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To all those who, knowing what we were about, spared no pains to ease our way – but especially to Geoff and Carole Gibbs, Ron Wise, Mayor Finlayson, Stanley Brown, Angela and Colin Davis, Leanne Cook, Judith Coleman, and Neil Batt – this book is affectionately dedicated.





Preface to the New Edition



It is hard to believe, fondly turning these pages again, that the journey it records – all around Australia and then up through the middle – was made twenty-five years ago. It was the adventure of my life, though in truth I took no risks in the sense that adven­turers take risk; but I gave myself up to continuous discomfort, bad roads, the bullying babble of long-distance Australian bus drivers, the uncertainties of cheap motels, venomous spiders, the monologues of racists, and the difficulty of making sense of a country that was at one and the same time magnanimous and cruel, sophisticated and suspicious, self-righteous and free-spirited.

I fell for Australia when I first went there as a young man to teach at Sydney University. On the morning I left, three years later, I sat on a bench in a little park overlooking the Harbour and wept. My passion for the place returns the moment the sun comes out in England. At the first hint of warmth, I smell Australia and long to be back there. This journey, undertaken twenty years later, tried – unsuccessfully – to shake off some of that sentimentality, while endeavouring to broaden my interest in the country, which up until then had been Sydney-centred. The consequence was a fiercer passion still, this time for outback and small-town Australia, the thousand greens of the bush, the deep quiet of the desert, the skies filled with parrots, and the intense intimacies which Australians encourage at the very moment of meeting.

My companion for most of this journey was my then wife, Rosalin Sadler, an Australian herself, a perceptive, funny and indefatigable conversationalist, and the instigator of many of the more challenging treks we made, both of body and of mind. I am not an intrepid traveller. I cannot abide isolation. Nor can I abide silence. For me, to travel is to talk, and it would have been untrue to the journey not to have told what we talked about.

The book is not a history of Australia, nor is it an analysis of the Australian character, though it is impossible to travel in the far north or west of the country without walking straight into the heartbreak of white Australian/Aboriginal relations. Watching Ghostbusters on television in the Aboriginal community of Areyonga, a paradisal ruin 200 kilometres or so west of Alice Springs, was the funniest and saddest experience of the whole journey. Faced with the realities of Aboriginal squalor, you have no choice but to think politically.

As I travelled I recorded, sitting in the back of a camper van or in a motel room every night, writing down everything I’d seen and heard. Where possible I took public transport. You don’t learn much about a place by flying over it. My most vivid memory is of sitting in buses for days at a time, stopping at roadhouses from which I never expected to escape alive, listening to one driver after another enunciate his philosophy of manliness and mateship, encountering Australians of every age and with every reason for being on the road themselves, watching the eagles glide and the earth turn red. There is no more variously beautiful country. This book is a record of the near anguish I felt the whole time I was there. The only way I can describe that briefly is to say it stabs the heart.

Howard Jacobson, April 2011
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One



On Wings of Poesy

We knew where we were going. We knew how and even when we were going. The only thing we weren’t entirely sure about was why we were going.

We were loaded down with resolution; what we lacked was a reason. A publisher’s advance could not be called a reason. It was not elemental enough. And as for this being a double anniversary – twenty-one years exactly since I’d first gone to Australia, twelve years exactly since my wife had first left it; a total of thirty-three years almost all of them misspent – well, that was elemental to excess.

A course between expedience and sentiment somehow eluded us.

Then we had a stroke of luck. A couple of days before we were due to leave we ran into the Australian poetess Orianna Ooi (I have of course slightly changed her name) on the Strand. We weren’t close acquaintances, having only ever met two or three times before, on each occasion, as chance would have it, somewhere between Australia House and the Savoy; and we knew little about her except that she spent the afternoons of her exile under the chandeliers in the reading room of the Australian High Commission, combing the literary pages of the Australian newspapers for any mention of her verse. This was the only way, at so great a distance from home, that she could keep abreast with the progress of her reputation. Today, wrapped up extravagantly against the cold – every day had been the coldest day in living memory that winter – she was flushed with excitement: the Adelaide Advertiser had just alluded to her dense conceptual invention.

We congratulated her. ‘The Adelaide Advertiser,’ I remarked, ‘is not renowned for choosing its words lightly.’

She glowed at us. There might have been snow on the ground, but inside her heart it was suddenly summer. We all three paused to wave to an Australian short-story writer on his way to check what his home newspapers had to say about him.

‘He hates it over here,’ Orianna confided. ‘No one recognizes him. He hasn’t signed a single autograph. He has to read about himself in the Sydney Morning Herald to remember who he is.’

I must have given some involuntary sigh of sympathy, thinking that very soon now I would be suffering the indignity of anonymity myself, out there in the unheeding heat and dust, because out of the blue Orianna recalled what we’d told her the last time we’d collided on the Strand. ‘Aren’t you two off any time now?’

‘Day after tomorrow.’

‘And you’re going all the way round?’

I didn’t like the double emphasis. I thought I could hear a request for an exorbitant favour coming; something that would entail our having to look up every Ooi in Australia, or worse, having to search every local outback newspaper for veiled references to this Ooi’s effusions. But Rosalin has a less suspicious nature. ‘Yes, all the way round. Darwin, the Kimberleys, Perth, Kalgoorlie, Alice Springs, the Great Barrier Reef – you name it.’

‘Lucky you,’ Orianna said, allowing herself just one quick wintry shiver before she added, ‘Look, do you think you could do me a favour?’

I turned away. I became suddenly engrossed in architectural niceties I’d never before paid adequate attention to on the Strand; such as the deeply recessed clerestory fenestration of the building housing the New South Wales Government, and the ornamentation around the guttering of the Savoy. From the corner of one eye I could see my poor wife delivering herself of the usual courtesies – ‘Certainly . . . Only too delighted . . . If there’s any way we possibly can . . .’ – and Orianna rooting around in her handbag. Probably because they are never certain what errand they are on, whether they are meant to be ladies or bushwhackers, Australian women carry grotesque handbags. Orianna’s was a sort of sack made from emu feathers and the skin of fruit bat. But it was what was in it that frightened me. I looked just long enough to see her produce it – Jocasta’s Jest: Poems of The Domestic Life – and to hear her say, ‘What I was wondering was whether, while you’re on your travels, you could, you know, pop into every bookshop you see and check whether they’ve got stocks of this.’ Then I went back to staring at the Savoy.

When I felt that it was absolutely safe to let my attention return I discovered that Orianna had gone but that Jocasta’s Jest was still with us, in Ros’s hand.

‘She gave you a copy, then,’ I noticed.

There was a degree of hesitation. ‘Not exactly.’

‘How do you mean, not exactly?’

‘She didn’t exactly give it.’

‘You’re not telling me you nicked it? You didn’t mug her for it, did you?’

I could see that Ros was still thinking over what had occurred. There seemed to be some uncertainty as to just who had mugged whom. ‘No,’ she said at last, ‘I appear to have bought it.’

I let it go at that. Since I’d deliberately absented myself I couldn’t really complain about what had happened while I’d been away. And I’d long ago learnt that there was nothing to gain from being the sort of husband who took attitudes to his wife’s purchases. It was only later, when I caught Ros finding space for the poems in her corner of the suitcase, that I raised a query. ‘You aren’t really, are you?’

‘I’m not really what?’

It was too absurd to put into words. I gave one of those backward nods of the head that are meant to suggest previous events in other places – in this case yesterday’s encounter on the Strand. ‘You know,’ I said, adding a forward nod to suggest the next four months and bookshops all over Australia.

Her reply was more prompt than I thought it ought to have been. ‘I certainly am,’ she said. ‘Why shouldn’t I? Everybody needs a little project. You’ve got yours. This is mine.’

‘I would have thought we had better things to do out there,’ I said.

‘Such as?’

She knew she had me there. She knew I’d never been any good when it came to dealing with the big questions. Besides, there was a subtext to this. I’d squandered some of the best years of my life in Sydney and Melbourne in the sixties and early seventies. I’d been back on ghost-laying expeditions several times since, eating too much, drinking too much, fighting with my old friends, and coming home again bemused and disappointed. I was in no position, Ros’s question implied, to be talking of ‘better things’.

There was another unspoken issue in the room alongside our half-packed cases. Pineapples. I might have adopted Australia but Rosalin had been born there. The last time we’d been back nosing around the ruined sites of our several histories Ros had gone down with a mystery illness which was diagnosed finally as an allergy to her own country. ‘It’s common,’ the doctor told her. ‘Many people react badly to where they come from once they’ve been away. You’ll feel better when you leave again.’ In the meantime the only comfort available to her in her misery was that afforded by the sight and smell of pineapples. She lay delirious for three weeks in a hotel bed in Manly with a pineapple hanging from each bed post. I sat up through the nights listening to the sharks nibbling at the jetties and waiting for Ros to stir. ‘Pineapples,’ I had to whisper the moment she opened a bloodshot eye – ‘Pineapples, my dear.’

Australia, in other words – even leaving aside what lay curled and ticking in the undergrowth – was a dangerous place for us. Australia contained the past and the past holds more terrors than any jungle. We had to tread carefully. Self-discovery was out. The last thing we wanted to come upon at the end of some five hundred miles of dirt track was ourselves. Any of that and there was a good chance we’d both end up on our backs sniffing pineapples.

Keeping away from our old haunts – the merest whisk around the Eastern cities – would be one way of staying safe. And some simple, selfless project – some course of altruism or utility – would be another.

That’s how we came to be flying out of London on the coldest day in recorded history (this detail is important because it explains what we were wearing when we arrived in Darwin on its hottest) with the express purpose of scouring Australia – the Northern Territory, the Western Seaboard, the Goldfields, the Wineries, the Outback, the Rainforests, the Red Centre, the Reef and the ineffable Bush – for copies of Orianna Ooi’s latest volume of densely conceptual verse.



From a practical no less than from a poetical point of view, the common or garden flight from London to Sydney or Melbourne via Singapore suffers from the amount of time you are actually in or over Australia before you finally land. You are already sick of the country before you set foot on it. Come in the top way, via Darwin, however, and you arrive as fresh as a daisy and convinced, as you strictly speaking ought to be, that you are still in Asia.

‘You sweet?’ our steward asked us as we were barely out of Malaysian air-space.

‘You sweet?’ is Australian stewardese for, ‘Is everything absolutely to your requirements, sir?’

We were, I thought, sweetish. ‘Perhaps another bottle of Montrose Chardonnay, Mudgee, 1984?’ I wondered.

All Australian wines are overeager, impatient to escape the confines of the bottle; but this particular Chardonnay would not sit calmly even in the glass. It sprang to your lips if you so much as nodded to your neighbour. And Trevor was pretty much the same.

He’d been very good with me, spotting me at once as the sort of passenger who appreciated being served in bulk. But he did think it was worth mentioning this time that we would be in Darwin in twenty minutes.

‘Twenty minutes?’ I couldn’t believe it. ‘It feels as if we’ve just left Singapore,’ I said.

He shrugged his big broad high effeminate Australian shoulders inside his orange blazer. ‘There you are,’ he said. He seemed to be letting us in on some well-kept secret as to the real whereabouts of the Top End of Australia.

And there indeed, at a few minutes to four in the morning and with the Chardonnay still fizzing in the bottle, we were. Darwin International Airport. A single shed, as far as we could make out in the dark, constructed of aluminium and corrugated tin. There were no other planes on the runway – assuming this to be a runway that we were on – and the few ground staff we could see stood about rubbing their eyes, as if they wanted us to understand that they’d been dragged out of bed especially for us. Even in the air-conditioned cabin of the jumbo you could smell the damp warm lethargy of the tropics.

‘Look,’ Ros said, pointing to the open-mouthed passenger exit being driven slowly in our direction across the steaming tarmac, ‘it’s coming at us like a wet kiss.’

We experienced the faintest of tremors as the kiss rose and planted itself on the curved body of our craft, then we sat back and waited to be sprayed.

The quarantine officers came aboard yawning. For all the spruceness of their nautical rig – long white socks, navy shorts, short-sleeved white shirts with epaulettes, and deep-sea divers’ watches – I wouldn’t have wanted to be within a hundred miles of land on any vessel steered by them. And they were bad-tempered as well as half-asleep. They meant to give a hard time of it to a certain Mr Ramsden who was required to proceed to the front of the plane ‘with his possessions’.

From the time they took with him I could only suppose he was carrying about his person at least one example of every item you were not allowed to bring into Australia: a snakeskin belt from Venezuela, a woven bamboo basket from Borneo, a rhino horn from Tanzania, the larva of the Abyssinian fruit moth, and signed copies of Last Exit to Brooklyn and Das Kapital.

Mr Ramsden wasn’t our only delay. The quarantine officers refused to walk the length of our plane and back with their cans of deodorizer and disinfectant held aloft until every passenger was in his seat. They drummed on the luggage lockers with their uncontaminated fingers, in order that we should see it was our own time we were wasting, not theirs. They were in no hurry themselves. They’d been tipped out of their warm beds at 3.30 in the morning in order to sanitize us and make us fit for entry and they had nothing else to do now – since planes were few and far between in Darwin – with the entirety of their day. They could wait.

I later learnt that there might have been an element of pol­­itics in this show of petulance. Japanese visitors to Australia had been reacting badly to the ritual spraying of their persons, since in their country such an indignity was only ever visited on those whose appearance palpably merited it. Meticulous about their private hygiene they took it ill that they should be presumed to be carrying bugs and bacilli capable of wiping out the entire animal and human population of Australia. An exemption from this hysterical precaution had been requested and, since the first aim of all photogenic countries is to be visited by as many Japanese as possible, the request seemed likely to be granted. Good for the Japanese, good for tourism, but not so good for the self-esteem and future prospects of quarantine officers. It’s my belief that they saw the writing on the wall. Soon anyone would be able to breeze into Australia exuding germs and breathing viruses at will. It was unmistak­able from the disdain with which they wielded their aerosols at last that they were making us pay for those virulent millions who would one day elude the spray.

Myself, I have to say I think the Japanese response is un­­­imaginative. I love being sprayed. It is a perfect way to begin a journey or a holiday or a new life. It is a physical performance of an emotional requirement – the equivalent of a Turkish bath or a Finnish flagellation, but without the fuss or the pain. A purification. A little symbolical murder of the prior self.

Inside the tin shed that was the terminal they were more concerned with the extermination of the imported fruit fly than the prior self. As we queued to have our passports scrutinized we stood alongside a capacious green bin, gaily decorated with paintings of innocent-seeming apples and oranges and bananas. The bin represented one’s last, one’s absolutely final, opportunity to get rid of all the apples and oranges and bananas secreted about one’s person before they were spotted sticking out of one’s pockets by vigilant quarantine and customs men. ‘Why risk a fine of $50,000?’ the bin asked.

I don’t know why I decided to take such an interest in this receptacle. It might have been that the idea of a last-chance fruit depository appealed to something in my theology; or it might just have been inconsequentiality caused by jet-lag or the Montrose Chardonnay. Whatever the reason, I was no sooner through immigration than I wanted to be back out again, where the bin was. I wanted to be sure that I’d got the colour and dimensions right, and that the fine for smuggling in a cherry was indeed $50,000. I knew, of course, that I couldn’t really treat immigration as if it were a revolving door; but I didn’t think there would be any harm in my standing on tiptoe behind a passport officer’s back and jotting down some details in my notebook. It never crossed my mind that such action might look for all the world like espionage – pretty inept and footling espionage (what did they think I was after: the names and birthdays of the passengers I’d flown in with?) but espionage all the same. So I wasn’t prepared for the heavy hand that took me suddenly by the shoulder, or the rough inhospitable manner in which I was dispossessed of my notes.

I live in dread of having something taken from me. I am certain that I will fail of the indignation of outraged ownership. I am unable to imagine myself ever calling, ‘Stop, thief!’ But I did manage, on this occasion, to say, ‘Hey, that’s my notebook.’

My assailant flicked through it. I think the number of empty pages disconcerted him. That and the total illegibility of the pages that were full. My writing is so bad that it is often taken as shorthand or code.

‘What’s it for?’ he wanted to know. He was red-faced, hot, furious, in that state of apoplexy to which all minor officials reduce themselves when they think they’ve found a smart-arse. He had a huge belly around which I think I must only have imagined a holster belt and pistol.

But this was holster belt and pistol territory, and holster belt and pistol weather. And I was wearing winter corduroys and Church’s shoes.

‘I use it to write down my impressions,’ I said. I wasn’t going to say that I’d had it only one day and that my only impressions so far were of the waste basket and of him.

He took another look in it. I think the idea that people wrote things in notebooks disgusted him.

‘Do you know where you are?’ he asked me.

‘Australia,’ I said.

I might have been wrong but I was fairly certain his eyes rolled momentarily with the ecstasy of imagining hitting me. Or of hitting my notebook.

‘You’re in a customs hall,’ he said.

I nodded. We were in a customs hall, all right. And a pretty jumpy one at that. At the far end of the room I could see Ros waiting for our luggage to appear through the hole in the wall. But nearly all those who had their cases were being made to open them. No one was above suspicion in Darwin. One customs official was going through every item of folded underwear in a bearded teenager’s holdall, feeling along the elastic with expert fingers, even checking the hems of his vests for unwonted nodules. It wasn’t just apples and bananas they were jittery about in the Territory.

The neuropath who’d collared me drew my attention to a sign high up on the wall above us. It said, CUSTOMS HALL – NO PHOTOGRAPHY.

‘D’you see that?’

I said I did.

Our eyes met for an instant. His were a lost, dreamy Australian blue. Then he handed me back my notebook. ‘No photog­raphy means no writing either,’ he said.

I didn’t argue. I was in a foreign country. It wasn’t for me to go around explaining to the natives what no photography meant.

I went over to where Ros was still waiting for our cases. I ought to have noticed that she was the last one there but I was too full of my own exhilaration. ‘This is brilliant,’ I said. ‘It’s a dream start. I’ve just very nearly had my notebook confiscated.’

‘Why is that good?’

‘Material,’ I said. ‘Material. We no sooner land than we’re in the shit. It’s perfect.’

‘In that case you’re having an even better start than you realized. They’ve lost our luggage.’



Remember my mentioning that we’d left London on the coldest day in recorded history? Well, we’d boarded the plane dressed accordingly. Seasoned transcontinental travellers know that that’s not how you do it. You are supposed to so juggle your wardrobe that you leave in clothes appropriate to the one climate and arrive in whatever is appropriate to the other. I knew all that myself, but I was keen to circumvent the weight restrictions on our baggage by packing everything that was light and wearing everything that was heavy. ‘We might be a trifle uncomfortable on the plane,’ I’d said, ‘but we can change the minute we hit Darwin.’ I still don’t think there was anything wrong with my reasoning. I wasn’t to know that the airline would misread our labels and confuse Darwin with Java.

We were directed to a lost property and general mishap and balls-up clerk whose offices were located around the side of the sweltering tin terminus. In order to get to him we had to pass empty-handed through customs and out into the night. Already the airport was deserted, all our fellow passengers having been whisked away in their lightweight floral shirts by waiting friends or taxis. Only a few officials remained, looking at their watches and wanting to close before the sun came up.

‘No worries,’ the clerk said as he filled in ‘don’t knows’ to such questions as, ‘Place and date of manufacture of missing suitcase.’

‘Big, blue, and heavy,’ was the best description I could give him.

He nodded absently and a trifle sceptically, as if he’d heard big, blue and heavy a few too many times before. He was a young, ferrety fellow chosen for his easy charm and lack of sympathy for the sufferings of others. He possessed that twink­ling callousness which passes in Australia for calm.

‘So you reckon there’s a fair chance it will turn up?’ I asked him.

‘Ah yeah. Should do.’

‘Soon?’

‘Aw – eventually.’

I had a vague sense that I ought to be demanding firmer assurances, but I was unable to take a harsh tone with him. It wasn’t his fault that it was 105 degrees in the dead of night, that the humidity was 100 per cent, and that my wife and I had nothing to wear but the arctic woollens and thermal underwear we stood up in.

I thanked him for his help. He seemed already to have forgotten who we were and what our problem was. But he remembered his manners. ‘No worries,’ he said.

The people in the Qantas office, to which I repaired in great discomfort later that day, were more forthcoming. Our baggage had not yet been located but they were sure it soon would be. That’s provided it hadn’t been taken off the plane at Bahrain. (I didn’t ask what my chances were if that had happened – there was something about the way they coughed up the word Bahrain that filled me with foreboding.) In the meantime they could offer us twenty-five dollars per person per day to purchase more appropriate apparel. They would, of course, require receipts, and I was to understand that the twenty-five dollars was payable only for each complete day the luggage remained missing – thus, if a bag went astray at noon on Monday and was recovered at 11.59 on Tuesday, no pro tem compensation could be expected.

‘Just find the case,’ I said.

I didn’t have time to hang around. Ros was in the hotel – in the shower to be precise – waiting for me to bring back as much in the way of talcs and cleansers and personal dehumidifiers as I could carry. She had gone into the shower the minute we’d arrived from the airport and she had remained there, with only the odd break for sleep, ever since. As she had no intention of coming out until her clothes were found, I had also to bring her back cans of cold drink, snacks, newspapers, and descriptions of where we were. Our hotel enjoyed a good view across The Esplanade to Beagle Gulf but offered no clue as to the torrid nature of the town itself.

I was disappointed to find the pharmacies in Darwin every bit as overstocked and glossy as those I was used to in Sydney and Melbourne. The profession of pharmacist is a highly glamorous one in Australia and their shops invariably reflect this prestige. Beautiful women in white coats accost you the moment you enter, beg to be of assistance and escort you lingeringly around parfumerie or oral hygiene. Going to the chemist in Australia can be more exciting than going to a nightclub in Wales. But I had expected something more indigenous in Darwin. I would have preferred it, frankly, if they’d laughed in my face when I’d asked for non-contact roll-on unperfumed anti-perspirant, and recommended spittle of spayed goanna, instead of showing me a range of over thirty pretty pots and packages.

And I would have liked it more had there been some distinct­ive tropical boulevard or bazaar to shop at instead of one of those tarted-up outdoor arcades that Australians like to refer to these days as a mall. In the coming months we would see malls going up (or gone up) all over Australia, many of them in the most unlikely or undesirable places of business. They were to become symbols for us of careless and contemptuous free-wheeling capitalism, the expressions – those in Queensland especially – of local political insolence, of vandalism initiated at the very highest level. But at least in Darwin’s case it wasn’t a State Premier or Chief Minister who had flattened the old town to put a mall through; Cyclone Tracy, with an effectiveness that must have made Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen go green with envy, did that in one single night of spectacular devastation on Christmas Eve, 1974. Thereafter Darwin had become a government town. And that was what I most disliked about Smith Street Mall – for all its attempts to be territorially harmonious, for all its cool enclosures and burgeoning tropical greenery, it felt like the sort of place that public servants from anywhere preferred to shop in. Its dinkiness and petty bourgeois homo­­geneity seemed specifically designed to lay to rest Darwin’s reputation for disorderliness. (‘The town is in the hands of Communists!’ W. M. Nairn, the Member for Perth, had proclaimed in 1931, after ‘Snowy’ Mahoney had waved the red flag.) It was a wilful refutation of the town’s wild character.

But it hadn’t worked. You could give blood (the respect­able way) in Smith Street Mall; you could buy flags for charity and every known make of French perfume for your wife; you could sign up to sponsor an African orphan or have your name sealed in a time capsule, for all the world as if you were in a precinct in Cheltenham or Tunbridge Wells. But still the desperadoes were there, men with Robinson Crusoe haircuts and unkempt explorers’ beards, wearing solitary silver earrings, horrific scars and menacing tattoos. I’d read about the good old days when Darwin prided itself on being a haven for fugitives from the civil laws or the domestic decencies, and I was pleased to see that, despite the numbers of schoolteachers and welfare workers who had taken the town over, an atmosphere of truancy still prevailed. I saw men in Smith Street Mall who had just crawled in across the desert on their bellies. At one outdoor table, fitted up by the town planners to double as a chess board, half a dozen murderers and rapists sat drinking iced chocolate milk, discussing the merits of the Sicilian defence, and whistling at the girls. One girl, in a cut-away blue singlet and with a skull and crossbones tattooed across her neck, whistled back through broken teeth. There was no doubt in my mind that she’d jumped ship the day before in the Malay Archipelago and swum ashore that morning.

But it was the Aborigines whose presence most defied whatever plans for gentrification the civic architects had dreamed up. They used the Mall as a sort of grand adventure playground. Sociable by instinct and rendered idle by design, they lolled about, sometimes badly drunk but mainly engaging in half-hearted and self-conscious mischief – calling out, laughing, pushing one another, like the street urchins they’d become. You had to be blind not to see at once that purposelessness and inactivity was their problem, not the bottle; and that drink for them was simply the assuagement it always is wherever hope has been extinguished.

Not that I was prepared as yet to face up to the issue of the Aborigines. I would need help with that one. Ros was the guilty Australian, not me. We would confront the race thing together. But just to be going on with I noted that for all their rowdiness they were not threatening. In so far as a Jew can manage not to be frightened by black men, I wasn’t frightened by these.



I decided not to wait for my case to turn up but to buy myself at least some thongs and shorts as a temporary measure. A Chinese shop assistant reckoned that I’d look good in pink, so I took his word for it. I was now loaded up with parcels containing abirritants and fungicides and cold drinks and my winter clothes, but I still enjoyed the walk back to the hotel. I loved the sensation I experienced whenever I returned to Australia of being re-acquainted with old and long-forgotten parts of myself – the small of my back, the spaces between my toes, the bristles of my beard, my own perspiration. Your body is simply up to more in Australia, and you are more your body. You drip therefore you are.

I stopped off on the way to buy newspapers. I had no trouble with the Territorian but I was naive enough to offer forty cents for a forty cents Australian.

‘Not up here, mate,’ I was told. ‘That paper’s come three thousand miles and will cost you a dollar eighty.’

I shelled out willingly. I liked the idea of a newspaper as a precious commodity. It made me feel a long way from the usual comforts and amenities. Which was a sensation that Darwin could dismayingly rob you of at any moment. As for example when I read in a shop window that Max Bygraves was in town that night, to open the Darwin Performing Arts Centre at the new five-star Beaufort International Hotel.

I found Ros out of the shower and on the balcony. We stayed there for several hours watching the sun go down over Beagle Bay. The sky flared for a while into a garish adventure novelist’s red before shading off into softer romantic Mills and Boon pinks and purples. Then the moon rose like an Arabian Nights scimitar.

We slipped down to the restaurant below and ate buffalo steaks conspicuously. By which I mean that we were conspicuous by virtue of how much we wore – I like to think that we made every effort to compensate for this by eating like normal people. But there is no escaping the attentions of Australians, who are shameless starers at any time. The heaving expectancy under which the whole nation labours means that it is perpetually on the look-out for whoever might come to make it all better, or alternatively whoever might come to take it all away. Messiahs or Antichrists. I don’t think we fitted into either category. We just looked bizarre. It is a humiliating experience to be found risible by the worst-dressed people in the world. A girl in a rainbow-coloured tinsel frock almost choked on her pavlova when we came into the restaurant; a fat man in a lemon safari suit laughed off all his buttons. And on top of that the buffalo was no good. Buffalo are a problem in the Top End of the Northern Territory. Brought in by European settlers in the 1830s and subsequently abandoned, they now wander free, damaging vegetation, upsetting water systems, polluting billabongs, rubbing out Aboriginal cave paintings, and disappointing the palate. The toughness of the steak is the snag; unless you pulverize or teriyaki it (in which case you might as well not be cooking with buffalo in the first place), it is likely to turn out tasting like your own footwear, in this instance a heavy winter Church’s shoe.

By the time we were back in our room the free electrical entertainment had started. In a cold climate most things that can be called weather happen over your head; in the tropics they take place before you as on a screen. We carried our chairs out on to the balcony to watch. As ever, the Gods proved that their strong suit is not morality but set design. They lit up the sky. They rolled clouds. They sent as many as five lightning strikes at a time sizzling into the sea. Sometimes you could even smell the waters scorching.

I thought it might be worth ringing the airport before bed to see if they had any word of our case. But while I was waiting for someone to answer I came upon a dire warning in the telephone directory. The telephone, it appeared, was highly dangerous in Darwin. During thunderstorms it was a sure-fire source of electric or acoustic shock. Acoustic shock? Did that mean it could send your hearing into trauma? ‘Use your telephone only for calls of the utmost urgency,’ the book warned. ‘Keep calls brief. Stay clear of electrical appliances such as stoves, air conditioners, refrigerators and window frames.’ I was impressed by the inclusion of window frames in that list. In more temperate countries window frames are not normally considered to be electrical appliances. Then I realized that I had my back to one. And that my right elbow was leaning against the air conditioner. And that the phone itself was sitting on the refrigerator. I dropped the receiver in a panic. I had been brought up to regard the telephone as an instrument of safety. It was what got you out of trouble. Now, suddenly, nothing could be relied upon to help you through. It felt pretty wild out there.

In despite of all my warnings that it was bound to be at least twenty times more lethal than the telephone, Ros insisted on listening to the radio before she went to sleep. I sat cross-legged on the carpet in the middle of the room, making sure that I was in no contact with anything that could be called an appliance. She picked up one of those late-night local call-in programmes in which members of the public are encouraged to disgorge the miseries of their lives in the hearing of complete strangers. (Thereby causing what I call acoustic shock.) A man named Greg was describing what it was like being married to a full-blooded Aboriginal woman who beat him up the minute alcohol touched her lips. He was far gone in drink himself – hurt and stupefied and confidential.

‘Mate, she’s a beautiful person when she’s sober,’ he explained.

The compère, or whatever you call the harpy who hosts this kind of show, spoke what I can only describe as Wolverhampton Australian. The usual resilient twang had somehow got caught too high in the nasal passages and his words fell in a monot­onous emulsoid drip. His morality was gelatinous also. ‘Understanding can work wonders, mate,’ he said.

‘I know that,’ Greg said. ‘She’s a wonderful woman. A full blood. And then she changes. It’s terrible. It’s good of you to listen to me, mate.’

‘I can hear it’s helping you to talk about it, mate.’

‘That’s why I rang you, mate.’

What I could hear were tears and alcohol and confused desire. I’d read about ‘Comboism’ – the cohabitation of white men and Aboriginal women – in Alfred Searcy’s In Australian Tropics, published in 1909. And in his account it was all perfectly matter-of-fact:

Nearly all the drovers, cattlemen, and station hands had their black boys (gins) . . . .

These women are invaluable to the white cattlemen, for, besides the companionship, they become splendid horsewomen, and good with cattle. They are useful to find water, settle the camp, boil the billy, and track and bring in the horses in the mornings. In fact, it is impossible to enumerate the advantages of having a good gin ‘outback’.



But Greg didn’t sound as though he was in it for help with the horses. Listening to him holding back his sobs I thought of Shakespeare’s Egypt and Nilus’s slime – torpor and crocodiles and the colour of Cleopatra’s skin.

‘I don’t know how it’ll finish up,’ he went on. ‘I don’t know. I love her, you see, mate. But I have to ask myself who it is that I love. She’s a different woman, mate, a different woman the minute she touches a drop . . .’

‘And then apologizes later?’

‘That’s right, mate. That’s right. She promises she’ll never do it again. But how long can I . . . ?’

‘Well, thanks for talking to us, mate. And don’t forget what I said about a little understanding.’

Whatever phlegmy noises were coming from the studio, out there in the darkest reaches of Darwin, life sounded feverish. I smelled blood and bone – the rich, rancid tropical heat of people living at the edges of their sanity.

But the last thought I had before sleep related to Max Bygraves. I wondered how his concert in the new Performing Arts Centre had gone down. And whether he’d had much success getting his audience to join him in a cockney singalong.





Two



Shiklone Troicee and After

It is a feature of Darwin plumbing that you can never be certain whether you’ve turned on the cold tap or the hot, so little difference in temperature is there between what comes out of either. Many was the time, in the week or so we were there, that we scalded ourselves in a shower of cold water.

I discovered the reason for this as we were driving down the Stuart Highway in the company of Tom Winter three days after our arrival. It turned out to be something else to blame the Japanese for. Incensed, as early as 1942, by the persistent refusal of Australian governments to let them in without spraying them, the Japanese – a mite overhasty as always – responded by bombing the bejesus out of Darwin. The Top End of Australia has long been considered the nation’s Achilles heel. If the yeller fellers were to get in anywhere they’d get in there. And the temptation just to let them have it must have been very strong. Even in peace time Australians have been trying to get rid of the North. In 1888 a certain Mr J. C. F. Johnson, the Minister for Education and the Northern Territory in the Playford Administration, took one quick look at what he was Minister of and returned proposing that the South Australian boundary be moved north of the MacDonnell Ranges and that what was left be handed back, without any ado, to Britain. But when it comes to possessions countries are as irrational as people: that which they are prepared to give freely they will fight tenaciously to safeguard from plunder. Instead of pulling the few troops who were in Darwin down, the government sent additional troops up. And Darwin being hot and dry, and troops being sweaty and thirsty, the first necessity was water. A new pipe line had to be laid at speed, allowing no time for fancy engineering. So it was built above the ground instead of under it. And there it still stands – an amenity to this day – travelling parallel to the highway and bubbling under the sun.

We were travelling likewise as part of a small group headed towards Kakadu National Park, situated in Arnhem Land – just about – between the Wildman and East Alligator Rivers. We’d heard that Tom Winter was the best man to be taken out by in the Top End, and we had contacted him the moment our luggage was found. (It showed up, by the way, exactly five minutes short of our second twenty-five dollars per person payout, just as in the illustration of our entitlements that the nice people at Qantas had given me. It had, of course, been gone through in some detail by customs. I knew that because everything that had been folded neatly in Ros’s corner of the case was now folded neatly in mine. And that included Orianna Ooi’s poems. There were clear signs – creased pages, thumbmarks, textual emendations and so on – that her verse had been subject to careful scrutiny.)

The reason we were off to Kakadu for a day trip instead of on one of Tom Winters’ more far-flung and extensive safaris was my determination not to stray too far from civilization, at least at this early stage, and not to lie too close to the ground. ‘I know it would be fun to live with some Aborigines for a fortnight and to hunt snakes and eat lizards with them,’ I said to Ros, ‘but we’ve a long journey ahead of us and there are a lot of other things we have to do.’ I wanted it to be understood that I wasn’t against eating lizards in principle but that I simply felt it had to take its proper place in the order of priorities. None the less, this was the beginning of some serious disagreement between us as to the nature of travel and curiosity in general and our journey and my nice recusancy in particular. Of which I will have more to say later.

Tom had picked us up from our hotel at about six-thirty in the morning. By seven the little party was complete and well acquainted.

‘Hi, I’m Karen,’ said Karen from Toronto.

‘And we’re Carl and Hazel – that’s to say he’s Carl and I’m Hazel,’ laughed Hazel from Washington. It seemed important to Hazel that she should let us all know as soon as possible that she was daffy. It’s sweet in Americans, the way they think you need telling.

The other four were June and Brian, and Marion and John, from West Australia. John sold Mitsubishis in Perth and wore a T-shirt that showed four pink palm trees swaying in the wind. Brian told us what he did but because of the strong Scottish accent which still persisted beneath his Australian one it was almost impossible to understand a word he said. It didn’t matter. I was so amazed by Brian’s similarity to Bob Hawke – and I’m not just referring now to the incomprehensibility – that I wouldn’t have been able to hear him anyway. He had the same oiled and weathered sheen, the same deep gouges in his cheeks – like axe marks on an iron visor – and he too seemed not to have brushed his hair but burnished it. The resemblance was so striking that there were moments on the journey when I allowed myself to entertain the wildest of traveller’s fantasies.

But I’m pretty sure Brian wasn’t Bob Hawke. His sentences were too short for one thing. And he didn’t wince when Tom spoke slightingly of the public service domination of Darwin, nor when he resorted to the ultimate Australian insult of comparing it with the nation’s capital. ‘It might just as well be Canberra. We’ve only got a thirty-five per cent private sector – that’s why I’m so bloody thin.’

Karen was curious to know if public servants came willingly to Darwin and how, if they weren’t natives, they coped with the excesses of the climate.

Tom laughed, remembering the days when government men were drafted to Darwin as a punishment. ‘If you refused, you got the sack. And, if you stayed, you committed suicide. November and December used to be called the suicide months. The heat and the humidity could prove too much for you if you already didn’t want to be here. Which brings me to the Irishman who was taken to Darwin Hospital with forty-nine bruises on his head – he tried to hang himself with an elastic band.’

‘I don’t get that,’ Hazel said.



Tom was not a Top Ender by birth. Few were. He had been up here since the early seventies. He recalled how the town was just installing its first traffic lights when he arrived. ‘They’d never seen or heard of such things. They wouldn’t stop for a light if it was red, white or purple. The authorities scratched their heads and then came up with the idea of putting an advertisement in the paper, patiently explaining that red meant stop, amber meant prepare to stop, and green meant go as you were going. We were given a ten-day armistice to get used to them, and during that time anyone caught driving through a red light by the police would not be prosecuted. He’d just have it all explained to him again. But even after the ten days no one was taking any notice. You saw a red light and you accelerated. So another advertisement appeared. It said, “Look, these are not bloody Christmas decorations. If you don’t do what the buggers tell you you’ll be booked!”’

We didn’t believe him.

‘It’s true. I kept both those ads, but they were destroyed by the cyclone.’

By this time we were approaching Humpty Doo (Aboriginal for Nowhere), scene of a notorious rice-growing fiasco. The details of the failure of the project are told and retold with such relish by Australians that you can only suppose the Humpty Dooers were Englishmen. Essentially it is the story of the endless resourcefulness and adaptability of the local magpie geese. Nothing could keep them away from the rice crop, not even scare guns. ‘In the end the geese got so used to those guns,’ Tom told us, ‘that they would fly on to them and peer down the barrels.’

Australians take great pride in the cunning of their native wildlife, particularly when there’s some poor Pom on the other end of it.

Tom slowed down his bus and showed us the famous Humpty Doo pub. In the good old days – that’s to say the 1970s – the ringers would wander into this pub caked with blood from cutting up buffalo, unwashed for up to ten days on account of the shortage of water, and in need of a drink. They would be only too pleased to engage your company at the bar provided you didn’t ‘look at them funny’. ‘There were only two reasons for going to Humpty Doo in those days,’ Tom remembered, ‘getting pissed or having a good fight.’

‘What’s a ringer?’ Hazel asked.

Brian helped out. ‘Ay’s a steckmon or a droovah.’

‘Now,’ Tom said, ‘it’s just a domesticated family pub. You can take the kids there on a Sunday.’

He made one ashamed of one’s times.

A short way out of Humpty Doo we paused at a well-worn spot for viewing the Cathedral Termite Mounds. We’d seen ant hills in plenty on either side of the road for miles, but these were on a grander scale. Ten-foot-high cellulose shrines with campaniles and flying buttresses and now votaries, they stood witness to the unsurpassed architectural genius of the termites, creatures who could combine navvying with gourmandising, taking in the necessary from one end and passing it out as building material through the other. I wasn’t especially impressed myself. I go vacant before the miracle of ants. I find all that stuff about queens and artisans and soldiers hard to take. Perfected social arrangements, especially in the very small, are inimical to all my belief systems. So I didn’t fully register everything Tom was saying about the air-conditioning and waste disposal units the termites had installed in their cathedrals. Instead I preferred to look at Tom.

The contradictions in his person fascinated me. He was lean, not tall, but fit. He wore a khaki shirt, embroidered with his name and tour company, over brown walking shorts. A small leather pouch, shaped as if to take a knife, hung at his waist. He didn’t favour the knee-length legwear normally worn by territorians going about their business but little ankle socks, white with a couple of nifty pink stripes in them. And these only just protruded from those Australian walking shoes with a tab at the back that I used to know (and love) as Chelsea boots. He was bush-ready in other words, and yet at the same time peacocky. There was a pampered quiff in his hair. He had elegantly shaped and just greying sideburns. And a curly, almost frilly profile, with a small, possibly difficult mouth. A gold chain – the kind sportsmen wear – hung around his neck. And although he told the time off a heavy masculine chronometer, strapped like a weapon to his wrist, he wore two delicate gold rings, one of them with a little roseate stone in it, on the same hand.

Back on the bus he continued to identify wildlife for us, reversing expeditiously if any one of us thought we’d spotted something, getting angry with himself if he confused an eagle with a whistling kite at a distance of five hundred yards, and screeching to a halt whenever some racehorse goanna – the kind of tucker Ros had it in mind for me to learn to spear – went galumphing across the road.

We were now out on the Arnhem Highway, in an area known as the Marrakai Plains. It was wonderful country – spear grass and pandanus palms and water flats. I was surprised to discover in myself a strong attraction to the wet tropical landscape. Fields of daffodils had always left me dead, but a field of wild water lilies – a sudden temporary flotation of impossibly fragile colour – was an irresistible sight. A hundred magpie geese, twisting their necks like periscopes, and our first glimpse of a brolga, hesitant and retiring, uncertain whether we were worthy to watch her mythical dance, confirmed my new passion. Hereafter I was a waterfowl and wetlands man, a floodplains freak, a sucker for storks and swamps. The symbolism is too obvious even to examine. I cannot speak for anybody else, nor do I wish to plunge into the politics of whether women were ever fish, but I can no longer have any doubts in which element I originated.



We stopped for morning tea at the Bark Hut Inn, from which Tom warned us to expect little in the way of service or politeness. We ate toasted ham sandwiches and wandered out into the back gardens where there was a little wire enclosure containing a pair of scraggy emus and a disturbed male wallaroo. As Aborigines do not scruple to observe in their rock paintings, the genitalia of the whole kangaroo family can be of a prodigious size. But this chap was a prodigy among prodigies. He hobbled towards us and extended his penis. I don’t know whether he took us for dressed up wallaroos or had simply been forced by the special circumstances of his physique to disregard the niceties of species. Whatever his thinking he put on quite a show for us, fucking the fence, fucking the earth, fucking the grass, and all the while foaming at the nostrils. We weren’t too appalled. There seemed to be a specifically Australian fertility about the place. We were to return here for ten minutes on our way back to Darwin. Two dogs would be copulating outside the toilets. And in the main lounge a group of young men, awash with beer and crazed with loneliness, would be foaming at the mouth.

Before we arrived at Nourlangie Rock, to inspect the galleries repainted by the artist Najombolmi, otherwise known to Europeans as Barramundi Charlie, Tom had a few things he wanted to tell us about Aborigines.

‘A lot of people say the Aborigine is not a farmer. This is bullshit. The Aborigine farms nature as nature should be farmed. He killed only for what he needed. If he had to take a kangaroo he took the old one. The young were the guarantee of the future. The Aborigine understood regeneration. He never stripped trees bare out of gluttony or greed. He took what was necessary for his immediate survival – no more. And he knew the fluctuations of the seasons. For the Europeans there are only two seasons in the Top End, the Wet and the Dry. The Aborigines recognized six. Bang-Gerang – the knock ’em down season. Yegge. Gunaggarriwulge – the fire-lighting. Wurrgeng. Gunumeleng. How many’s that? Oh, yeah, Gudjewg – the monsoons. So don’t tell me the Aborigine was a dill.’

Any university ecologist or safe city green might have said this, of course, miles from where it mattered or would be likely to be contradicted. But Tom tended his little clearing of reason in the very thick of negrophobia. The people who told him the Aborigines were dills – and that would have been the kindest thing they called them – were his own neighbours, maybe his own friends. He might have been doing his best by his passengers, giving them a good day out, but that was dialogue he was conducting at the wheel of his bus.

‘What’s a dill?’ Hazel asked.

‘Ahdollsahfool,’ Brian explained.

‘Once he’s in the country,’ Tom went on, ‘once he’s out here, the Aborigine’s a beautiful person.’ (I remember wincing at ‘beautiful person’; I don’t mind it now. You have to take it in the context of all the northern ranting about coons.) ‘It’s in the town, when he’s drunk, that I’ve no time for him. But I’ve no time for the white man when he’s drunk either.’

The foursome from Perth, John and Marion and June and Brian, wished to concur in this. Yes, yes, indubitably, out here, in the wild as it were, the Aborigines were ‘fine people’. But they were just out for trouble and hand-outs in Perth. The half-caste educated ones were the worst. Trying to cash in on land rights and what have you. They would even come up here sometimes, just to stir it.

‘If they’re given a house they ruin it,’ John explained to me. ‘They’re instantly joined by fifty of their relations from miles around.’

‘They’re in limbo,’ Marion said.

‘They won’t work,’ John said.

But June remembered that there was one who was nice who appeared in town on Saturday mornings and performed bird imitations on his didgeridoo.

Brian’s eyes lit up. I suddenly realized that he was about to set his incomprehensibility its most ambitious project yet: he was going to render with his voice what the nice Perth-based Aborigine performed on his didgeridoo. The meagre letters of the English alphabet cannot hope to survive a contest between Aboriginal, Scottish, and Australian birdsong, but roughly the noise Brian made was, ‘Cay – caw – cooachawahjibli.’

We all sat and ruminated after that until the bus pulled up within a short walk of Nourlangie Rock. On the subject of the spirit-galleries and the rock paintings I intend to remain silent, I don’t trust myself on primitivism – the art or the religion – and I am content to leave a proper appreciation of the local creation myth (involving the passage of a couple of giant white-shouldered rock wallabies, cutting crevices as they went) to those whose imaginations swell to such tales. But Nourlangie Rock itself was grand and red and menacing, a wild outcrop of sandstone, and if you must invest a place with spirit this was as good a one to invest in as any. It looked old and ominous – altogether the superior, as a site ministering to superstition, of, say, St Paul’s Cathedral or Stonehenge.

And Tom was the best of guides. He discussed the legends, peremptorily dismissed Von Däniken (Kakadu was Dutch spaceman country), and talked to us, as we looked out over the plains to the distant reddening escarpment, about the cruel female circumcision ceremonies of the Aborigines on whose sacred ground we stood. These ceremonies were so brutal and decisive that they once and for all removed the better part of sensation from sexual activity, thereby serving as an efficient if somewhat supererogatory form of family planning. The first white missionaries dissuaded the Aborigines from these barbaric practices whereupon pleasure returned to sex as suddenly and sweetly as a poignant memory. The immediate effect of which, according to Tom, being that the lubras wandered off to follow the white man, leaving the local tribes to fall into atrophy. For him this was just one more instance of the fatal consequences of white interference. He told the story elegiacally, as though it were a modern Garden of Eden myth. ‘The white man thought the Aborigine was ignorant,’ Tom said. ‘But he wasn’t.’

On the way down from the rock Brian collared me. ‘Trairgic,’ he said. ‘Ah kees av ahbsahlootlah trairgic mossoondahstahndon.’

We ate lunch in the open-air bar of the Cooinda Hotel/Motel, an establishment owned by Aborigines but run on a lease, for the time being, by whites. We sat in what was virtually a clearing in the jungle, enjoying the warm afternoon. Underneath a marvellously drooping pandanus palm a group of Aboriginal youths played pool – paradisal pool – using their unchalked cues to shoo away the giant insects which landed, in a spirit of pure and indolent curiosity, on the baize.

I’d noticed that Tom seemed to know everyone here, and I asked him if he was accepted as a friend. He was leaning back in his chair, wholly relaxed, his legs extended, the sun catching the gold chain around his neck. He looked a cross between a buccaneer, an anthropologist, and a male model.

‘I’ve been coming here for about fifteen years,’ he said. ‘Two or three times a week when I can get through. And I think they are just beginning to trust me. But you have to take it very slowly. They are very patient people, but if you let them down they never forgive you. One mistake and that’s that. They can be very unforgiving, even amongst themselves. Don’t forget that they used ostracization as a weapon, as a punishment. To be excluded from the safety of the tribe meant that you were without food and water. In three days you’d be dead. Then the white man came along and the ostracized Aborigine would go to him for help, ending up in a kind of limbo, depending on a white society he didn’t like, and abandoned by his own. Many found themselves in limbo this way. Many still do. It’s just one more way in which the whites altered the balance of black­fellers’ justice.’

There was nothing unfamiliar about the idea of social exclusion as punishment – incarceration is just another version of the same. But I saw it as having a peculiarly potent significance for Australia, where even today whites view non-acceptance by the pack with terror. What more melancholy sight is there, in this vast sad country, than a solitary drinker? Listening to Tom, I was struck, as I was to go on being struck, by how many of the deepest anxieties of black culture had seeped silently into the white.

We were interrupted by Hazel. She’d mistaken puddles for goannas and branches for snakes ever since we’d left Darwin. Now she had spotted something lethal high up in the tree above her. ‘Oh my, what’s that?’ she called out.

We all looked. ‘That? That’s a leaf,’ Tom said.



Because the Wet had been rather modest this season the boat which was to take us for a cruise on the Yellow Water Billabong couldn’t make it to the jetty. So we had to trudge through boiling amber water, dodging leeches and recalling Katherine Hepburn and Humphrey Bogart, to get to it. I was pleased to see, since one of the purposes of the cruise was to look for crocodiles, that the boat was built of steel. Once aboard we were joined by a party from another tour, amongst whom I recognized a woman who had been on our plane from Bahrain. She had made some impression on us on that occasion because of her jet black Cleopatra wig and lace mantilla, her ability to converse in loud American with one child and even louder Arabic with another, and because she wore a Turkish belly dancer’s costume. ‘Looks just like Barbra Streisand,’ our steward, Trevor, had observed appreciatively. Today she still wore the wig and the mantilla, but had swapped the belly dancer’s costume for harem-style Scheherezade pyjamas, worn over tights and, if I read the perfect brittle cones upon her chest correctly, falsies. It wasn’t all that long since Ros and I had been a touch overdressed for the tropics ourselves, so we were assiduously uncritical, but there were others aboard whose enjoyment of the wilds of the Yellow Water Billabong was spoiled by this potent reminder of Baghdad and Bloomingdales.

It looked as though we were going to be out of luck as far as spotting crocodiles was concerned. Thirty-five species of waders have been recorded on the wetlands and I think we saw them all. Another brolga refused to do her dance for us. Several magpie geese came to check us out to see if we might be thinking of starting up a rice farm. And every now and then the amazing Jesus bird walked alongside us, on the water. But no sign of any crocs.

I was so satisfied myself of there being no such creatures in these shallows, despite the warnings everywhere, that I idly hung my hand over the side of the slow-moving boat. Then suddenly I felt Ros, next to me, relax. She had been rigid for the last fifteen minutes, not through fear but – and it pains me to say this – through competition. There’s no fathoming the universal competitiveness of women. Ever since we had set forth upon the yellow waters of the billabong in search of croco­­­­­dile, every single woman on the boat – most notably, of course, the Princess Scheherezade – had privately determined to be the first to find one. Even Hazel, starting at each passing twig, was seriously engaged in the subterranean struggle. Ros’s sudden relaxation was an expression of pure triumph. ‘Over there,’ she hardly bothered to raise her voice to say, ‘just there – there – about a yard from the bank.’

And there indeed one was, a pair of sleepy malevolent eyes, a long thin bobbled snout, the body suspended in the water in a horrible pretence of weightlessness.

Just as with lovers, your first croc isn’t necessarily your best. This one took a slow, languorous look at our steel hull and submerged himself. There was no point waiting. He could stay down longer than we could stay awake. But we would see dozens more before we were through with the north of Australia. We would meet Humpy, who wrestled with them for fun. And we would stand upon the very jetty from which a Queensland girl had tumbled backwards, glass in hand, into a pair of waiting jaws – only her fingernails found in the eighteen-footer’s belly when it was shot and gutted after an orgy of vengeance.



Before we started back for Darwin Tom took us on a quick bus tour around Jabiru, service town for the nearby uranium mines. Jabiru is a closed town. You are not permitted casually to spend the night at Jabiru unless you register as a relation of a mine employee and guarantee to stay with him. The official justification for these restrictions is that Jabiru stands on Aboriginal tribal lands, but of course the Mining Companies have reasons of their own for not minding that they’re applied.

It looked a dead, ratshit, corporate place, with secrets. Just like other closed and half-closed mining towns we would see. Funny how malevolent purposes will out in the architecture. Jabiru had clean, deserted streets and shopping precincts, and rows of neat, samey houses which were let out to employees for peanuts. It was the manicured desolation that told you all you needed to know. Had it turned out that sophisticated biological weapons were being manufactured here I wouldn’t have been surprised.

As we drove through, Tom told us the story of how the tribal elders had granted a lease to the mining companies on the understanding that they would employ available local Aboriginal labour. This was agreed, but the Aborigines kept their own hours, took rests at times which seemed appropriate to them, and sometimes didn’t turn up for work at all. Another agreement was therefore hammered out whereby the mining companies could employ whoever they wanted in return for granting the responsibility for all the town’s social services and civic amenities to the Aborigines. No sooner was this ratified by all parties than the elders placed an advertisement in Darwin offering the Jabiru social services and amenities to European tender. ‘So who says the Aborigines are simple?’ Tom asked.

I wondered how strong local feeling was these days on the question of uranium mining.

Tom didn’t hesitate. ‘We want it,’ he said. ‘We all want it. Look, we’ve already made enough weapons to destroy ourselves a thousand times over. A bit more uranium isn’t going to make any difference. The Canadians are at it, and very soon the Chinese will be. They’ve got more of it, in a purer form, than anyone.’

‘And the Aborigines?’

‘They want it. They want the revenue. It’s only because they’re not getting the revenue on the mines the Commonwealth won’t allow to operate that they’ve agreed to the opening up of Kakadu. They prefer mines to tourism, given the choice. Tourism means big mobs of people.’

It wasn’t my intention to be provocative but I did want to say that according to all accounts most of the revenue that was meant to go to the Aborigines ended up in the hands of white lawyers and administrators.

‘Yes, yes it does. But they’ll work it out. It’ll take time but the money will get to them. In sixty years they’ll be the oil sheikhs of Australia. They’ll be rich enough to buy the country back.’

I could see, in the reflection of his driving mirror, how much the idea pleased him, how far it appealed to his sense of sym­­metry and justice. I hadn’t yet learnt how rare it was, in the North, for a white man to accept the idea of an Aborigine having the wherewithal to buy anything, even a beer, let alone the whole of Australia.

‘So you reckon Aboriginal Land Rights and uranium is not a burning issue up here?’ I asked. ‘It’s not all still up for debate.’

He couldn’t have been more definite. ‘It’s old hat,’ he said. And you can’t get much older than that.

But he was wrong. He was speaking only for the calm that was in himself. Out there – outside the rationality of his little bus – it was raging away.

By the time we were back in the outskirts of Darwin we were a softened group. We’d all become chums, and Tom didn’t want to see us go. He belonged to the dreaming, yearning school of tour operators. He fell in love with whichever was his latest bus load. He wouldn’t have minded if, like the Flying Dutchman, he’d been doomed to take us through the Kakadu National Park for eternity.

Just before he dropped us off he was forced to brake suddenly at the traffic lights. We were all thrown forward. ‘Hang on, Tom,’ Ros drawled, those aren’t bloody Christmas decorations y’know.’

As in art, so in life, no one can resist an echo of the beginning in the end. We laughed and said goodbye with broken hearts.



Next morning we went to hand-feed the fish at Doctor’s Gully. Never having had much to do with fish myself I didn’t at first realize that it was unusual for them to leap out of the water and take slices of French bread from your fingers. But Ros was on her knees, marvelling, at the far end of the pier, and there were notices everywhere warning us not to undo twenty years of hard-won trust by frightening the fish, so I concluded that I was watching something out of the ordinary.

I kept my distance, remembering the crocodiles, and observed the display of personality put on by a young man whose manner and demeanour gave him away at once as an ambisexual Catholic from Melbourne. He made much of wanting to feed certain fish and not others, seeming to find in the water a reflection of a Manichean universe, good bream and evil mullet, the deserving and the otherwise. I was curious to discover the criteria for his preferences, and decided at last that he wished to give only to those who swam alone, the outcasts, the little fishy heroes of the spirit, like himself.

Sometimes he would even reach into the water to retrieve a piece of bread floating towards the wrong beneficiary, but he would squeal if any fish, good or bad, came near him.

‘They don’t have teeth, you know,’ his slight female companion assured him.

‘Makes no difference,’ he said. He was stylized and witty, a fastidious fairy camping it up on a sultry Saturday morning on the shores of the Timor Sea. ‘It’s not the pain, it’s the principle.’

I am attached to unnaturalness myself. It has a long and honourable tradition. But there is always somebody who has to spoil it for the others.

On our way back into town we passed a canary-yellow Volkswagen, with its top missing – it looked as though it had been opened in a hurry with a can-opener – on the forecourt of a car-hire company. Ros was in one of her Mr Wemmick moods. ‘Hello,’ she said, ‘here’s a car. Let’s hire it.’

I was wary. I still thought it was too soon to be driving into the bush. ‘Why would we want to do that?’ I asked.

‘Because it’s yellow and it matches your shirt. Come on.’

So we drove around Darwin for an hour or so, conspicuous by virtue of our colour, our exposure to the midday sun, and our being very nearly the only vehicle in the Northern Territory that wasn’t a Toyota 4-wheel drive, a Mitsubishi 4-wheel drive, or a Holden Jackaroo with Yokohama Super Digger tyres. Until we ended up, partly by design, and partly because that was where the traffic pushed us, in the bohemian suburb of Parap – all bohemias are relative – just in time to catch what was left of the Saturday morning market. The conventional stall-holders had packed up, but the Chinese were caught between wanting to count their takings (which is not how I was brought up to behave on a public market) and needing to sell off the last of their Laotian-style dim sums and Thai noddle soup. And the hippies looked settled in for the afternoon, with fresh herbal coffee on their methane gas rings, and plenty of wholemeal pitta bread sandwiches filled with couscous and capsicum wrapped up waiting in cling film.

The only non-food stall still operating sold Australiana – mainly T-shirts, the most popular of which depicted the nation’s symbol of cuddlesomeness and innocence, the koala, being fellated by a beach girl, and bore the legend, How Much Can a Koala Bear? I sometimes think I could have made a living inventing weak and tasteless jokes of this kind because I immediately had an idea for a follow-up – Less Than a Toucan – but I wasn’t able to interest anybody in it.

We sat for a while under the trees, eating samosas and listening to the hippies admiring one another’s new fluorescent sun glasses – ‘Hey, they’re really nice’ – demonstrating their wonderfully relaxed manner with children, and discussing, in preternaturally deep voices, the latest televised episode of The Young Ones. ‘It’s total anarchy – that’s what’s so amazing. How do they get away with it. Wow!’

Then we were joined by Alfredo, an elderly Sicilian who wondered whether we came from the south or the east. I didn’t want to get into the bother of explaining that Ros came from the west, if we were talking about Australia, and that I came from the north, if we were talking about England, so I simply said, ‘London.’ He narrowed his eyes and nodded. Yes, he knew where London was, but he’d long since given up thinking about that part of the world. Darwin was his home now. He’d been here years, even before shiklone troicee. Ros and I exchanged glances, but we were of no help to each other. ‘Before when?’ I asked.

He couldn’t believe we were so ignorant. ‘Shiklone troicee!’ He made a noise with his mouth and a movement with his hands to suggest a great wind and the tops coming off all the houses.

‘Oh,’ Ros and I said together, ‘Cyclone Tracy!’

‘Si, si, Shiklone Troicee.’

He’d lost his own property in the disaster but he’d been fortunate – ‘I was a lucky’ – or provident, more like. Coming from an area that knew to expect nothing but malevolence from Nature, he had built a strong bathroom in the bottom of his house, and there he and his family had sheltered until Troicee had got bored. Now, such reinforced bathroom and shower cubicles were compulsory in all domestic dwellings built in Darwin.

‘So if there is another cyclone . . .’ I was about to wonder, but he waved away my conditional conjunction.

‘No ifs.’ He flashed me an irresistible smile, full of spurious European fatalism. ‘Only when.’



That was pretty much how I felt on the issue of dispatching our suitcase, though I had a formidable opponent in the girl at the Greyhound office. Formidable in the sense of difficult to engage with. Every time I asked her a question she backed away. So I tried her with statements. ‘We want it to go directly to Perth,’ I said. ‘On Tuesday.’

Since it contained nothing that could be of any earthly use to us in the heat, there was an argument for sending the case straight back to England, or at least to Melbourne, which amounted to more or less the same thing. But Perth was Rosalin’s home town; she had friends and family there still, people she hadn’t seen for twenty-five years. It wasn’t beyond the bounds of possibility that we would be required to smarten up a bit in Perth. I didn’t know at the time, of course, that from the moment of our arrival we would never be out of formal attire, never absent from a first night at the theatre or the ballet, and never far from the august presence of His Honour the Governor of Western Australia. Ros had forgotten to tell me that this was how people passed the time in Perth.

The elusive girl at the Greyhound office said, ‘We need advance warning of all unaccompanied baggage consignments.’

‘I’m giving you advance warning. We would like it to go on Tuesday.’

‘We don’t take advance warnings so far in advance,’ she said. ‘You’ll have to tell us the day before.’

‘I’m telling you now so that you’ll know the day before,’ I said.

‘I can’t do anything with the information. We only take advance warnings on the day itself prior to the day of consignment.’

‘Can’t I tell you now that I’ll be telling you then?’ I asked. But I’d forgotten what I’d learnt. Recognizing a question, she backed away.

We comforted ourselves with tea in the gardens of the old Admiralty House, until 1984 the residence of the naval officer commanding whatever there was to command in the northern region, but now functioning as a gallery. It was the kind of small business we knew something about from our own enterprises in Cornwall. We recognized the strains of insufficient capital and a tourist season slow to get started. An atmosphere of anxious self-sufficiency prevailed. The proprietor talked to the only other people there about the problem of snakes. Pinned to a noticeboard was a typed poem about a mother buying a car and driving her children around in the heat. Upstairs, in the gallery itself, was a visitors’ book, inviting comment from the public. A visitor from Oxford had written, ‘Just more boring art.’ And someone else had recently remarked, ‘Very nice, but gardens untidy.’ This had prompted a reply in handwriting much like that of whoever had written the notices around the place. ‘Donate some plants then, critical BARHASTARD!’ it said.

We stood on the pleasant timber balcony, looking seaward over the landscaped Esplanade where a group of Aborigines sat partying under the palms, their numbers increasing or diminishing mysteriously by means of that process of Aboriginal materialization which cannot truly be called movement. There wasn’t a breath of wind. The only suspirations came from us, sighing over the sameness of things, the indomitable disgruntlement of Europeans, the universal recurrence of their disappointment.

In which temper we wandered over to the Hotel Darwin – the only place in town where you feel you can go troppo in some degree of colonial style – and there, amidst bamboo and fern, and along with all the other louche and lonely with a spare Sunday on their hands in Darwin, we waited for the Glen Baker Quintet and Special Guest Female Vocalist to jazz us into better spirits.

The Special Guest Female Vocalist – hereafter to be referred to as the SGFV – wore a dress the same canary yellow as the Volkswagen we’d hired, though where our car had been altogether without a top the SGFV was uncovered only on one shoulder. She had strong brown legs and nightclub-blonded hair, and was at that age where women are just becoming interesting, where they have memories, not expectation, reflected in their eyes. ‘I would now like to perform a number made famous by the late Judy Garland,’ she announced. She brought Broadway and Hollywood into the Darwin Hotel; these might have been her friends she was referring to. ‘And next, a song sung by the inimitable Marlene Dietrich.’ Which didn’t stop her attempting the imitation – ‘Farhleeng in lahv agayn, nehverr vaahnted to, vaht am I to do, caan’t ’elp eet.’

‘Somewhere over the Rainbow’ had gone down well, but this other anti-family favourite, this breathy multilingual celebration of German incontinence – a song about boys not girls – was received rapturously, uniting in their appreciation the two distinct styles of Australian Ganymede represented at the bar: the butch-brutal in tight blue jeans and sleeveless shirts, with ‘Mum’ (but never ‘Dad’) tattooed across the biceps, and the more evanescent, in teased coiffure and little white bunched-up shorts.

As soon as the SGFV had finished what she called her ‘set’, we rose to take a turn around the gardens. A lush jungle of palms, strung with coloured lights, surrounded the swimming pool. The morals were more conventional out here than inside. Only a few children splashed about in the pool, while their parents sat at white tables and ate prawn and scallop kebab accompanied, as every meal is accompanied in Australia, by slices of tinned beetroot, tinned potato salad, tinned sweetcorn, coleslaw, and grated carrots with sultanas. The company and the cuisine notwithstanding, it was still possible to believe, looking at the sliver of moon through the palm trees, that one was in Asia, in the garden of Raffles, say, waiting to hear if one had been ostracized, for misbehaviour with the natives, from one’s club.

On the way back inside we were accosted by an old-style Aussie in his sixties, a Chips Rafferty with a craggy profile under a slouch hat.

‘I’ve just been called an incorrigible old ratbag,’ he said. ‘I know what an old ratbag means but I’ll have to look incorri­gible up in my Collins dictionary.’

He didn’t wait for a reply. Australians are masters of throw­away irony and they don’t want you handing it back. Later on I caught him throwing it at someone else. ‘. . . but incorrigible I’ll have to go to my thesaurus for,’ I heard him say. I noticed that he pretended to be bandy sometimes, as well as slow, as if to make you think that he’d spent his life in the saddle, far from the cunning wiles of civilization. But at the very end of the evening, after the SGFV had finished her special thank-you to Ella and Billie, I spotted him at the bar having his balls squeezed by one of the brutal androgynes with blonded hair. He didn’t seem to object to this, or even to make any comical display of covering his parts. He stayed exactly where he was, spinning some stockman’s yarn, submitting himself to the vicissitudes of contemporary sociableness. I couldn’t make up my mind whether it was desirable that such peace prevailed between the generations in Australia these days. Or whether there was nothing new about it whatsoever. Whether it wasn’t, after all, just good old-fashioned mateship in action.

We walked home in the warm night, Ros and I, not quite together, each absorbed in thought. Lightning was still illu­minating the sky. Not once, in the five or six nights we’d been here, had the sky been silent or still.



Although the Darwin Performing Arts Centre had already been inaugurally opened to the sound of a not quite capacity audience singing ‘You Need Hands’, the Beaufort International Hotel which housed it wasn’t itself ready to receive guests for another week. We had walked past it almost every day, admiring its daring pastel-pink and baby-blue modernity, and agreeing that it was no bad thing for a hotel to resemble a shopping precinct surrounded by squash courts, especially in Darwin where the prevailing hotel style was a cross between Tower Hamlets residential and Trading Estate functional. But it was not until our last morning in town that we were able to set foot inside it.

We blundered in, seeing as the workmen had now removed the barrier of string and coloured plastic flags from the front entrance, and found ourselves eyeball to eyeball with Paul Everingham, one-time Chief Minister for the Northern Territory, now its Federal Representative, and still very much the presiding genius of the place. He was sitting at a table with the directors and President of the Company financing the Beaufort, drinking early morning champagne and orange juice, and posing for photographers. I watched him as he pretended to sign in, his pen poised above the visitors’ book, and I thought how young he looked, and how like a bridegroom, frozen for the cameras with his knife in the cake. He was affable and casual, in shirtsleeves, but he had other engagements. I noticed that as he left he performed a sort of flapper movement with the palms of his hands, much as if he were wiping a window to music. It’s even possible that his rotating palms actually made contact with some of the dignitaries he was farewelling. He turned again, as the doors opened for him, to make absolutely certain that he’d left no one out of his elaborately easy-going courtesies – not even Ros and me, standing with our mouths agape in the virgin vestibule – then he was gone, with a final wave and a wipe, a democratic monarch amongst his people.

We looked around the grand reception area with its as yet empty balconies and small plants. There were workmen everywhere putting in finishing touches, affixing signs and straightening acceptably abstract examples of contemporary Australian art. The house and international telephone cubicles were elegantly designed and lacking only telephones. Blank paper rolled off the telex machine. Three very slender Indonesian girls, dressed like air hostesses, stood with fixed smiles behind the desk, waiting for guests.

Not having much to do, now that Mr Everingham had gone, and perhaps supposing, since we were there, that we also were VIPs, the President of the Company came over to shake our hands. A couple of photographers’ flash bulbs went off. Did we like what we saw? Oh, enormously. Had we stayed at Beaufort International Hotels before? – the Jimbaran Bay in Bali, for example, or the Tanjung Aru Beach, in Kota Kinabalu? No, no, we didn’t think we had, but all other things being equal we thought perhaps we soon should. And would we care to be shown around? We didn’t hesitate. Nothing we would care for more, we said.

The person who did the showing was the Assistant Manager, John Girard, on loan from the Hotel Benaktuai, Balikpapan, to ‘help out’ in Darwin. John Girard was possessed of an assurance which intrigued me on account of its having been emptied of anything that might excite envy. He was easy and even jokey, without being personal or humorous. He had good looks without menacing you with his handsomeness. He was of a stature without being, so to speak, personally tall. It was as if he had taken possession of all the desirable attributes as it were on your behalf. I didn’t know at which school for hoteliers he had acquired this extraordinary gift, but I wished I’d been to it, even though he made me feel that I had.

The Hotel was high quality, too. I was particularly taken by the Executive Duplex Suites (one room in pinks, one room in greens), yours for $500 per night, and providing a colour T.V. in every room and all manner of electrical gadgets worked with your own specially attributed, unique-to-you, computerized card – ‘thrown away the moment you leave, so that no two are ever the same’. You want that.

I wondered if this, then, was the beginning of the first true internationalization of Darwin. There already were Travelodges and so on in town, but they went for a simple-minded ethni­city, with Safari bistros and fake grass ceilings. The Beaufort aspired to an altogether higher and more cosmopolitan ideal of kitsch. It had a Teppanyaki restaurant, ‘fitted out from Japan’ and fully timbered ‘by a famous boat builder from Sydney’. It has drugstores and surface-tension pools, a gourmet diner called Siggi’s and a place of entertainment not immediately recognizable to me though Mr Girard assured me, guiding me through it with the merest feather touch beneath my elbow, that it was a typical English pub. And it had a theatre for Max Bygraves to perform in.

The talk that we’d picked up around the town suggested that the Territorians weren’t sure what they thought, were reserving their judgement, would wait and see, would certainly pop in for a beer, but suspected the Beaufort didn’t quite answer their image of Darwin. I knew how they felt. On the other hand I would very much have liked to put the organization of the rest of my life into the hands of John Girard, that’s if I could have persuaded the Indonesians to spare him.



Later on that morning I acquired some interesting statistics relating to the Northern Territory, such as that it contained more lawyers per head of population than anywhere else in Australia, and more people with PhDs. It was Clare Martin, of the local ABC radio station 8DR, who told me this. I’d gone along there, as a Pommy writer passing through, to do a quick interview and be asked how I thought I could get to the bottom of the place if I was passing through so quickly. You are always asked this by Australians. They can’t believe that you have come to their country and aren’t prepared to give at least seven years of your life to savouring the distinctive flavour, fathoming the peculiar mystery, of every one-horse town the bus happens to spill you out in. And they are no less demanding on themselves. They are all absolutely convinced that there is a real Australia out there somewhere, and that they haven’t begun to get to know it. And yet they will fly out to Heathrow, sniff the air, declare England, Europe, and indeed the Northern Hemisphere to be ‘fucked’, and be ready to fly back the same day.

I didn’t put this to Clare Martin. It was too hot in the tiny recording studio to get into a brawl. And, besides, there was no reason for me to believe I’d win it. She was a Sydney girl and all the Sydney girls of my experience fight rough. For all her fierce pride in the place she had barely been in Darwin a year herself. She had followed her boyfriend up – she called him her ‘man’ – after he had followed her down to Canberra and hated it. For some reason this information was enough for me to picture a taciturn sandy-haired surveyor in knee-length khaki shorts. She didn’t know who was going to follow whom where next, but wanted to be back in Sydney. ‘I’m ambitious,’ she explained to me – guiltily, I thought, and with a quick check to make sure the microphones were off, as if the idea of ambition was against the spirit of the Top End. Or the Australian Broadcasting Corporation.

When I mentioned that I’d taken a look at Paul Everingham earlier that morning, she immediately switched the conversation to Bob Collins, the Labour Opposition Leader. Apparently he had come to the far north, like so many other people, to escape the memory of an unhappy love affair. He hadn’t had the slightest intention of staying, but had been robbed of all he possessed as he was about to leave, and that was that. You don’t argue with an augury. He was now married to an Aboriginal woman and was facing criticism within his own party on the grounds that he associated Labour politics too exclusively with Aboriginal matters. He was alienating many natural white Labour voters, the criticism went.

‘Any truth in that?’ I asked.

Clare Martin gave me a long, steely, Sydney stare. Had I not known she was Australian I might have thought she came from Sparta. ‘What can he do?’ she said. ‘The national Labour party has reneged on Land Rights and changed its mind about uranium. Where does that leave Collins?’

We both knew where that left Collins. Comprehensively fleeced, for the second time in his life.

The reason for all the lawyers in the Northern Territory, incidentally, was not Aboriginal litigation but the high rate of bankruptcy. People were coming north in the belief that it was a place of boundless opportunity, starting businesses with no know-how, and failing. The two classic but contradictory evaluations of Darwin – that of Captain Phillip Parker King:

It must, at no very distant period, become a place of great trade and that of Thomas Huxley, assistant surgeon aboard HMS Rattlesnake:

It is about the most useless, miserable, ill-managed hole in her Majesty’s dominions – were still finely poised.

So much for all the lawyers. What all the PhDs were doing up here Clare Martin forgot to tell me.



On our last night in Darwin we watched a television programme dealing with a group which had just formed itself in Katherine, three hundred kilometres down the track. Its name was SPONGE, standing for the Society for the Prevention of Niggers Getting Everything.

‘Let’s go to Katherine,’ Ros said.

She’d fallen for the Northern Territory and didn’t want to leave. She believed we should kick around up here a while longer yet, putting our noses into all the trouble spots. I was more for expedition myself, convinced that travel meant covering vast distances at great speed. Perhaps it was racial. Something told me that the best way to keep safe was to keep moving.

But as it happened the bus that was taking us to Kununurra would be calling in at Katherine. ‘We’ll be there tomorrow,’ I said, omitting to add that we’d only be there for an hour, for a lunch stop.

I slept badly that night. I felt that I was letting down everyone and everything that had a woman’s name. I was pushing Ros faster than she wanted to go. I wasn’t planning to do justice to Katherine. And I hadn’t made the slightest effort to order Jocasta’s Jest from a single bookshop.





Three



Bungle Bungle

Our drivers were called Wayne and Clay. Wayne was large and dark and affable, looked to be of Maori descent, and lived in Perth. Clay was brittle and moody, irascibly Anglo-Saxon, and lived in Darwin. It was Clay who did the first stretch of driving and delivered the introductory spiel, a low and often psychopathic routine – misogynistic and homophobic – which turned out to be more or less standard on this particular bus line, and which eventually forced us into finding some other means of transport.

I cannot hope to render the sinewy distaste of this performance, but roughly it went:

‘G’day. The name’s Clay. The ugly one to my left is Wayne. For those of you who haven’t travelled with us before, a few words of caution about the bus. At the very rear you will see a door marked rest room. You’ll get no rest there. It is in fact a mobile toilet. Just how mobile you will discover when you sit down in it. You will notice that the door to the mobile toilet opens outwards. Please remember to lock it. This serves two purposes: it activates a light on my dashboard, telling me that you’re in there, and it saves you the embarrassment, if I am forced to brake suddenly, of being sent sliding down the aisle with your knickers round your ankles and a rubber rash on each cheek. Rest assured, it happens. The record so far, for your information, is Row 5.

‘The curtained partition at the back of the bus is for the relief driver and admission is by invitation only. Yes, I did say invitation. . . . So don’t hold your breath, fellers.’

As it fell out, Clay ended up spending most of the journey in this curtained partition himself, in a massive pet occasioned by something Ros said to him. He’d dropped us off at a roadhouse remarkable, even by Australian roadhouse standards, for its lack of anything you might reasonably have called an amenity. Since he was a bloke who clearly enjoyed a joke, Ros congratulated him on his choice as she climbed back into the bus. ‘Nice place you found for us, Clay,’ she observed. That was sufficient to put him to bed for the day.

Wayne’s version of easy-going Australian masculinity was less friable. He sat with his shoulders rounded, staring at the road, chatting to whoever wandered up the bus to talk to him. He was a bit anxious about what was going to happen when double-decker buses were introduced. ‘There’s talk about them putting stewards on,’ he said. ‘But they’ll probably be poofters like on Qantas. Qantas won’t employ you unless you’re gay. They reckon poofters treat passengers with more sensitivity and understanding.’

I enjoyed his ‘more’.

A runty little West Australian woman with colourless hair joined him for some technical conversation. Dot – I think she said her name was Dot – was the sort of woman who likes to know and talk about what a man likes to know and talk about. She discussed the cost of the bus with Wayne, and its gear system, and its air-cushion suspension. Somehow or other they got on to wildlife. Wayne described a snake he’d driven over the other day. It was stretched across the road and was so big that he could see neither its head nor its tail. ‘Ah,’ said Dot, ‘that’d be a king brown.’

‘Could have been,’ Wayne agreed.

‘It’s a good idea,’ Dot told him, ‘if you’re driving along and you hit a king brown to slow down and make sure you see its remains through your rear-view mirror. Otherwise it might have wrapped itself around your differential and will travel home with you. When you park your car it will hop off and come inside your house. I guess you can’t blame the snake. It’s just self-preservation. I learnt to drive on a 4-wheel drive, which is a good introduction. I think a lot of people just drive to show off.’

‘I hate showing off,’ Wayne said. ‘When I’ve got passengers, anyway. If I’m going to show off I do it on my own.’

‘Right,’ said Dot.

Also on the bus was a lean, crazed American, who was carrying about forty paperback thrillers in his rucksack. I’d watched him sorting them out, in order of reading preference and therefore accessibility, at the terminal in Darwin. Already, after only a couple of hours, he’d got through about eight of them. He was wearing very little – just a brief pair of ragged denims and a maroon singlet. Considering how much hair he had growing in his armpits I believed he ought to have worn a shirt. When he raised his arm, to get down another book, I found it necessary to look away. It occurred to me that he might have been Jewish – there was a Saul Bellow somnolence in his eyes – or half-Jewish, half-Puerto Rican, if there was such a thing. I didn’t initiate any of the usual secret salutations of brotherhood, though. He’d gone wild, this one. And I don’t, as a rule, hit it off with feral Jews.

We stopped for morning coffee at Hayes Creek, a high, quiet, blissful spot, surrounded by red jagged hills. A flock of corellas, disturbed by our arrival, rose from the ground in one movement, pure white like an apparition. It was here, in the warm morning sun, that I first hit upon a method whereby I could personally consecrate places I especially liked, and at the same time acknowledge sundry debts of gratitude and friendship which I felt I owed. Reading the classic accounts of their travels written by the early explorers of Australia, I had been very much taken by the liberality – the munificence, even – with which they gave the names of their acquaintances or benefactors to whichever new feature of the country they happened on. Leichhardt, above all, knew how to repay loyalty or encouragement with punctilious notice:



I called the brook ‘Beames’s Brook’ in acknowledgment of the liberal support received from Walter Beames Esq., of Sydney. . . . A large flat-topped mountain I called ‘Lord’s Table Range’ after E. Lord Esq., of Moreton Bay; and a sharp needle-like rock, which bore west-by-north, received the name of ‘Fletcher’s Awl’ after Mr John Fletcher, whose kind contribution towards my expedition had not a little cheered me in my undertaking.



Why shouldn’t I do the same? It’s true that I wasn’t exactly exploring virgin territory; that all the brooks and mountain tops and deserts of Australia already had names. But then that was true when Eyre and Sturt and Leichhardt blundered through it, the only difference being that the names they already had were Aboriginal. If they could rechristen, so could I. In accordance with which decision – I made it in the twinkling of an eye, before the ghostly corellas had vanished over the crumbling ridge – I called the place I stood in Christopher Sinclair-Stevenson Creek, after C. Sinclair-Stevenson Esq., of London, who had kindly assisted me in my expedition.



Back on the bus I met Fred Luff, one time tree-engineer, restaurateur, patentee of a highly secret batter for fried fish, and now on his way to Northcliffe, in the far south of West Australia, to take over a public house. Fred had lived in the Northern Territory for nearly twenty years and was leaving it now with some sourness, a casualty, as he saw it, of Aboriginal Land Rights politics. Along, also as he saw it, with the Aborigines themselves. ‘We all got on well under the policy of assimilation,’ he said. ‘It was the idea of self-determination that changed everything.’ We were to hear this opinion voiced frequently throughout the north of Australia, but in Fred’s case it had the backing of a vivid, personal experience. Fred Luff had lived in paradise one day, and been expelled from it the next. He was, just like any refugee, a passive victim of history.

It had been the sight of a huge goanna, holding up the bus while it crossed the road, that had got Fred talking. ‘Very tasty,’ he’d said.

I’d leaned towards him so that Ros didn’t have to hear. I was trying to avoid all conversation with her on the subject of snake or reptile tucker. ‘You’ve tried it, have you?’ I asked, in a low voice.

‘Tried it? Lived on nothing else for a couple of years. There aren’t many things that taste like a goanna you’ve speared yourself.’

I was prepared to believe that. But I wondered where Fred had come by his experience. Had he owned a tree-surgery outside Darwin?

He was a small, nuggety man with a bright eye and a bristling moustache. ‘Nah,’ he said, ‘I was with the blackfellers in Arnhem Land.’

And that was how I came to hear about his years in paradise, working as a fire-control officer, and learning to spear goanna with the natives. He’d loved it. So had his wife. ‘Every morning, after I’d set off to work, she’d go swimming with the women. She’d swim all day. Then I’d come home and we’d all fish and eat and laugh together. I remember getting back late one night – I’d had to do some burning-off from the air – and finding a party of Frenchmen trying to interest the blackfellers in a few boxes of coloured baubles, plastic beads and mirrors. You have to remember, the blackfellers are very polite people. They smiled and nodded and played with the beads. Then, after the Frenchmen left, they had a big joke about it. “‘M cheeky buggers,” they said.’

What brought this idyllic existence to an end, according to Fred, was the interference of radicals from the south, politicized blacks imported from America, trouble-makers from the Philippines. ‘School teachers started to stir it, too,’ he said. ‘And then suddenly – overnight – my friends started to go on marches, chanting BLACK IS BLACK, WHITE IS SHIT. My friends!’

This had happened some years ago now. He’d run a seafood restaurant in Darwin since then, and been offered in excess of ten thousand dollars for his patented fish batter. And very soon he’d be back in the south of his home state, at the bar of his own hotel in Northcliffe. But his eyes still flashed with bitterness when he remembered his evacuation. ‘Do you know, when we had to leave,’ he told me, ‘all the Aboriginal women wept. They didn’t want us to go. No one in Arnhem Land – no one who came from Arnhem Land – wanted any of this. They stood around and cried and pulled their hair. Some of them even attacked themselves with tomahawks.’

He took us to a pub he knew in Katherine for lunch. Five minutes in the street were enough to tell me that I hadn’t made any serious mistake, at least as far as my comfort and safety went, giving Katherine a miss. I don’t know whether we passed any senior officers of SPONGE but we saw many whites who could have been active members. And the Aborigines, squatting on the nature strip which ran down the middle of the main road, looked angrier than in Darwin, less interested in street mischief, more confrontational. The pub that Fred recommended had an outdoor beer yard where you sat on upturned barrels and avoided eye contact. Next to me a skeletal Aborigine in a leather cowboy hat cleaned his finger nails with a knife, while the woman he was with berated him, with that characteristic rapid raucous click – a fusillade of shrill abuse, coming from high up in the throat – for some obviously minor marital misdemeanour. Through the window to the kitchen I could see the white woman who prepared the steaks standing over the ovens, breathing in the oil and removing wax from her ear. ‘Nice here, isn’t it?’ Fred said. He had his niece with him, a little girl of seven or eight. ‘Isn’t it?’ he repeated, tousling her hair.

We found some way of excusing ourselves, and retraced our steps, moving like a pair of Olympic walkers, in the direction of the service station and takeaway at which the bus had originally dropped us off. It was a murderously scorching day, but unless you are prepared to eat sliced beetroot and lettuce sandwiches you can only ever buy hot fried food in Australia; so we grabbed a half-chicken and some pineapple fritters and sat under the roof of the car wash for shade and with burning fingers ripped the chook apart.

I don’t think the hairy American with the Saul Bellow eyes and the Sal Mineo profile bothered about food. He looked upon meal stops as an opportunity to attend to his laundry and rearrange the thrillers in his rucksack. He was always the first off the bus, and before the rest of us were disembarked had his socks and sandshoes and singlet laid out to dry in the dust. At Christopher Sinclair-Stevenson Creek I had watched him throwing pebbles into his sandshoes from a distance of thirty yards. At Katherine he just sat in the dust himself and read the whole of Answer From a Deadman.

Sitting drying in the sun must have made him tired, because he curled up and fell asleep – the breeze from his overhead air-conditioner winnowing the hairs under his arms – the minute the bus started moving again. But fifteen minutes out of Katherine Wayne announced that he had a beaut new video to play us: The Electric Cowboy. I don’t know whether the movie was based on a paperback that the American had read, or whether he was simply susceptible to titles, but the words, The Electric Cowboy, seemed to reach deep into his slumbering pneuma. A solitary paroxysm racked his body and he was instantly bolt upright and wide awake. ‘Is it any good?’ he asked, without even bothering to rub his eyes.

‘Is it any good?’ Wayne’s confidence in his own critical judgement was unwavering. ‘Is the Pope a Catholic?’

The look of uncertainty on the American’s face – how should he know what the Pope was? – made me wonder again if he might have been Jewish. Though later on, after we’d driven through a plague of locusts on the West Australian border – slaughtering them in their thousands against our windscreen – I peered across at him and found no recognition in his eyes. It was my belief that no two Jews who knew anything of the Old Testament could go through a plague of locusts together without exchanging smiles of quiet satisfaction. On the other hand it was always possible that he had not yet come across the Old Testament in paperback.

Whether or not he was right about the Pope, Wayne couldn’t have been more wrong about The Electric Cowboy. I watched Robert Redford and Jane Fonda doing their usual thing for about half an hour – exhibiting their neat pin-pricks of conscience about the culture which had made them beautiful and successful – then I gave it away and concentrated on the country outside. We were in termite territory. Their mounds were not as high as those we’d seen on the road to Kakadu, but they were more plentiful – little reddy-brown phallic pillars sprouting like magic mushrooms, for miles on either side. Occasionally the bus would stop, or swerve, to avoid a brumby or a brahmin bull. As we approached the West Australian border the country changed. Gradually the land grew hillier, until we were driving between terraced escarpments of crumbling red sandstone. The rocks had been so evenly worn away that they seemed to be surmounted by a man-made wall, like an ancient but perfectly preserved fortification. At their bases palm trees – Livingstone Palms, Fred told me – huddled for protection from the wet and the heat. Then we crossed the Victoria River – a broad green swathe of water, over which kite hawks hovered. ‘This whole area’s called the Victoria River District,’ Fred said. ‘I worked here once. Wonderful, benign country.’ I immediately named it the Jeremy Lewis District, after Jeremy Lewis Esq., of London, whose encouragement had not a little fortified me in recent years.

‘I was out here on a job a few years ago,’ Fred went on, ‘entirely on my own, in a 4-wheel drive with radio and rifles in the back. I wasn’t expecting any trouble, but it’s a good idea to be prepared. I decided to make camp at a little waterhole I knew. I stopped the vehicle and started to get my gear out and suddenly I heard giggles. I looked around. More giggles. Then calling – “Hey, here, over here!” I still couldn’t see anyone. Then I looked towards the waterhole and there they were’ – he paused here to make sure that his niece was still sleeping, and to lean closer to me across the aisle of the bus – ‘three sheilas, three sheilas, stark naked in the water, shouting, “Come on in, come and join us. The water’s beaut.”’

His face was creased with amusement. He wiped his eyes and towelled down his moustache with a handkerchief.

‘So what did you do?’ I asked.

‘I thought, “Hullo, this looks like trouble”, Remember there was no one else around for hundreds of miles – just them in the nuddy and me with my radio and rifles. So I excused myself – politely, of course – and drove up the road a few miles. You know, to cool the situation down.’

‘And then what did you do?’

‘Made camp and went to sleep,’ he laughed. His face danced with wonderful memories.

‘What happened to you was what most men fantasize about,’ I said.

‘I know,’ he said. He was doubled up with hilarity now. ‘I know.’

An hour or so later we were in Kununurra. We were the only ones breaking our journey. The rest still had another two days travelling ahead of them before they reached Perth, and would stop here just long enough to grab steak, chips, and coleslaw. So we took our farewells, warning Fred that we would call in to see him in his new hotel in Northcliffe, and after settling the issue of our accommodation we ventured out into the town.

Nothing that I had ever seen in Australia before had prepared me for the breathtaking spectacle of sunset in Kununurra. Had I been brought here blindfolded and asked to guess where I was I would have said South America, partly – or perhaps precisely – because I didn’t know what South America looked like. Kununurra didn’t remind me of anywhere I knew. A crumbling, serrated ridge of hills encircled it. The highest of them, which seemed to be rising from, and indeed about to fall into, the very centre of the town itself, glowed an ochreish red and resembled an utterly exhausted volcano. In the dying sun the hills didn’t so much give off colour as palpitate with it. The sky was turquoise, streaked with orange. Silhouetted against it, the palms defined themselves with an extraordinary clarity, so that you could pick out the perfection of every frond. The evening was still and very warm. In the eerie quiet – it was no more than six o’clock – the low-slung town appeared deserted, left entirely to the Aborigines who squatted, as always, wherever there was grass or trees, or who arrived in the back of pick-up trucks, dozens at a time, to collect their grog from the bottle-shops.

As we walked back to the hotel in the fading light – the sky now shot through with electric blues and malarial yellows – we saw the bus pulling out. Clay was at the wheel. We waved, wondering how he would respond. He waved back warmly and tooted his horn. You can’t afford to bear grudges in Australia – the country’s too big and there aren’t enough people in it.



Kununurra is situated just inside the West Australian border in the top eastern corner of the Kimberley Region, and hasn’t been there very long. Look on a pre-1960s atlas and you won’t find it. Ord River is probably the nearest you will get. And the Ord River is your clue. The reason for the concoction of Kununurra was water: inundation and irrigation. It’s very name – as local whites are only too happy to tell you (they love their pidgin, northern whites) – is Aboriginal for ‘big mobs of water’. Ever since Alexander Forest took a look around the area in the 1870s, the Kimberleys had been fancied as prime grazing country, but had never found a way of overcoming the problems caused by the extremes of climate, the wet Wet and the dry Dry. As recently as 1945 the possibility of giving the North West of West Australia back to the Commonwealth Government was canvassed – perhaps because it was feared that even the Japanese wouldn’t want it. But a certain Dr Oldmeadow, who had been medical officer at Broome for some time, reckoned that settlement of the region was possible for white men providing they left it every three or four years, their wives left it every two years, and their children left it every Wet. It seems to me a pity that such advice was not tendered centuries ago in respect of such settlements as Manchester, Liverpool, or Leeds. It was heeded, anyway, when the Government of West Australia looked into means of developing its extremities; as were the words of the Assistant State Surveyor, who saw the necessity for a massive irrigation scheme in the Ord River Valley but also recommended the establishment of a new town site to service it, since, speaking climatically (and not wanting to put too fine an edge on it), he considered Wyndham – the nearest existing town – ‘detestable’. Thus Kununurra; and thus a rather embittered Wyndham, sweating it out without a thank-you where the northern rivers flow into the Timor Sea.

Our interest in the area was not primarily irrigational. Ros wanted to get out into a terrain that was known to be as wild and beautiful as anything in Australia – a country of barely accessible mountain ranges, of marvellous torrential rivers, of remote Aboriginal missions and even leper colonies. And I was keen to visit some of the landmarks made famous – made famous for me, anyway – by George Grey (later to be Governor Grey), whose Journals of Two Expeditions of Discovery in North-West and Western Australia During The Years 1837, 8 and 9 are neglected classics of comic expeditionary writing. Just as the expeditions themselves are classics of comic expeditioning.

I knew I was never going to get across as far as High Bluff Point, to the south of Brunswick Bay, where Grey first came ashore in order ‘to familiarize the natives with the British name and character’ but ‘not altogether prepared to behold so arid and barren a surface’; though of course I would have loved to be able to stand where he and his landing party of five men and three dogs stood, oppressed with ‘thirst and lassitude’ and contemplating the two pints of water which was all Grey had thought to bring to Australia to serve the lot of them. I did have hopes, however, of reaching the Prince Regent River, into which Grey had plunged to avoid the spears of natives unimpressed with what they’d so far seen of the British name and character, and where he’d come close to drowning when his military cap filled with water and floated away, thereby all but throttling him with the chin-strap which was still wound around his throat. And I wished, also, to try to find the very vertiginous mountain path responsible for the collapse of Grey’s pony – a spot, incidentally, which I had already renamed the Ian MacKillop Ascent, in honour of Ian MacKillop Esq., of Sheffield, a gentleman of soaring intellect but with no head for heights, the very reverse, in other words, of Governor George Grey, whose account of his struggles with his pony I now quote:



There it lay . . . on a flat rock, 4 or 5 ft wide – a precipice of 150 ft on one side of it, and the projecting rock against which it had struck on the other – whilst I sat upon its head to prevent it from moving. Its long tail streamed in the wind over the precipice; its wild and fiery eye gleamed from its shaggy mane and forelock; and, ignorant of its impending danger, it kicked and struggled violently, whilst it appeared to hang in mid-air over the gloomy depth of this tropical ravine. Anxious as I felt for the safety of my pony, I could not be unconscious of the singular beauty of the scene . . . .



Grey’s capacity to find time, in his tribulations, to ponder the beauty of landscape ‘as lovely and picturesque as impetuous torrents, foaming cascades, lofty rocks, and a rich tropical vegetation could render it’, is an example to all travellers. A lover of Wordsworth myself (the chasmal Wordsworth, anyway), you can see why it was my ambition to go where Grey had been.

But when, on our first morning in Kununurra, we rose with the kookaburra and set off to secure transport and advice on the local conditions, we met with a double disappointment. We were a week or so too early; the Wet was a week or so too late; and all tracks to the inner Kimberleys were impassable. Besides which there were no cars available for hire anyway. They’d all been hired.

I wondered how that could be if there was nowhere you could drive them. But the girl in the town’s Visitors Centre treated me to an inscrutable squint. ‘Blame the diamond mine,’ was all she would say to me.

‘Is there a diamond mine here?’

She laughed. ‘Largest deposit of diamonds in the world just down the road,’ she said.

You have to watch Australians with that ‘in the world’ clause: they affix it to just about everything their country possesses or produces. But I wasn’t going to get into technicalities. The issue wasn’t how big the mine was but that they’d hogged the cars.

‘They’ve got all of them, you say?’

‘They have today.’

‘And there’s absolutely no one who would take us out?’

She made a few phone calls. No, no one was prepared to chance their vehicles far-afield. But a girl called Sue – an ex­­­perienced guide and lovely person – could do us ‘A Half-day Agricultural’ that afternoon and ‘A Full Morning Irrigational’ the following day. Alternatively, we could sell everything we owned and hire a plane to fly us over the lost world of Bungle Bungle for twenty minutes. I wondered why we would want to do that. Indescribably beautiful country, apparently. Unreachable by road at any time. Some of the oldest conical sandstone landforms in the world. But don’t get too excited because it was always possible that the diamond mine was using all the planes. So we settled for the Afternoon Agricultural, taking a look in the meantime to see if Kununurra came up as well in the daylight as it had in the dark.

It didn’t. Without the dying sun on them the surrounding crumbly hills looked undramatic, not so much hills as ‘the ruin of hills’, to borrow a phrase from Grey. I wasn’t pleased, either, to discover that the previous night’s spectacular South American peak was known as Kelly’s Knob. I immediately changed its name to Gabriel Jacobs Pike, in honour of a friend I hadn’t seen for many years. But it was the bungalow modernity of the town –its wholly untropical architectural idiom – which most disap­­­­­­­pointed. Beneath its inappropriate corrugated roofs the whole place just seemed to cower from the baking heat.

The bottle-shops had not changed from the night before, however. They were still busy supplying the Aborigines who once more turned up in numbers on the backs of trucks. There was drinking going on in the park too, even at this early hour, though it was of a relaxed and friendly nature.

‘Yous ’avin a walk-around?’ a young Aborigine asked us as we ambled past.

I told him that I’d heard there was a nice boab tree in the park and that we were looking for that.

‘A boab tree?’ He scratched his head and then fell into earnest conference with his friends. Watching them with their faces close together, deliberating, I felt I’d slipped back a couple of centuries. I wouldn’t have been surprised had one of them suddenly leapt up and volunteered to be our guide. Odd, that their sociable instincts should still survive after so much experience of betrayal. Odd and – speaking impersonally – exasperating. They ought to have known better than to smile at a white man by now. It was pleasant for me to be befriended by them, but what did I have to do with anything?

‘There’s a pretty nice one over there,’ the young man said at last, pointing to the far end of the park, while his companions nodded and bewitched us, every one of them, with their smiles.

We drank cappucino in Estelle’s and watched someone who might have been Estelle herself making heavy weather of being a white who had perforce to do business with blacks. ‘Off! – out!’ she shouted at a group of kids who were only very mildly messing around. ‘Go walkabout!’ When they’d gone she waved a paper bag in the air, wafted the smell of them from under her nose, sprayed the room, sprayed us, sprayed our coffee, and took a cleaning cloth to every surface they might have touched.



Sue picked us up from our hotel on the dot of two o’clock. You could tell at once that she would do most things on the dot. And that what she didn’t do on the dot her husband, who was a pilot, would do to the letter. I imagined that they were very close and wore matching uniforms for going jogging or for going to bed. Underneath the pleasantest of manners Sue gave off an air of domestic militarism. She suffered, to boot, from a more than usually serious dose of the sing-song Australian interrogatives. At no time, in the several hours we were to spend in her company, did she address a sentence to us that didn’t end in a question mark.

She had no other visitors to Kununurra to show around today but she was taking the opportunity of our unseasonal arrival to train a young woman called Jude in the ins and outs of the Half-day Agricultural. Had we turned up a fortnight later we might have got Jude as our guide. As it was we got them both.

Everyone in Kununurra was a newcomer, but Jude was newer than most. She had come north in the best pioneer tradition – because something dreadful had happened to her in the south. She went in for a more solitary and independent idea of womanhood than Sue. Where Sue’s hair fell tidily on her shoulders like an airline receptionist’s, Jude’s was jagged like a leafleteer’s; and, where Sue wore a little sparkling stone in each ear, Jude had a non-concentric pair of gold rings hanging from just one. If I appear to have taken a keen interest in the appearance of these two women that is because I could take no interest at all in what one of them was telling me. Addressing us at all times through her loudspeaker system – although there were only three of us on the bus and we were all sitting right beside her – Sue delivered herself con­­scientiously of the information we’d paid to hear. She wasn’t to know that, of all subjects of least concern in the whole world to me, dams and crops headed the list.

And so I was led, as though in a dream, along the banks of irrigation channels, through peanut farms and fields of sorghum, in and out of water-melon processing and packing plants, and down, down, into a sing-song nightmare of alluvial soils and yields and nitrogen and hectares. I heard – or someone vaguely like me heard – about Black Spot, which I had always thought to be the name of a villainous character in Treasure Island, but was in fact (oh God, fact) a mango blight brought in from Queensland. And I think I heard of some virus which infects the bloodwood tree and causes it to grow shark fins on its trunk; though that sounds to me now suspiciously like the workings of delirium.

In desperation, after an hour or two of this, I tried to get the women to talk to us about life – real social life, not what peanuts had – in the Kimberleys. Jude swam a lot. Sue liked watching indoor cricket. In fact we were just passing where they played indoor cricket, there, right there. I couldn’t see any buildings, only a field.

‘We play indoor cricket outdoors in Kununurra,’ Sue explained.

‘What about the Aborigines?’ I asked.

‘They don’t seem to want to play indoor cricket,’ Sue said.

‘No, I meant what’s it like for them in Kununurra. How do you get on with them?’

It’s possible, had I not been sick with sunflower and sorghum, that I might have initiated my enquiries more subtly. But I doubt if I would have got anywhere anyway. Both girls were cautious and non-committal. Jude expressed what I took to be a general pessimism about the future of black/white relations in the area. There was no work for the Aborigines, and although there were many schemes encouraging employers to take them on – generous grants and concessions and so on – few were prepared to do so. Because of her manner of expelling her words – through closed lips and a locked jaw – Jude spoke with a sort of authoritative desolateness. This is very much a style in Australian cities, especially close to the universities. You don’t speak, you let off small explosives. Sue, on the other hand, was a country girl. When I brought up the subject of Land Rights – a no-no in Western Australia – she found a quaint pastoral phrase to describe the proliferation of Aboriginal claims. ‘They’re certainly getting a bit of a spread on,’ she said.

Later in the afternoon we drove down to the Ord River, on the way to the Diversion Dam. A party of Aborigines was picnicking under the trees and swimming in the river. Some of the women stood fully clothed, up to their chests in the water. One was absolutely motionless, looking out across the river, lost in thought. She was at least seventy. An old white-haired man bobbed about near her. The rest sat and talked or fished. All the scene lacked to make it paradise was Fred Luff, his face creased with enjoyment.

We were surprised when Sue drove her bus right to the water’s edge, into their very midst, so that we could get a better look at them.

‘What’s the etiquette of this?’ Ros asked.

Sue turned her neat little face to us. ‘Sorry?’ she asked.

Momentary deafness is a fascinating psychological phenomenon. Fear and loathing, I am convinced, lie behind most requests to have a statement repeated.

‘Do they like it,’ Ros said, ‘when you drive so close to them?’

Sue was all smiles now. Her hearing had come back and her voice had found extra lilt. ‘Depends. Some are O.K. Especially outside, on the reservations. They like to tell you about themselves and to show you their babies. But in town they’re not always delighted. Some of them can be quite rude.’

That last sentence had a question mark before as well as after it, so that it should really be punctuated in the Spanish fashion: ‘¿Some of them can be quite rude?’

‘Fancy that,’ Ros said, without interrogatives.

On the way back we stopped off at Hidden Valley, just minutes from the centre of town. It was a series of valleys actually, between low crumbling sandstone rocks, where visitors had been known to go missing for days, beguiled by the beauty of the place, and deceived by its apparent smallness of scale. Sue found us a number of geodes lying about in the dust, and explained how the Aborigines would have ground away at them to extract powder for their paint. I was struck by the contrast between how little she knew, or was prepared to say, about contemporary Aboriginal life, even in her own town, and how informative she’d made herself on the details of their ancient practices. You find this all over Australia: the Aborigine himself somewhere between a petty problem and a pestilence, his arts and customs a matter for reverence and national pride. When George Grey came upon his first examples of Aboriginal art he was as unequivocal in his judgements as Waldemar Januscek. ‘I often also found rude drawings scratched upon the trees, but none of these sketches indicated anything but a very ordinary degree of talent, even for a savage.’ Say that today and they’d drum you out of Australia.

Seeing Sue with her small face pursed, describing the way the young braves used to sharpen their spears, and watching Ros scanning the orange rocks, imagining corroborees, the idea began to form in my mind that white Australians owed far more than they knew – and certainly far more than many of them would ever willingly acknowledge – to their sable friends, as Ludwig Leichhardt used to call them.



Australians do not, as everybody knows, practise apartheid. But they do post stringent dress requirements – NO THONGS, NO BARE FEET, NO SINGLETS, NO TANK TOPS, NO OUTLANDISH HAIRCUTS – outside their places of refreshment and entertainment, and this works just as well.

It does not, however, mean that the poor Aborigine is compelled to go without his beer. The economy of many a northern country town would immediately collapse if the social security cheques paid to the Aborigines – ‘sit-down money’, in local parlance – did not promptly make their way back to the white community via the bar and the taxi. (I’ll come to the taxi later.) The bar at which they are acceptable – the cheques and the Aborigines – is simply not the one at which we are. We drink in something called the Lounge – in Kununurra it was the Green Room – the Aborigine has either a Workers’ or a Sportsmen’s. In Kununurra they had a Workmen’s, though it was referred to by the locals as the Animal Bar. And through the thin partition that divided us we could hear, day and night, the sounds of unending festivity and riot.

‘We’re in the wrong place,’ Ros remarked, on our first evening in the Green Room.

Looking around at the engineers and public service men, the lackeys of the diamond and mining exploration companies, all in pressed blue shirts and natty shorts and knee-length oatmeal socks, I was inclined to agree with her. But then we fell into conversation with Henri from Mauritius, who did sub-contract work on vehicles owned by the diamond mine, and Charlie who came from Kenya and called himself a pedlar. ‘I peddle agricultural machinery,’ he told us.

He liked the idea of himself as a poor itinerant, wandering around the whole of Western Australia with a tray of knick-knacks, each one costing about a quarter of a million dollars.

We wondered how business was. ‘The trouble with this place,’ he said, ‘is its isolation. If it was somewhere else it would be a boom town.’

Both he and Henri lived in Perth (Henri pronounced it Pert), some three thousand kilometres down the track, and commuted.

‘Yeah, it’s a long way to travel to work,’ Henri agreed, ‘but I make good money. It’s my ambition to retire when I’m forty. I’m tirty-eight now.’

He was dark and Frenchified and then Australianized. He had black eyes and a scintillating moist moustache. He was the kind of man who used to be referred to as a handsome devil. And he couldn’t say th.

‘So what will you do when you retire?’ I asked him.

‘Fish and drink red wine.’

‘Sounds all right,’ I said.

He wanted to know whether I liked wine.

I said I did.

‘Which colour do you like best?’

I didn’t have too many choices but I paused, wanting to get it right. ‘Red,’ I said.

His face lit up. Had I been a woman I’d have asked him to give me babies. ‘Me too,’ he said.

‘You see, Henri is a typical diamond mines employee,’ Charlie said. He waved away Henri’s objection that he wasn’t employed by the mine but did sub-contract work. ‘He takes all his money away from the town. If a farmer gets rich – we call them cockies – he spreads his wealth around the town. Everybody benefits. But a miner takes his money somewhere else. A lot of them never even see the town. They live in camps on the mine itself, and do their drinking there. The diamond mine does nothing for Kununurra.’

There was a fresh, boyish, melancholy colonial air about Charlie. He looked like one of Forster’s well-meaning Englishmen, bent on administering the natives firmly but scrupulously. But he wouldn’t hear of being referred to as an Englishman. ‘I’m a Kenyan,’ he told us.

Henri started to up the tempo of our drinking. ‘What do you tink of te Americas Cup?’ he asked me, after he’d had our glasses changed for bigger ones, and filled.

I wasn’t sure just how much irony he wanted of me. I was bored to within an inch of madness by the Americas Cup which was still nearly a year away. On the other hand I had to remind myself that I was now in Western Australia. I laughed. Just a little. ‘It is a touch excessive,’ I said, leaving out the bored to within an inch of madness stuff.

But I’d missed the point of the question. He wasn’t looking for a small amount of irony. He wasn’t looking, as it happened, for any. What he wanted to know was who I thought would win.

‘I fancy England or Italy myself,’ he said.

‘England?’ Shows what I knew. I thought it was only between America and Australia.

‘Yep. Dark horse, England.’

‘The key to it,’ Charlie said, ‘is the water between Fremantle and Rottnest. It’s a lot trickier than the Americans know or are used to.’

Already this had become too technical for me. I deferred to Ros whose home waters these were. I went vacant and stared into my Swan Lager. From next door, in the Workmen’s Bar, came the sounds of the biggest party ever held in Australia, or the world. And they hadn’t won a boat race – come to that, they hadn’t won anything – for over two hundred years.

I came to when it was my turn to order drinks. ‘My shout,’ I said, and when I’d paid I tried to do what Charlie and Henri did with their change, leaving it on the bar, like poker money, so that the barman could take from it in response to the faintest nod of the head. I’d always liked this Australian habit of slapping your notes down on the bar and allowing the pile to diminish through the evening; and I noticed that it was even more common in the north, where the heat made fumbling for your wallet in your shorts uncomfortable. I suddenly thought of England and all those white depressed men counting out their pennies from plastic coin trays, and I wanted never to go back there.

‘What do you tink of te Adelaide Grand Prix?’ Henri asked me.

‘Now that,’ Charlie said, ‘is the way to make money. A lot more people are interested in cars than they are in yachts.’

I fell vacant again.

Towards the end of the evening the name Ernie Bridge cropped up. Ernie Bridge was the Honorary Minister assisting the Minister (that’s to say the real Minister) for the North-West and Kimberley. He was also an Aborigine. ‘He represents this constituency,’ Charlie said. ‘Doesn’t he, Cyril?’

Cyril was the barman and neither knew nor cared who his local state member was. ‘I dunno,’ he said. ‘Maybe.’

‘It’s amazing,’ Charlie said. ‘Australians are like that everywhere. Ask them a question about politics and they instantly go vague.’

Henri believed there was time to squeeze in one last beer. ‘Tat’s te way it should be,’ he said. ‘It’s not right to talk politics while you’re drinking.’



Nor, apparently, while you’re driving a tourist bus. I tried to get Sue to open up, the following morning, on the subject of the new breed of entrepreneurs who had come to the Kimberleys – people like Frank Camer-Pesci who had arrived as a bricklayer and now owned four modern hotels, and Lord McAlpine, the Treasurer of the Conservative Party, who had a name like a building industry and was at present pumping money and publicity into Broome. But she was unresponsive. ‘Some people think they’re a bit arrogant,’ was the most she would give me.

She became almost radiant, though, on the road to Lake Argyle, when Jude told us that only the week before the police had found the bodies of an Aboriginal woman and a kangaroo floating mysteriously down the River Ord. ‘That doesn’t sound so good?’ she said, her voice at full lilt.

The drive along the Ord to the great Dam at Lake Argyle (where you will find nine times more water than in Sydney Harbour – nine times!) was most spectacular. We stopped to look at crocodiles relaxing with their mouths open in the sun, or practising their ghastly weightless droop in the water; and we entered high, silent country where the Ord ran at the bottom of immense ravines, visited by an infinitude of darting swifts and swallows. But no scenery was too wonderful to silence Sue’s pedantry. A Morning Irrigation we had paid for, and a Morning Irrigation we received. Volume and weight of water, surface, spillage, seepage, wastage, wantage (was there such a word or had it come to me in a dream of deluge?) – we got the lot.

Later in the morning we arrived at the Argyle Homestead, the home of the famous pioneer family the Duracks (pronounced Durex by Sue), now moved to a new site. Roy Walker, once head stockman for the last of the Kimberley Durex, looked after the place, acting as gardener, curator, guide, admission-ticket collector, identifier of sad Irish faces in photographs (‘That’s Patrick . . . that’s Stumpy’), and general odd-job man. He was stripped to the waist when we turned up, wearing blue jeans and an old drover’s hat, and pushing a wheelbarrow. From a distance he could have been taken for an Aborigine; there was the same slowness about his movements, the same melancholy in the set of his features, the same physical attenuation. Close up, though, he had eyes the colour of cornflowers. And the limpid fatigue in them was purely personal, not of the race.

He talked to us about the Aborigines who used to be his friends but who were now gone to ruin in the towns, sniffing petrol, drinking the water from car batteries, eating sandwiches made of boot polish mixed with methylated spirits. ‘They’ll eat and drink anything up here,’ he said, ‘even scent, which rots the belly quicker than anything.’

The homestead enjoyed an isolation which made me giddy. The gardens choked in the heat. Spinifex pigeons with rakish crests came to Roy’s call. Bower birds busied themselves doing up their bachelor pads. The air swarmed with hosts of butterflies of enormous size. And the whole time he talked to us a trickle of perspiration ran down Roy’s weather-beaten chest. He was getting lonely here. It seemed to me that it was doing him no good, every day raking the ashes not just of someone else’s past but also of his own. But he was hopeful of a change. He had recently been interviewed by a local paper and had been quoted as saying that he wouldn’t mind having a woman to live with him up here except that he didn’t believe a modern woman could survive the hardship of the bush. Since then he’d had letters from women ready to take up his challenge. He particularly liked the one who simply said, ‘I can. I’m forty years old, five feet tall and weigh eight stone.’ He’d written back and was expecting her to join him any day.

‘With the intention of seeing how you hit it off?’ Ros asked.

He wiped the perspiration off his brow and opened his soft blue eyes. ‘With the intention of matrimony,’ he said.



Since we weren’t going to be able to use Kununurra as a base to explore the Kimberleys, I decided that we would try the region from the other end. If we caught the bus after dinner we could be in Derby, eight or nine hundred kilometres away, by four or five o’clock in the morning.

‘Derby? What do you want to go to Derby for?’ Henri asked when we met again that evening in the Green Room.

He wasn’t particularly impressed with any of my reasoning, but when I added that an old childhood friend of Ros’s was there, running a hotel and restaurant, his objections lost themselves in simple word association. ‘Do you like French food?’ he immediately asked me.

‘Of course,’ I said.

‘I’ll take you where you can get some in Pert. I know te best chefs. I only eat tere when I know tey’re cooking.’

‘How do you know when that is?’ I asked. Naive bastard.

‘I go into the kitchens. I walk straight trough te restaurant and see who’s cooking. If tey’re not tere, I don’t order.’

‘I suppose that’s the way to do it,’ I said.

‘Bloody sure. I love good French food and good French wine. Between us, my wife and I can drink tree, four bottles.’

‘That’s good going,’ I said.

Henri rolled his eyes. His moustache was so black and sleek that it actually caught the light. He was, literally, a dazzling man. And he looked so ecstatic, remembering the amount of food and wine he and his wife got through, that I wondered why he didn’t think of opening his own restaurant.

‘Because I wouldn’t have time for fishing.’ He looked around him here. I’d noticed that he’d been growing increasingly restive, watching girls coming into the bar. And I had the feeling that he didn’t want Ros to hear what he had to say to me next. Which was, ‘I’ll tell you one ting my wife and I often talk about opening . . . A high-class brottle.’

I got him to repeat this so that I could be certain it was Mauritian/Australian for what I thought it was, and not a perfectly good pronunciation of a word for a Western Australian measure of French wine.

‘There are no high-class ones in Perth already?’ I asked.

‘Yes and no,’ Henri said. He was fond of that expression. The night before he’d told us that his wife was pregnant and when we’d asked him if he wanted a son or a daughter he’d employed it then. What he seemed to mean tonight was that there might have been high-class ones in Perth, but not where he and his wife had it in mind to open one, which was off Perth.

‘Off Perth?’

He looked around the room again. He didn’t want me giving away his idea. ‘If you sail six nautical miles out of Pert you can do anyting,’ he told me.

I tried to let this information really sink in. ‘Anything?’

He nodded. ‘Anyting you can tink of.’

While I was failing Henri’s test – all I could think of doing six nautical miles off Perth was fishing – Ros had inadvertently blundered into the Australian sex-war zone, patrolled on this occasion by the drivers of the bus we hoped to catch. Calling it a bus had been the first of her mistakes. ‘Look, Sheila,’ one of them had said, putting his arm around her shoulders and pointing to the passing traffic, ‘see that – that’s a car. See that – that’s a truck. And that, over there, is a coach. On a bus you buy tickets. I drive a coach. I don’t sell tickets.’

‘We’ve already got tickets,’ Ros said.

‘We?’ The arm was still around the shoulder.

‘I’ve got mine, my husband’s got his.’

‘Oh, your husband. Been keeping him behind the bushes while you do the charming, eh?’ He was called John, this one. His mate was Dave. They were a sort of version of Wayne and Clay without the refinement.

From the expression on her face when she returned I could see that she’d been contemplating violence.

‘Homicide?’ I asked.

‘Suicide,’ she said.

Charlie tried to calm her down. ‘It’s just the uniform,’ he said. ‘It was the same when the coons were given self-government in Kenya. They were suddenly all tin-pot Hitlers. So I played ignorant. It doesn’t cost anything to play ignorant.’

It was odd, hearing coon-talk from Charlie. Although it accorded naturally enough with his faint South African/Rhodesian intonation, it was somehow belied by his sympathetic, boyish expression. Had you listened to him only with your eyes you would have believed he was saying something quite different. So here was another example, I told myself, of a person’s opinions being the worst and least interesting part of him.

And for some reason Charlie was all opinion tonight. Coons copped it, the diamond mine copped it, even customs officials got it in the neck. ‘Do you know,’ he said, ‘that if they go through your case you can order them to re-pack it exactly as it was? OK, you can say, you took it out, you put it back.’

‘Tat’s true,’ Henri confirmed. ‘You can.’

But it was for the local owners of jeeps and Range Rovers and Toyota 4-wheel drives that he reserved his greatest scorn. ‘The funny thing is,’ he said, ‘that nine-tenths of them never drive on anything but bitumen.’

You have to hear a white Kenyan pronounce bitumen in order to realize how much bitch is in it.

Before we left we exchanged addresses and agreed that we would all try to meet up in Perth.

‘For a drink,’ Ros said.

‘For a lot more tan tat,’ Henri promised.

We reminded him that his wife was due to give birth at around about the time we’d be in Perth. ‘So?’ he said. ‘We’ll take te baby to a French restaurant.’



On the bus to Derby the drivers went through their usual dispiriting routine: mobile toilets, knickers round the ankles, no poofters in the rest area. It occurred to me as I dozed that there was an article to be written dealing with the problems most frequently associated with Aborigines – alcoholism, unsociable behaviour, an inability to be assimilated into polite society, irrational aggression, and so on – except that the subject of the article would be the white Australian male, not the Aborigine. Being a man in Australia, by which I meant being the kind of man who could drive a busload of poofters, sheilas and Abos through the outback in the dead of night, had never looked so precarious to me; for a number of reasons – not the least of which were feminism, androgyny and Land Rights – the Australian bloke appeared to be on the front line of a serious social breakdown.

I didn’t do much talking on the bus. I mainly slept. But I did notice that the girl on the seat across the aisle to me was reading Peter Carey’s Illy whacker and I asked her how she was liking it.

‘Aw, not much,’ she said. ‘I’ve bought it, so I’ll finish it. But I prefer A Fortunate Life.’

A Fortunate Life was an endurance story written by an old man who had undergone every known hardship and deprivation but was still able to come up smiling and proud to be an Australian. I had tried to read it, in response to the enormous popularity it was enjoying in the country, but found it unreadable. It seems to me essential that one hold on to the idea of unreadability, as a distinct literary non-quality, an innate thing in itself, even in the face of the evidence of several million readers reading it. A Fortunate Life was unreadable because it was unwritten; which unwrittenness, it seemed to me, was the very reason Australians liked it. I had noticed before that Australians preferred their fiction to be unfictional, a mere mode of access to an original, authentic, lived experience. Some of the country’s most favoured writers were in fact un-writers and un-wrote with extreme plainness and simplicity, using words only for want of something more elementary. Even the cream of Australia’s academic obscurantists, men who could be instantly unintelligible about a single line of poetry, found a new lucidity when they came to be novelists and made little sentences about Frank and Hilda and their embarrassment on their wedding night.

‘What’s that?’ asked Frank, worriedly.

‘Blood,’ Hilda said, consolingly.

‘Aw gee,’ Frank said.

‘I love you, Frank,’ said Hilda, holding him very close.

‘I love you, too, Hilda,’ Frank said.

As they pledged their troth once more, mysterious noises reached them from the bush.
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