth century BC in order - so scholars claim - to encourage the covert resistance movement against Antiochus Epiphanes. The past, therefore, is a salutary narrative device: it is not only morally instructive; it is a Safe House.

Thus, when EL Doctorow published The Book of Daniel (1971) in the midst of the next national convulsion - the era of the Vietnam War and of the bitter clash of Hawks and Doves - he engaged in a probing meditation on his political present by situating it 20 years in the past, in the time of the Rosenbergs. The novel's narrator, Daniel, recounting that past, lives in the present of the late '60s, sifting memory and current events. The point of view is always Daniel's, who is a rigorously honest thinker casting about for meaning: the meaning of the executions of his parents, the meaning of the wrecked lives of their orphaned children, the meaning of political demonisation and of communal hysteria.

Doctorow's Daniel and his institutionalised sister are fictional versions of the real children of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, two boys respectively aged ten and six at the time of their parents' execution. The Rosenberg children, shunted between relatives and institutional shelters during the three-year imprisonment of their parents, were subsequently adopted by the Meeropols (another couple with passionate left-wing convictions, Abel Meeropol, under a pseudonym, having written the anti-lynching protest song ‘Strange Fruit', made famous by Billie Holiday). The fictional Daniel subjects both sets of parents - biological and adoptive - to an evaluation that is as unsparing as it is compassionate.

Documentary accuracy is not Doctorow's concern in this novel, though (like Miller) he takes for granted that the reader is aware of, and is knowledgeable about, the historical underpinning. Like Miller, he re-imagines the past in order to illuminate the present. He uses Daniel's story to assess both the history of political hysteria and the history of punishment for political dissent. You could say of Doctorow's novel what Robert Meeropol, one of the Rosenberg children, said of his own autobiography (An Execution in the Family: One Son's Journey, published in 2003 on the fiftieth anniversary of his parents' death): "This book is not about history, it's about today ..."

Peter Carey's new novel, His Illegal Self (Random House, 272 pp; $45), is also set in the past, while suggesting a political philosophy (albeit a fuzzy and unfocused one) about our present political preoccupation with terrorism. Moreover, it reads oddly like a reprise of The Book of Daniel, and the real-life referents of its fictional characters - two radically left-wing couples - bear an eerie similarity to the Rosenbergs and Meeropols. (Such oddities are matters of cyclical history, not Carey's imagination.) The novel, set in 1972, is loosely based on the Weathermen - the militant revolutionary underground group of the late '60s and early '70s - though chronological contortions are involved.

Chesa Boudin, currently a Rhodes scholar, is the shadow behind Carey's seven-year-old protagonist, Che. (The choice of name is a stroke of brilliance on Carey's part, signalling both the quasi-documentary link and the revolutionary ideology of the parents, though chesa - according to Boudin's mother, Kathy - is actually Swahili for "dancing feet".) Kathy Boudin, daughter of an affluent New York Jewish family of left-wing intellectuals, herself a brilliant Bryn Mawr graduate who had spent a student-exchange year in the Soviet Union, joined the Weathermen in the late '60s. In l970, she was a survivor of the accidental explosion in Greenwich Village in which other members of the group died. Chesa, her son by another Weatherman, David Gilbert, was born in 1980. Both parents were involved in the notorious act perpetrated jointly by remnant members of the Weather Underground and the Black Liberation Army: the violent robbery of an armoured car in 1981, during which a Brinks guard and two police officers were murdered. Boudin and Gilbert were the drivers of getaway cars, and received life sentences (Boudin was paroled in 2003). Chesa had been left with a babysitter, but was subsequently adopted by two other Weathermen - Bernadine Dohrn, now a law professor at Northwestern, and Bill Ayers, now an education professor at the University of Illinois - who did not take part in the Brinks robbery and served only brief prison sentences for their roles in Weathermen attacks of the '70s.

In the 1972 of Carey's novel, Susan Selkirk (the Kathy Boudin figure) is killed in an accidental explosion in a bomb-making house in Philadelphia; David Rubbo (the fictional version of Gilbert, and a very nasty piece of work indeed) is hiding out with the Black Liberation Army on the west coast. The babysitter steps out of the wings to take a leading role in His Illegal Self. On the day of the explosion, she is serving as unwitting go-between, collecting seven-year-old Che from his doting and grief-stricken grandmother in Manhattan and taking him for a secret and supposedly brief rendezvous with his fugitive mother at the Port Authority Terminal. The babysitter, a former Movement member, realises too late that she is being manipulated by Susan Selkirk. At the Port Authority, she receives instructions to take a Greyhound bus to Philadelphia. There, on a TV monitor in the bus station, she sees a newsflash: the house she was about to visit, the house where mother and child were to be reunited, has just blown up. Susan Selkirk is dead. Meanwhile, Grandma Selkirk has reported the kidnapping of her grandson.

A mad dash ensues as the babysitter, with the child in tow, makes her way to the west coast, meets with Rubbo and the revolutionary remnant, and is given an airline ticket to Australia and the names of contacts. She is assured by Rubbo (her former lover, who still has an erotic and ideological hold on her) that she and the child will be safe and cared for in Australia. "We've got people there," she is told, and the Movement provides passports and cash. The Sydney contacts turn out to be non-existent, but Anna the babysitter, known to the Movement as Dial - short for dialectic - drifts north to Queensland and rather vaguely and fortuitously falls in with a loosely organised commune of hippies in the Yandina-Eumundi-Noosa area. Comparisons are made between Australian and American anti-war sentiment, between Bjelke-Petersen's "police state" and Nixon's America, though these seem vague and superficial. There is nothing here to equal the intellectual range and depth of Doctorow's novel.

Anna is a fond, though inattentive and neglectful, mother surrogate for Che. She becomes sexually involved with one of the hippies, Trevor, a Barnardo boy who is - by reason of personal history - far more attuned to Che's bewilderment and desolation. It is Trevor who proposes the solution: the arranging of contact with Grandma Selkirk and the safe passage of Che back to New York without risk to Anna's "freedom", which will apparently consist of an undocumented existence on the lam in Queensland for the term of her unnatural life.

The strength and beauty of Carey's novel lies in the perspective of his very young protagonist. Che is bewildered, frightened, vulnerable, wise, completely loveable. His grandmother, protectively, had banned both TV and newspapers from his universe, so Che has had to assemble his history and his identity from overheard fragments and from furtively collected newspaper clippings. These are his talismanic "papers", which he keeps bundled in rubber bands in secret. He knows his parents are famous. He fantasises about them constantly. He believes that one day they will come for him. He is precociously knowledgeable about the acronyms (SDS, RYM, PL) for the splintered revolutionary groups: Students for a Democratic Society, the Revolutionary Youth Movement, Progressive Labor. When Anna collects him from his grandmother, he believes this is the great moment. An atavistic memory of her body perfume - for she was his babysitter in the first months of his life - convinces him that she is his mother. She is taking him to meet his father. He is ecstatic. Anna, like his grandmother, keeps shielding him from the truth. Che's gradual disillusionment, and his growing awareness that his mother is dead and that his father simply wants to be rid of him, constitute the moving core of the novel.

Revolutionary movements have a perverse habit of erecting, with disturbing rapidity, systems as rigidly repressive as those which they have sworn to overthrow. Carey exposes this psychological foible powerfully in two separate dramatic situations. The first occurs when Anna connects with the revolutionary cadre (including the obnoxious Rubbo) in Seattle. Che senses that the group is angry with him and angry with Anna because their faces have been flashed on national television. They have put the other fugitives at risk. Frightened, he hides behind a sofa and listens as "they began to beat on her." "She was a petit bourgeois adventurist. And she brings this fucking brat here, now ... She thinks the revolution is a part-time job."

On the other side of the world, the eco-loving, blissed-out hippies are just as rigid and judgemental about Che's adopted kitten, which is killing birds. Either the cat goes or you go, the commune declares. "I know you think it's cruel, Rebecca said, but considering he's a murderer ... The feral cat is declared as a class two species under the Land Protection Act." The hippies set a trap and the kitten's paw is savagely crushed.

In choosing a very young protagonist, Carey gains the reader's sympathy, but he loses the edgy perspective and sardonic intellectual commentary of Doctorow's Daniel, who moves fluidly between visceral childhood fear and adult analysis. In an apparent attempt to compensate, Carey uses multiple adult points of view, but this is unevenly done. There are frequent jarring shifts and authorial intrusions. There are occasional momentary interjections of Che's adult sensibility - a sort of futuristic retrospective - but these are so scattershot and slight that they suggest editorial oversight rather than depth of perspective: "Then the generator failed, so the boy would recall when he only lived inside the memory of a man. Under hypnotism of East Seventy-sixth Street he would once more see [these things] ..."

Other instances of editorial carelessness disrupt the reader's willing suspension of disbelief. Anna and Che find the Queensland air "as muggy as Jackson, Mississippi", where neither has ever been; the Queensland hippies speak of papayas, rather than pawpaws; Trevor is rather young to be a Barnardo boy, since very few children were sent out after World War II, and those few went to Sydney or Melbourne; Trevor claims to have grown up in the orphanage in Adelaide where he was bashed about by the Brothers, but there was only ever one Barnardo home in South Australia and that was run by the Sisters of Mercy.

There are also stylistic infelicities, the most irritating of which are the frequent over-the-top (and quite unnecessary) images to indicate Che's state of anxiety: "His stomach filled with bubbles like an ice-cream float ... The boy's stomach tasted like the inside of a tuna can ... The boy's stomach was a football of bad old air ... His heart was like a washing machine inside his ears ... His own breath was held like a crumpled milk carton in his bony chest."

The novel's major weakness, however, is its female protagonist, Anna, who is never really credible as a character. A blue-collar girl from South Boston, she wins a scholarship, graduates from Harvard and gets caught up in the revolutionary movement - apparently, we are asked to believe, because she yearns for the approval of the affluent intellectual elite and because she yearns sexually for David Rubbo. Her only discernible political philosophy is bitterness; her only political action, blame. She despises everyone, especially herself. "She hated being a good girl but that was what she had always been ... She was a dog on a leash ... She was tied to the little rich boy" whose grandmother is a "rich spoiled bitch ..." and whose mother "screwed both of us".

When the novel opens, Anna has just been offered a position as an assistant professor at Vassar, but puts all in jeopardy for the sheer thrill of being asked to effect a meeting between a child and "the most wanted woman in America". It is not remotely convincing that this intellectual powerhouse, admittedly caught in a murky situation, would compound her legal liability by fleeing the country with a child she did not intentionally abduct, nor is her hapless drifting with the hippies believable. Driving away from the commune, "she did not know which way led back to Brisbane ... She had planned to ask which way was south ..." Really? A Harvard grad and Vassar prof couldn't figure that out? Apparently, however, she does know which way is north, since she turns around and drives back to Yandina.

Nevertheless, in spite of this large flaw, the novel is suffused with the poignant presence of Che and he is a luminous and unforgettable character.


		


	         

    
      Eye Witness: Julian Schnabel’s ‘The Diving Bell & the Butterfly’
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		In the Jorge Luis Borges story ‘The Secret Miracle', the protagonist, Jaromir Hladik - a writer who, "like every writer, measured the virtues of other writers by their performance, and asked that they measured him by what he conjectured or planned" - is sentenced to death by the Gestapo for "Judaizing" in his works. Hladik's greatest fear and regret, as he awaits the firing squad for ten long days and nights, is that he will not get to finish his master work, the verse drama ‘The Enemies'. He prays for one thing only: that God might delay the proceedings by a year, granting him the time he calculates he needs to finish the piece. 

The way in which this happens - the flow of time suspended in the execution yard, everything in that final instant a frozen tableau, the sergeant's arm held high in a final command, the shadow of a bee on a courtyard flagstone - initially bewilders Hladik. "He realised he was paralysed. Not a sound reached him from the stricken world. He thought: I'm in hell, I'm dead. He thought: I've gone mad. He thought: Time has come to a halt." Gradually his confusion gives way to the realisation that he has been given the time in which to finish his work. "German lead would kill him, at the determined hour, but in his mind a year would elapse between the command to fire and its execution. From perplexity he passed to stupor, from stupor to resignation, from resignation to sudden gratitude."

A psychological interpretation of this story might be that all things finished and unfinished flashed before his eyes in that irrevocable final moment before death, that all issues, including his unrealised dreams, were resolved at that wall of finality. But the story also challenges the deepest notions of art and its relationship to ego. Should Hladik have been satisfied because his masterpiece was finished and made perfect, or did it require an audience to exist as art? Can a text be said to exist until it can be read? If the miracle was secret, was it a miracle at all?

There's a resonance between this beautiful story and Julian Schnabel's equally beautiful The Diving Bell and the Butterfly (released nationally on 14 February). In the film, Jean-Dominique Bauby (Mathieu Amalric), trapped, mute, immobile in just such a frozen space as Hladik's, finds a way of completing the work of art - the book The Diving Bell and the Butterfly - that circumstance has thrust upon him. The difference is that Bauby finds a way of getting it over the wall to the outside world. Based fairly faithfully on the real Bauby's 1997 memoir, Schnabel's film achieves the remarkable feat of turning a purely cerebral document of claustrophobia, determination and, implausibly, joy into a stunning visual corollary of those qualities.

Bauby was 41, good-looking, the debonair editor of French Elle, when, as a result of a massive stroke, he suffered the rare condition known as locked-in syndrome, in which the brain stem is compromised and the brain cannot give instructions to the rest of the body. In Bauby's case, only his left eyelid was functional. His brain worked perfectly: he could see, hear, understand, remember. With the help of nurses at the Berck Maritime Hospital, on the north coast of France, he developed a way of communicating, laboriously slowly, with an eye-blinking semaphore that responded to letters of the alphabet being read in a certain sequence over and over again, a letter at a time, a blink for when the correct letter was reached. In this way, a kind of geological-speed dictation, he wrote his book. The mind boggles at how frustrating this must have been: the equivalent, perhaps, of a starving person preparing a meal while limited to one slice of the knife per minute. Bauby died of his condition ten days after the book was published; we can assume that, like Jaromir Hladik in the Borges story, he was satisfied it was complete.

Amalric, faithfully reproducing Bauby in his immobility, has little to do in the way of acting for the bulk of the film, other than in some flashback scenes of life before the stroke. But it is intriguing what can go on in a single eye, in extreme close-up; and the voiceover, which lifts a lot from the book, is full of distilled emotion. Here, more than in any other film I can think of, the audience gains access to a rich inner life through language. It is poetic in its abstraction, because the physical circumstances - Bauby's utter imprisonment - are so extreme. Yet it's an illusion of sorts: the film's dominant mode is not interior monologue, at least not in the way that the book makes us feel so dramatically that we are inside Bauby's head. Schnabel has created an extraordinary visual language, a kind of light-saturated dreamscape that seems to capture perfectly the heightened world of a man reborn as an eye. Schnabel yokes the film's palette (the brilliant cinematography is by Janusz Kaminski) to the voiceover to give the story its heart-wrenching momentum.

Schnabel the director, it seems, allows a great deal of Schnabel the painter into the film-making process. The attempt to create his subject's reality gives him unusual freedom to wield the camera impressionistically, and the first 40 or 50 minutes are almost entirely seen from Bauby's point-of-view. This is not as gruelling as it sounds, though it vividly depicts the intense frustration of being at the mercy of the able-bodied. Schnabel has said, "All he has is his eye. If he doesn't want to hear what people are saying, he can look away. And then I thought, OK, I can cut people's heads off because he can't see." He makes great use of the swing-and-tilt lens, where part of the image is in focus and part out-of-focus. The effect is hypnotic. Elsewhere the camera is overexposed, off-centre or moves jerkily, in keeping with a sudden shift of the eyeball; and the punctuation of the blink, of the lens opening and closing ("one blink for yes, two blinks for no") is ever present. Faces constantly loom in front, investigating us. Halfway through the film it comes as a liberation when we finally see Bauby fully, from a third-person perspective. The film opens out, visually and narratively, from there. We become the observer, not the observed, and suddenly there is room to breathe.

Emmanuelle Seigneur, as Bauby's wife, is good, but it is Marie-Josée Croze, as the speech therapist who becomes his bridge to the world, who is terrific, as is Anne Consigny as Nurse Claude, the sexy Christian physical therapist whose beauty reminds Bauby of all that he has lost in the sensual world. (We gather he was something of a Lothario.) There's a standout late-career performance from Max von Sydow as Bauby's father, his own confrontation with mortality heightened by the fear his son's predicament excites in him. And in a small role, the wonderful French character actor Niels Arestrup is the compassionate Pierre Roussin, who by a quirk of fate became a hostage in Beirut for four years after Bauby had given up, to Roussin, his seat on a plane. Emerging from his own trauma, Roussin comes to offer solace to Bauby. "I was kept in a tiny dark cell," he says. "It was very hard to breathe. I called it my tomb." Meanwhile, in the humorous voiceover, Bauby is feeling guilty for not having called the guy after he was released.

"I survived by clinging to what makes me human," Roussin continues. "I had no choice. It was all I had left, same as you." Whatever it might be, this question of being human, it is pared back to fundamentals here. Like the book, the film doesn't delve into the complexities of the infidelities and marriage break-up that preceded the stroke, for example, although without that stroke Bauby would have been just another French cad trading in his wife for a younger model; but this is because it's so resolutely elemental. There is little depth to the relationships because the film is about the existential terror of the here-and-now, rather than the finer details of existence. Nonetheless, we catch a glimpse of Bauby's guilt when he says, "Now I can never make amends. Never."

The Diving Bell is worth seeing simply for the serene formality of its experimentation. Yet there are many more reasons to see it. It's airy and light and exquisite to look at, yet tenderly haunting. "I wanted this film to be a tool, like his book, a self-help device that can help you handle your own death," said Schnabel. "It is his last window on the world." Schnabel achieves a depiction, in celluloid, of the isolation of the human condition that is oddly similar to what Beckett did on the stage in Not I, that single mouth in utter blackness. It allows him to play with pure image, the pure concept of the imagination, and to isolate the physical and mental gaps between people, by reducing the portal of communication to that tiny little window - and how apt, for cinema, that it's the eye.

Bauby says, in voiceover: "My head weighs a ton, my whole body is encased in a kind of diving suit. My task is now to write the motionless travel notes from a castaway on the shores of loneliness." Schnabel has made elegant motion out of these notes. The poet Mary Oliver wrote, "Whoever you are, no matter how lonely / the world offers itself to your imagination." Bauby seems to second this: "Today my life feels like a string of near misses, moments of happiness I let drift away. Did the harsh light of disaster make me find my true nature? Other than my eye, two things aren't paralysed - my imagination and my memory." Bauby is entirely dependent on others to stay alive. But these two things, his only possessions, endow him with a kind of heroic, last-gasp independence.

In ‘The Secret Miracle', Jaromir Hladik, finishing his masterpiece inside his head in the year granted to him between Aim! and Fire!, "did not work for posterity, nor even for God, of whose literary preferences he possessed scant knowledge". In The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, Jean-Dominique Bauby is pressed into just such a moment, between the entirety of his past life and the great unknown before him. For any of us, that's the present; Borges and Schnabel just happen to investigate extreme versions of it. How to make it bigger? they ask. How to make it count? Bauby might not know the answer, but he has an idea of where to begin. When he starts to get the hang of the system through which he will communicate his life, his thoughts and his book, the first phrase he blinks out, letter by letter, to one of the nurses, is a simple and practical one: "Don't panic."


		


	         

    
      Northern Light: Denton Corker Marshall’s Manchester Civil Justice Centre
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		The idea that courtrooms should have distinctive architecture has been remarkably persistent in almost every culture since at least the days of George Edmund Street's Gothic court complex in London. It is a way to celebrate the state, as Mussolini's architects did in Milan and Naples in the fascist period (though without putting much store in an independent judiciary). Le Corbusier acknowledged the central position of the law when he laid out the master plan for Chandigarh. More recently, the French court system has employed both Jean Nouvel and Richard Rogers, to reflect contemporary France. In the US, Richard Meier and Thom Mayne have designed substantial court buildings - a nod to the state's obligation to be a patron of the contemporary. In comparison to the museum-building mania of many nations, which provides a near-complete record of the architectural preoccupations of our times, contemporary law courts are less an architectural archetype. But they nevertheless constitute a recognisable and very significant strand of development.

The distinctiveness of the buildings' exterior need not take the form of a classical plinth, accessed by steps, with an entrance topped by a Doric portico, to ram home the point that justice is on a higher plane. (In Johannesburg, for example, the new Constitutional Court of South Africa, built on the site of an apartheid-era prison, celebrates the notion of accessibility and informality but architecturally is just as much a special place as the uncanny darkness of Jean Nouvel's court buildings in Nantes.) Less clear-cut is the treatment of courtrooms themselves. We may want to put ourselves in a special frame of mind about the building in which justice is seen to be done, but once inside we become squeamish about symbolising hierarchy at close quarters. Too many architectural tricks threaten to turn a judge into a priest celebrating a ritual, and we get uncomfortable. So much of the legal process now is carefully stage-managed to remove the intimidating aspects of justice for ordinary citizens, and courtroom interiors are expected to aid in the demystification of the system. Much of commercial law, meanwhile, is conducted more in the manner of an academic seminar than an out-take from 12 Angry Men.

Manchester's Civil Justice Centre is sensitive to these currents. It shoots up over the River Irwell like a fireworks display, soaring above Spinningfields. The main entrance takes the form of a dizzying cascade of gravity-defying glass boxes that dazzle and glitter above the banal relics of the 1960s and the survivals from the nineteenth century that define the area. They emerge like drawers from a filing cabinet, some pulled out further than others, effectively a kind of canopy over the main entrance. Inside, you are ushered into a slender space that appears to leave you weightless, ready to ascend to the courts and consultation rooms above. But the courts themselves are comfortable and entirely unthreatening.

The Civil Justice Centre, an ant hill of 45 courtrooms stacked one above the other, is the product of Britain's continuing guilt -also present in media, culture, finance and transport - about over-centralisation. As London's dominance grows steadily, every so often a national organisation is summarily dispatched to a new out-of-London headquarters, a phenomenon which most employees regard as little better than convict transportation. The British Council was moved to Manchester; the BBC keeps promising to ship jobs to neighbouring Salford. An overstretched legal system opted for a new justice complex in the city to ease the pressure of overcrowding elsewhere, and to allow civil cases to be heard in a modern setting.

The sheer scale of the centre is a reminder of the production line that the law has become. But the image of the building completely undercuts any sense that this is a place of bureaucratic routine. The profile is as slender as a sheet of paper, presenting a blade-thin narrow end, in which the main entrance is located, while its two long elevations have the character of giant flat screens. And yet, the building does have depth. Once inside, you discover an atrium that rises the whole height of the building and that entirely lives up to the dramatic quality of the exterior. And in the way its elements are brought together, there is the precision of jewellery that characterises much of the work of the Australian firm Denton Corker Marshall.

The court complex, like its location, was the product of a fashionable preoccupation: private-sector finance for public-sector projects. In all, it's a combination of civic pride, urban ambition and pragmatism which reflects contemporary Manchester. It is the work of an architectural practice that has its roots on the other side of the world, in Melbourne - a city which, unlike Manchester, has a striking clarity, with its grid structure, its defining river and harbour, and its abundance of civic landmarks. Denton Corker Marshall have brought this sense of precision and clarity with them. Its not that they have built an Australian building, but rather that they have built something that has a freshness which seems both familiar and exotic in the British context.

This readiness to import architecture is a specifically Mancunian characteristic. Despite many handsome individual buildings, the city does not possess the architectural legacy of Glasgow, Barcelona or Chicago, cities which saw distinctive architectural schools appear as they went through their most explosive periods of growth. Manchester is Britain's second city, but that never stopped it from wanting to dress up as if it were its first (which meant building its own - somewhat stunted, it must be confessed - skyscrapers). It was the place where Rolls met Royce. It was where the Hallé orchestra was established. It was where Britain's radical-newspaper tradition was born; the Guardian used to be known as the Manchester Guardian before it transferred south.

And that transfer just about sums it up. The second half of the twentieth century was not kind to Manchester. From a proud independence of spirit, it declined into a defensive provincialism as its mills closed and its home-grown industries dwindled. Yet Manchester has a convincing claim to being called the world's first industrial city, and maybe even the first modern metropolis. For a time, its population doubled and redoubled with every succeeding generation, a forerunner of Shanghai or Mumbai.

Manchester's revival as a post-industrial city began with a subterranean eruption of music and drug culture, encapsulated in the Hacienda nightclub in its 1980s heyday. Urban renewal then followed a well-worn pattern. Investment in culture brought a new concert hall and a new convention centre. The city developed a gay village, built trams and (somewhat self-consciously) invented a loft district. It acquired a Calatrava bridge; and in its twin city of Salford, Daniel Libeskind built the Imperial War Museum's northern outpost, and James Stirling lived just long enough to contribute some initial sketches to the concert-hall complex of his partner, Michael Wilford. Manchester sprouted a new crop of glass towers, and even a central square landscaped by Tadao Ando.

The impossibly narrow cross-section of the Civil Justice Centre, the latest symbol of Manchester's renewal, has a glass wall attached to one side that provides the monumental quality necessary for so important an institution. It is an elongated hot dog of a building, with slender sticks of accommodation held within a wrapper, a perforated metal façade that plays off the transparency of the glass boxes which project beyond it. It's a structure that has the precision and sculptural approach to space of Denton Corker Marshall's other work. It has elements that reflect previous projects; the stately quality of the long façade has an echo of the Melbourne Museum, though here, the entrance is in the narrow end wall. Above all, it demonstrates the clarity with which Denton Corker Marshall approach a plan and a section.

Perhaps the sharpest tension in contemporary architecture is between the specific and the universal. As architecture has become a global process, architects have tried ever harder to recapture some sense of the particular. They build their careers on being able to work anywhere, bringing to any situation their signature, which they make universally applicable, even though they realise it is not their universality but their specificity that made them desirable in the first place. Denton Corker Marshall's Australian embassy in Beijing is often described as the first example of an authentic piece of modern architecture to be built in China since Mao declared the People's Republic. The Manchester court building exists in a very different context, not least because it was a construction brigade of the People's Liberation Army who built the embassy, painfully slowly, rather than a private contractor. And there have been other structures in and around Manchester built in recent years that demonstrate architectural ambition.

Yet this building is in the centre of the city, and it offers not a provincial reflection of a distant metropolitan original but a sophisticated, confident model for what a contemporary and urbane public institution can be. It has surprised Manchester - it is, the city's movers and shakers tell you, the best new building in the city. And they are right to say that. It does a lot of difficult things all at the same time, and makes it look effortless. It's a delicately crafted structure with an unmistakeable profile, and it presses us to think about the nature of courtrooms and civic landmarks.
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		"I am so weak that I could eat a piece of man."

One of Tasmania's least-known convict sites is to be found in roughly the spot where Marcus Clarke ill-prepared generations of readers for one of the set-pieces of Australian fiction.

Follow a dirt track 23 kilometres off the Lake Leake Highway, cross a foul-smelling creek, climb a steep bank, and you emerge into a clearing reminiscent of an Inca encampment: half a dozen stone buildings, roofless, with tall gums thrusting up through the foundations. A paved path leads to a well and, further on, to a headstone of red rock carved with the name of Thomas Collins who died in 1843, aged 36, after a stone crushed his skull.

These ruins are the remains of the Long Marsh Dam, a project by local landowners to harness free convict labour and irrigate 540 acres of farmland from the Macquarie River. At one time 279 men lived here. For 18 months they toiled, often shoeless, their feet wrapped in cloth, hand-digging and transporting huge slabs of bluestone to erect a dam 18 metres high. Then in 1844 arrived an order from London that the landowners had to pay the convicts (4/8d per day for mechanics, 2/2d for labourers). The landowners refused and so, elated, the convicts downed tools, leaving concealed in the bush a remarkable and rarely observed freeze-frame of Van Diemonian history.

By unusual coincidence, it was in the vicinity of this dam where Marcus Clarke had his fugitive convict Gabbett begin to eat four of his companions, ten days after their escape from Port Arthur. Only, Clarke - a Melbourne journalist who paid a single visit to Tasmania in 1870 - betrayed an insulting ignorance of the landscape into which he packed his famished felon (Gabbett's deterioration was based on Alexander Pearce's journey through the very dissimilar west coast). "All round is the fruitless, shadeless, shelterless bush," Clarke wrote in For the Term of His Natural Life, so adding the landscape itself to Gabbett's list of victims. It's a calumny that remains hard to shift in many a mainlander's imagination. Far from being the "grey wilderness" of Clarke's fictional depiction, Tasmania's east coast was then (and still is) in the view of James Boyce, "one of the most hospitable and benign environments for human habitation anywhere in Australia".

On 1 January 1856, 12 years after the Long March Dam was abandoned, and half a century after the colony's foundation, the settlement of Van Diemen's Land - a name, wrote Trollope, "harsh with the crack of the jailer's whip" - achieved self-government under the more euphonious title of Tasmania. "‘Tasmania' represented the new society the free immigrants sought to superimpose on the convict homeland of Van Diemen's Land," writes Boyce, whose contention is that the essential character of the original colony never vanished, "but by the edict of an embarrassed ruling class it went underground." Rather like the Long Marsh Dam, Van Diemen's Land persisted out of sight of Tasmania: a "cultural museum of the pre-industrial era where convicts and their children were to remain the large majority of the population for decades to come".

A sister-book to Tom Keneally's excellent The Commonwealth of Thieves, about early New South Wales, Van Diemen's Land (Black Inc., 400pp; $49.95) is a valuable reappraisal of the first 50 years of Australia's second-oldest state. It does not radically alter the story of what we know so much as enrich and qualify it: here giving fresh emphasis (e.g. to George Augustus Robinson's duplicity towards the Tasmanian Aborigines), there bringing to the fore what might have been forgotten (e.g. the part played by ex-cons from Tasmania in the foundation of Melbourne), and everywhere adding sinew and flesh to what has often resembled the limiting cross-hatch of a Gothic cartoon. Boyce's achievement is to rescue his island's narrative from the small middle-class elite who sought to recreate a "Britain of the south" - and whose Georgian mansions survive to tell their tale - and to put it in the hands of the overwhelming majority: the convicts and ex-convict stock-keepers, shepherds and bushrangers who were able to forge a close, very un-English identity with the land, but whose bark huts have rotted away.

Clarke's geographical error encapsulates the misconception that has clouded our understanding of the effect of Tasmania's landscape upon the 72,000 convicts transported there. In this "pernicious national narrative", suggests Boyce, Van Diemen's Land has been recast in the horrid mould of early New South Wales: Clarke's grey wilderness of "cruel scrub" striking an echo of surgeon-general John White's 1790 reaction to Port Jackson as a waterless, hostile hell-hole "so forbidding and so hateful as only to merit execration and curses". But the experience of those exiled to the southern colony was dramatically different. In Van Diemen's Land, the land was not the lock but the key. The bush spelled freedom, even redemption.

All but the blindest curmudgeons agreed: the island's landscape was arrestingly beautiful. Boyce manages to convey how it was "a veritable Eden" in plenty of other ways. "Nature could be called on for ‘free' food, clothing, shelter and heating, as well as being a source of supplementary income." Equipped with no more capital than a dog and an axe, a convict could work wonders. The well-watered, dingo-free grasslands bustled with easy-to-catch kangaroo (tasting like venison) and echidnas (like goose), and offered a nutritious diet to men more accustomed to a hard, black substance "served out as beef, but commonly called Old Horse". The convict James Grove spoke for many when he named it "a bed of roses" compared to life in Britain, where there were hunger riots and one in nine existed on poor relief. "It's being so contrary a life to that which we have been used to ... I am - as must anyone be - astonished at it." The prospect of going back to England left Grove feeling "unaccountably indifferent". The abundance of fresh food and water, plus an absence of epidemics, made the colony, according to Boyce, "one of the healthiest outposts of the British Empire". In calm, lucid prose he drives home how the convicts enjoyed privileges and rights simply not available to their counterparts in Britain. Even as late as 1826, Lieutenant-Governor Arthur was battling "to make transportation a punishment which, at present, it certainly is not". Hence Port Arthur.

Arthur's arrival (in 1824) put a stop to this fluidity, in which the bountiful grasslands were treated as "common ground". Van Diemen's Land, by then, had become a parallel destination for that contingent of relatively wealthy free settlers who desired this Eden for themselves. Their land-grab set these new immigrants in brutal opposition to the convict occupiers as well as to the Aborigines whose hunting grounds these had been, as Boyce nicely puts it, for three times longer than Homo sapiens had inhabited Britain. By 1831, the bushrangers and most Aborigines had been killed or evicted, and the ensuing property boom swiftly altered the usage and contours of the landscape. Fences sprang up; introduced crops replaced the wild grass (plus rampaging colonial weeds like blackberry, thistle and gorse); the thylacine and emu vanished before the onslaught of the dog, the sheep and the cow. As well, for reasons more complex, the original native population died out.

It is hazardous to build a theory on a midden of hearsay and conjecture, but Boyce's explanation for the speed of the Aborigines' demise after 1824 is utterly convincing, although his theory, it must be said, is also "without [the] direct evidence" for which he chastises other historians. Bluntly put, these historians have "significantly reduced" the easy slaughters that occurred in the four years prior to the richly documented period (1828-31) of the Black War. "In reality, the British were fighting an already defeated enemy."

The rawest part of Boyce's book is his 52-page appendix: ‘Towards Genocide: Government Policy on the Aborigines, 1827-38'. It juts out brooding and uncomfortable, almost too important for an appendix. Boyce's careful manner drops as he catalogues how the Aborigines came to be removed from their ancestral lands "by force or trickery", and without the approval or knowledge of London. Whether this "government-sponsored ethnic clearance" was as deliberate as Boyce maintains or, just as likely, was a product of the "hopelessly contradictory nature of government policy", the trauma of the outcome is not in dispute. There can be few more painful remarks than the one recorded by George Augustus Robinson on Flinders, the island which succeeded in operating for Aborigines as Van Diemen's Land was intended to serve for convicts: a place of prison and exile. "Why keep us here to starve. We don't want to live here. Let us go to our own country and we can live."

This is a first-rate history. Any criticisms one might level are minor, but should, perhaps, be aired, given the cannibalistic fury directed towards anyone venturing into this terrain. Boyce, like Lyndall Ryan and Henry Reynolds before him, is reassuringly fallible in his transcription: Mrs Prinsep's phrase "girls in their pattens" (wooden clogs to navigate the Hobart mud) is wrongly rendered as "girls in their patterns". In emphasising the bounty of the place, Boyce ignores the genuine conditions of famine that existed in Port Dalrymple in 1806-07, and which precipitated the first crossing of the island. Likewise, in his eagerness to exempt the Aborigines from epidemics, he overlooks the Flinders Island catechist who was told by Aborigines that "their numbers were very much thinned by a sudden attack of disease which was general among the entire population previous to the arrival of the English, entire tribes of natives having been swept off." In a spirit of the purest selfishness, I would have welcomed a reference to the brief period in the 1820s when convict-harvested whale oil from Oyster Bay, where Gabbett was hobbling towards (and where I write this), illuminated the streets and studies of London. But as I say, small quibbles when set against the clarifying and very Tasmanian light that Boyce sheds on his colony's birth, along the way reminding us that Gabbett, like a fair few commentators after him, had no need to eat his companions, only some of his words.


		


	         

    
      Sunshine On My Brain: The pop genius of The Monkees
    

		

		
		BY ROBERT FORSTER

		
		
		
		


		
		Sometimes I play a game in my head: name the five best American rock bands of the '60s. My list goes: The Velvet Underground, The Byrds, The Beach Boys, The Doors, and then I stall on the fifth. Creedence? The Band - although they're mostly Canadian. Simon & Garfunkel? Jefferson Airplane? The Lovin' Spoonful? But I plump for The Monkees. Song for song they are the best pop group of the period, and their story is one of the most intriguing. The myth which shadows them is that they couldn't play, they weren't really a band and their music was sugary top-ten fodder. Yet the excellent reissues of their first four albums with bonus discs, released by Rhino Records in the past couple of years, show a band with real depth - one that not only crystallised the very best qualities of west-coast pop but also pulled off one of the greatest inside coups in showbiz history.

The bones of the group, its talent and temperament, goes back to the two men who put it together. Bert Schneider and Bob Rafelson, who hatched and pitched the idea of a television show based on the wacky antics of The Beatles in A Hard Day's Night and Help!, were west-coast hipsters with the pulse of the '60s within them. Their off-beat approach meant that the four actors/musicians they chose to play the band members in the series were not going to be the square-jawed, Brylcreemed types who usually played anyone under 30 in the TV shows and movies of the time. Those they picked from the 437 applicants to the Variety ad calling for "four insane boys" sealed the fate of the band, the show, the music and all those who worked with them. Put simply, if almost any people outside of Michael Nesmith, Micky Dolenz, Davy Jones and Peter Tork had made up The Monkees, we would now have only a slim greatest-hits album to evaluate from a show that might have lasted a year.

The casting net was thrown wide. Tork was a Greenwich Village folkie, Nesmith a wry Texan singer-songwriter, Dolenz an LA-based former child actor, most famous for playing Corky in the late-'50s TV series Circus Boy, and Jones was an English-born Broadway singer with roots in vaudeville. That was the band. Actually, it wasn't a band initially because they were only actors playing a band, but then life began imitating art and they became a touring and recording group beyond the one they were hired to be, and they kept their name, The Monkees. So, if nothing else, long before MTV, American Idol and every ‘reality' show blurring on- and off-camera life through the prism of mass entertainment, The Monkees were pioneers. And this being the '60s, and with the corporate screws not yet so down on the younger generation, the band had room to wriggle and rebel, leading to some fantastic music, some eye-popping TV, and finally a movie named Head that starred Frank Zappa and Victor Mature and began with the four Monkees busting a police cordon and diving off a bridge to their symbolic death.

The first four albums of their squashed (1966-70) recording career can be neatly cut in two. The Monkees ('66) and More of The Monkees ('67) are straight-up pop albums from what could be called the ‘fabricated' era, when the instruments were mostly played by studio musicians and the production and direction of the records was out of the band's hands. Notwithstanding this, both albums are crunchy, hit-laden collections of great songs. There's a ridiculous number of hooks, and an exuberance and glee that is forever tuned to the golden pop of the last half of '66. The Monkees has about six potential hit singles on it, yet only one was released: ‘The Last Train to Clarksville'. More of The Monkees, which followed very swiftly, has ‘I'm a Believer' and ‘(I'm Not Your) Steppin' Stone' (later covered by the Sex Pistols), plus ‘Mary Mary', ‘She' and ‘Look Out (Here Comes Tomorrow)' as further hits - if only there had been time to release them.

What separates the band from their one-hit garage-band and proto- psychedelic contemporaries is that they had a television show to push their music and a corporate music-business structure built into the show that delivered a constant flow of top-notch pop songs. The man behind this, and in some senses the villain of the story, was an old-school music-biz heavy from the east coast called Don Kirshner. He was the musical supervisor of the first two records. He liked songs with girls' names in them. He discouraged the band's involvement in the recordings, aside from their singing, but had a good ear and fantastic contacts: a horde of Brill Building songwriters struggling in the singer-songwriter world of mid-'60s pop. Kirshner brought in Carole King and Gerry Goffin (responsible for the sublime ‘Take a Giant Step' and ‘Sometime in the Morning'), Neil Sedaka and Carole Bayer Sager, Neil Diamond (‘I'm a Believer'), and David Gates, later of Bread. On the west coast he had Tommy Boyce and Bobby Hart, members of the LA band The Candy Store Prophets (what a band name!), who wrote the show's theme song and a host of killer tunes, including ‘Last Train'. And finally there was the stellar songwriting of Michael Nesmith, who by this time had already written ‘Different Drum', later a hit for Linda Ronstadt, and who went on to write a dozen very strong songs for the band.

The Monkees had two geniuses: Nesmith and Micky Dolenz. Dolenz is the great unheralded white male pop singer of the era. Top-40 singers before him sound arch and histrionic; Dolenz purrs and glides, skating the curves of a song's melody with a knowing confidence yet able to raise his voice and push and scream - he did a James Brown medley in Monkees concerts - and then pull back into the pocket. Listen to ‘I'm a Believer'. Nesmith is a different kettle of fish, and to list his qualities and achievements is to wonder how they could all be contained in one person. For a start, he's a country-rock pioneer: his '66 recordings for the band have banjo, fiddle and steel guitar jangling and bouncing amid the usual guitars and drums. He's a master songwriter who went on to have a fine '70s album career, capped by the hit single ‘Rio'. He was a music-video producer and director who in '81 won the first Grammy for a video. He was the executive producer for the film Repo Man. He wrote a novel (The Long Sandy Hair of Neftoon Zamora), ran a large home-video distribution business and is now an internet guru expounding knowingly on virtual reality and Second Life. Back then, though, he was in The Monkees and causing trouble. It was he who demanded that they become the band they were pretending to be, play their own instruments and take control of the records coming out under their name.

For all the discussion that follows The Monkees, and the very keen criticism they received at the time for their supposed fakeness and plasticity, you wonder how many of the bands with their revolutionary rhetoric on full blast would have held a television network, a record company, an entire hit- and money-making machine to the fire in the name of artistic control. And the answer is, very few; but The Monkees did. Nesmith and Tork, mainly - the two musicians of the band - demanded the band choose the material for their records and play it, or they'd quit. The legacy of their move is Headquarters ('67) and Pisces, Aquarius, Capricorn & Jones Ltd. ('67), the group's third and fourth albums. Perhaps they don't seem too different to the first two records, but there's a unity to their sound and a perceptible wind-down in the search for hit singles that signals The Monkees' shift to being an album band. There is still the gloriously rich mix of songwriting and there is still the sound, a big warm studio mix of live instrumentation at the exotic end of the pop scale. But there is a voice here, hard won by four young men who in making two classic albums became the Frankenstein's monster that walked.

Prejudice toward The Monkees reigns supreme. Nesmith still curses the fact that audiences his own age just don't get the group. Yet if the music they made is dismissed, often on the basis of the singles only, then a closer look at the people around the band would lead you to believe that something was going on beyond a one-dimensional pop outfit and a TV show. The Monkees were a product - but not only of corporate television culture. They were also the product of an LA-based scene explosion, when people involved in rock and pop, film and television, drugs and art, gathered around the city from '65 to '75 to push a younger and wilder voice into mainstream American culture. Peter Tork's house was one of the prime hangouts for the LA folk-rock scene. Schneider and Rafelson went on to produce Easy Rider and The Last Picture Show. Rafelson directed Five Easy Pieces. Jack Nicholson co-wrote Head. Tim Buckley and Jimi Hendrix got their first mass exposure through the band, and Micky Dolenz can be spied in full American Indian regalia at the Monterey Pop Festival. With friends like these, The Monkees just have to be fabulous.

I'm looking at an online petition. It's to get The Monkees inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. The fools that run this institution are obviously inclined to the old position that The Monkees just aren't rock enough or hip enough to be inducted. The situation is the reverse: The Monkees are too hip for the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. They have skipped free, the same way they jumped off that bridge back in '68, and are outside rock history. But still, the next time you're thinking of adding a record or two to a collection of classic rock albums, get Headquarters or Pisces, Aquarius, Capricorn & Jones Ltd. and put them up beside The Byrds' Younger Than Yesterday or The Velvet Underground's first album, because it is where they belong.


		


	         

    
      ‘Time and Materials: Poems 1997–2005’ by Robert Hass
    

		

		
		BY GREG MCLAREN

		
		
		
		


		
		Time and Materials, Robert Hass's fifth collection, won the 2007 American National Book Award for poetry. Surprisingly for a poet of his stature and longevity, Hass doesn't yet have a selected volume to his name. Such modesty is in keeping with his key poetic impulse: to approach the sublime through the ephemeral. If this creates problems for writing experience, sublime or not, Hass copes with them, facing the limits of language as it encounters sheer presence. He argues that self and other, presence and sublimity, are interconnected in ways that are beyond speech. 

The difficulties of what is unsayable, and of empathy, form an ongoing question running through the book: "What would you do if you were me?" To represent otherness (or indeed, self) is "to render time and stand outside / The horizontal rush of it". By both resisting language's limitations and accepting its inevitable reductiveness, Hass is able to represent experience with something approaching fidelity. In fact, when he hints at the work of representing the otherness of nature, Hass drifts through these limitations: he shifts from confidently stating, "The aspen glitters in the wind / And that delights us," to seeing only "The aspen doing something in the wind". This isn't an evasion, but instead enacts the difficulty in trying to represent anything, yet proceeding nonetheless. That these issues necessarily resist resolution may actually be Hass's point: if, as he argues almost metaphorically, "A line is the distance between two points," then perhaps writing provides a barrier to direct experience. Cloaking his doubt in itself like this, he delves into impossibilities.

Late in the book, Hass's career-long conversation with the community of writers and artists (notable in the numerous poems revelling in a painterly attention to colour, texture and movement) broadens out past those milieux as he opens up his sensibility to more overtly political material (‘Bush's War', ‘A Poem', ‘On Visiting the DMZ at Panmunjon'), which tends to suffer from his unfamiliarity, I think, with the technical and tonal challenges of politically engaged, discursive poetry. This reaching beyond the familiar, though flawed, marks Hass as a very substantial poet, one prepared to fail in order to expand his already impressive range.
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      Raphael Ajzensztat
    

		

		
		

		
		
		
		


		
		Dear Mr James, 

"But then we find that the British tennis player is a wild card behaving aggressively." (Clive James, "The Perfectly Bad Sentence", The Monthly, February 2008).

I suggest you reconsider your article and the sentence quoted above, because you seem to have fundamentally misunderstood the sentence from Neil Harman's article.

It appears you assume that that portion of Harman's sentence beginning "the wild card ..." is a relative clause, referring to "Henman" in the main clause. However such an assumption would be mistaken. In fact, that part of the sentence, "the wild card who has torn through this event on a wave of emotion ...", is not a relative clause at all, but rather an apposition containing within it a relative clause (beginning with "who has torn through"). Viewed in the proper way, it becomes more likely that the wild card is Ivanisevic.

I cannot find any explanation for your assumption that Harman's wild card is Henman and not Ivanisevic. I suggest you read the sentence aloud to yourself, pausing slightly after "Ivanisevic" to allow the comma that immediately follows to make its meaning clear.


		


	         

    
      Jim Hart
    

		

		
		

		
		
		
		


		
		I wanted to comment on Clive James's short piece this month, for your information and hopefully also for his.

Most of the article is entertaining and interesting, once you remember to engage the ego filter. However I can't let him get away with his little rant about "co-share". I'm still hoping this is a subtle Clive-joke and that he's pulling our collective leg; but if so, he ought to give at least some kind of clue.

As Clive tells it, airlines first commit a tautological sin by turning "share" into "co-share", then corrupt it further into "code-share". Surely a well-travelled chap like Clive knows it's the other way round: two airlines selling seats on the same route frequently share a single aircraft, but each keeps its own flight number with its unique airline code. Hence "code-share": a useful bit of  industry jargon to describe this type of subcontracting. Obviously this word could easily sound like "co-share" when heard over the Qantas PA system, leading Clive to suffer a small bout of linguistic apoplexy which he then has to share with the rest of us.

Many of your readers would have met this term before and are probably wondering what Clive is on about, so I'm surprised you let it through. Or have I missed some deep Clive-ism here?

Apart from that, this month's issue is yet another good read - thanks.


		


	         

    
      Roger Davis
    

		

		
		

		
		
		
		


		
		I am neither a tennis fan nor appreciative of poor journalism, and resent being forced to observe that in "The Perfectly Bad Sentence" (February) Clive James goes too far in his criticism.

What a shame that neither he nor his editor understood that "wild card" is not a metaphor but a factual statement. Indeed, so mainstream is this use of the term that it appears in the OED: "a player or team chosen for a tournament at the discretion of the organizers after the regular places have been taken up". The only wild card to win Wimbledon thus far is Goran Ivanisevic. Even Mr Baldwin, my late English tutor, would not find fault with that element of Neil Harman's "perfectly bad sentence".

I share Clive's sentiments regarding the remainder of the construction, but find myself wondering if he would have been able to remain quite so ignorant of tennis terminology had he stayed in Kogarah, as the proximity of his home to Wimbledon has not helped.


		


	         

    
      Max Bonnell
    

		

		
		

		
		
		
		


		
		What a bafflingly awful piece by Clive James in the Monthly (February 2008).

I doubt that Neil Harman will ever be regarded as a great prose stylist, even by the modest standards of tennis reporters, but he is innocent of the charge (botching an extended metaphor) levelled at him by James. Harman's words "wild card who has torn through this event" clearly apply, not to the "firing" Henman, but to his opponent, Ivanisevic. How James manages to misread this sentence, and apply these words to Henman, only he knows. In fact, he has misread the sentence twice, because the words "wild card" are not a metaphor for Henman, but a statement of fact about Ivanisevic. A "wild card" is an invitation to take part in a tournament for which the player has failed to qualify. When Harman calls Ivanisevic a "wild card", he is simply drawing attention to the fact that he was at Wimbledon that year only because he had received such an invitation. The fact that James' criticisms are garnished with references to Baudelaire doesn't obscure the fact that he has misread and misunderstood a very simple sentence. Which wouldn't matter so much if the point of the article were not for James to preen himself over the fact that he knows how to parse a sentence.

"Code-share" is certainly an inelegant phrase, but it isn't a corruption of "co-share" - James has got this one precisely the wrong way round, because "co-share" is not a newly-minted tautology but a spoken corruption of "code-share", either pronounced lazily or perhaps misheard. Again, this point is trivial, but if you're going to be a pedant, you have to be right, or you end up looking foolish.

James does not spare himself from criticism - his crime, apparently, is "too-particular writing". But how, then, to explain his assertion that "American English is the version of the language least prone to error at present"? This is a claim so broad and imprecise as to be meaningless. What does James mean by "American English" - the English spoken in Brooklyn, or Mississippi, or Malibu? The English spoken by John Updike, George W Bush or Paris Hilton? And even if we allow that such a thing as "American English" exists, to what has James compared it in reaching his conclusion? Has he really checked whether the inhabitants of Guernsey or the Cayman Islands don't use the language with unerring precision? What makes this pointless, sweeping, unprovable statement both funny and ridiculous is that it appears in a paragraph in which James laments that it's a "hard fate" to write as carefully as he does.

As Baudelaire never said, it takes someone as clever as Clive James to write something as silly as this.
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      Johnny O’Keefe & Jack Benny
    

		

		
		BY SHANE MALONEY
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		After more than 50 years in the business, Jack Benny was nothing if not a trouper. When CBS dumped his long-running television show at the end of 1963, he pursed his lips, packed his violin and took his schtick on the road. In Australia, a consortium of promoters packaged him into a variety show that included acrobats, a popular chanteuse and, improbably, the country's paramount rocker, Johnny O'Keefe.

For all his tearaway image and microphone humping, JOK was no rock 'n' roll rebel. He sold his music as an antidote to juvenile delinquency and banned long hair from his weekly television program, Sing, Sing, Sing. And at 29, he was getting too old for the kid stuff. He yearned for the established mainstream stardom that a figure like Benny represented. With their shared billing in mind, he recorded the lush, syrupy ballad ‘She Wears My Ring'.

The Sydney season opened on 7 March 1964. Benny, master of the pregnant pause, milked the laughs with his customary sophistication and O'Keefe belted out his trademark hits. Between them, they brought the house down.

Backstage, Benny was easy and unassuming, generous with his advice to the eager, vulnerable and moody O'Keefe. "Jack Benny was a marvellous influence on me. I would watch him every night. Up until that time, I'd not really emulated anybody but Little Richard."

The show got a tepid response in Melbourne, despite O'Keefe "working like a Trojan to win a response from the square dress circle", but the tour catapulted ‘She Wears My Ring' straight into the charts.

No sooner had Benny returned home than the magic wore off. In May, Sing, Sing, Sing was relegated to an unwinnable slot, up against Disneyland. Then, in June, The Beatles arrived. By November, old-style rock was history and JOK was back in hospital with yet another of his nervous breakdowns. Within ten years, the St George Leagues Club was looking like a step up for the man once hailed as Australia's answer to Elvis.

Signing with NBC, Jack Benny returned to television. He retired after a season but continued to perform until his sudden death from pancreatic cancer in 1974. Johnny O'Keefe dwelt frequently on his memory, sometimes weeping in his dressing room for never having called to say how much he admired him. But there were tears aplenty by then, too many for even barbiturates to keep at bay.
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