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CoMMENT: 1 

M ORAG FRASER 

Out of a 
clear sky 

'T, W>NT<R oe o uR o" coNTCNT '' one w• y of looking 
at the dramatic events of the past month. But things are rarely 
so simple. 

The vibrant blue of the Sydney sky, bearing its fragile, 
unforgettable m essage, is emblematic of the mixed state of 
Australia 's current circumstances. What looks like glorious 
summer was in fact a day whipped by a piercing wind, but that 
didn't stop the people coming, any more than sleet, wind and 

rain stopped them from marching in other state capitals . The 
vibrancy was sustained, even if the politics were intransigent . 

You will catch some of its energy and complexity this 
month in the reflections on reconciliation, politics and Pacific 
coups, written by Andrew Hamilton, Edmund Campion , 
Frank Brennan, Jean Ker Walsh and Christine Weir. The latter 
two are n ewcomers to Eurek a Street , and w elcome, for the 
depth of their experience in Australia, Fiji and the Solom on 
Islands, and for the clarity of the distinctions they draw 
between the circumstances in our respective countries. 

Also in this issue, Pe t er Mares inves tigates the 
conditions for detainees and local residents in Woom era. Read 
him on page 26 for the background story, including the news 
that the Catholic priest in Woomera, Fr Jim Monaghan, has 
been advised that contact with the m edia is 'not appropria te' . 

Margaret Simons reports th is month on the specifics of 
Australia 's latest environmental push. We now know how 
to address the degradation of our land and waterways . But 
will we do what is necessary? See page 18. Finally, writer 
and photo- journalist Peter Davis, who took this m onth 's 
reconciliation photographs, introdu ces the firs t of an 
intriguing series of essays on working lives. 

See you again in September. -Morag Fraser 



COMMENT: 2 

BRETT E VANS 

Union blues 
Some recent victories don 't suggest that it's all plain 

sailing for Australian unions. 

T, AuSWA UAN UNtON mo,em ent "ill knows how to Fwm' system of 'managed centralism' undcc L•boc's Accocds 
organise a good demo. On June 1, over 20,000 rank-and-file in the 1980s, Australia has moved towards the ' fragmented 
m embers marched in Sydney against Workplace Relations Min- fl exibility' of Peter Reith . 
ister Peter Reith 's ' third wave' of industrial rela tions reform. In this fragm ented, fl exible labour market an increasing 

In keeping with the union movement's increasingly sophis- number of Australians are ' involuntary' part-timers, holding 
ticated presentation skills, Sydney's CBD was awash with colour down two jobsi working in casual employm ent without job 
as unionists marched peacefully through the city streets waving securityi or working unpaid overtime in full-time jobs. Given 
multi -coloured flags to the sound of whistles, drums and reggae the incentives, unions might actually flourish in their niche 
music. markets. 

Later that day in the Senate, the Australian Democrats So where does thi s leav e the labour mov em ent 's 
handed down an adverse finding on Reith's Workplace Relations parliamentary representativesz 
Amendments Bill, which was designed to outlaw strike action Much to the annoyance of the government, the federa l 
in support of industry-wide agreements, otherwise known as Labor Opposition is playing i ts policy cards close to its ches t. 
'pattern bargaining' . Like the Coalition in the lead up to the 1996 election, Labor 

Unions one, Reith zero. But the game is just beginning. prefers to offer up a small target, giving its opponents less to attack. 
On June 30, the workplace agreements covering 1000 Yet, on May 3 1, Opposi tion Leader Kim Beazley outlined a 

Victorian manufacturing companies expire. And the Metal major part of Labor's policy on industrial relations. 
Trades Federation of Unions in Victoria can't wait to use their Labor would ' res tore the powers of the independ ent 
freedom to pattern bargain. This powerful grouping of unions- umpire', the much-maligned Industrial Relations Commissioni 
the so-called 'New Militants'-have organised Campaign 2000, it would support the right to collective bargainingi and it would 
an old-style campaign des igned to deliver higher wages to union scrap Reith's Australian Workplace Agreem ents (A WAs). 
m embers across the industry. Even though less than one per cent of th e Au stralian 

Minister Reith presents this as a return to the 1970s, when workforce is covered by these agreements, unionists hate them 
unions were held accountable for wage-push inflation. In fact, on principle because A WAs are individual contracts negotiated 
it represents a n ew era for Australian unions. without union involvement or recourse to collective bargaining. 

Union membership peaked at 62 per cent in 1954. By 1999, For his troubles, Beazley was roundly condemned in the 
it had fallen to 26 per cent. This decline in membership refl ects a editorials of all the m ajor papers and attacked by the govern-
fundamental change in the labour market. Jobs growth has m ent, but he did gain valuable political points within the labour 
shifted away from traditionally unionised areas, like manufac- movement. 
turing, towards non-unionised industries, such as information At the end of July, Labor will hold its Nationa l Conference, 
technology. and party strategists are keen to present a united front in the 

Increasingly, unions can't find new m embers among the lead-up to next year's federal election . 
young, casualised and female workers of the new economy. By promising to ditch the A WAs, Beazley is hoping to win 
Therefore, they must learn to protect the niche markets they on another, even more important, economic issue without a 
already dominate. And, as in any business competing in a niche damaging fight at conference. 
market, it 's all about servicing the customers- in this case Under Hawke and Keating, Labor became a resolutely free-
union members. trade party, and Kim Beazley wants to keep it that way. The 

So for the leaders of Australia's few remaining pow erful same unionists behind Campaign 2000, such as the National 
unions, there is still much to be gained from fl exing their Secretary of the Metalworkers, Doug Cameron, are leading the 
indu trial might and getting back to basics: delivering on wages push for ' fair trade' within the labour movement. 
and conditions. Ju st as 'The Bush ' is revolting against the Would union delegates to conferen ce really want to roll 
suppo ed benefits of deregulation, so too are the suburban working the man who looks set to banish the dreaded individual 
classes. contracts to the dustbin of history? • 

And n ot before time. As Sydney University's Russell 
Lansbury recently explained, Australia is rapidly heading 'down 
the US path of low minimum wages and less social security'. 

Brett Evans i a current affairs producer with ABC TV and a 
freelance writer . 
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for government 18 months down the track. The other prepares 
itself to do what it must to stave that defeat off. Neither is a 
very lovely sight, and it remains to be seen whether ei ther will 
be much more presentable after the party conferences and the 
outbreaks of internal brawling. Probably, however, it depends 
as much on substance as on $400 million of publicly funded 
Liberal Party public relations, or staged presentations of 
goodwill, harmony and slogans organised by ALP machine men. 

Will these PR campaigns present us with politicians, of 
either side, who we can believe in? Or followz 

For me, the answer may well be 'no' , if one recent test is 
any indication- the ALP would prefer to be led by a hard-nosed 
realist such as John Della Bosca, rather than a dreamer such as 
Barry Jones. Give me the dreamer any day. I am sure that Mr 
Della Bosca is a splendid person, but his rising to the top 
indicates that the political parties arc out of touch with voters. 

It is of no particular moment, in this context, that Mr Della 
Bosca comes from the NSW Right, the most powerful and 
ruthless machine in Australian politics. The machines and their 
machinations dominate both sides of politics. 

The internal processes of both of the major political parties 
are, or have been, deeply corrupted in recent years . If people 
can advance up the greasy pole only by branch -s tacking, 
manipulation and, often, outright fraud, how can we trust the 
products of the systemz If politicians, even senior politicians, 
are deeply in the debt of other people, including those who have 
a chokehold over their pre-selections or advancement in the 
party, how can one be certain that they will make political 
decisions unaffected by their obligations to them? 

Once the processes, though corrupt, were reasonably 
transparent-the appointment of power-brokers to cushy statutory 
jobs, the granting of public monies to public organisations which 
favoured the governing party. Up to a point one expects that: 
the purpose of politics is about exercising power and organised 
bodies in politics arc about nothing if they are not about exer
cising power in a way which supports the interests that have 
motivated them in the first place. What is, however, increas
ingly obvious is the way in which many of those exercising 
power and influence behind the scenes are less concerned with 
theories of what is bes t for the nation, and more concerned 
with what serves the personal, and sometimes the financial, 
interests of tight cliques with little discernible body of principle. 

Some politicians seem above it, and some are . Others may 
have a distaste for the processes but have come to regard the 
business of getting pre-selected and elected, and keeping in with 
the power- brokers, as intrinsic to the game of politics. Kim 
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What's at the top 

Beazley, for example, is an ardent student and player in the 
disposition of numbers. So is John Howard . Both are too high 
up to h ave their fingers in the ballot boxes, but when scandal 
breaks, their first instinct, as often as not, is to calculate how i t 
affects their own factions and positions. They will act, or push 
their own party to act, only when the smell is too intense, or 

when th eir failure to act becomes seen as a test of their 
leadership. 

IN THIS CONTEXT, it is interes ting to reflect again on the success 
of a new crop of independents of the ilk of Ted Mack (now 
retired from politics) or Peter Andren, the member for Calare. 
They have counterparts in most of the state parliaments. In 
most cases, they have been elected not because of some pressing 
local issue, or even because of a particularly woeful former local 
member, but because they have said they want to clean up the 
processes of government. Their calls for a more open executive 
and more independent and accountable institutions, and their 
assault on the perks and privileges of politicians, have attracted 
strong support. 

Such idealists arc often impractical, and they often think 
too much about the processes of government and too little about 
its outcomes. They often lack coherent ideas or policies about 
dealing with the full range of problems of government, and they 
lack the staff or the support bases which allow them to develop 
such expertise. At the same time, however, their clear idealism, 
and their articulations of notions of public good, make them 
particularly attractive politicians by comparison with those 
whose words cannot inspire and whose deeds do even less. 

There are some who imagine that the ideal parliament 
would involve only independents, assessing each issue on its 
merits as it arose. That will never happen. Groups will always 
coalesce around common ideas or interes ts. Those who want 
better government would do better reforming the parties than 
establishing new ones or going off alone. Until the parties them
selves focus on being organisations of ideas and ideals, open to 
public participation, accountable in their internal processes, 
and seen to prevent or punish those who corrupt its processes, 
they will find it more and more difficult to inspire and enthuse, 
more and more difficult to recruit the best and the brightest, 
and themselves less and less able to function with popular 
consent. For not a few voters, an amiable and eccentric Barry 
Jones, bubbling with ideas and enthusiasm, and almost unable 
to stop being decent, is a better symbol of a Labor Party than an 
apparatchik from the Labor machine. • 

Jack Waterford is editor of the Canberra Times . 



Paper pulpit 

From Ray Cassin 
Journalism is by definition an ephemeral 
activity, but Denis Minnsor(Cogito, Emeka 
Street, June 2000) is wrong in thinking that 
newspapers are th ereby excluded from 
'continuity of mora l consciousness' . 

N ewspapers have a relationship with 
their rea ders that ex tends beyond the 
tenures of particular editors and writers, 
and that relationship is maintained by, 
among other things, the acceptance of a 
m oral obligation to publish what is true 
and to correct errors. Surely that implies a 
continuity of m ora l consciousness? It is 
easy to be cynical or contemptuous wh en 
someone speaks of the ethical obliga tions 
of journalists, beca use the examples of 
journalists failin g to live up to these 
obliga tions are plentiful. But reputable 
newspapers- the kind I imagine that Denis 
reads in the common room at Blackfriars, 
Oxford- are reputable because they do in 
fact acknowledge their errors when these 
are pointed out, and sometimes even before 
they are pointed out . 

The fact that newspapers make their 
apo logies for misdeeds in the recent past 
hardly makes them less likely possessors of 
a continuous moral consciousness than the 
two institutions that Denis speaks of as 
possessing this characteristic, th e church 
and the nation. 

An apology by a newspaper refl ects a 
clear continuity with the error that required 
it, whereas the apo logies recently made by 
the church, and th e apology that is yet to be 
made by the nation, are noteworthy for the 
elapse of time between the errors and the 
apologies. It has taken seven centuries for 
the church to apologise for the crusades, 
and £i ve centuries for it to apologise for 
burning Giordano Bruno for h eresy . 
Whatever else may be said about the m oral 
co nsciousn ess that called forth these 
apologies, it is only by straining at the 
meaning of words that it can be called 
continuous. Yet Denis not only appears to 
think that there is no problem in speaking 
of the church 's 'continuous moral 
con sciousn ess ' but that it wou ld be 
'pompous and ridiculous' for that ephem eral 
product, the newspaper, to pretend that it 
had such a thing. It is unwise for clerics, 
even clerics as genial as Denis Minns, to 
look outside the church for examples of 
pomposity. 

L ETTERS 

Eureka Street w elcom es letters from its 
readers . Short le tters are m ore likely to 
b e publish ed, and all le tte rs ma y b e 
edit ed . Le tt e rs mu s t b e s ign e d, and 
sh ould include a contac t phon e number 
a nd th e writ e r 's n a m e and a ddress . 
If s ubmitt i n g b y e m ai l , a co nt ac t 
phone numb er i s essential. Address: 
eure ka@jespu b . j es u.i t . org .au 

The newspaper with which I am most 
familiar acknowledges its mistakes under 
th e frank h ea dline 'We We re Wrong'. 
Compare that with the elliptical language 
used in the church 's apology for the crusades 
and the inquisition, which were described 
as 'errors cmnmitted in the service of truth' . 
Wh en it comes to admiss ions of error, 
I think that our all-too-pompous, all-too
ridiculous church could learn a lot from 
that very human and fallible institution, 
the daily newspaper. 

Ray Cassin 
Roxburgh Park, VIC 

Apologetics 

From fohn Haughey 
Is it ever ethically appropriate for m e to 
apologise for something I haven't done? 
Surely it is. I would say 'sorry' to a foreign 
tourist on a Melbourne tram if I saw her 
suffer a racist insult from an Australian 
passenger. 

That's an easy case. I am ethically involved 
in the offence because I am connected (by 
nationality) with the offender. But what if 
there were no connection? What if the 
offender were not a fe llow Australian but, 
say, another foreign tourist ? Clearly m y 
involvement would be less and h ence 
require of m e only a lesser measure of 
sympathy. But how much? Hard to ca lculate. 

Fortunately there is now an amount 
authorised for such ca es. It is represented 
by the word ' regret ' (as distinct fro m the 
word 'sorry') . So I ought to tell the offended 
woman candidly (but tactfully) that while 
I regretted the abuse she had suffered, I was 
not sorry for it becau se 'so rry' wou ld 
represent an amount of sympathy which it 
would be imprudent for me to offer for 
abuse in which I was not involved. 

I' m sure that 's right . But I know what 
would happen. Her tea rs would get th e 
better of m e and I would blurt out a full, 
unauthorised, 'Sorry Missu s' . Ju st like 
that- quite inappropriately and in front of 
th e other passengers . 

Then there would be hell to pay. They 
would never let m e on the trams agai n. 

John Haughey 
Toorak, VIC 
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The Mo~~th's Traffic 
:& 

It 's been a tumultuous five 
weelzs. Corroboree 2000 and the 

Sydney reconciliation march 
have had a ripple effect 

throughout Australia. In the 
South Pacific, one coup after 

another prompted more 
questions than can't be 

answered by the current terms of 
debate over land ownership. 

Reconciliation: 
Sydney 

L EY WERE A BRISBANE Uniting Church 
couple whose faith committed them to 
social justice. So when they learned that 
the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation 
was planning to focus the nation's attention 
during the last weekend in May, a weekend 
in Sydney called Corroboree 2000, they 
determined to be there . Mr an d Mrs Robert 
Campbell travelled south and stayed with 
relatives at Asquith, one of Sydney's m os t 
northerly suburbs. On Saturday m orning 
th ey go t up at five o'clock, had some 
breakfast and caught a train which got them 
to the Sydney Opera House just after seven. 
There was coffee and tea and a view of the 
harbour, but nothing to eat. So they stood 
around until the doors opened, 29 minutes 
late, at 9. 14 am. 

The next day, despite Bob's crook feet, 
they would walk the Harbour Bridge to 
Darling Harbour, 4.lkms, for concerts and 
talk . They wanted to go to St Mary's 
Cathedral for the ecumenical service mid
afternoon, but they had a job to do. Down at 
the Botanic Gardens, near the Opera House, 
there was a Sea of Hands, one of the 
expressive rituals the process of reconcilia
tion has developed. People were needed to 

take down the display and the Campbells, 
foot soldiers of social justice, of course 
volunteered. They might not get into the 
papers or on to the news bulletins, but 
Corroboree 2000 belonged to the Camp bells 
as much as it did to the high-flyers who 
made the news. 

It was a ceremonious weekend, the 
m eanings of which could reveal themselves 
suddenly in a gesture, a phrase, or a piece of 
symbolism. One su ch revelation came 
unexpectedly at the end of the most news
worthy event, the Prime Minister's speech 
at the Opera House, when Koori anger boiled 
over like milk on a stove and row aft er row 
of the audience stood and turned their backs 
on him. Pis sing into the wind isn 't fun; and 
John Howard battled gamely through a 
s torm of jeers and catcalls. Still, he knew 
that was coming and was ready for it. Then 
came the unexpected ges ture which trans
formed the encounter. As they walked across 
the stage together, Geoff Clark, elected 
chairman of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Commission, put his hand on John 
Howard's sh ould e r and gave him a 
companionable squ eeze. It was a matey 
gesture that spoke volumes of hope for the 
negotiations which lie ahead. 

For some, the most emotional m oment 
at the Opera House came right at the 
beginning, wh en representatives of the 
traditional peoples of the Sydney region 
welcomed the audience to their lands. 
Ms Ali Golding of the Viripi people said she 
stood in th e gap of her ancestors, ' the unseen 
guests ', and welcom ed those who had their 
hearts in the right place. Standing on the 
stage of Sydney's proudest building, these 
representatives fl esh ed out what Premier 
Bob Carr would later call the resilience of 
their peoples, as well as their great 
generosity of spirit. 

One has grown used to speakers saying 
they acknowledge the Aboriginal people on 
whose lands we m eet- it has becom e as 
formulaic as beginning a speech, 'Ladies 
and gentlemen '. No-one who was there on 
that Saturday morning, however, will 
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eas ily forget Beryl Timbery Beller of the 
Tharawal people, Colin Gale of the Darug 
people, Ali Golding of the Biripi people 
and the others who stood up and put 
m eaning into the formula. The applause for 
their presence, th eir surviva l , w as 
tumultuous. 

Similarly, Evelyn Scott, chairperson of 
the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation, 
was given a standing ova tion when she 
spoke. Then, with one of the many freighted 
gestures which this day carri ed, she turned 
to her audience and gave them a standing 
ovation. Her generous ges ture spoke a clear 
m essage: m utuality- we are all in thi s 
together, or we fail. Evelyn Scott's speech 
resonated at deeper levels than the surface 
politics which caught media attention. For 
more than 50 years, she sa id , sh e had 
watched our country struggle with its 
conscience. Conscience!-here was a moral 
issue, a question of right and wro ng, beyond 
party politics . Of course party politics was 
everywhere at the Opera House. People 
talked about the rebuffs to John Howard 
and the cheers for Kim Beazley and the 
strange silence which fo lded round the 
appearance of Meg Lees (with the exception 
of one heckler: 'Thanks for the CST''). All 
this, however, was on the surface. Their 
hopes ran at a more profound level than 
this, as they showed when they gave the 
Governor-General a standing ova tion before 
he had even spoken. In Australia today, Sir 
William Deane ha s becom e a prime 
articu lator of spiritual dimensions, so that 
his m ere presence tell s of a different order 
of reality. 

Other presences spoke too. Seeing Henry 
Reynolds reminded one of something Ken 
Inglis h ad said at the Sydney Writers' 
Festival the week before-that Reynolds 
has made a greater impact on Australia 
than any oth er historian , becaus e his 
research des troyed the doctrine of terra 
nullius. Father Frank Brennan SJ was another 
speaking presence there, too . And Gough 
Whitlam. And Eddie Mabo's family. One 
thought of that line fro m W.B. Yeats : 



'Because I helped to wind the clock/! come 
to hear it strike.' 

Of course the grea t presence cam e the 
next day, when som ething like a quarter of 
a million people walked across the Harbour 
Bridge, a bigger demonstration for a cause 
than even the Moratorium march es of 
Vietnam War days. It was a sunny clear 
Sunday m orning, o everyone could see the 
skywriter printing one word, SORRY, over 
and over on the blue Sydney sky. They 
could see, too, the Aborigina l flag flying on 
the Bridge, on Governm ent House and on 
the Jesui ts ' St Aloysius' College. And the 

picnic. The only times they warmed up 
were w henever the skywriter finis hed one 
of his signings of Sorry; then they stopped 
walking and cheered and clapped and took 
photographs. 

As they walked, they spoke of m any 
things. Those who had been to the Opera 
House told the others of Mick Dodson 's 
wonderful speech which counterpoised two 
lives, his own and John Howard' s; and the 
symbolism of that candle which was burned 
all day in remembrance for the stolen 
generations; and the ochre and black hands 
printed on a can vas by participants; and the 

Queensland university student who helped 
found Australians Against Racism; and the 
applause which swept the hall when the 
outside cam eras showed the Sea of Hands 
in the Bo tanic Garde ns; and th e shy 
emotions which could ignite at any time 
throughout that electric day. 

If you had asked every person on the 
Bridge walk why he or she was there, you 
might have go t a different answer from 
each one of them . The Sorry word was 
much in evidence, as was Apology and 
Treaty. Succeeding weeks would show that 
a diversity of activists could justly claim 

Dr Eve lyn Scott gives her address inside the Opera House, whil e outside on the steps, Aborig inal so ldiers form a guard of honour fo r the ar ri va l of 
the reconc ili ation document. Photograph by Peter Davis. 

signs people carried .. . Jews for Ethnic 
Tolerance and Dominicans for Recon cilia
tion and Support your local Elders and 
Sorry and, m o t m ys teriou sly, a man 
standing all alone with a handprin ted sign, 
Atheists and Rationalis ts against Racism 
and for Reconciliation. 

The m ood of this vas t crowd was relaxed 
and happy, as if they were on their way to a 

music and dance and songs; and how they 
had cheered big Malcolm Fraser when he 
reached up and put his handprint at the very 
top of the canvas; and how they had given 
three cheers for the Governor-General as he 
wen t off to lunch; and how two of the best 
speeches cam e from young people, Marcus 
Lacey, a teacher from North Arnhem Land 
and Elcho Island, and Renee Coffey, a 

some sort of a Bridge mandate for their 
particular proposa ls. One meaning was 
instantly clear. Whatever its ou tcom es, 
Corroboree 2000 was a radical demon
stration of conscience. It was a recognition 
that Australia had not given everyone a fair 
go and that it is time to face the moral 
question which haunts us all. 

-Edmund Campion 
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Being seen to be sorry 

I N THE LAST MONTH, we have been preoccupied with reconciliation and its lack 
within Australian socie ty. Meanwhile, ordinary Ca tholics remain unrecon ciled 
to the loss of their communal rite and to exhortation to individual confession. 
So why not t ry to reconcile old and n ew by drawing on old and private wisdom 
for new and public challenges/ 

Older treatises on penance used to enumerate the elements of the process: 
examination of conscience, confession of sins by number and kind, ac t of 
contrition, forgiveness of sins, purpose of amendment and penance. 

This outline throws surprising light on public reconciliation by offering a 
map for visualising it and for locating ourselves in the process. The examination 
of conscience encouraged penitents to examine their personal history against 
the claims of God and of others' history. The current debate about reconciliation 
in Australia is mostly at this initial stage, as a dominant history, which assumes 
m oral uprightness, confronts the shameful reality of Aboriginal history. 

After the examination of conscience, we confessed our si ns to a priest, 
ideally enumerating their number and type. In public reconciliation, confession 
takes us beyond examination of our history to a moral accounting for it. It 
acknowledges that we live in a m oral com munity with continuity with those 
who have shaped it and that we must go beyond generalised regre t to answer for 
what has been done in our community. 

Only aft er examination and confession did we move to request forgiveness. 
The sequence of steps sugges ts that we should apologise only after we have 
taken the m easure of the seriousness of what w e have done. And that we must 
apologise to representatives of the community whom we have offended. There 
is no point in a perfunctory apology . 

In the sacrament, contrition is automatically follow ed by forgiven ess 
because God always has that on offer. In relationships between communities, 
however, a forgiving respon se is not to be presumed. It requires as much 
m agnanimity to forgive as it does to ask for forgiveness. It would therefore be 
shallow to t reat reconciliation as simply a n ew beginning that can be taken for 
granted. 

The process of penance concludes with the purpose of amendment and a 
penance. These are symbols of seriousness in asking forgiveness. It suggests 
that there can be no public reconciliation without making reparation for wrongs 
done. To that extent, the Australian government might be right in refusing to 
make an apology if it has in principle ruled out compensation at the end of the 
process. 

But if Australia moves towards reconciliation, as it surely will, the main 
contribution the church can make may be its own experience-ensuring that 
the path towards reconciliation is lined with appropriate symbols. And perhaps 
if symbols designed for reconciling individuals so illuminate the public sphere, 
the church may be persuaded to make the symbols of public reconciliation again 
available for the reconciliation of individuals . • 

Andrew Hamilton SJ teaches at the United Faculty of Theology, M elbourne. 
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Reconciliation: 
Canberra, Fiji 

ToNIGHT, I AM haunted by an image from 
the evening news . In a theological college, 
surrounded by garden, with a circular chapel 
as its centrepiece, military men and armed 
terrorists meet to decide the fate of a nation 
and probably to tear up its constitution. 
The press swarms around, and on the road
side youths with stones taunt passing cars . 
The staff and student houses on the campus 
are empty, vulnerable; among them are the 
homes of my frie nds. Fifteen years ago, 
I taught English there to the students ' wives, 
and it is a place of happy memories . 

I had been forewarned, via the internet 
and phone calls, that the Fiji Council of 
Churches had been asked to provide a 
neutral meeting place for negotiations 
between the newly declared military govern
ment and George Speight's men, who have 
been holding the Fiji Cabinet hostage. They 
offered the Pacific Theological College (PTC) 
premises, just next door to the parliamentary 
compound. It is an old and honourable role 
for the church to provide a safe place, where 
people may attempt to be reconciled. The 
Lutheran Church in Eas t Germany pro
vided such a place for meetings between 
civil rights activists and the Communist 
Party for years before the fall of the Berlin 
Wall. The offer of the Fiji Churches falls 
within that tradition, yet I am still shocked 
by the image. It seems sacrilegiou s. 

The chapel at PTC, its focal point, is 
dedicated to the memory of the islander 
missionaries, the covenant makers, those 
who travelled from their homes across the 
Pacific to bring the gospel to other islanders. 
It is dedicated to, among others, Tongan 
Joeli Bulu, who fought his mythic shark in 
the Rewa River, to Aminio Baledrokadroka, 
who pleaded with the colonial governor of 
Fiji to be allowed to evangelise in New 
Britain, to Semesi Nau and Pologa, who sa t 
for six months in a boat in the lagoon at 
Ontong Java before consent was given for 
their landing. It is a memorial to thousands 
of m en and women who were prepared to 
give their lives-and many did just that. 
Some would say that they were the dupes of 
colonialism, forced to work for a pittance in 
areas deemed too dangerous for a white 
missionary. There is some truth in the 
charge. I have read the arguments over pay, 
the scathing comments made by white 



missionaries about the perceived short
comings of their islander colleagues. Yet 
they were not forced, nor are they seen as 
duped. Rather, they are seen by their 
descendants and by oth ers as epitomising 
that which is best and nobles t among Pacific 
people. It is here that the armed men come. 

The image persists as I at tend an 
ecumenical reconciliation service fo r 
Corroboree 2000. Tonight, for most of the 
congrega tion, reconciliation is exclusively 
about black/white relations in Australia, 
about indigenous rights here. For m e, it has 
become more complicated. Can there be 
any equivalence between the struggle for 
the rights of the minority, the genuinely 
dispossessed in a settler society, and the 
manipulation of 'indigenous rights' by a 
majority to justify the dispossession of 
others? There are strident voices on the 
internet which would seek to persuade me 
that the two are the same. But I cannot 
agree. What links my walk on Sunday across 
Canberra's Commonwealth Bridge in the 
sleet and wind, with the walk I will do 
tomorrow with the Fiji community, is a 
belief that it is possib le for different 
communities to live together in harmony, 
but only if the past is acknowledged, if 
there is mutual respect, if there is justice 
and equity . Three years ago, I thought I had 
seen that belief in Fiji. Visiting for the first 
time in 12 years, I had watched services and 
ceremonies of reconciliation as the new, 
fair constitution was accepted. Now all 
that was blown to the winds. Had it been a 
chimera? 

After the Corroboree service, I describe 
the scene at PTC to a theologically inclined 
fri end, and a k him whether he thought the 
use of uch sacred space for the negotiations 
was part of the Church's role of recon
ciliation, or a sacrilege. 'Perhaps,' he replied, 
'that depends on what they decide. ' 

-Christine Weir 

Thi s month's contributors: Edmu nd 
Campion is an emeritus professor of the 
Catholic Institute of Sydney; Christine Weir 
is a research student in Pacific history at 
the ANU, and has lived in Fiji for several 
years. She is a member of the Uniting 
Church in Australia. 

Addendum to 'Cy clonic variation s', 
May 2000: The winner of the Seaview Hotel 
Belly Flop Competition was the l SOkg 
contestant known as Pothole ('always in 
the road'), whose manager said that he won 
so effortl essly, or his guts were so large, 
that his ears didn't get wet.-Peter Pierce 

Putting the cat out 
A u sTRALIANS LI VING ALONG the Eastern seaboard are about to be confronted 
by the man in the cat hat, Dr John Wamsley. 

H e's h ell bent on saving Australia 's wildlife, and h e has a plan: buy up at 
leas t one per cent of the nation's land mass (including a slice of all significant 
habitats); fence it off; clear it of rabbits, foxes and cats; replant the native 
vegetation; and bring back th e native animals. It's a simple enough strategy, 
and he's demonstrated that it works. Already in sanctuaries at Warrawong in 
th e Adelaide Hills, at Yookamurra in old-growth mallee in the Murray Basin in 
South Australia, and at Scotia near Broken Hill, rare and endangered marsupials 
are thriving. They include creatures most of u s have n ever seen- bilbies, 
numbats, bettongs, stick-nest rats. 

But the Wamsley plan doesn't come cheap. One per cent of Australia is a 
lot of land, about 77,000 square kilometres. So John Wamsley has es tablished 
Earth Sanctuaries Ltd-the world's first public company devoted to conservation. 
It 's a deadly serious enterprise, listed on the Australian Stock Exchange. 

The company can reward its shareholders in several ways. Any land the 
company buys and rehabilitates is an investment. In addition, the company's 
plans include providing accommodation, conference faciliti es, res taurants, gift 
shops, ecotourism, native plant nurseries, and selling wildlife and other animals. 
More than $12 million was subscribed to the initial float of $ 15 million. 

Wamsley plans to establish sanctuaries near the large population centres
one on the slopes of th e You Yangs n ear M elbourne, another in the Blue 
Mountains near Sydney, a third outside of Goulburn near Canberra. 

But Wamsley's way of working runs counter to much of the ideology of the 
Australian conservation movement, which is not grea tly enamoured of the idea 
of privatising wildlife, and is not happy with closing off access to large areas of 
bush and desert . And in the past, while shooting and poisoning foxes and rabbits 
could be defended, cat-lovers were outraged when h e started on the objec ts of 
their affection. But times change. In 1990, he confronted ca t protectionists by 
striding out of the ga tes of one of his sanctuaries wearing a hat fashioned from 
a ca t pelt . T en years la ter, local councils are registering cats in their areas and 
putting curfews on them. 

Wamsley may be single-minded, but he is not sentimental about his wildlife. 
Kangaroo fillets are on the m enu in the restaurant at Warrawong. 'It 's not our 
job to get involved in ideological arguments. After looking at the m enu, nobody 
bothers telling m e I should campaign against culling kangaroos. ' 

He is also willing to trade in animals. It 's a logical outcome of being in the 
market . Australian accounting tandards now include provision for 'self-gener
ating and regenerating assets'. That means Earth Sanctuaries can put a price on 
its animals, and value them as part of the company. 'I expect the trade to be of 
the order of $ 1 million within the next couple of years . It was started by us . We 
will sell to anybody who wants wildlife on their land.' 

Wamsley is convinced that these are the kinds of choices one has to m ake 
to save native wildlife. Eventually all of u s will have to decide if we agree, 
because John Wamsley is going to confront us whether we like it or not . • 

Tim Thwaites is a freelance science writer. 
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Exhibiting signs 

S AMUEL foH"ON MAm hi' celebmted .emO<k thot 
a second marriage represented the triumph of hope 
over experience not to deprecate marriage as such, 
but simply as a wry observation about an individual 
whose unhappin ess in one m arriage did not deter him 
from entering another as soon as he was able. But the 
wit ticism has been generalised, to be called on when
ever we observe hope triumphant against the odds. 

I was reminded of the remark recently when 
I visited the exhibition Seeing Salvation: The Im age 
of Christ . Although I was at Trafalgar Square shortly 
after the National Gallery open ed, the exhibition 
rooms were already uncomfortably crowded, and by 
the time I left, the queue stretched all the long way 
back to the entrance of the Gallery itself. Had I not 
read of the Gallery's surprise at the grea t popularity 
of the exhibi tion, leading to an extension of opening 
hours? Did I not remember queuing most of the way 
round the outside of the National Gallery of Victoria 
in the 1970s, before being admitted to peer over 
shoulders at the absurdly propagandistic captions 
accompanying the Chinese archaeological exhibition I 
And Monet at the same Gallery in the l 98Qs l How 
could I have forgotten that warm Sunday afternoon, 
when on the spur of an unguarded m oment I had 
accepted an invitation to view the exhibition on its 
last day? All of Melbourne, it seem ed, had had the same 
thought, and was there en famille-junior members, 
to judge from the epidemic of flatulence afflicting 
them, having been previously bribed with Sunday 
lunch at McDonald 's. Looking at paintings in a crowd 
is never comfortable; bustling unbrea thing through a 
crowd in search of an open window as the very hay
stacks on the walls turn green is something else again. 

It could be, then, that I came to Seeing Salvation 
with a slightly jaundiced eye. An excellent exhibition, 
to be sure-but a victim of its very excellence. The 
intention to educate by demonstrating continuities 
and discontinuities was clear, but thwarted by the 
throngs. Unable to be instructed, I simply gaped, and 
was put in mind of the Second Vatican Council 's wise 
provision that the number of sacred images in a church 
' sh ould be kept under control, and arranged in a 
suitable pattern, lest they excite sensa tionalism ... or 
pander to a devotion that is not quite right '. ('Oh no, 
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no! All that blood and misery! ' a confrere lamented 
in soft Lancastrian tones when I told him what I had 
been to London to see.) 

But in the midst of this excess there was room to 
be struck by how far religious sensibilities h ave 
changed over centuries. The contemporary resonance 
of a la te-medieval Dutch carving of a naked Christ on 
the Cold Stone has provoked much comment, but 
might be due to th e loss of iron spikes from the crown 
of thorns, and all the original pigment from the body. 
Velazquez's Christ after the Flagellation Contemp
lated by th e Christian Soul, howev er, while no 
doubt a beautiful painting, might today be thought 

to risk pandering t o a devoti on that is 
altogeth er not right. 

L E LAST ROOM O F T HE exhibition brought relief, 
beyond the obvious, in the form of Stanley Spencer's 
Resurrection, Cool<lwm, a painting hitherto unknown 
to me and as much to be enjoyed for its general 
loopiness as for the artist 's charming conceit of 
restricting his view of the General Resurrection to 
that part of it to be envisaged as taking place in the 
graveyard of his own parish church- an English village 
waking on a fine Sunday m orning in spring, throwing 
back covers of flower-flecked turf in readiness for a 
long and leisurely day of recreation- presided over by 
Christ as a squat and swarthy nursing mother with 
babes in arms. 

A smaller painting by Spencer on the facing wall 
was no less arresting. The catalogue tells us that the 
artis t was put to some pains to hav e this work 
correc tly nam ed: Christ Carrying the Cross-not his 
cross, and carrying it, not bearing it. The setting again 
is Cook ham, and the figure of Christ is partly obscured 
in the press of villagers about their business on a 
radiantly sunny workday and barely distinguishable 
from the carpenters who fo llow him, except that the 
tools of trade that they carry are ladders, while his is 
the cross . A welcome antidote to the Continental 
hysterics of earlier rooms, and a vision of salvation to 
linger long in the imagination . • 

Denis Minns Ol' is Em eka Street's Uni ted Kingdom 
correspondent. 
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R 05 WAS A cooo JOKe in Hooi"'· 
A couple of the local kids painted '05' on 
their canoe and were known to paddle it 
mischievously around the patrol boats 03 
and 04 tied up at the Point Cruz wharf. 

There was nothing funny about the 
patrol boat story that swept through the 
Solomon Islands capital on 7 June. In 
th e mornin g darkness, PT 03, under 
the control of Malaita Ea gle Force 
(MEF) militants, pu bed off from the 
Point Cruz wharf. It sailed east for just a 
few kilom e tr es. Standing offshore, 
PT 03 b egan bombarding the Isatabu 
Freedom Movem ent (IFM) stronghold 
n ear the int ernational airport. There 

were unconfirmed reports of up to 100 
people being killed. 

In Solomon Islands l<astom, this was 
resounding payback for th e gunshot 
injuri es to four Malaita Ea gles in a 
shooting match the day before. In no time 
at all, thousand s of IFM repor t edly 
mounted their response. Armed with 
sophisticated weapons stolen from the 
Gold Ridge police s tation, the IFM 
stormed ou t of safe hiding past the airport 
to the road bridge leading direc t to 
Honiara . They reportedly engaged the 
MEF in an open machin e-gun battle. 

Don't worry about th e nice ties of 
whether or not either of the militant 

• 

TH E REGION 

Stri fe in the 

So lomon Islands 

has its roots in 

complex 

traditional 

differences and 

colonial legac ies. 

jean Ker Walsh 

reports on the 

present cri sis. 

leaders h as sa id so. N o n eed to bother 
with th e official dipl omatic di s-

patches. This was war. War in 

S 
the Happy Isles . 

OLOMO N IsLANDS' Prim e Minis t er, 
Bartholomew Ulufa 'alu (pictured above 
announcing his resignation, 14 June), has 
a melodious voice. It sings a little, even 
when he talks tough. Ulufa'alu is a man 
with vision; he has a respect for history. 
H e has no illusions about the size of the 
nation-building task he took on when h e 
becam e Prime Minister in 1997. 

'Unity must be th e focus of any 
communication strategy,' Ulufa 'alu said, 
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opening a Communications Forum in 
Honiara last February . 'What sort of 
forces can make us a united people?' 

Elaborating on his own rhetorical 
ques tion, Ulufa'alu took a post-colonial 
perspective. 

'Solomon Islands is a melting pot of 
different races,' he said. 'In the wes t, we 
are close to the Australian Aborigines. In 
the eas t, we are Malay; in the north, 
Melanesian; and in the sou th, Tongan. 

'We are united because of an ex ternal 
power. [It was] the imposition of unity. 
History shows ethnic tensions in post
British societies because the development 
[under the British] was not deeply rooted, 
not equally distributed ... It was networks 
of cronies in power that held countries 
togeth er,' the Prime Minister said. 

Ulufa'alu and his Alliance for Change 
were working against the odds to replace 
cronyism with open, accountable govern
m ent. His efforts were generally supported 
by the electorate- his government had 
la sted longer than any other si nc e 
independen ce. But it s till wasn ' t long 
enough to do much m ore than make a 
start on the reform process and begin to 
be appalled by th e great size of the 
challenge. 

What has boiled over in recent weeks 
in the So lomons and Fiji, and what 

simmers in Papua New Guinea, is rooted 
in the post-colonial legacies each of these 
nations has been trying to manage. But 
while the root cause may be shared, it 
would be trite to say that the turmoil 
in one country se t s th e pattern and 
simply prompts a copy-cat response in 
another- as if islanders aren't sm art 

enough to do anything but 
mimic their neighbours . 

DECADES SINCE departure of the 
colonial powers have been plenty of time 
for tensions in the Pacific to becom e 
localised versions of each country 's 
struggle towards nationhood. In th e 
Solomons, the so-called ethnic tension 
has been brewing since independen ce. 
Longstanding grievances are about land 
ownership, work opportunities, laissez
faire migra tion, exclusion from decision
making. More recent grievances include 
loss and des truction of property, kidnap
ping and killings, insulting behaviour and 
disrespect. 

The aggrieved parties are primarily 
the Gwale people of Guadalcanal, and 
th eir n eighbours from Malaita who 
constitute the larges t and most migratory 
ethnic group within the Solomons archi
pelago . Their open conflict peaked in the 
middle of last yea r when the IFM took 

The Solomon Islands is a strongly Christian country, a place where you 'll be asked your 
denomination as easily as Australians suss out your footy allegiance. For an Australian 
used to small, ageing congregations, it is remarkable in the Solomons to see the 
numbers of young men and women and the families filling churches to standing room 
only. By government regulation, public servants begin the working day with collective 
prayer. At workplace meetings, in letters to the edi tor, in public speeches, God is 
regularly called upon to bless the Solomon Islands. The words of blessing and 
reconciliation are everywhere. 

14 

The influence of the churches should not be underes timated. Their networks 
throughout the islands are wider and more established than any the government has 
yet been able to es tablish. Some clergy are close to members of the militant groups if 
for no other reason than that the militants, like most Solomon Islanders, are regular 
church-going people. 

Church leaders have been called upon to take an active role in resolving the ethnic 
tension. Catholic Bishop Adrian Smith was chosen by the government to lead a 
committee seeking to identify the whereabouts of those missing since the first days of 
violence. He has repea tedly u ed his homilies to relate the gospel messages of 
reconciliation directly to the ethnic conflict . He has urged people to speak up about 
where kidnapped people have been held, or where bodies are buried. 

The Solomon Islands Christian Association (SICA) was nominated by the MEF to 
help broker any face- to-face ceasefire negotiations. Reluctant at first , the SICA leaders 
agreed and were set to co-chair ceasefire talks with the Commonwealth Peace Envoy 
scheduled for Friday, 2 June. Nei ther the MEF or IFM considered they were ready to 

meet, so the talks were deferred. 
If and when peace talks are held, it is expected that SICA will again be asked to get 

directly involved. Prayers for peace will not be enough. • 
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the initiative and, with m akeshift guns 
and arson, forced more than 20,000 
Malai tans out of their homes and their 
jobs . While m os t fl ed back to Malaita, 
many resettled in and around Gizo in 
Wes t ern Province n ear Bougainville. 
They fled, but they didn' t forget . 

Beneath the Gwale- Malaitan rivalry 
are som e traditional differences . In 
M alaitan ka stom , for example, land 
ownership passes down through the m en, 
while on Guadalcanal and other islands, 
tribal land and goods pass down th rough 
the female line. So a Malaitan man who 
marries a Gwale woman-and there have 
been m any such m arriages, especially 
since Malaitans came to Guadalcanal to 
support the WWII US war base opera
tions-gains access to land and property 
not belonging to his tribe. The tradition 
of sharing with wantoks (people from the 
same tribe who speak the same 'one talk') 
m eant that more and m ore Malaitans 
came to Guadalcanal and enjoyed the use 
of Gwale land. Others cam e and squatted, 
even building large and lavish houses 
around Honiara . They took up jobs in the 
public ser vice and police force , in 
busin ess and politics, and over time the 
perception developed tha t Malaitans 
exercised m ore positions of power and 
influence than their Gwale h os ts , 
enj oying m ore than was their right. 

This discontent w as further fed by 
Honiara's growth as the national capital. 
It is claimed that no-one ever negotia ted 
with the Gwales over the taking of this 
l and . Wh y was it Gwale land and 
resources that were being exploited for 
the nati onal benefit w hile other island 
groups kept their trad itional lands to 
themselves? The unanswered questions 
around this unequal development led to 
the periodic em ergence of groups claim
ing compensa tion for Guadalcanal. For 
decades, nobody listened. Even Ezekiel 
Alebua, current Premier of Guadalcanal 
and a l ea der of the Is a tabu Freedom 
Movem ent, officially ignored the Gwale 
com pen sa tion dem ands when h e was 
prim e minister in 1988 . Su ccessive 
govern m ents did the same. Finally, 
Alebua lit a slow fuse by calling for direct 
action in December 1997. 

At that time, Bartholomew Ulufa 'alu 
and his Solomon Islands Alliance for 
Change (SIAC) were still se ttling into 
government , h aving been elec ted on a 
visionary platform of reform to fight 



corruption with transparency and 
accountability. 

'Cronyism had been legalised, ' said 
Ulufa 'alu, 'and people [were] cry[ing] out 
for change. How does the change happen? 
Change is righting th e wrongs of the 
past,' he said. 

Ulufa'alu knew that his government's 
commitment to righting wrongs was 
fraught with danger. 'There is smoke on 
the battlefield,' he said in February. He 
noted that within 12 months of being 
elected, he had faced three votes of no
confidence . Each was unsuccessful. 
'Then came the ethnic tension,' Ulufa'alu 
said, clearly interpreting the rise in 
tension as a stepped-up campaign to 
destabilise his government. 

Just who might be the mastermind 
behind such a campaign of political 
destabilisation is open to speculation. 
The SIAC government had certainly put 
some powerful interests offside. The 
international buyers of Solomon Islands' 
forest logs and timber were on notice that 
export volumes would be cut back to 
sustainable levels. The kickbacks to 
corrupt officials were doomed by the 
promise of transparency and accountabil
ity in government procedures. Phantom 
jobs given to wantoks disappeared with 
a seven per cent cutback in public service 
positions. The money flow sourced by 
liberal overseas borrowings was slowed 
to a relative trickle. 

In reality, few of the planned reforms 
had been given a chance to make a 
positive difference. The government 
appeared for a time to deal with the 
ethnic tension issues while moving ahead 
with a range of projects to strengthen 
governance and administration. This was 
where the Australian government was 
focusing its aid and support. But it soon 
became apparent that the ethnic tension 
had struck where the government was 
most vulnerable-its cashflow. The 
government's major income from palm 
oil production was completely cut in mid 
1999, when the IFM forced the Malaitan 
workers off the government-owned palm 
plantation. Other busin ess ventures 
closed. Tourists began staying away. 
Government revenue collections fell as 
staff stayed away from work or fled 
Honiara for the safety of their villages. 

Increasingly distracted from their 
reform agenda, Ulufa'alu and his key 
Cabinet ministers became focused on 

securing the support of international 
partners who could-or would-help 
manage issues to ease the tension . The 
Solomon Islands government requested 
personnel and funds to help pay compen
sation claims. The Commonwealth sent 
a Multilateral Police Assistance Group, 
but, once the Malaita Eagle Force 
emerged to directly counter the IFM, 
their numbers and limited powers were 
inadequate for the task. 

When it was agreed to bolster their 
numbers with another 50 from Fiji who 
would focus on maintaining order in 
Honiara, the decision was negated by the 
Speight-led coup in Fiji. With Australia 
and New Zealand declining to send police 
personnel, the request was taken up by 
Vanuatu. Fifty Vanuatu police were 

scheduled to arrive in Honiara 
on 3 June. They failed to arrive. 

P.EPARING FOR A MEDIA conference on 
22 May, Andrew Gabriel H. Nori was 
clearly in control. He sat at the computer 
making the final changes to the 'Pre
Cease-Fire Guidelines' to be signed by 
himself and three others . After the 
signing, each one made a statement. 
When it came to Nori's turn, he spoke at 
length with strength and authority on 
behalf of the Malaita Eagle Force. He had 
'outed' himself. Previously, Nori had 
represented himself as a legal advisor 
acting under instruction from his client, 
the MEF. Now that the government had 
lifted the order which had banned the two 
militant groups and declared any of their 
associates to be criminals, Nori was free 
publicly to assume his MEF leadership 
role. 

'The MEF will act responsibly and 
honestly,' Nori told the media group as 
he outlined the terms of a 14-day period 
of voluntary restraint by the Eagle Force. 
'The MEF are not desperate for peace, for 
a ceasefire. We have built a military 
infrastructure ... We are committed to 
provide security (in Honiara). The MEF 
leadership is dealing with the criminals. 
We call on people to obey the law. The 
MEF will take serious measures against 
criminal activities.' 

The 'Pre-Cease-Fire Guidelines' 
outlined by Nori were no ambit claim. 
They were an aU-or-nothing list of pre
conditions, some of which had little or 
zero chance of being met. 'The Restraint 
Period shall terminate if ... any IFM 

member or supporter or any Guadalcanal 
person or leader releases or causes to 
release for publication any news item by 
radio broadcast or by written or electronic 
communication which is aimed at belit
tling, annoying, insulting, provol<ing or 
causing fear in the minds of Malaitans 
... ' No-one pretended that the inter
pretation of the clause would ever be 
argued in a court of law. And not 
surprisingly, the period of restraint which 
began at 3pm was effectively null and 
void by lOpm the same evening. It's 
doubtful that Ezekiel Alebua and the 
IFM in rural Guadalcanal had even seen 
the Pre-Cease-Fire Guidelines by that 

time. Nevertheless, Nori waited 'E 14 days. 

ELLOW C ITI Z ENS and visitors tO 
Solomon Islands. 

'At exactly 0400 hours this morning 
local time (GMT + 1100 hours), elements 
of the Royal Solomon Islands Police 
Force, with the assistance of two platoons 
of the Malaita Eagle Force, stormed and 
took total control of our country's main 
police armouries located at Rove in 
Honiara. Shortly afterwards they 
proceeded to take control of weapons 
located in three of the Police patrol boats 
anchored at Bokona Bay near Point Cruz. 
Thereafter, the group removed arms and 
ammunitions stored at the Central Police 
Station in Honiara. One of their units was 
deployed to the Prime Minister's 
residence where it over-powered the 
security staff and dispossessed them of 
their weapons . By 5 AM the operation 
was over and complete ... '-Extract from 
Public Statement No . 1 iss ued by 
Andrew Nori , 5 Tune 2000. 

The path to peace in the Solomons is 
a long one. Each of the killings, injuries, 
acts of arson, thefts and insults inflicted 
during this conflict in the Solomons will 
need to be individually addressed and 
compensation agreed during any peace 
process. 

For Solomon Islanders and their 
neighbours, it will be a long time 
before lasting peace returns to the 
Happy Isles. • 

Jean Ker Walsh is Director of Ker Walsh 
Communications. She worked recently 
with the Solomon Islands government 
as a strategic media and communica
tions consultant. 
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t's at 
Franl< Wood 

dairy farrrier 
s1nger 

compos 

Most of us, when asked, 'What do you do?', respond with a statement about our 
jobs (if we are fortunate enough to have one). 

Whether we like it or not, employment and identity are closely related. 
Yet the nature of employment is changing rapidly. 

And many of us know that 'what we do' isn't just about our paid jobs. 
In this new series, writer and photographer, Peter Davis, profiles people and 

what they do as well as the industry in which they do it. 



0 "" 360 " 0 WNC '""in W•mon•, lOOkm' 
south of Perth, Frank Wood milks 60 cows (from his 
herd of 200). He also bakes scones for visitors, plays 
host to regular school groups seeking a rural experience 
and fine- tunes the opera he's been composing for 
five years. 

On top of his Beckstein piano is a black-and-white 
picture of a younger Frank in army uniform. 'I was 
conscripted in 1969 and sent to Vietnam. I was 21 then 
and, like most 21-year-olds, _... lliiiill 
I thought I was invincible. 
I lost good friends in that 
war and I look back on the 
whole experience as being 
in the wrong place at the 
wrong time.' 

Now 52, Frank proudly 
declares that he's missed 
only ten milkings in his 
15 years on the farm . Some 
of his days off were due to 
his attendance at the 1988 
Welcome Home Parade 
in Sydney for Vietnam 
veterans, an event Frank 
describes as being 'too little 
too late'. 'The highlight of my visit to Sydney was a 
chance to see John English play Rasputin .' 

For many years, Frank served as president of the 
Waroona RSL. He resigned because of political differ
ences, but each year he continues to direct the program 
for the local ANZAC day. 'I do all the arrangements 
and conduct th e choir. It 's a grea t event. This year 
about 250 people attended .' 

Music and milk- that 's what Frank's life is about . 
Verdi and Mozart occupy as much of his time as the 
quality assurance procedures on his milking line. 
When Evita came to Perth, he secured a role in the 
chorus. 'I would do the early morning milking then 
drive one-and-a-half hours to Perth for rehearsal, come 
back for the afternoon milking and then drive back to 
Perth for the nightly performance. It nearly killed m e, 
but I loved it.' 

His opera is called Roseta. It 's a story of love, 
mistaken identity, murder and cultural traditions. It 
is loo ely based on a true story of the murder of a 
12-year-old girl in a small town in WA. 'My dream is 
to live to see my opera performed at Her Majesty's in 
Perth,' he says with much laughter. 

During the interview, Frank obligingly sings som e 
of his verses. With great thea trics he outlines the 
events leading to each piece. After about half an hour 
of this, his cows crank up their late afternoon chorus 
and Frank shifts with ease from lounge-room 
impresario to milking-shed labourer. His only costume 
change is to put on his gumboots . 

When the conversation shifts from music to 
dairying, Frank feels the anger welling up. Dereg
ulation is the agenda dominating the industry. 'Farm 

income will significantly decrease. The big farmers 
will eventually benefit , but a lot of small operators 
will be forced out,' he says. As for his own future, 
Frank is diversifying. He's purchased a goa t and he's 
learnt to make goat's cheese. He cannot say for certain 
that he will continue with milking cows, but he 
cannot imagine leaving his land . Perth, Sydney and 
Vietnam are the only places he has ever visited outside 
Waroona. 'I start to feel edgy if I'm more than one
and-a-half hours from home. This is a beautiful part 
of the world. The land is good to me. I'm not really 
into making money. I might get angry at the changes, 
but overall I'm an optimist. I believe that doors open 
as you need them. ' • 

Dairy farming-the big picture 

• There are 2.1 million dairy cows in Australia and 13, 156 
registered dairy farms (ten years ago there were 15,400 
registered farms). 

• 60 per cent of all Australian dairy products are manufactured 
in Victoria. 

• 55 per cent of Australian dairy produce is for export, mostly 
to Asia. Australia is the third-largest exporter of dairy produce 
in the world . Dairy farmers work on average 80 hours a week 

and earn around $51,000 a year before 
interest payments on loans and other 
crucial expen ses h ave been m et. 

On 1 July, the government subsidy 
of manufactured milk in Aus tralia 
officially ended . That subsidy, which 
has allowed milk to be sold above 
world n1.arket prices, has been replaced 
by a $1.6 billion eight-year res truc
turing program to be administered by 
the n ewly formed Dairy Adjustment 
Authority. The cost of this will be met 
by a levy on retail sales of milk that is 
already built into the price of mille 

According to John McQueen, CEO 
of the Australian Dairy Fanners' Federation, the deregulation 
will have a significant impact on the industry. 'I feel there is 
going to be a significant number of farmers in all states who are 
going to retire. But I don' t expect a reduction in the volume of 
milk produced,' he said. • 

Peter Davis is a Melbourne-based writer and photo
grapher. He lectures in Professional Writing at Deakin 
University and Photojournalism at Photograp hy 
Studies College. 
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THE N ATION: 1 

Sown in salt 

Margaret Simons asks what Australia will reap if we don 't follow through 
on the environmental initiatives in the report from the National Fanners ' 

Federation and the Australian Conservation Foundation. 

N OT MANY m u' CAN <e.d the coun t<y. We dn ve We've known th i' fm " w hik now •nd in the J.,t 
from city to city and know what we are likely to see. 15 years, since Bob Hawke stood on the banks of the 
Hummocks grazed by sheep. Flat wheat fields and Murray and proclaimed the planting of a billion trees, 
pasture . Big paddocks, butter-yellow or stubble-grey the country has begun to change. Now you can see 
depending on the time of year. Sometimes, in recent new trees growing by the sides of roads and in fenced-
years, brighter yellow with canola or purple with the off sections of those paddocks. Is there a schoolchild 
flowers of lucerne. Everywhere, dry gulches and creeks anywhere in rural Australia who has not taken part 
with unreliable flows, many with obvious or ominous in a tree-planting exercise? I doubt it. 
names. In my travels from capital to capital over the Farming families I know are buying their milk 
last few months I have been collecting them. Muddy in cartons rather than two-litre bottles these days. 
Creek. Reedy Creek. Blackfella Creek. Poison Water- Why? Because a t their back doors are crates and 
holes. Death Creek. Then there is the occasional big cardboard boxes filled with the cut-off bottoms of the 
euca lypt tree in the middle of a paddock. Or cartons. In each, the seed or seedling of a native tree . 
sometimes a patch of bush by the side of the road. It is the women and children, mostly, who gather 
These old trees have survived since the early days of seeds from those remaining old trees and remnant 
settlement, or before. But they stand alone. bushland. They have done courses in native seed 

Those who know how to read the country can propagation. The new trees get quietly planted out 
see the trouble. There are thin spaces in the treetops and fenced off to protect them from the stock and the 
where the leaves are dying. This is one of the first rabbits. Already you can see the resu lts. More trees 
signs of salinity . The thinning of leaves at th e tips is on farms. A few generations have been missed, but 
a sign that th e tree has its roots in salty groundwater. the survivor eucalypts will at last have progeny. 
Soon th e crops will thin out, and salt-tolerant weeds Rural Australia has been fighting a big battle 
will come to dominate. Only in th e last stages will against salinity and land degradation, but as we near 
the problem be visible even to those who are illiterate the end of the Decade of Landcare, it is clear 
in the language of land. Salt scars. Greasy poisoned that it hasn' t been anywhere near enough. 
soil. Acne scars on the face of the country. I 

If you know how to rea d the country, you can N THE NEXT FEW MONTHS, a number of key political 
see that most of it is sick . events are scheduled to occur. Together, they are 
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likely to initiate huge changes to the way rural 
Australia looks, and works. If governments move to 
do what is needed-and there are mixed signals at 
present on whether they have the political will
there will be enormous financial implications for 
us all. The scale of change needed over the next ten 
years will dwarf all the efforts made so far, and 
fundamentally change both the literal and 
metaphorical landscape . 

First, there is the August meeting of the Murray
Darling Basin Ministerial Council, which inclu des 
representatives from state and federal governments. 
The council will be asked to endorse a new Salinity 
and Drainage strategy . Its centrepiece wi ll be the 
setting of salinity reduction targets for every river 
valley in the basin. Previously, the whole salinity 
reduction effort has been based on an objective of 
reducing Murray River salinity at Morgan in South 
Au tralia, only a few hundred kilometres from the 
mouth. The moving of the targets to valley mouths 
will give enormous respon sibi l ity and powers to 
regional areas. Officials of the Murray-Darling Basin 
Commission are already touring to prepare co m 
munities for th e new regime, although details of the 
recommendations to go to the Council have yet to be 
released to the city-based media. 

The Ministerial Council meeting follows the 
release of the Murray-Darling Basin Salinity Audit last 
October which showed that, in spite of intense effort 
and investment over the last ten years, all that had 
been bought was a 20-year reprieve for the Murray 
River. Salinity in many of the river valleys of the 
sys tem was at disastrous levels and likely to get worse 
quickly. Water in m any rivers was expected to be un
drinkable with in 20 years. The cotton industry faced 
ruin by 2020. Likewise cash crops like citrus and 
grapes in many areas. Even with drastic change to land 
use, the problem could be expected to get worse for 
some centuries because of the cumulative effect of 
two centuries of land clearing. 

The setting of targets for each river valley, let 
alone the achievement of them, will be an enormous 
exercise in regional realpolitik that will directly affect 
alm os t every resident of the Murray-Darling basin. 
How the targets are to be achieved is something each 
region will have to work out . Engineering schemes, 
in which saline groundwater is pumped from under 
irriga t ion areas to evaporation basins, can only be mid
term solutions. Long-term, there will have to be big 
changes to land use, including tree-planting on a huge 
scale, and possibly salinity credit trading with those 
adding sa lt having to 'buy' salinity credits by inves ting 
in affores tation or engineering works elsewhere in the 
valley. 

But salinity managem ent is only one part of the 
problem. The second critical political move to affect 
the landscape will be the Council of Australian 
Governments (COAG) meeting, expec ted to be held 
late this year. The Prime Minis ter, John H oward, has 

already signalled that bipartisan commitment to 
natural resourc e m anagem ent will b e the main 
agend a item. It will be the bigges t challenge 
COAG's member governments have ever faced-far 

bigger than previous cross-government 

0 
initiatives, such as that on drugs. 

VER TH E LAST 12 MONTHS, a range of government 
and other reports and programs have all come up with 
the same m essage. Massive public investment, and 
massive changes to land use, are the only future for 
rura l Australia, and the effort has to start soon. The 
look of the land has to change, and so does its economy. 

Some recent studies have shown that up to 70 
per cent of land in some areas may have to be planted 
to trees if salinity is to be kept under control. But 
how are the farmers to live for the decades it will take 
for them to get their first crop of timberz 

A recent report commissioned by the National 
Farm ers ' Federation (N FF) and the Australian 
Conservation Foundation (ACF) found that the annual 
cost of degradation in rural landscapes was at leas t 
$2 billion a year, and would become $6 billion a year 
by 2020, if no action were taken. 

Cornpare this to the n et va lue of agricultura l 
production in Australia, which for the 1998-99 season 
was only $3.9 billion a year, and it becomes clear that 
the look of th e landscape is only part of the problem. 
We are talking about the viability of Australia as an 
agricultural nation. More than half of our exports are 
derived from the land and water. 

The NFFIACF report found that if rural land
scapes and systems were to remain sustainable, major 
management and land use changes w ere needed. They 
casted the changes, and came up with a figure of 
$60 billion capital investment , with an ongoing 
maintenance program of $0.5 billion, needed over a 
ten-year period. About $33.5 billion of this would have 
to come from government, with the rest from private 
investment. 

The figures dwarf the present schemes, including 
those financed by the half-sale of Telstra, the funding 
from which runs out the year after next. At present, 
Commonwealth expenditure on landscape degrada
tion stands at $0.5 billion a year, and in spite of Prime 
Minister Howard's commitment to the issue at 
COAG, the last federal Budget forecast a reduction in 
spending on land degradation to just $2 7. 7 million in 
2002. 

The figures in the NFF I ACF report are not 
fanciful, and cannot be easily dismissed. The report 
does not stand on its own, but is one of a number of 
documents coming from various government and non
government agencies, all indicating similar directions. 
The impetus for the NFF I ACF report was a discussion 
paper on natural resource m anagem ent prepared by 
the Commonwealth Government, and likely to be 
the ba s is for the recommendations going before 
COAG. 
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Meanwhile, the Productivity Commission, 
hardly known for green activism or radical flights of 
fancy, recently released a s tudy on ecologically 
sustainable land management, which described the 
stresses on the environment, and therefore the 
economy, as 'profound' and confirmed that 'the 
market on its own is unlikely to conserve sufficient 
capital for future generations ... government must 
accept th e final responsibility for the outcom es.' The 
Commission also observed that it was governm ents 
that had contributed to land degradation by encouraging 
and even compelling previous generations of land
holders to clear trees. 

The Commi sion was scathing about the 
accountability and management of present programs, 
including the Telstra-sale-funded National Heritage 
Trust. Objectives and achievements were obscure and 
policies had been poorly implemented, the Commis
sion said. A more rigorous, bipartisan and long-term 
approach was needed. 

The Commission recommended legislation 
introducing a statutory duty of care for all individuals, 
businesses and governments whose activities were 
likely to harm the environment. This duty of care
similar to that already existing in occupational health 
and safety legislation-would be written into uniform 
national legislation, and would oblige everyone to 
take reasonab le and practical s teps to prevent 
environmental harm. 

The Productivity Commission also recom
mended a range of measures to encourage markets 
for trees and forestry products . Like the NFF/ACF 
report and work coming out of the Murray-Darling 
Basin Commission, the Productivity Commission 
envisages that much of what is now wheat and sheep 
country will have to become plantation forests. 

The Productivity Commission reco mmended 
making forestry more profitable by the establishment 
of a system of tradeable carbon credits, in which those 
adding to the greenhouse effect can gain a 'right to 

pollute' by inves ting in carbon-absorbing 
forests elsewhere. 

THESE REPORTS and documents ca ll for a 
massive co-operation between governments, and a 
level of commitment that will transcend party 
politics. 
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Forestry is not the only method of combatting 
salinity. There is also a move to develop new deep
rooted perennial crops that will mimic native 
vegetation in their use of rainfall. As well, some 
communities will have to find ways of living with 
salinity. 

But there is unanimity that the future for much 
of rural Australia is as plantation fores t . The level of 
forestry production implied in the NFF/ACF 
document is 15 to 20 times Australia's current annual 
gross value of forestry production. Up to one third of 
what are presently pastures would go under trees, and 
up to ten per cent of the cropping land. The remainder 

of improved pastures would have to be sown with 
deep-rooted perennial species, like lucerne. 
Commercia l products from forestry might include 
timber, charcoal, and biomass for energy production 
and, possibly, tradeable carbon and salinity credits . 

If all these trees are planted, there will be other 
implications. More trees mean more ra infa ll absorbed 
on the land, and less run-off to rivers . Irrigators may 
not have the water they need to stay sustainable, let 
alone enough for environmental flows to preserve 
wetlands and keep rivers healthy. 

Another issue that governments will find hard 
to face, at a time when everyone is trying to win votes 
in the bush, is that far fewer families will be able to 
make their living from the land. It is estimated that 
about 17 per cent of present-day farmers will be 
pushed out by the changes to land use. 

N ei l Barr, a social researcher from Victoria's 
Department of N atural Resources and Environment, 
has been analys ing the social and economic factors of 
the land use change . He says that farm incomes 
presently average between $15,000 and $30,000, but 
in many of the grazing areas most likely to become 
tree plantations they are below $20,000, with families 
increasingly looking to off-farm income for their 
survival. 'Being farmers is important to their self
image, but if you look at what they do, they are not 
behaving commercially in their farming activities,' 
he says. 

At the same time, the average age of farmers is 
rising rapidly and few of their children plan to take 
on the family farm. Barr believes that much of the 
contraction of the agricultural industry might happen 
naturally . 



Already, h e says, most of Austra lia's agricultural 
produ c ts are draw n fr om th e bes t on e- third of 
agricultural land, with the res t barely paying its way. 
In the future, he says, there will be an emphasis on 
farming better areas more intensively. 

What will happen to the more margin al land ? 
Much of it m ay be turned over to hobby fa rms and 
retrea t properties . Som e of it may be kept as part of 
existing farms and left to re-vegetate. Som e of it will 
be bought for plantation fores try. 

'In areas that are pleasant to live in, like northern 
Victoria, w e will be looking at an am enity-based 
landscape, where people care m ore about how it looks 

than what it produces, and the incom e will come from 
telecommuters or people working in the nearby town,' 
he says. 'If you look a t the results in the Benalla by
election, you can see that this is already happening. 
A lot of the vo te was due to dem ographic change, to 
lifestyle, conservation -aware farmers m oving in and 
altering the make-up of what used to be a die-hard 
N ational Party area .' 

In the areas that are less pleasant to live in-what 
Barr refers to as th e agricultural equivalent of 
industrial landscapes-there are few er options. Some 
landscapes may n ever recover. 

So how will we read the land in a generation 's 
time? If the recommendations in these documents are 
followed, there will be trees everywhere, and rural 
incom e will com e from a much smaller proportion of 
land, together with forestry products an d tradeable 
environmental credits. Even in the rich cropping land, 
there will be m ore trees, kept in sm all commercial 
w oodlots . 

In irrigation areas, water will becom e even m ore 
preciously guarded than it is at present, and i ts cost 
will rise. T his will be refl ected in the price of th e 
produce. 

Is all this a challen ge that governments in 
Australia are able to face? There are no short-term 
gains. Even if trees are planted immediately, the land 
will till be sick for hundreds of years to com e. Some 
areas will probably n ever recover. 

But whatever governments do, in the river valleys 
and plains of inland Australia, the biggest national 
story since European settlem en t is being played out .• 

Margaret Simons is a freelance journalist . 

@ AUGUSTINE CENTRE 
2 Minona Street, Hawthorn 3 122 
Phone 98 19 2844 Fax 98 19 5659 
E-mail : office@augustine.org.au 

The Augustine Centre & Borderlands 
Co-operative present a Conference: 

" FUTURES WE'RE IN" 
Evoking a deeper wisdom 

Friday evening 28- Sunday 30 July 

Guest Presenters and Workshop Leaders 
include Dr. Paul Collins, Kate Rigby, 
Jacques Boulet, Rosemary Crumlin, 

Prof. Denham Grierson, Barbara Lepani , 
Rev . Janet Turpie Jolmstone 

A weekend gathering to meet with others 
asking the questions which present at this 

critical time in our earth 's story. 

Cost: $245 (C l : $ 195 , C2: $ 140) 
Fri./Sat or Frid./Sun. $ 125 (C I : $90, C2: $70) 

Enquiries and Bookings 
981 9 2844 

AUSTRALIAN 
BOOK REVIEW 

JULY 

Special offer for 
Eureka Street subscribers 

a year's subscription to ABR 
for $60.50 ($55.00 + $5.50 GST) 
commencing with the July issue 

plus a complimentary book 

In the July issue 

An essay on popular fiction by Ken Gelder 
Cassandra Pybus on 

Roberta Sykes' Snake Circle 
Morag Fraser on Reconciliation 
Don Anderson on Richard Hall's 

anthology of Sydney 
Barry Hill on Aboriginal landscape 

New Subscnbers $55 for ten 1ssues (plus the GST) & a free book 

Ph (03) 9429 6700 or Fax (03) 9429 2288 
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THE N ATION: 2 

Wallzing the wallz 
and treaty tallz 
The positive spirit of the reconciliation marches 

is not matched in the policies of the two major parties, 

D UR<NC TH' mo-u•' to the Com
monwealth Gam es in Brisbane in 1982, 
the Queensland churches organised a 
forum on Aboriginal land rights in Rock
hampton . 

N eville Bonner, Liberal Senator for 
Queensland, was one of the speakers. He 
castigated th e Bjelke-Petersen govern
ment for its fai lure to grant adequate 
security of title to the Aboriginal reserve 
lan ds. That was th e last st raw . The 
Liberal Party machine dropped him to an 
unelectable posi tion on the Senate ticket. 

Eighteen years later, in old Parliament 
H ouse Canberra, on e week after 
Corroboree 2000 and the Sydney Harbour 
Bridge walk, Lib eral Party m em bers 
hosted a testimonial dinner in m em ory 
of Bonner. Prime Minister John Howard, 
who had been jeered at th e Opera House 
the previous weekend for refusing to say 
'sorry', spoke personally and m ovingly 
abou t Neville Bonner's contribution to 
public life, their party and his people. He 
adm itt ed that th e Liberal Par ty h ad 
treated Bonner very badly in 1982, and 
that he, as Prime Minister, was privileged 
to have welcomed Bonner back into the 
party fold at the Queensland Conference 
in 1996. This also h appened to be the 
conference at which H oward had 
declined to condemn One Nation, on the 
basis that everyone was entitled to free 
speech. 

Neville Bonner's widow, Heather, was 
profoundly grateful to Howard, who had 
escaped the media for over an hour to 
sh are afternoon tea with N eville and 
family at his nursing home, shortly before 
his death . 

argues Frank Brennan. 

These stories w ere recounted to 
guests who were from all races and from 
all sides of politics, most of whom had 
attended th e Sydney events on t h e 
previous weekend . 

The week 's indigenous news stories 
had been taken up with renewed calls for 
a treaty and guaranteed indigeno us sea ts 
in the Parliament. John Howard had gone 
on to the front foot immediately after 
Corroboree 2000 . Speaking into h is 
preferred microphones, with Alan Jones 
and John Laws, h e re jec t ed both 
sugges tions out of hand. Though Kim 
Beazley wa happy to leave the door 
slightly ajar on both issues, Howard could 
firmly shut the door, offering the 
consolation that his party was the first 
to m ak e a place for an indigenous 
representative in the national parliament, 
and that he, as Prime Minister, had a 
proven track record in n egotiating with 
the new Democrat senator, Aden Ridge
way. Meanwhile, Evelyn Scott, Chair of 
the Council for Aboriginal Recon 
ciliation, went public and claimed that 
Corroboree 2000 had been hijacked by 
indigenous leaders anxious to resurrect 
the trea ty issue. 

Immediately prior to the 1982 Com
monwealth Games, the Bj elke-Petersen 
government did commit itself priva tely 
to amendments to its land rights legis
la tion for Aboriginal reserves. But no 
changes would be m ade until after the 
Gam es, in part to avoid any suggestion 
that government was responding to 
protests. 

N evill e Bonn er 's Rockh ampton 
address had placed pressure on both the 

22 EUREKA STREET • JuLv/AucusT 2000 

Fra er governm ent and the Bjelke
Petersen government. Change did come; 
though in the m eant i me Bonner was 
branded an Uncle Tom when he urged 
protes ters to go easy durin g the 
Commonwealth Games. Susan Ryan was 
the Labor Party's federal shadow minister 
for Aboriginal Affairs at the time. She 
promised that a newly elected Labor 
governm ent would legislate to override 
the Bjelke-Petersen laws. In h er recen t 
autobiography, she confessed, 'To my 
shame and distress the Hawke Govern-

m ent .. . was not able to deliver 

0 
this policy.' 

N THE EVE OF THE Sydney Olympics, 
there are some parallels and lessons. 
Aboriginal leaders have reconfirmed their 
commitment to a treaty. The Labor Party 
in Opposition says it is open to dialogue, 
though Beazley has told parliament, 'The 
Aboriginal community is thoroughly 
cognisant of the fact that what we end 
up with may well not be a treaty. ' The 
Coalit ion government says the matter is 
non-negotiable. 

Jus t as people used to focus on the 
personality of Joh Bjelke-Petersen, so they 
focus on the personality of John Howard, 
and many find h ope in Labor's open
textured promises . But, as ever, there is 
a n eed for increm ental gains to be 
negotiated with the government of the 
day while leaving open the door for better 
prospects in the future . 

Beazley cannot afford to be too 
specific in any promises, because his 
stra tegy this far out fro m an election is 
to focus on th e governm ent 's short-



comings without detailing policies of his 
own . H e can h ardly publish a detailed 
Aboriginal Affairs policy without an 
equally de tail ed poli cy on t ax, th e 
econom y, indus t r ial r ela ti on s and 
employm ent. 

Labor's self-imposed policy constraint 
allows Howard a freer hand to counter 
su gges tion s of a treaty, apology and 

that same m ajority indica te that they 
h ave littl e sympa thy with specially 
entrenched rights for indigenous peoples. 

Howard knows he speaks for the m a
jority on this issu e an d he knows that it 
is risky politics for Beazley to be too spe
cific in conceding special rights to indig
enous Australians. The Labor Party is 
further constrained by the exposed gap 

with m ining companies both a t th e 
exploration and mining stages. Under the 
terms of the 1998 H ow ard/H arradine 
compromise, this second state law can be 
disallowed by a vote of the federal Senate. 

Were federal Labor to join with the 
D em ocra ts and disallow the Queensland 
scheme, Labor would face acute political 
problem s in Queensland. In Opposition, 

Reconciliation pol iti cs on the bridge. Photograph by Peter Davis. 

compensation for the stolen generations, 
while h e is, at th e sam e time, able to 
advertise his basic decency at events such 
as the Bonner dinner and declare openly 
his disagreement with those who espouse 

special righ ts and processes for 

A 
indigenous groups. 

LL OF us NOW have the de tailed 
quantitative and qualita t ive research 
commissioned by the Council for 
Aboriginal Reconciliation, which demon
strates that the majority of Australians 
are agreeable to measures aimed at 
rectifying continuing disadvantage. But 

between its national rhetoric and state 
action on Wik. 

Th e Labor state where Wil< has most 
impact is Queens land. The Beattie 
government has already passed a law 
guaranteeing the extinguishment of 
native title on grazing homestead 
perpetual leases which cover up to 12 per 
cent of the state. This is despite legal 
advice, from the QC who acted for the 
Wik peoples, that such leases do not 
necessarily extinguish all native title . 
The Beattie government has also passed 
a law winding back the Keating double 
righ t of native ti tle holders to negotiate 

it is always possible for Labor to over
state the rhetoric of its commitment to 
indigenous rights. Though Kim Beazley 
knows there i some public sympathy for 
the apology to the stolen generations, 
th ere is little electoral advantage in 
fur thering the Wik agenda. The complex 
detail of federal-s tate relations on Wik 
has disappeared from the consciousness 
of urban Australians, and in the bush, 
where Wik has practical impact on the 
ground, it is no vote-winner for Labor. 

The law of native title will remain 
uncertain until the reconstituted High 
Court considers the appeal on the New 
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South Wales western lands leases. One 
of the Federal Court judges in that case 
has already highlighted th e problems in 
the Wil< reasoning regarding the High 
Court 's use of history and statutory inter
pretation of th e word ' lease' . Pundits 
expect the High Court to go 4-3 , but 
no-one can confidently predict in whose 
favour. Some conservative judges, who 
would have restricted n ative t i tl e to 
vacant crown land were they deciding the 
case afres h, may feel constrained to 
follow the Wil< precedent despite th eir 

own person al reservations 
"l i{ T about its mode of argument. 

v v HILE THE COALITION is in govern
m ent, future Aborigina l gains will com e 
only with parlia m entary responses to 
ongoing court actions. There will be no 
compensation fund for the stolen gener
ations until there has been a successful 
tes t case. Calls for such a fund without a 
positive result in the courts will receive 
th e same response as did the call for 
national land rights prior to the Mabo 
decis ion . The Coalition will be opposed 
to it, saying it is a state matter; and the 
Labor Party will fu dge the issue as Bob 
Hawke did when dealing with Brian 
Burke over national land rights. The 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission (HREOC) 's Bringing Them 
Home report highlighted two test cases, 
both of which have, so fa r , fail ed 
(Williams in N ew South Wales and 
Kruger and Bray in th e N orth ern 
T erritory). Kruger and Bray failed in the 
High Court on constitution al grounds. 
Williams fail ed on trial in the N ew South 
Wales Supreme Court, with her barristers 
conceding at the outset that hers was not 
a stolen genera tions case. 

Initially, the HREOC inquiry was not 
to inquire into compensa tion. That term 
of reference was added in August 1995, 
during th e parliamentary recess. The 
Coalition had always said that it was 
opposed to special arrangem ents for 
compensation . T he Kea ting governm ent 
opposed the claims by Kruger and Bray 
in the High Court. The Commonwealth 's 
argum en ts succeeded in defea ting the 
claims of Kruger and Bra y that th e 
Aboriginals Ordinance 1918 (NT) was 
invalid and that the Consti tution created 
private righ ts enforceable direc tly by an 
action for damages. It remains to be seen 
if Kruger or Bray can succeed in the lower 

courts, establishing that the powers and 
discretion ves ted in Common wealth 
officers were wrongly exercised, thereby 
giving rise to a claim for damages . (Any 
s tatutory power ha s to ha ve been 
exercised reasonably 'by reference to th e 
community standards at the time of the 
exercise of th e discretion ' . It is not 
enough to es tablish unreason ablen ess 
'on ly from a change in communit y 
standards that has occurred since the step 
was taken-') 

The William s case was an even more 
devastating loss for th ose (includin g 
HREOC) who viewed it as a tes t case on 
the stolen gen erations. Justice Abadee 
commen ced hi s judgment with t h e 
observa tion that 'it is important to make 
clear that the case does n ot concern so
called "Stolen Generation" issues. The 
plaintiff was not a m ember of the "Stolen 
Gen eration". ' 

It wa s unimagin able that any 
Commonwealth governm ent would set 
up a native title tribunal until th e 
successful completion of a Mabo case. 
Equally, th ere should n o t be adverse 
criticism of a Commonweal th govern 
ment that does not set up a reparations 
tribunal until the sa tisfactory conclusion 
of at least one test case. The vagueness 
of HREOC's findings (one third to one 
tenth of previous genera tions and their 
offspring being eligible for co mp en
sa tion) , and the failure to elate of the 
specially selected tes t cases, warrant the 
putting on hold of the issu e of compen
sa tion. Richard Court was right when he 
poke before the Kruger case in the 1997 

apology debate in the Western Australian 
parliament. He had no problem in joining 
in the apology while distinguishing the 
issue of com pensation: 

Compensation is a more complex issue, 
and a grea t deal has been said about it. The 

tates and th e Comm onw ea lth hav e 
adopted a consistent pos ition. We will wait 
until th e Hi gh Court hands down the 
lecision in Kruger. When the decision is 

handed clown it will be easier to undertake 
a proper consideration of th e i sues. 

Nonetheless, it is clear that the debate 
about th e apology has nothing to do with 
government liability for any compen 
sa tion. That is a matter for determination 
by the courts on ce any member of the 
s tolen gen erations es tablish es a case. 
Wha t might be said by politicians i n 
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parliament is irrelevan t. No parliamen
tary resolution could be used in court 
proceedings to es tablish or defeat a claim 
to damages. Indeed th e greates t blemish 
on th e Commonwealth parliament in 
recen t years is its failu re to say 'sorry '
The nation did so in the marches across 
city bridges following Corroboree 2000. 
The nation h as also started to comp
rehend the link between past policies and 
present trauma for indigenous Australians. 

John H oward ha s now closed his 
reconciliation fi le. Just as he espoused 
Pauline Hanson's righ t to free speech in 
1996, h e will welcom e public discussion 
about trea ties, native title, apologies and 
compensation. Unless the courts force 
him to do m ore, h e will do nothing 
further, adhering to his ow n standards of 
personal decency. Kim Beazley will wan t 
to be seen by Aboriginal supporters as 
wanting to do more, hoping for under
standing that decency demands he no t 
commit himself to promises he cannot 
deliver. And as w e set tle in for the 
Olympics and the cen tenary of fe d
era tion, we can all be content tha t 
Australian politics and law have moved 
fa r si nce N eville Bon n er sign ed hi s 

political death warran t in Rock
hampton in 1982. 

'IERE IS STILL unfinis h ed busin ess. 
Most Australians accept that there is still 
a wi de gap of di sadvantage between 
indigenous Australians and the rest of us. 
That gap must be closed by a commit
m ent to what John H oward calls 
'practical reconciliation'. But there is 
ano ther, wider gap-th e gap of culture 
and values. That gap is not to be closed . 
It needs to be bridged by our commitment 
to what John Howard on election night 
1998 called ' true reconciliation'. Sadly, 
only the Labor side of politics acknow
ledges the reality and va lidity of that gap. 
And even Labor knows this is not the 
tim e for major bridgeworks. The work 
must proceed one strut a t a time. While 
Howard is in the Lodge, Bonner is a model 
for us al l. • 

Frank Brennan SJ is director of Uniya, the 
Jesuit social justice centre. 

Ri ght: G len Kell y ca rri es the document of 
reconci I iation from the Aborigi na I boat, Triba l 
Warrior, to the wa iti ng crowd at the Sydney 
Opera House. Photograph by Peter Davis. 





Peter Mares visits one of Australia's tidiest but al o most 
notorious towns to discover what lies behind the rhetoric 

of the government's current policy on detainees. 

A T "''" I THOUGHT 't mu" be the 
town itself; bright lights , sudden and 
sharp against the dark horizon . It was 
after midnight, the Grey hound was six 
hours north of Adelaide and we were due 
any time to arrive at Woomera . But then 
the coach turned right off the highway 
and travelled down a n ea tly k erb ed, 
modestly lit street . We could have been 
back in the northern suburbs of Adelaide. 
This was Woomera, I realised, tidy town 
par excellence. The flood lights on the 
desert horizon had been my first glimpse 
of its sa tellite suburb, Woomera West, 
site of Australia's larges t det ention 
centre. With a population of around 1400, 
the detention centre holds alm ost five 
times more people than the town itse lf. 

The bus driver dropped me off next to 
the cinema and pointed the way to the 
Eldo hotel: not a contraction of Eldorado, 
as I first thought, but the acronym of the 
European Launcher Development Organ
isation, the body responsible for the Blue 
Streak, the Redstone and other rockets 
launched at Woomera during the '50s and 
'60s, and now on proud display a t th e 
mis sile park by the town 's main 
intersection . 

The rocket range gave life to Woom era 
and in its h ey day in the mid '60s 
Woomera boasted a population of around 
7000 people. Until 1982, access to the 
town was limited to authorised person
nel. Today Woomera is still run by the 
Defence Department, with a mayor, or 
'area adminis trator', appoint ed by 
Canberra. When work on the rocket range 
slowed, th e town was s ustain ed by 
another secretive military installation, 

the satellite tracking station at nearby 
Nurrungar, with its gia nt ray dom es 
(known as the golf balls in the desert ). 
Now that too has gone. The last US 
military personnel pulled out, leaving 
Woomera depleted and in need of a new 
industry. 

A sharp increase in the arrival of 'boat 
people' on Australia's northern coasts 
(from Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran and other 
parts of the Middle East) appeared to offer 
a nice fit with the town's under-u sed 
facilities and its isolation . 

The detention centre has certainly 
been a lifeline for the Eldo H otel. As 
I walked there from the bus s top, 
Woomera appeared deserted, apart from 
a plague of grasshoppers. But behind th e 
Elclo 's formidabl e brick walls th e 
Boomerang Bar was doing good business. 
About 30 people, men and women, were 
playing pool and drinking, while the juke 
box sang 'I wanna have sex, on the beach, 
on your naked body. ' Several patrons 
were wearing sanely-brown uniforms, and 
had ID tags looped on to their belts. The 
Elclo has become the main watering hole 
and feeding place for the 100 or so guards 
employed by Australasian Correctional 
Management (ACM). ACM is a private 
company that runs the detention centre, 
or the Woomera Immigration and Recep
tion Processing Centre, as it is officially 
known, under contract from the Depart
ment of Immigration and Multicultural 
Affairs (DIMA). 

The next morning, I meet Dr Tom 
Atherton, th e local Uniting Church 
Minister, who takes me on a tour of the 
town. 'The American presence defined 

26 EUREKA STREET • JuLv/AucusT 2000 

the town. Now it has no definition,' he 
says. 'Woom era is in m ourning.' If I were 
in need of evidence to support his claim, 
th en I found it at the local snack bar, 
where we stopped for a cappuccino and a 
chat with the proprietor, Susan Ra ther
ham. She had just farewellecl her sis ter
in-law, who'd left Woomera after 29 years 
to move to Darwin. 'People want to stay 
here,' she said, 'but they just can ' t get a 
job.' I ask about the detention centre. 
Isn't that providing world 'We were told 
it was going to boost th e town,' she says, 
'but so far it hasn ' t clone that. ' 

In fact, some locals are working in the 
administration section of th e camp, 
others are working in the kitchen an d 
tradespeople are getting plenty of jobs in 
construction. The local supermarket is 
doing OK too, selling ciga rettes, biscuits, 
drinks and other goods to the detainees 
via a weekly order service. (The detainees 
pay for the goods with money that they 
brought with them to Australia.) Susan 
Roth erham's gripe is that the detention 
centre guards, or officers, are flown in an d 
out of Woom era on six-week turna
rounds. She claims that they earn $13,000 
for a six-week stint (a claim I h ear 
repeated by many others in the town), 
but says that very little of the money 
stays in the town. 'It 's an obscene waste 
of money,' she says, and she wants to 
see the guards, and th eir families, 
stationed permanently in the town to 
help bring Woomera ba ck to life. After 
all, it's not as if Woom era is shor t of 
accommocla tion. 

Tom drives me past rows of vacant 
transportable houses, all for sale, and 



blocks of empty brick flats. H e shows m e 
the town's three ovals (one with flood
light s ' as good as the MCG'), th e 
swimming pool, the bowling alley, the 
community hospital and the mira culous 
green lawns of Breen Park. By the stan
dard s of rura l Au s trali a, Woomera is 
m assively over-serviced. As the Americans 
l eft , the population plumme t ed. In 
October 1999, there were 1200 residents. 
Six m onths later, at the end of March, 
jus t 325 and falling . Of course, the exotic 
new residents brought involuntarily to 
Woomera Wes t are not included in the 
h ead count. Tom Atherton, soon to leave 
Woomera, and preparing for his final 
posting with the Church before retire
m ent, has watched his own congregation 
shrink from 70 to seven . At leas t the 
es tablishm ent of the detention centre 
dow n the road provided T om with a 

new focus for the final months 
of his ministry. 

IT wAs EARLY N ovEMBER, the start of the 
fierce South Australian summer, when 
the government announced that 400 
'illegal immigrants' w ould be de tained 
at Woo m era Wes t. They were to be 
hou sed in form er army barracks, which 
were, according to Immigration Minis
ter Philip Ruddock, 'not thought approp
riate for air -conditioning' . H e described 
th em as having 'flow-through ventila
tion '. Tom Atherton wa s concerned. 
Woom era is a town where summer 
tempera tures can soar into the high 40s 
and where ev en the loca l boarding 
k ennels are air-conditioned. T ogether 
with the local priest, Fa ther Jim Mona
ghan, Tom w ent on TV and, in his own 
words, 'squealed about the air-con'. The 
public response was immediate and 
vitriolic: 25 phone calls and an equal 
number of le tters, almost all of them 
hostile. H e was called 'a dickhead' and 
told to 'fill his pews and mind his own 
bu sine s'. According to some of his 
callers, the ' invaders' from the Middle 
East would ' jump the fence and breed like 
rabbits' . Undaunted, Tom agreed to speak 
about the issue on the John Laws pro
gram . H e fielded more abusive calls, and 
w eathered Laws ' own scorn. 'If you 're so 
worried about it, why don ' t you pay for 
the air-conditioners yourself, ' Laws said. 
'Put your money where your mouth is .' 

Tom Atherton is no firebrand. After 
all, you don't send a rabble-rouser to be 

Uniting Church Minister in a defence 
town like Woom era. Tom is loquacious, 
but his views are considered. H e has a 
thoughtful , inquiring mann er that 
betrays his academic training. T om was 
badly burned by his m edia experience, 
but h e continues t o speak out about 
conditions in the detention centre. Now 
he believes the air-conditioning was the 
wrong issue to focus on . Four m onths on, 
he is less con cerned for the detainees' 
physical well-being, than for their m ental 
and spiritual health . H e says th e mood 
of the detain ees swings from 'excited and 
excitable' to 'flat and frustrated'- 'Up and 
down, and looking for signs in your eyes 
of help. It 's a classic sign of depression . 
That is their condition,' he says. 'To slap 
them in the clink in this environment 
is, I think, a touch inhumane. ' 

Tom Atherton has som e insight into 
the well-being of the detainees because, 
occasionally at l east, h e is allowed a 
glimpse behind the barbed wire . Every 
second Monday, Tom and his Catholic 
counterpart, Father Jim Monaghan, hold 
a joint worship service for non-Muslims. 
(Islamic observances are conducted by 
clerics among the de tainees.) Around 150 
people attend. Mo s t are not actually 
Christians at all, but followers of the 
gnostic Manda ea n sec t from southern 
Iraq, a sec t which was traditionally 
hostile to Chris tianity. The Mandaeans' 
prophet is John the Baptist and their liturgy 
is in ancient Aramaic, the language of 
Christ himself. They are lmown in Iraq 
as 'Subbi ' or 'baptisers', because ritual 
immersion is a key feature of th ei r 
religious practice. It is a rite which can
not be observed in the detention centre. 

The wors hip service begin s with a 
simple song, jointly sung, in English. 
Then Father Jim rea ds a lection from the 
Old T es tament and Tom gives a homily, 
with one m ember of the congregation 
providing simultaneous translation into 
Arabic . 

Tom says that he tries to identify with 
the s ituation of th e de tain ees: ' M y 
themes have been Jesus the refugee, or 
Abraham the Iraqi . These guys are in 
priso n and there is a long his tory of 
Jewish and Christian people bein g in 
prison and of having to go to a foreign 
country. There are many Old T es tament 
heroes like Abraham or Jesus himself, 
who had to flee a country, or go to another 
one, unknown and insecure.' 

A couple of gu ards sit in on the 
worship, and word has got back to Tom 
that his homilies are regarded as too 
political by camp administrators . 

' It is n o t just political, it is 
theological,' he retorts. 

The ecumenical service may not seem 
entirely appropriate for members of a sect 
that officially regards Jesus as an apostate, 
but Tom says the response is very 
positive. 

'You can tell by their eyes, you know. 
Their eyes light up and of course they 
sense that this gu y has an affec tion for 
th em . They seize on th e potential 
helpers, as we all would caught in prison , 
or in detention.' 

Jim Monaghan agrees: 'I m ean it is not 
that we've go t anything terribly flash to 
offer, but we'd be the only visitors that 
they would have that aren't there in som e 
offi cia l capacity. And so we h ave n o 
particular axe to grind or whatever and 
so they can relax a bit with us.' 

Children m ake up on e third of the 
non-Muslim congregation. Tom Ath erton 
engages them by trying out his limited 
Ara bi c . 'Oh dear God, my Arabic's 
pa theti c,' he says. 

'"How old is this child ?" I ask. I can 
say five but I can't say six, so they follow 
me around trying to correct m y Arabic. 
They feel empowered beca u se I am 
s truggling with their language, rather 
than disempow ered becau se they are 
struggling with m y language.' 

Both Tom and Jim believe that, at the 
very least, the children should be allowed 
to leave the detention centre for outings, 
to make use of Woom era's vastly under
used faciliti es. 

'It 's just such a waste of resources that 
those things are not used and it is so cruel 
to keep children cooped up like that, ' says 
the pries t . 'The security issue w ould be 
minimal, because the children are not 
going to run awayi th ey' re not going to 
leave without their parents. You could 
hold the parents hostage in the camp, 
against the return of th e children, if you 
wanted to be a bloody-minded as that. 
But why not let the whole family group 
come out and have a picnic or something, 
or why not let the kids come out and play 
on an oval?' 

When I m eet Jim and Tom in early 
April, their concern for the w elfare of the 
detainees has escalated. For the past two 
Mondays they have not been allowed into 
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the detention centre. They have been told 
to suspend their worship visits because 
Shi'ite Muslims in the camp are preparing 
to celebrate the tenth day of th e month 
of Muharram, which commemorates the 
m artyrdom of Imam Husayn, the 
emotional high-point of their religious 
calendar. 

It seem s unfair that minority groups 
shou ld be prevented from celebrating 
their faith because a more dominant 
religious community is preparing for a 
festival, and perhaps the Shi'ite feast was 
not the only reason that Tom and Jim 
were excluded from the camp. One week 
earl ier, the priest and minister had been 
quoted extensively in a front-page story 
in the Sunday Age, which ran under the 
banner headline, 'Revealed: $100m bill 
for outback gulag'. DIMA is reluctant to 
h ave independent observ ers m onitor 
condi ti ons in its detention centres, 
particularly when things are tense, even 
though the emergence of such circum
stan ces would logically suggest a need for 
m ore frequent visits from outside, not 
less. External visitors provide so m e 
diversion for the detainees, and th e 
chance to speak to a neutral outsider is a 
way to let off steam, to ga in perspective 

and to counter the cauldron 
effect of ex tended detention. 

P,OOFTHATTHE atmosphere in the camp 
was stretched to breaking point came on 
the night of Monday 10 April. Two men 
escaped and made it 170km south before 
being ca ugh t trying to change US dollars 
at a petrol station in Port Augusta. The 
m en made their break when a couple of 
fences were pushed over during a rowdy 
protest involving about 200 detain ees. 

The situation was serious enough for 
detention centre authorities to call out 
the local fire brigade. 

Lynton Stephens was th e doctor at 
Woomera hospital at the time. He saw th e 
fire truck parked next to the perimeter 
of the detention centre, with its em er
gency lights flashing, its siren blaring and 
with an officer sit t ing rea dy atop the 
water cannon. He unders tands that the 
truck was being used as a form of deter
rence, to prevent the detainees damaging 
another fence an d to convince them to 
end their protest. 

Dr Stephens is deeply concerned 
about the incident, because Woomera 
Emergency Services also runs the local 

ambulance. The same staff m embers 
perform both tasks. So, officers could find 
themselves engaged in crowd control on 
the back of a fire truck at one moment, 
and rushing to pick up an injured asylum 
seeker in an ambulance at the nex t. 

When I asked Woomera Area Admin 
is trator, Joe Van Homelen, about the 
incident, h e referred me to ADI Ltd, the 
private corporation that used to be called 
Australian Defen ce Industries when it 
was owned by th e Commonwealth. ADI 
runs the Woomera Emergency Service on 
a commercial basis. A company official at 
ADI referred me back to Joe Van Hom e
len, saying nothing happens without the 
Area Administrator's knowledge. Both 
men confirmed that the truck had been 
called out to the detention centre, but 
refused to discuss the circumstances in 
which the call -out had occurred. DIMA 
says that th e truck was called out as a 
precaution, in case the protes t resulted 
in a fir e. 

Dr Stephens ' concerns don' t end with 
the fire truck. When the detention centre 
opened, h e agreed to provide m edical 
services to th e de tainees. It was a 
lucrative adjunct to his job at the hospital 
which, with th e declining tow n 
population , no longer kept him at full 
s tretch. But Dr Stephens becam e 
concerned at the way the camp clinic was 
set up. He believed nurses were getting 
out of their depth and carrying out 
procedures that would ordinarily require 
greater supervision. Dr Stephens cited the 
use of the sedative Midazolam, given 
intravenously to calm a detainee who 
was ex trem ely agitated. H e says that 
Mida zola m is a s trong r espiratory 
suppressant that can slow breathing and 
lower blood pressure to dangerous levels. 
H e says th a t to administer it intra 
venous! y requires grea ter moni taring 
than was possible in the detention centre 
clinic. 

In any business it is essential to 
minimise costs, and ACM run s th e 
Woomera detention centre on a com
m ercia l basis. In simple t erm s, the 
company will only turn a profit if the cost 
of running the camp is less than th e price 
the government pays to ACM for the 
service of keeping people locked up, fed 
and healthy . Dr Stephens believes that 
in the medical area, this creates a con
flict of interes t . Although he was never 
aware of any policy directives to limit or 
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cap medical trea tm ent, he did run up 
against som e obstacles to routine prac
tice. For example, Dr Stephens attended 
to one detainee who suffered from painful 
gas tric reflux. The patient had already 
been treated with the standard medica
tion, Zantac, but had not responded. So 
Dr Stephens wrote out a script for a more 
expensive drug called Omeprazole, a 
more powerful m edication used to treat 
reflux oesophagi tis and ulcers. Two weeks 
later, the patient presented once again 
and the symptoms were un diminish ed. 
Upon inquiry, Dr Stephens discovered 
that his prescription had never been 
filled. He learnt that a sister in the clinic 
had torn up the script and thrown i t in 
the bin, apparently because th e medica
tion was too expensive. Th e detainee 
eventually obtained his medication, but 
suffered two weeks of needless discom
fort in th e meantime. 

In mid February, Lynton Stephens 
chose not to continue the work at the 
detention centre, which is now performed 
by doctors from the mining town of Roxby 
Downs, 80km furth er north. He has also 
written to ACM, tellin g the compan y 
that, with 1400 inmates, the detention 



1 rs after the arri va l of the detainees. Photo: Newspix 

centre requires the services of a full -time 
m edical practitioner. He points out that 
th e m edical issu es in th e camp are 
further complicated by the fa ct that many 
of the detainees are victims of severe 
torture and trauma; on several occasions 
during treatment sessions, Dr Stephens 
cam e across the scars of Taliban whips 
on the ch es ts and backs of detainees from 
Afghanistan . I sought a response from 
ACM to Dr Stephens' concerns, but m y 

phon e calls and em ails w ent 

A 
unanswered. 

S WELL AS TAK ING m e on a tour of 
the town, Uniting Church Minister Tom 
Atherton is kind enough to lend m e his 
car so that I can drive the few kilom etres 
out to the detention centre. I would have 
walked, but I thought that trudging up 
the hi ghw ay would make m e a bit 
conspicu ous in a town that seem s to have 
more cars than people. I need not have 
worried, because I am des tined to be 
conspicuous anyway. 

I drive as fa r as I am permitted. There 
is a ga te across the road, with a large 
r ed s t op sign and a w arning: 'NO 
UNAUTHORISED ENTRY. BEYOND 

THIS POINT TRESPASSERS WILL BE 
PROSECUTED .' The gate is a m ore 
symbolic than effective barrier. To the 
left , it abuts the property of the local 
earthmoving firm, Wagnitz Building 
Contractors. To the right, it is attached 
to a cyclone fence which stops abruptly 
just 15 m etres beyo nd the bitumen. The 
truncated fence line is forlorn against the 
vastness of the desert. It would be a 
simple matter to skirt the fence and walk 
on to the detention centre proper. The 
only thing that stops me doing so is the 
presen ce of a uniformed gu ard sitting 
sentry in a pre-fab hut next to the gate. 

One side of the ga te is open, allowing 
vehicles to trickle in and out; builders in 
utes and four -wheel drives, tru cks 
delivering supplies; lawyers or DIMA 
officials in city sedans. Most just honk 
or w ave at the guard and drive cheerfully 
on. It is evident from the guard's interes t 
in the number plate of Tom's car, which 
she notes down assiduously, that I won ' t 
be granted the sam e liberty. My offi cial 
request for permission to visit the camp 
had already been re jected in Canberra. 

I park the car and walk away from the 
gate and around the back of the Wagnitz 
offic e. Here a semi -trailer i s busy 
delivering a load of m etal and a broad 
young bloke in a bulldozer is scooping 
up sand to mix concret e . Wagnitz is 
evidently doing w ell from the expansion 
of Woom era West. I ask the bulldozer 
driver for permission to walk across the 
property to ge t a closer loo k at th e 
detention centre. H e gives me a sunburnt 
grin and waves m e forward, a security 
pass dangling from the belt loop of his 
jeans. 'Don' t get too adventurous,' he 
says, 'or they'll be out aft er you, quick 
smart. ' 

Behind Wagnitz lies a tangle of old 
junk- scrap m etal, secondhand timber, 
an abandoned school desk sinking into 
the red sa nd. There is also a ramshackle 
collec tion of outhouses and bare dirt 
paddocks housing bored ponies. I feel like 
a skulking schoolboy as I m ake m y way 
along the fence line, but I also enj oy a 
boyish sensation of victory as I realise 
that I am now well past the ga te on the 
road and on to forbidden territory . 

I push forward as far as I dare to get a 
closer look . The perimeter fe nce is a t 
least 4m high, the tips of the posts angled 
inwards and topped with a forbidding coil 
of barbed wire. One sec tion of the fence 

is sagging; presumably at the point it was 
pushed over during the disturbances of 
10 April when two detainees absconded. 
A banner in Persian is strung against the 
wire: red writing on yellow cloth; not a 
protest banner, but a devotional exh or
ta tion to m ark the tenth day of Muhar
ram . Behind the fence, I can see low-slung 
buildings . As the camp population has 
rock et ed upwards, the original 1950s 
brick barracks with their ' fl ow- through 
ventilation ' h ave been augm ented by 
prefabrica ted, transportable buildings 
that are equipped with air-conditioning. 
There are also two rows of large, dark
green canvas tents. The tents appear 
empty and I learn la ter that th ey are 
intended to accommodate the overflow, 
sh ould there be a sudden influx of new 
arrivals. 

A cooling breeze takes the h ea t out of 
th e day and k eeps th e s ti c ky South 
Australian fli es circulating. I am too far 
away to make contact with anyone, but 
I can catch a glimpse of life behind the 
wire. A child s itting in th e sh ade, 
a wom an carrying a blouse just washed, 
a young man with his h ea d wrapped in a 
T -shirt as a sh elter against the sun . They 
are stick figures beneath an immense and 
glorious sky. 

The boss at Wagnitz is fri endly, but 
turns down the offer of a ch at . I want to 
know what he is ac tually building out at 
Woom era West . He waves a fa t contract 
in the air which he's just received from 
the cons tru ction compan y Thiess . 
'There's lots of legal stuff in here and 
I haven ' t read it yet,' h e says. I get th e 
impression that, had I arrived earlier, 
before that contract landed on his desk, 
th en h e m ay have been m ore forth 
coming. 

That reluctan ce to talk about what 
goes on at Woom era West is shared by 
other contractors at the site. Most, like the 
guards, have signed secrecy clauses, and are 
required to report any m edia approaches 

to AC M managem ent . Still , 

I 
word filters out, in various ways. 

T IS 2rM IN THE aft ernoon when I walk 
pas t the offices of the Woom era Area 
Board, where the sign in the window says 
'D og licences m ay be paid here'. Across 
the road a blue-and-white minibus pulls 
out of the community h ospital. The 
driver is wearing the ACM uniform and 
the four or five passengers look as though 
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they hail from the Middle East. One 
wears a black Nike baseball cap and trails 
an arm out the window, a piece of paper 
folded carefully between two fingers. The 
man catches m y eye, glances from m e to 
the paper, whic h h e waggles a lmost 
imperceptibly, then glances away at the 
ground. I give a quick nod and he lets the 
paper drop. The bus driv es off and, 
endeavouring to affect an air of non
chalance, I saunter over to retrieve his 
missive. It is an envelope with 'S. O.S 
Please help us' scrawled on both sides . 
Inside are two le tters. The first , again 
under the heading 'S.O.S', contains the 
followi ng request: 'Dear my friend. We 
are homless imigrant's that we live in 
Woomera detention centre. We have no 
things to live and we are in bad situation 
please call UN office for us. Thank you 
for your kind. ' 

The second let t er is in the sa m e 
handwriting, and is more personal: 'Dear 
m y friend, I'm Iranian homeless imigrant, 
my n ame is A and nobody know that 
I have arrived to Australia or not . please 
ca ll m y phon e number in Iran on 
humanity, thank you for your kind . this 
is a big help for m e.' 

There are two nam es and two Iranian 
phone numbers at the bottom. 

I was not alone in receiving this kind 
of plea fro m de tainees at Woo m era . 
Lawyers, migration agents, m edical staff 
and oth ers visiti ng the camp told tales of 
similar folded notes tucked discree tly 
into their palms, ou t of sight of the 
guards. Most were requests to contact 
rela t ives in the Middle East . Some 
recipients dared not fulfil the request, 
believing that it was a federal offence to 
do so. Others went ahead and made the 
phone calls (as I did). 

One request cam e from an Islamic 
cleric, or mufti. His request was carried 
out, and after months of wondering what 
had happened to h im, of no news and of 
fearing the worst, the mufti 's family was 
at last alerted to his whereabouts. He was 
a big austere man with a beard to m atch 
his position-a m an of authority and 
sta ture among the detainees, but when 
he learnt that his m essage had indeed go t 
through to his family, he broke down, his 
relief bursting forth in tears. 

According to clause 11 .1 of DIMA's 
own Immigra tion D etention Standards, 
'Contact between detainees and their 
families, friends and the community is 

permitted and en couraged except when 
in separation detention .' 

Indeed, in Port Hedland detention 
centre in Western Australia, in Maribyr
nong in Melbourne and in Villawood in 
Sydn ey, detainees h ave access to a 
payphone . By working in th e kitchen 
they can earn m oney to buy a phone card, 
or else they can buy one with whatever 
money they had with them on arrival in 
Australia. Th e camp at Curtin airbase in 
Wes tern Australia also has a pay-phone. 
It was only installed after hundreds of 
detainees went on a hunger strike in early 
February. A handful of the detainees even 
stitched their lips shut in protes t at being 
held incommunicado. 

In Woo m era, after four-and-a-half 
months of operation, there was no public 
phone for th e detainees to u se . The 
explanation given for thi w as that 
Woomera Wes t is s till 'a s ite under 
construction'. A spokesman from the 
Minister's office told m e that alternatives 
were being inves tiga ted, such as the use 
of mobile phones, until a fixed phone line 
could be installed. 

But there is another obstacle to phone 
contact, and this is where the 'except 
when in separation detention ' of clause 
11.1 comes into play . It is DIMA policy 
to hold n ew arrivals separa t e from 
detainees who hav e already passed 

through the primary stage of an 

0 
application for political asylum. 

NE REASONA BLE ju s tificati on for 
separation detention is that it allows new 
arrivals to be screened for infectious 
diseases, but this is a matter that can be 
resolved quickly . The other aim of 
separation de t ention is t o prevent 
'coaching'. DIMA believes that if new 
arrivals mix with longer-term residents, 
or are able to contact people outside the 
camp by telephone, then they will be 
'coached' on their rights- rights of which 
they are not otherwise informed. For 
example, detainees may learn that they 
have the right to see a lawyer and to apply 
for refugee status . DIMA also fears that 
they may b e 'coach e d ' on h o w to 
handle th e crucial first interview of 
the asylum process, an interview which 
can transform their official status from 
th e damning classification of ' illega l 
immigrant ' to the liberating identity of 
' refugee'. Detention centres like Villa
wood and Port Hedland have different 
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sections for different classes of detainee. 
But as of mid April, Woomera had only 
one combined area, which m eant that 
a ll detainees were effec tiv ely h eld in 
separa tion detention, regardless of how 
far th eir refugee applications h ad 
progressed. 

DIMA's preoccupation with 'coach 
ing' sugges ts that there is little official 
confidence in Australia's much-vaunted 
refugee determination procedures, or in 
the capacity of departm ental delegates to 
distinguish between a genuine story of 
persecution and one quickly sti tched 
t ogeth er aft e r a few quick words of 
advice. And problem atic as the Depart
m ent's logic m ay be, the coaching issu e 
does not explain why detainees did not 
even send out letters. T h e detention 
centre opened at the end of November 
1999, but it was mid March, three-and
a-half months later, before any m ail from 
the detainees started passing through the 
Woomera post office. When I raised the 
issue of mail with DIMA, a spokesman 
told m e, 'There are no restrictions on 
detainees' correspondence at any deten
tion centre.' 

I pressed the matter and rephrased m y 
qu es tion . 'Had th ere been any su ch 
restrictions in the past?' I asked. The 
answer came back, also rephrased: 'DIMA's 
communications poli cy in r espect of 
detainees at all detention centres allows 
for th em to send and receive mail. This 
policy has been in place for a considerable 
time and pre-dates the opening of 
Woon1era.' 

A fundamental qu es tion remains 
unanswered : if DIMA policy was 
implemented at Woom era, if detainees 
had the right to send out mail, and were 
informed of that right, then why were 
they surreptitiously pressing secret notes 
into th e hands of visitors, or dropping 
them from the window of a minibus? 

'Som e of the detainees have said to m e 
that they feel lost,' says Reverend Tom 
Atherton . 'They have fallen off the planet 
and their relatives back home in Iraq or 
wherever might think that they are dead 
... boats do sink.' 

While I was in Woomera in mid April, 
Immigra tion Minister Philip Ruddock 
sa id h e believed that up to 220 boat 
people had died while attempting the 
crossing from Java to Christmas Island, 
after their vessel w ent missing in 
monsoonal seas. Obviously such news 



must cause acute distress to families back 
in Iraq or Iran, who know that th eir 
brother or son or granddau ghter is 
attempting that sam e journey. Yet at 
Woomera, the Minister's department was 
holding 1400 people incommunicado, 
and som e of them had been in that 
situation for at least three months. 

Prisoners of war are able to access the 
Red Cross so that basic information can 
be communicated back to their hom e
land. Convicted criminals in Australian 
jails can make and receive phone calls . 
Yet these people, who have n ot been 
charged with any offence, have been 
denied that fundamental right, the right 

to reassure their family that they 
are still alive. 

IN THESE CIRCUM STANC ES, it is har dly 
surpri s ing that trouble s hould brea k 
out in th e de t enti on centre. Fa ther 
Monaghan draws a parallel between the 
uncertainty experienced by the towns
folk of Woom era and the plight of the 
detainees up the roa d. 

'As Woom era began to say goodbye to 
the Americans and as various facilities 
began to close down and as various organ
isations in the town began to lose numbers 
and so on , the fee ling of uncertainty 
would give rise to lots of rumours. One 
of the classics is about the bow ling alley. 
In the space of a few weeks we heard that 
the bowling alley was getting sold to 
Wes tern Mining Corporation and shifted 
to Kalgoorlie. Then no, it 's being sold 
to some entrep ren eurs in Alice Springs 
a nd it w ill be goin g t o Alice. N o, 
Western Mining have bought it and it's 
going to Roxby Downs. Then finally, no 
it's not going anywh ere, it's staying right 
her . These sort s of things are very 
debilita ting in the li fe of a community.' 

Fa th er M onaghan says tha t the 
tribulations of the Woom era locals hint 
at the much greater turmoil that must 
be in the hearts of the detain ees : 'With 
very little inform a ti on coming in to 
them, apart from scraps here and th ere, 
rumours, gossip, a few words from a guard 
and recalling what they might have h eard 
in Indonesia on the journey or what the 
people smugglers might have told them, 
and their experien ce with the various 
la yers of bureau cracy th a t they are 
m eeting, it must be terribly draining and 
internally it must lead to a real imbal
ance of emotions in people.' 

In ea rly Jun e, that ' imbalan ce of 
emotions' tipped right off the scale. After 
three days of protests, hundreds of detain
ees push ed down a perimeter fence and 
marched into town, carrying banners and 
chanting ' fr eedom '. There were som e 
clashes during the initial break-outi three 
ACM officers were reportedly injured and 
several detainees claimed to have been 
beaten. Later in the town centre, another 
ACM guard was punched to the ground 
and kicked. Overall, though, the protes t 
was w ell organised and peaceful. The 
authorities acted with restraint, and 
waited for the passion of events to run 
its course before negotiating a return to 
the detention centre. 

According to sources in the town, the 
protest coincided with a rumour in the 
camp that no-one would be given a visa 
until aft er the Sydney Olympics. The 
story was baseless, but its spark fell on 
dry tinder. After six m onths of opera tion, 
not a single person had been released 
from Woomera. Detainees believed the 
Olympics rumour beca use it was consist
ent with their situa tion . 

Other events m ay also have cont 
ributed to the uncerta inty. In M ay, 
construction was comple t ed on a 
second s tage at the detention centre. 
D etainees could n ow be divided in to 
two groups: those who had entered the 
refugee de t e rmination process, and 
those who had failed to cross that initial 
threshold and who now face removal 
from Au stralia. Initially, som e 180 
detainees were separated out, cau sing 
considerable distress in the camp. In 
som e cases, members of the same family 
found them selves on different sides of the 
wire. 

At leas t detainees with the m oney to 
buy a phone card can now make use of 
the one telephone that was installed in 
the camp in late M ayi visitor describe 
long queues as detainees wait their turn 
to contact anxious relatives. 

After the June protest, I rang Father 
Jim Monaghan to get his perspective on 
events, but h e said he could no longer 
speak to m e about th e si tuation in the 
detention centre. Since our meeting in 
Woom era in April, DIMA had made it 
clear that the priest was not exempt from 
the conditions applied to oth er people 
going in and out of th e camp for profes
sional reasons. Contac t with th e m edia 
was not appropriate. 

DIMA blam es the problems experi
enced at Woom era on circumsta ncei on 
ad hoc arrangements in a detention centre 
still under construction. The Minister 
points to the strain on th e system caused 
by a sudden huge increase in boat arrivals 
in 1999, and the inevitable delays in 
processing asylum applications that result. 

But what if Mr Ruddock 's worst night
mare came true I At the height of the boat 
arrivals in N ovember, he told a pre s 
conferen ce that 'whole villages' in the 
Middle East were packing up and that 'as 
m any as ten thousand people could be ... 
trying to access Australia'. What if 10,000 
'boat people' did arrive on our shores? 
After all, around the world , war and 
torture show few signs of aba ting in the 
new millennium. Nor does unauthorised 
migration. DIMA h as sugge ted that 
Woomera may becom e Australia's main 
holding centre for asylum seekers and 
illegal immigrants in the future. If 10,000 
'boat people' arrived, would we isolate 
them all under lock and key in the desert? 
What would that cos t, in human misery 
and in taxpayers' dollars? And if we cut 
them off from news of their fa milies , 
condemn them to boredom and uncer
tainty, must we not expect escalating 
protests and increasing conflict? 

On the wall of the dining room of the 
Eldo Hotel, clashing violently with th e 
electric blue carpet, is a huge patchwork 
quilt m ade by local schoolchildren. The 
quilt celebrates the history of Woomera. 
It shows black gibber stone against the 
sandhills and nat ive anim als around a 
waterholei there is grey-blue saltbush and 
the brilliant red of the Sturt Desert Peai 
there are the domes of the satellite base 
and its radar dishes, and the dramatic 
centrepiece-a two-metre long, three
dimensional bl ack-and-silver rocket, 
with cloth flam es spewing from its tail. 
If locking up asylum seekers is to be 
Woom era's next industry, then I can't 
help wondering how the quilt might one 
clay be updated. How w ill the children of 
Woomera depict the detention centre up 
the road and the cloud of secrecy that 
hangs over it1 • 

Peter Mares is th e presenter of A sia 
Pacific on ABC Radio National and Radio 
Australia. He is currently writing a book 
about Australia 's trea tment of asylum 
seekers and refugees, to be published by 
UNSW Press . 
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Whose heart of darlzness? 

32 

Reserve your judgments until you've experienced Africa on the 
ground, says Anthony Ham. 
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A m,cA. Think of the ,v,ge violence in Siem 
Leon e . Think of the political opportunism in the 
complex pos t-colonial m aelstrom of Zimbabwe. Or 
of the recurring nightmare of famine in the Horn of 
Africa, the floods in Mozambique and Madagascar, 
the bewildering array of intractable conflicts from 
Angola to Sudan . It is difficult not to despair. 

In th e fie r ce Sudan ese h ea t in M arch , a 
dishevelled m an nam ed Vincent approached m e, not 
far fro m Khartoum's central Souk el-Arabi . Vin cent 
comes from Sierra Leone. Somehow, with a resilience 
belied by his fragile frame, h e had m ade it across much 
of the contin ent, through war zones, without papers, 
carried along by a single-m inded desire to escape, to 
keep m oving. N ow sleeping rou gh in Khartoum, 
Vincent had reached a dead end, unable to leave Sudan 
until h e h ad paid off an illegal-entry fine to the 
government, unable to return horne because hom e was 
Sierra Leone. 

His will to survive had transported him from 
Sierra Leone to Sudan-one war-ravaged country to 
another. H e drifted off into the crowd, an other black 
face among millions. He was going nowhere. 

In N 'Djam ena a few w eeks before, I sat in a travel 
agency in the m ain business district . I was there to 
arran ge a vehicle and driv er for a journey down 
through southern Chad to Zakouma N ational Park, 
loca ted in one of the most rem ote and inaccessible 
corners of central Africa. 

While waiting to be served, I caught sight of a 
group of five young boys, all clad in simple, grubby 
galabiyyas, walking pas t with their empty brown 
b egging bowls. One boy s topped as th e o th ers 
continued around the corner, chattering as they went. 
H e s tood and s tared intently a t a pos ter on th e 
window. It was of the Grea t Wall of China, a wonder 
which he will never see. He stood for what seem ed 
like an age, brow furrow ed. Then he w alked off, his 
step just a touch more uncertain than before. Prior to 
rounding the corner, he paused for one last serious 
look over his sh oulder. 

A couple of m onths later, The Economist 
publish ed an issu e devoted to Africa . The m ap of the 
continent on the cover fea tured a gun-toting soldier 
and was entitled simply: 'The hopeless continent' . A 
Reuters article publish ed in the Sunday Herald Sun 
on 21 May ran under the headline, 'Lights go out in 
darkes t Africa'. A series of evocative photographs of 
conflict published in Th e Weekend A ustralian the 
previous w eekend were subtitled, 'D eepes t, darkest 
Africa' . 

The misery which has become synonymous with 
Africa m akes you want to throw up your hands and 
cry out, like Kurtz in Joseph Conrad's Heart of 
Darkness, ' the horror, the horror ' ' 

Think of Africa. Think of darkness . 
Think again. 
Ever since Joseph Conrad journeyed into Africa's 

geographical h eart, the continent 's diverse peoples 

have strained under the dangerous sobriquet, ' the Dark 
Continent ' . 'Africa' h as co m e t o rep resent an 
undi fferentiated mass, wholly at odds with the diverse 
reality of 54 independent countries. 

The easy collapsing of this complex m osaic of 
dispara te linguistic and tribal groups into a single 
'African ' identity owes much to a Conradian racial 
stereotype. Peoples united only by skin colour, by the 
geography of their birth, by a supposed propensity for 
tragedy, becom e a single 'dark' collective, stripped of 
individuality. And the dark imagery which oft en 
accompani es reporting on Africa ensures that a 
pervasive darkness clouds our view of Africa. Despair 
and savagery becom e recurrent primary m otifs. 

Jus t how far this process h as penetra ted popular 
culture and m ainstream journalism was evident in 
Th e Economist's blanket assertion that: 

No-one can blame Africans for th e weather, bu t most 
of the continent 's shortcomings owe less to acts of 
God than to acts of man. T hese acts are not exclusively 
Afri can- bru tality, despotism and corrupti on exist 
everywhere- but Afr ican societies, for reasons buried 
in their cultures, seem es pecially susceptible to them . 

Such thinly veiled theories-which owe much to a 
seductiv ely simple belief in universalis t racial 
characteris tics-are m ore than just sensa tionalist 
n ews reporting, the effec t s of w hich end at th e 

conclusion of each broadcas t . These are 

S 
racial stereo types, pure and simple. 

TEREOTYPES AND THE reactions which they engender 
hide historical causes and individuality, presenting 
as accepted wisdom an all-encompassing identity 
devoid of historicity or context . 

When it com es to the causes of m odern conflict 
in Africa, there is frequently an assumption that four 
decades of independen ce is time enough for these 
countries to have freed them selves from the shack
ling effects of colonialism . 'Analys is' su ch as that 
offered in The Economist prefers to blam e African 
society and its apparently innate susceptibility to 
authoritarian rule. In doing so, it ignores the evidence 
that many governments in Africa are on the nose 
precisely because they do not represent the vas t 
majority of their citizens or the societies over w hich 
they rule. The fact is rarely m entioned that m ost of 
Africa' s longes t-serving rulers were proteges of their 
colonial m entors. 

The view from Afr ica itself i s mu ch m ore 
textured than sugges ted by the reductive conclusions 
of even respected journals like The Economist . 

The central African state of Cam eroon illustrates 
the point. The country has never been at war, yet finds 
itself increasingly divided along linguistic lines, with 
the majority Francophone and minority Anglophone 
communities at loggerheads over the share of national 
resources and political power. This fault-line did not 
exist prior to the colonial era. After World War I, the 
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authorities in Paris and London (with the mandate of 
the League of Nations) carved Cameroon into wholly 
artificial spheres of influence where the only benefits 
(administrative convenience and the self-justifying 
gam es of the 'Grea t' Powers) completely bypassed 
Ca meroonians themselves . 

Since independence, Cameroon has had only two 
presidents-Ahmadou Ahidjo , one of France's 
favourite sons, and current president Paul Biya, who 
las t yea r spent more time living in France than the 
country ove r which h e pres id es. Con sis t ently 
throughout th e pos t -indepe nd enc e hi s tory of 
Ca m eroon, Anglophone Cameroonians have been 

marginalised, reflect
in g th e balance of 
power cul ti va ted by 
the French and Brit
ish. On 30 December 
1999, a splinter group 
issued a declaration of 
independence for the 
Anglophon e North 
West and South-West 
Provinces. This schism 
in an otherwise peace
ful country, arguably 
the most multicultural 
in Africa, is of purely 
colonial origin. 

In April2000, I sat 
in the bus station in 
Bamenda, a staunchly 
Anglophone town in 
the country's North
West Province. Bomba, 
a softly spoken elderly 
man, assured me that 
En g li s h- s p eaki n g 
Cameroonians had 
had enough and were 
ready to rise up against 
the governm ent. He 
laughed at the govern
ment 's dismissal of 

th e declaration of independence as the act of an 
embittered splinter group. Staring off into the middle 
distance of the beautiful Bamenda highlands, he 
whispered a dire promise: if the situation did not 
change soon, then th e world would most certainly be 
hearing of Ca m eroon. 

Such a statement has broader implications than 
those intended by Bomba from Bamenda. Cam eroon, 
one of many countries in Africa which never appears 

In the town of in the Western m edia, would, if Bomba 's prediction 
Zinder, Niger: were to prove true, receive coverage only w hen it 

a tradi ti onal Hausa becam e a site of conflict . Decontextualised from the 
geometri c des ign origins of Cam eroon's linguistic divide, news coverage 
on the wa ll of the would n ecessarily feed into the image of Africa as 
Zinder Museum. trouble-spot, perp etuating stereotypes, blaming 
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Africans for the painfully slow process of overcoming 
colonial policies of divide and rule. 

The dangers of such a scenario are manifold. 
Stereo types are invariably a precursor to prejudice, 
through which labels are affixed to entire 
communities, an entire continent. Conflict and a 
propensity for suffering become th e rule, peace and 
stability the exception. The unwitting individuals 
who must labour under this overarching identity must 
disprove that they are people without hope, never the 
other way around. 

On a tour in which I participated in northern 
Cameroon, my driv er was Musli m, the guid e a 
Christian and the owner of the company an Animist. 
Th ey have n ever been to war an d are, l ike th e 
communities to which they belong, highly unlikely 
to in the foreseeable futu re. 

Cameroon is one example among many. Mozam
bique, which had been ignored wh en its economic 
success produced a rate of grow th which was one of 
the fastest in the world, was discovered by the inter
national media only when it was devastated by floods. 

Eritrea is now universally described as one of the 
poorest countries on earth, and has received extensive 
media coverage because it is at war with Ethiopia. 
N ever mind th e fact that Eritrea only became 
independent in 1993, since which time it has main
tained a strict policy of self-reliance, shunning all aid 
money which came with strings attached. Against all 
the odds, Eritrea astonished international experts with 
the unprecedented and unassist ed pace of its 
infrastructure construction projects. 

In Sudan, the government has become an inter
national pariah . Both the Australian Department of 
Foreign Affairs and the US Department of State warn 
that Sudan is highly dangerous and should be avoided 
if at all possible. And yet, Khartoum is known by 
travellers as the safest city in Africa. Everywhere 
I went, I was overwhelmed by the hospitality of 
ordinary Sudanese people whom I fo und to be the 
very antithesis of the reputation which may 
accurately describe the government, but unjustly 
smothers its people. It is difficult to get off a bus, a 
train, a footpath without being invited to share a cup 
of tea with a com plete stranger, to share a meal at 

their home, to sleep at their house instead 
of at a hotel. 

B uT NONE OF THIS is newsworthy. As a consequence, 
we are led to believe in the image of Africa as a basket 
case, a hopeless and hostile continent irretrievably 
riven with conflict and corruption, dependence and 
desperate poverty. 

When I told people that I was trave lling to Africa, 
the mos t common first response was, ' Is it safe?' 
I showed the recent, dismissive media coverage of 
Africa to some friends , each of whom is university
educated and compassionate. To a person, they shook 
their heads, not in outrage at the irresponsible stereo-



typing at work, but because these headlines struck a 
chord with them; they saw in them more than a grain 
of truth. 

At a policy level too, support among Western 
nations for peacekeeping operations in Africa is non
existent, the recent British intervention in Sierra 
Leone being a notable exception. Conflicts are seen 
as so intractable, so central to the African 'reality', 
that reconciliation of the warring parties can ' t be 
contemplated. It is easier, like Kurtz, to detach from 
the complex reality and look on with horror, no longer 
able to cope with the endless trails of despair. Like 
Rwanda . 

By assuming that African societies are 
monolithic, that African cultures have a propensity 
for tragedy of their own making, we give up on this 
richly diverse continent. We implicitly blame 
individual Cameroonians, Sudanese, Eritreans for 
conflicts, as if something insidious in their genes were 
responsible for their suffering. Instead we should be 
challenging media representations that perpetuate 
views of a 'hopeless' or 'dark' Africa . 

In the early 1990s, American soldiers were sent 
packing from Somalia in humiliating circumstances. 
Since then, the retreat has become a telling metaphor 
for the Western world's 'engagement' with Africa. We 
prefer to make scarcely understood but strongly 
endorsed pronouncements from the safety of distance. 
We prefer the relative simplicity of detached head
shaking to the complexities of searching for something 
more constructive than catchy headlines, lest the 
reflective glare of the West 's actions in Africa reveal 
some uncomfortable home truths. 

The possible rea ons for such a disengagement 
are disturbing. 

As I was returning to Australia, I transited 
through Johannesburg, where I picked up a number 
of local English-language newspapers. At the height 
of the Zimbabwean farmers' crisis, reports from 
African journalists were textured with the layers of 
complexity that lie behind the problem. President 
Mugabe wa condemned for his actions, but the 
condemnation was coupled with a detail ed and 
balanced analysis of the need for land reform. 

Back in Australia, coverage of the situation was 
chronically superficial, concentrating on the land grab 
as a dehistoricised bid for power-racially motivated, 
dark and m enacing. Significantly, the white farmers, 
the lords of Zimbabwean land, were suddenly victims, 
white victims. 

White Africans get offers of a afe haven when 
they encounter strife. Black Africans are left to suffer 
indifference and the 'First' World's susceptibility to 
compassion fatigue. 

It is time to start listening to the millions of 
disparate and diverse voices on the African continent. 
Or are we afraid of what they might tell us? • 

Anthony Ham is a Eureka Street correspondent. 
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H ISTORY 

Not the 
Lenin medal 

New information reveals that Manning 
Clark was no Lenin lackey. 

At the very most, he had a bet each way, 
argues Stephen Holt. 

M ANN"C CcARK'S pd "'e popecs, 
previo usly under embargo in th e 
National Library of Australia, have now 
been opened to researchers. As a result, 
new information is available that bears 
directly on the claim- n ever retracted by 
Brisbane's Courier-Mail-that Clark was 
an 'agent of influ en ce' for the Soviet 
Union. 

Originally, the claim was based on the 
allega tion that in 1970 Clark was seen 
wearing the Order of Lenin . 

Called on by the Press Council to 
withdraw its claim, the Courier-Mail, in 
i ts own words, ' l aun ch ed a m ass ive 
counter-offensive'. It revealed that for the 
centenary of Lenin 's birth in 1970 the 
Aus tra lia-USSR Society (a 'propaganda 
arm for a brutal regime') sent Clark to 
Moscow, where he praised Lenin at an 
'international communist symposium '. 
H e also receiv ed, along wi th ' high
ranking cadres', a Lenin Centenary Medal 
(seen as a 'signal honour'). 

The 1970 visit, on which so mu ch 
res ts, is w ell document ed in C lark 's 
papers. They show the exact nature of his 
contacts with the Au stralia-USSR 
Society during the Len in centenary year. 

The Lenin centenary cam e at a time 
wh en Clark was far less interes ted in 
developments in Soviet li terature and 
politics than h e had on ce been . It w as ten 
years since he had publish ed his book, 
Meeting Soviet Man, and he mainta ined 

only intermittent co n tac ts wit h th e 
Australia-USSR Society. 

Clark did not attend the 1970 national 
conference of the Australia-USSR Society 
at which four of its office-holders-none 
of whom were 'high -ranking cadres'
were awarded Lenin Centenary Medals. 
Getting such a 'gong' was by no means a 
'signal honour'. 

In 1967, the Society invited Clark to 
speak in Sydney on th e 50th anniversary 
of the Russian Revolu tion, but the next 
significant recorded contact was no t until 
20 April 1970, when Cla rk spoke at a 
Lenin centenary reception in Sydney. 

Clark's speech was 'm uch appreciated', 
and resulted in an 'unexpected invitation ' 
to visit Moscow in order to speak on 
Lenin a t an ' International Meeting of 
Representatives of the Soviet Public and 
Activists of Foreign Societies of Friend
ship with the U.S. S. R.' 

Such an invitat ion was in deed 
' unexpected', because Clark was not a 
fri endship society 'activist'. In 1970, the 
Australia-USSR Society did not have a 
bran ch in Canberra for him to actively 
participate in. His connection with the 
Society at th is time comprised the odd 
public appearance in Sydney. 

C lark 's papers con tain th e pocke t 
dia ri es in w h ich h e jot t ed dow n hi s 
thoughts after h e arrived in Russia on 
15 June . T h e entries indica te that h e 
fa voured 'better relations ' but that he did 



not see this in terms of Moscow 'sup
planting' the USA. Australia, as Gough 
Whitlam was sugges ting, should aim to 

be more independent of super-

c power rivalry. 

LARK SPOKE ON THE second day of the 
international symposium when h e 
described Lenin as' a political genius' and 
'one of the great teachers of mankind' , 
who wanted a 'good life to be shared by 
all'. But in contras t to other speakers, 
Clark did not dwell on political issues, 
even though condemnation of Israel and 
of America's role in Vietnam was 
decreed, by the 'bullies' (Clark's descrip
tion) who ran it, to be one of the 'focal 
points' of the conference. Their 
condemnation was incorporated 
into draft 'statem ents' which the 
Australia-USSR Society chose to 
ignore because it felt that they 
were too 'controversial ', thus 
vindicating Clark's approach. 

For the next 2 7 years, a 
Russian-language transcript 
of Clark's remarks a t the 
symposium languished in the 
Soviet archives. The Courier
Mail, on locating this transcript, 
believed that it had hit upon the 
original version of the C lark 
speech. It then printed a tran
slation in which the following 
alarming proposition appeared: 

Lenin was convinced that this [a good life 
to be shared by all] could only be attained 
when comm unism conquered the world. 
We are lucky to live in a time when this 
tenet is being verified by life . 

The Russian-language transcript is 
not, however, the definitive version of 
Clark's address. His papers contain the 
actual text of th e speech given at the 
conference. The text is in English and, in 
contrast to the Courier-Mail's version, it 
conveys an ambivalent message. Clark 's 
actual words about sharing a good life 
were as follows: 

Lenin insisted this could only be done 
when the whole wo rld was won for com
muni m . We have the good fortune to live 
at a time when this is being put to the tes t . 

Clark, in short, never said that Lenin's 
vision was being 'verified by life'. 

Clark was profoundly ambivalent. He 
was never an 'agent of influence', because 

communism was not the only side in the 
Cold War that he was tempted to back . 
This si tuation is dramatically confirmed 
by other documents in his papers, which 
reveal that all through the Lenin 
centenary year h e was still a member of 
the Australian Association for Cultural 
Freedom (AACF), an anti-communist 
group linked to Quadrant magazine. On 
22 July 1970, he drafted a note of accept
ance after Richard Krygier, its secretary, 
invited him to a reception for Canberra 
AACF members. 

Lenin's aura, for Clark, was always 
matched by the rival appeal of Roman 
Catholicism. In this same winter of 1970, 
the historian Ian Turner, a fri end and 

former stud ent of C lark's, 
published an article for the mag
azine Overland in which h e 
documented his old teacher's 
underlying hop e for 'a recon
ciliation of individual and collec
tive redemption, of Rome and 
Moscow'. 

The potentialities of Catholic 
redemption were personified, for 
Clark, by the poet James 
McAuley. The militantly anti
commu nist McAuley was 
described last year by Cassandra 
Pybus as 'Clark 's opposite 
number', but in truth he was an 
old friend and fe llow AACF 
member. 

In 1970, on learning that 
McAuley had cancer, Clark wrote to him 
about their 'common vision of life'. 
Richard Krygier seems readily to have 
obtained Clark's support for McAuley 
when the poe t cabled a message of 
so lidari ty to the disruptive Russian 
novelist Alexander Solzhenitsyn, after 
the Soviet government prevented him 
from going to Sweden to accep t the 1970 
Nobel Prize for Literature. 

C lark 's involvement in the Lenin 
centen ary was, in truth, surreal rather 
than sinis ter . Here we have a m ember of 
an Australian anti-communist organisa
tion being invited to deliver a speech on 
Lenin at an 'international communist 
symposium ' in the Soviet capital. 
Precisely who, amid these conflicting 
currents, was influencing whom? • 

St ephe n Holt is the author of A Short 
Hi story of Manning Clarl< (Allen & 
Unwin, 1999). 
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BOOKS 

A NDREW HAMILTON 

Convergent views, 
divergent ways 

Reconci liat ion: Essays on Australian Reconciliation, cd. Michelle Grattan, 
Black Inc. /Bookman Press, 2000. ISBN 1 86395 186 5 

L1s TIME.LY COLLE.CTION of articles, com
missioned by Michelle Grattan to appear at 
the same time as the report of th e Council 
on Aboriginal Reconciliation, will be a 
resource for carrying further the process of 
reconciliation. 

It brings together reflections on policy 
by most of the key players over the last 
10 years, links them to a range of auto
biographical comment, and associates them 
with the opinions of a range of social 
commentators on associated issues. The 
arrangement makes the book a useful over
view of the process of reconciliation and 
the difficulties which it has encountered. 
Those with a commitment to encouraging 
reconciliation are in debt to Michelle 
Grattan for her conception and for her 
evident energy in following it up. 

It is difficu It to review a collection of 
short articles, particularly when they deal 
with a topic that necessa rily questions 
aspects of the reviewer's own identity. Such 
work requires that we go beyond descrip
tion to response, and response in turn calls 
into question the respondent's credentials. 
If daddy is writing about the great war, the 
children will justifiably ask what daddy 
was then doing. What is at issue is not 
precisely whether you have moral authority 
to comment on a controversial issu e, or 
even whether you have the knowledge to 
grapple with complex issues, but whether 
you have ever been in a place where yo u can 
hear what is being said. 

So my response begins with auto
biogra phy. I read this collection over the 
weekend w hich saw the culmination of the 
reconciliation process. I was at a meeting 
in the Kimberley with people who work 
pastorally with Aboriginal communities. 
As I read, took in the landscape and listened, 
I was increasingly struck by parallels with 
Central America, where I had earlier spent 
some time. I found in particular that two 
recurrent themes of Reconciliation echoed 
the experience of Central America. 

First, the relationship of differe n t 
communities to the sam e land. As in El 
Salvador, huge tracts of the best land seemed 
to be tied up in large stations to which roads 
led, while the Aboriginal communities lived 
for the most part on marginal land and 
often could do no more than dream of 
their ancestral places. The land was the 
object of fierce attachment by Aborigines 
and th e later ow ners, but the common 
attachm en t was a source of conflict because 
it pointed back to an or iginal sin of 
expropriation . In the ar ticles that make up 
Reconciliation, the land and rights to it arc 
som etimes hidden behind the rhetoric of 
reconciliation, but they reassert themselves 
because they are central to the identity of 
both peoples. 

For that reason, the most direct pieces 
of writing in the collection call for a treaty. 
While it may be politically unhelpful to 
speak of a trca ty, something like it is 
unavoidable if effective reconciliation is to 
take place, because nothing else seems able 
to accommodate and accept as valid the 
differen t claims and interests of two groups 
with respect to the same land. 

The experience of Central America also 
resonated with the emphasis on history in 
Reconciliation . In Central America , an 
official history tells of the coming of the 
Spanish and the emancipa tion of the local 
landowner society. This is a history of 
progress to political independence, 
economic development and independent 
insti tu tions . But it does not record the 
history of the Indians and their descend
ants: a history of subjugation, massacre, the 
privatisation of public land, and of unequal 
access to justice or opportunity. This history 
is carried in the m em ory of communities 
and in the bullet-pocked walls of destroyed 
villages. 

The same bifurca tion of history can be 
seen in the Kimberley. The larger history 
tells of the heroic travels of the stock
drivers who na med the roads and began the 
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stations, of the growth of irrigation and of 
the generous service of the flying doctors 
and administrators . The history less heard 
is that of the Aborigines-of their original 
status, of their initial meeting with white 
cul ture, of attempts to 'dom esticate' them, 
of their subjugation on stations, of their 
loss of access to traditional lands, of 
massacre, dispossession and humiliation, 
and sometimes of return to their ancestral 
lands. Th eir history is also written into the 
names of the land. The mista kc commemo
ra ted at Mistake Creek, for example, was to 
believe the false rumour that an Aborigine 
had killed the innkeeper's cow, and con
sequently to massacre the w hole group of 
Aborigines th ought responsible, and all 
eyewi tnesses- up to 30 peop le in all. 

Other massacres did not involve 

I 
such a mistake. 

N CENTRAL AMERICA and Australia, there 
are many histories; all need to be told, to be 
heard, and to be held together. When the 
telling is clone properl y, there will be ample 
space for black armbands and for white 
armbands, but not for an exclusive choice 
of one or the other. What is required is the 
patience to listen to histories previously 
disregarded or made marginal, and to 
recognise that these are part of our history 
fo r which we must answer. Whatever else a 
treaty may involve, the concept has the 
merit of recognising that th ere are two 
communities with radically different 
memories and histories, and that they must 
meet in acknowledging the truth of how 
they came into contact. 

Finally, being out of your own place 
may allow you to weigh rhetoric. In this 
co llection there are many kinds of rhetoric: 
passionate, angry, discursive, humorous. 
Those which rang most true were those 
which displayed the kind of imagination 
that enters the lives of ordinary people and 
sees their history from in ide. I found 
those by Inga Clendinnen, Pat Dodson 
and Robert Manne exceptional in that 
respect. 

There are poor articles, too, in this 
collection. They are those which lack a 
generous imagination and whi ch indeed try 
to deride the generou imagination by 
an alysi n g the looseness of argument 
displayed by its advocates . In doing so, they 
paradoxically make their opponents' case: 
that reconciliation requires that we see 
Australia in a radically different way . • 

Andrew Hamilton SJ teaches at the United 
Faculty of Theology, Melbourne. 



@)auf C§[}Jellow's efl(avelstein 

Professor Ravelstein buys his jackets from Lanvin and takes his coffee 

at the Cafe de Flore. But in the hands of novelist Saul Bellow, 

this extravagant character might just build a bridge between politics 

and I iteratu re, argues John Uhr. 
rr Ravelstein, Saul Bellow, Viking Penguin, 2000. ISBN 0 670 89 13 12 

~HE RECENT PUBLICATION of Saul Bellow's on Bellow himself, and Ravelstein inspired 
latest novel, Ravelstein, has begun a new by Bellow 's association with his late 
chapter in that old controversy over the Universi ty of Chicago teaching colleague, 
place of literature in the study of politics . Allan Bloom, a leading student of the 

At the centre of much of the interest in political philosopher Leo Strauss-here 
the novel is the role of the central character, identified as the 'famous, controversial Felix 
Abe Ravelstein, a professor of political Davarr' . Bloom is bes t known for his 1987 
science given to speaking philosophically bestseller, The Closing of the American 
about the current situation in world politics. Mind, which included a foreword by Bellow. 
As a noted teacher of politics, Ravelstein In that work, Bellow had, as it were, the 
has many former students now serving in first word; in Ravelstein, he returns by 
high public office. Through the character of having the last word. 
Professor Ravelstein , the novel brings I doubt the wisdom of seeing Bellow's 
together the Great Politics school of world Ravelstein as his homage to Bloom. I think 
affairs and the Great Books school of that Bellow's intention in Ravelstein is 
political philosophy. quite different and that most reviewers 

As a concept, Ravelstein sounds too have misunderstood his purpose. They have 
abstract: academics rarely make interesting focused on the merits or defects of politics 
characters in novels, and academic philo- as seen through the eyes of Abe Ravelstein. 
sop hers are hardly the exception that proves Reviewers favourably inclined to Bloom 
the rule. But Ravelstein works because (and his mentor Strauss) have tended to 
politics is made subordinate to philosophy; praise Ravelstein; others not inclined to 
politics is put in its place, as a pursuit that Bloom's outlook have tended to disparage 
is necessary but insufficient for human Ravelstein. Both sets of reviewers presume 
happiness. Professor Ravelstein 's hard- that Bloom 's political views are central to 
nos e d interes t in affairs of state is the construction of Bellow's Ravelstein 
subservient to his warm-hearted interest in character, with Bellow in effect providing 
the state of the soul, and in the place of credentials for Bloom's neo-conservative 
politics in satisfying a soul 's longing for dispositions. The fact that Bloom's critique 
completeness through human fellowship . of political correctness found favour with 
Politics both makes and breaks the highest the conservative circles around Reagan and 
human achievements. Referring to Shake- Thatcher is proof enough for many readers 
speare's Roman plays, Professor Ravelstein that Ravelstein 'tells it as it is', either 
says : 'without great politics the passions contributions to political understanding, justifying neo-conservati sm or, alter-
could not be represented'. Ravelstein is including the limits of politics. This natively, portraying its very excesses. 
punctuated by similar references to the dimension has not been prominent in most The division within critical responses 
contribution of literary works to our under- of the commentary which, thus far , has is itself significant: it illustrates how inter-
standing of this fundamental longing. focused on the probable identity of the pretations of works of fiction can relate 

Proper! y approached , R a velstein model for the central characters: Chick the back to the various critics' ranking of the 
promises to freshen enthusiasm for literary narrator of the story being presumably based philosophy of the models for the fiction 's 
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central characters . In place of this search 
for the background specifics, we should 
instead appreciate Ravelstein as a recent 
example of litera ture written with a promi
nen t political th em e. World affairs fea
ture th ro ugh th e comments and conduct 
of Ravels tein, the well-connected professor 
of political science. Yet Bellow seems more 
interes ted in comparing the spiritedness of 
political life (thymos ) with the desire or 
longing for love and friendship (eros) which 
Abe, but not the narrator Chick, seem s ab le 
to hold in balance. To my mind, Bellow 
wants readers to focus not imply on the 
magnificence of Abe but al so on the uncer
tainty of Chick, whose working biography 
of Abe is itself m odelled on the life of 
another grea t thinker, John M ayna rd 
Keynes, who also dem onstrated th e ab ility 

to balance his public respon -

M 
sibilities and his private passions. 

OST REVIEWERS h ave noted the 
political perspective associated with the 
Bloom character and presumed that Bellow 
m eans to endorse this promin ent example 
of conservative politics, and end orse 
fri endships based on this type of shared 
high regard for Great Politics . But the 
'politics' of Ravelstein is bes t understood 
by reference to Bellow's literary orienta tion 
rather than to Bloom's politica l outlook. 

character as they em erge through the 
m edium of Abe Ravelstein: for exampl e, 
that Abe 'was doomed to die because of his 
irreg ul ar sexual ways' ; th a t h e was 
'destroyed by his reckless sexual habits', 
leading to dea th after an HIV -related illn ess. 
Instead, we should see Ravelstein as an 
important new docum ent on the rela tion
ship between literature and politics . 

Even if the Ravels tein character is 
inspired by Bellow's fri endship with Bloom, 
it is designed to serve a purpose other than 
as a faithfu l m emorial. If Bloom were the 
larger- than-life charact er claimed by 
reviewers, chances are that an artist with 
Bellow's gifts would appreciate the difficulty 
of trying to reduce those expansive quali ties 
to words on paper. 

I sugges t that Bellow's real intention is 
to be faithful not so much to Bloom 's 
personality as to his philosophy. That is, 
Abe Ravels tein is Bello w 's construct 
through which th e novelist hopes to make 
his own contribution to Bloom's distinctive 
project of teaching about the place of art in 
understa nding politics-including th e 
limits of politics in the rea lms of love and 
fri end hip . The important point for Bellow 
is not whether Abe Ravelstein is a match 
for Allan Bloom, but whether Ravelstein 
keeps pace with Bloom's las t work, Love 
and Friendship, which is a 1993 collection 

those of the soul . The purpose of Ravelstein, 
then, is not to document the character of 
Allan Bloom, but to use the character of 
Abe Ravelstein to arouse wonder about the 
roots of a political scien tist 's interest in 
love and fri endship. Wonder is what is 
working its way through Chick as he brings 
together his recollections of Abe's life. 

The reader's focus is not solely on Abc's 
breadth of vision as a 'genius educator', but 
also on the curiosity of Chick, who struggles 
to make sense of the integrity of Abc's 
theory and practice. Part of Bellow's purpose 
is to allow readers to look over Chi ck's 
shoulder and to use Chick's fascination to 
genera te a sense of wonder about what 
m akes a n Abe Ravelstein t ick. Abc 's 
commitment to politics fa lls short of ac ti vc 
partisa nship, just as his pursuit of eros is 
transform ed into phil oso ph y. If Abc 's 
politica l sense ca nnot be red uced to his 
personal eros, th en what does this tell us 
about the ideal relationship between the 
public and the private, between politics and 
philosophy? These are Bellow's questions. 
And th e tes t is not whether Bellow has got 
the Bloom character right, but whether h e 
has go t our character and capacity as readers 
right. 

Chick reports Abe 's own description of 
what he wants, which is for Chick ' to write 
m e up, after I'm gone', to prepare 'a really 

Bellow has contrasted the humdrum state of the contemporary novel (it 

takes a Nobel Prize-winner to do this) with the undiminishing demand by 

readers for new novels. For a writeT; this demand is instructive: the 

contemporary novel 'is a sort of latter-day lean-to, a hovel in which the 

spirit takes shelter'. The reading public wants artists to 'return from the 

peripherYt for what is simple and true'. 

The character of Ravelstein may be 
inspired by th e real-life Allan Bloom, but 
his significance in Ravelstein owes more to 
Bellow's literary project than to Bloom 's 
impact as a professor of politics. A number 
of reviewers have tried to save the reputation 
of the real Bloom from Bellow's trea tment 
of the Ravelstein character. This, I think, is 
to misunderstand the art of the novelist, 
who derives m aterial from a myriad of 
sources with no commitment to the fidelity 
of fit between the originals and his artful 
characters . The point is not to save Bloom 
from the various revela tions about 'his ' 

of remarkable studies of the politica l 
t eaching of standard literary classics, 
including Stendhal, Jane Austen, Flaubert, 
Tolstoy, Shakespeare, and the perennial 
Plato. 

Ravelstein is som ething of a companion 
piece to Bloom's last work, which opens 
with a section on the fall of eros in contem 
porary social theory and concludes with a 
longer section on the ascending ladder of 
love as revealed in Plato's Symposium. For 
Bloom, eros is th e spirit of longing associ
ated with the quest for human wholeness, 
reaching from the pleasures of the body to 
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fine mem oir' com posed in Chick's 'a ft er
supper-reminiscence m anner' . Abe insists 
that 'I want yo u to show me as yo u see m e.' 
Th e memoir wa expressly intended by Abc 
to give Chick an opportunity to presen t 
Ravelstein from Chick 's own perspective, 
taking account of ' the slant given by my 
temperament and emotions ... m y swirling 
vision' of Abe's ' essentials'. Bellow forces 
us to see Abe through Chick 's eyes as he 
organises the memoir around 'what was 
characteristic-characteristic of m e, is what 
I mean, naturally'. Ravelstein contains a 
rich portrait of Abe Ravelstein, but th e 



novel itseU, more fundamentally, portrays 
Chick's mind. 

Chick describes the intended work as ' a 
m emoir', but he reports that Abe 'clea rly 
didn ' t want m e to wri te about his ideas'
ideas that Chick says he is 'not interes ted 
in presenting'. But, of course, Bellow might 
well be very interested in just those things 
that tend to complica te and s low down 
Chick's work of art. Chick describes himself 
as one 'who lived to see the phenomena, 

the rhetorical ordering of m any classic 
tex ts ), readers are n ow encouraged to 
approach th e subs tance of m any works in 
th e great tradition through th eir artistry. 
Plato 's Republic provid es a classic case in 
point : careful consideration of Plato's 
compositional and artisticform has emerged 
as an important guide to his philosophic 
content. Thus the contribution of literature 
to political theory opens up the literary 
qualities of many traditional theory texts, 

French composer, and the novel begins with 
Chick 's description of visiting Abe in Paris 
where Abe orches trates th eir way arou nd a 
city he clearly knows very well . Much of 
the di scu sion between these two characters 
relates to their Jewish identity. To be Jewish 
in Paris is to be confronted by reminders of 
the totalising potential of politics to purge 
itse lf of contes ted identitie . The 'Jewish 
Ques tion ' looms very large in this novel, 
with Abe and Chick rightly suspicious of 

The character of Rave/stein may be inspired by the real-life Allan Bloom, 

but his significance in Rave/stein owes more to Bellow's literary project 

than to Bloom 's impact as a professor of politics. A number of reviewers 

have tried to save the reputation of the real Bloom from Bellow's 

treatment of the Rave/stein character. This I think is to misunderstand the 

art of the novelist. 

who believes that the heart of things is 
shown in the surface of those things'. T he 
point is that although Abe and Chick are 
the very closes t of fri ends, Chick admits his 
limitations in trying to comprehend Abe's 
thoughts: unlike Abe, hick is 'no sort of 
scholar'; he admits he's ' by no means a 
profe sor', and that, in contrast to Abe's 
enthusiasm for Socratic philosophy, he 'did 
not s tudy those great texts closely'. In 
Chick's forceful image, Abe is more like an 

eagle whereas he, C hick, 

W 
resembles a lowly fl yca tcher. 

CAN TRY TO PLACE Bellow's art in the 
context of the larger theme of literature and 
politics. What is it that literature can 
contribute to th e understanding of politics? 
The formal academic study of politics is 
generally hived off from lite rary studie , so 
that students have to leap across disciplinary 
boundaries to do justice to both fi elds. 
Writers of novels might think that they 
have things of interest to say about politics, 
but university teachers of politics genera lly 
leave th e interes ting connections to 
departments of literature. 

Over recent decades, though, political 
th eorists and philosophers have begun to 
recognise that m any of their classic texts in 
high theory-like Plato's Republic, a text 
translated and edited by Bloom-are 
carefully composed works of art. Partly at 
Bloom 's in s i tence (based in turn on 
Stra uss ' exposition of the impor tance of 

as well as th e political and theoretical 
content of many literary works, such as 
novels. 

From this perspective, Plato's dialogu es 
are not that far removed from Shakespeare's 
plays, both being works of great art that can 
teach us much about the nature of politics. 
It matters little that Plato might be a 
phi losopher who turned to lite rature or 
that Shakespeare might be an artist who 
turned to philosophy: the common ground 
is that both told stories about politics (and 
of course much else, including love and 
fri endship ) in works of astonishing artistry. 
Both placed dialogu es at the centre; both 
featured characters (often drawn from rea l 
life) who stand in place of the invisible 
author, although it is never altogether clear 
which characters, if any, speak for the 
author. Maybe authors really speak through 
the arrangement of the w hole effect. In thi s 
way, unravelling the form (yes, through his 
title Bellow might well be inviting readers 
to unravel Ravelstein) is essential if readers 
want to advance th eir understanding of the 
content. 

So who speaks for Bellow in Ravelstein? 
The n ovel is narrated by Chick, who 
describes his fina l association with Abe 
Ravels t ein, a nd th e beginnings of his 
attempt to sa tisfy Abe's reques t that Chick 
write a portrait after Ravelstein 's imminent 
dea th. Chick is an author and his nam e 
seem s to suggest that he is the junior in the 
relationship with Abe. Ravel is a grea t 

the political might of anti -Semitism . There 
are other characters who appear through
out the novel, notab ly Chick's former wife, 
Vela, and h is new wife, Rosa mund, as well 
as Nikki, Abe's companion in a relationship 
de cribed by Abe as ' more father and son'. 

Reviewers are right to focus primarily 
on Abe and Chick, ' th e principals', as Chick 
puts it. But while Abe is the object of 
Chick's narrative, Chick himself is the 
subject of Bellow's novel. Abe dies by page 
159 of this 233-page work. Chick is like 
Bellow, older than Abe but now having to 
lea rn how to live without him- that is, 
without anything other than his memories 
of him and the m emoir that he is preparing. 
Unlike many critics, I do not think that 
Ra velstein is the fina l form of the book that 
Chick so often reports he i working on. By 
Ravelstein's close, we have no sight of 
Chick's work-in-progress, but instead his 
accumulated record of the 'humongous 
obstacle' facing his project and delaying its 
completion. Ravelstein is to no small degree 
Bellow's contribution to th e literature on 
the generation of a work of art . While 
Chick's work rem ains incomplete, in part 
because of the debili taring food-poisoning 
he suffers soon afte r Abe's dea th, Bellow's 
work is a fini shed produ ct (despite the fact 
that th e real-life Bellow also nearly died 
from food-poisoning) . 

The m anner of Abe's dea th has mu ch to 
teach Chick about the va lue of life, and 
Bell o w a rranges th ese tw o primary 
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characters so th at we can also lea rn 
som ething important a bou t learning to die
to u se the fa mous Socratic formulation of 
wh at philosophy is all about . It is not simply 
that Abe resembles Allan Bloom, but that 
Bellow h imself also resembles Bloom in 
using the techniques of a novelist to promote 
the in terests of his friend the ph ilosopher. 
Those interests include the use of literature 
to contribute to our understanding of 
politics and philosophy with their charac
teristic drivers or psyches, thymos and eros. 
The rea lm of politics satisfies man y 
legitimate human interests and has its 
distin c tive political v irtu es that 
characterise the excellent ruler; but the 
realm of love and fri endship also has its 
distinctive virtu es characteristic of the 
excellent lover and fri end. The two realms 
can be aligned only with difficulty, each 
t ending to crowd out the other . An 
important quality of great literature is its 
capacity to recognise this tension in the 

development of these two core 

0 
aspects of human well-being. 

NE OF ALLAN BLOOM'S major contribu
tions to political science was to work the 
seams of this relationship between thymos 
and eros, and to recover the contribution 
that many old and forgotten works of 
literature might make to our unders tanding 
of the nature-and limits-of politics. 

Bloom's earlies t work in political science 
related to the political spirit or thymos as 
revealed in literary works; his final work 
was a collection of literary studies related 
more directly to eros. 

The convergence of th e perspectives of 
Bloom and Bellow is evident in Bellow's 
Foreword to Bloom's Closing of th e 
American Mind . There, Bellow asked what 
'a purposive account of the artist 's project' 
might comprise. 

Despite ac kn ow ledging hi s own 
uneasiness with such grand description of a 
novelist 's craft, Bellow argued that arti sts 
are transformers; their performances can 
transform the world as we experience it, 
opening up new possibilities for understand
ing our place in the world. His personal 
view was that artists 'should give new 
eyes to human beings, inducing them to 
view the world differently, converting 
them from fixed modes of experience'. 
Ravelstein attempts to do this through 
our response to seeing Chick rethinking 
his own categories of importance and not, 
as most reviewers suggest, by confronting 
us directly with Professor Ravels tein 's 
superior vision . 
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The inten tion behind Ravelstein can be 
discerned by comparing Bellow's Foreword 
to Bloom with other accounts of the 
novelis t 's ar t provided by Bellow. The most 
telling of these accounts is h is statement a 
decade earlier in his lecture on receiving 
the Nobel Prize in 1976 (published in his 
1994 non-fiction collection, It All Adds 
Up). 

Seen in retrospect, the N obel lecture 
marks the beginning of Bellow's prepara
tion for Ravelstein. I mean this in only the 
most general way, for at the time Bellow 
simply identified the importance of great 
characters as the focal point of great novels. 
Abe Ravelstein was mu ch later to em erge 
as Bellow's most emphatic portrait of a 
grea t character. At the time, Bellow used 
the Nobel speech to signal the general 
project rather than to prefigure his search 
for the right candidate for characterisation. 
Exaggerating for the sake of effect, I can say 
that Bellow identified an important new 
political project for artists, although at no 
point did he put the case in political terms. 
The political dim ension emerges implicitly 
in the use that Bellow makes of his practical 
model of th e exemplary novelist, Joseph 
Conrad. For Bellow, Conrad is instructive 
because he understood that the highest 
ambition of the n ovelis t 's art 'was an 
attempt to render the highest justice to the 
visible universe'. 

N o t s urprisingly, it is the proper 
development of the human character that 
has attracted Bellow. He has contrasted 
this high hope with the trend in contem
ponuy literature to retreat from 'characters' 
and the flight into abstraction common in 
contemporary literature. He has seen this 
'dea th notice of character' as out of keeping 
with the deeper needs of the reading public, 
which longs for ' living' characters. The 
anxiety that is common in our era presents 
u s with 'pr iva t e disorder and public 
bewilderment ' in which we are ' tormented 
by public questions' . But Bellow's preferred 
strategy is to explore the comparatively 
neglected qu es tion: is it still possible to be 
deligh ted by and wonder about the public 
lives of private characters, as distinct from 
the private lives of public characters ? 

Bellow has contrasted the humdrum 
state of the contemporary novel (it takes a 
Nobel Prize-winner to do this) with the 
undiminishing demand by readers for new 
nov els. For a writer, this demand is 
instructive: the contemporary novel 'is a 
sort of latter-day lean-to, a hovel in which 
the spirit takes shelter' . The reading public 
wants artists to 'return from the periphery, 



for what is simple and true'. Readers sense 
that literary accounts can and should be 
differen t, that ' there is another life, coming 
from an insistent sense of what we are' . The 
responsibility of the artist is to re-examine 
current 'attitudes or orthodoxies ' which 
'no-one challenges seriously'. The task, 
then, is for artists ' to lighten ourselves, to 
dump encumbrances, including the encum
brances of edu ca tion and all organised 
platitudes' . Or as Chick puts itinRavelstein, 
'Under the debris of modern ideas the world 
is still there to be rediscovered.' 

In his Nobel lecture, Bellow argued that 
the possibility is there for writers to try to 
respond to the 'painful longing for a 
broader, m ore flexible , fuller , more 
coh erent, more compreh ensive account 
of what we human beings are, who we are, 
and what this life is for'. In Ravelstein, this 
broadening comes about throu gh the 
ensemble of characters and not simply or 
solely through the figure of Abe Ravelstein. 
Indeed, it is Chick who characterises the 
world of most readers, who s tands to learn 
as much from his private mistakes as 
from Abe's public su ccesses . 

In Ravelstein, Bellow is trying to present 
a picture of a character who excites his 
interest and admiration in a manner that 
will puzzle and arouse the wonder of readers. 
For Bellow, it is important that Chick should 
present but not explain Ravelstein and that 
Chick should provide markers of his 
distance from Ravelstein. It is as though 
Bellow wants to invite readers to discover 
for themselves whether characters su ch as 
Ravelstein stack up, perhaps by directing 
them to Bloom's own works where they 
might find his own apologia-or perhaps by 
simply, but audaciously, reminding readers 
of their own opportunities to discover 
genuine character around them. Bellow's 
art is directed against the pervasive spirit 
of nihilism which he h as succinctly 

defined as 'th e absence of the 

B 
noble and the great' . 

ELLOW SPOKE AT Bloom's funeral service 
in October 1992, and the address is included 
in It All Adds Up . For Bellow, Bloom 
appeared to be ' a clear case of greatness' . He 
noted that Bloom 'would make a fascinating 
study, if a man able enough to undertake it 
were to turn up'. In Ravelstein, Bellow 
eventually made good on that implied 
promise. In Chick we have the awakening 
of a soul to greatness, an experienced man 
of the world who is, to a degree, born again. 
We see him recognise that Abe had, as it 
were, turned him around: what he had 

Life Models in Oxford 

N ew College in the winter 
I sit naked in the art room 
above the cloisters 
while an eighty-year-old artist 
tells stories about other girls 
in the war years 
who would stand there so ashamed 
that a single tear 
could be 
sometimes seen 
to make its way down. 

'And then there was the 
Baroness von Someone 
lady-in-waiting to the T sarina 
(only reason she had not been 
shot was her German name). 
Walked all the way with her rings in her shoes 
and when they did a border check 
she had trodden the jewels too far 
deep into the toes. 
Another one looked like the Raphael Madonna 
but she went crazy and jumped off Magdalen Bridge.' 

In the tea break the artist shows me 
her lates t sketch-book 
charcoal forests of birch; 'Yes ' 
she said, 'and one always feels 
that one must weep among the silver birches.' 

I go home-the night has a 
delicious tonal quality, 
cross-hatched soft, 
grey-leaded dark, my scarf is warm 
against m y cheek. Shame and paucity 
have not yet set in. 

Kirsty Sangster 

thought was an outlook of steely realism 
was in fact a perspective that ensured that 
'you see nothing original, nothing new ... 
Now this is where Ravelstein had come in'. 
The real m erit of the novel is not that it 
documents Chick's discovery of Abe as a 
'magnificent man', a 'superior man', indeed 
a 'Homeric prodigy' . Rather, it ' s that it 

prompts wonder about the deeper 'great
ness of humankind'-Chick and the rest of 
us all included, so long as we can sustain 
our wonder- and about Bellow the artist as 
much as Ravelstein the philosopher. • 

The ANU's John Uhr studied with Allan 
Bloom at the University of Toronto. 
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In their hands 
Hermannsburg Potters: Aranda Artists of Central Australia, Exhibiti on, Parl ia ment House, 

Canberra, 3 1 May- 30 Ju ly 2000 
Hennannsburg Potters: Aranda Artists of Centra l Australia, Jenni fer Isa<JC with 

Aranda tnterprctatl ons by C lara Ngala Inkamala, Craftsman House, 2000 I ~ BN 90 5703 403 4 

IT WAS A mm,Nc C•nbem d,y. The women hom And it comes in smpdsing w• ys . I w" s;u;ng 
Hermannsburg, shivering a little in their unaccus- with Judith Pungarta Inkamala, one of the potters 
tom ed parka , were seated in a fo rm al row in an pictured below, as she told me that 'We don ' t have 
audi torium of the Au stralian N a tion al Gallery. any of those'- pointing to a pot painted with leopards. 
Outside, the foyer chat was about new Chinese art- But tha t didn' t stop the potter putting them there. 
installa tions, revolutions and politics (the Chinese It 's easy to have conventional expecta tions about 
exhibition, Inside Out, had just opened). Inside, it was 
about the long and rich history of the Hermannsburg 
Aranda people and the twists in the tradition out of 
which their ex traordinary pots had com e. 

We heard some of the history- Hermannsburg is 
N amatjira country, and Lutheran mission country. 
Most Australians think they know all about Albert 
N ama t jira. In the 1950s, prints of his wa tercolour 
land capes were as familiar, and as popular, as the 
Van Gogh repro du cti on s t ha t hung on m an y a 
suburban wall. Indeed they becam e so popular that 
they were assimilated into white art traditions: this 
was on e Aboriginal artist who had 'learned' the white 
way. Or so we thought. 

The Parliam ent House exhibition, and Jennifer 
Isaacs' book which accompanies it, tell a different story. 
And i t was som e story to hear during the weekend of 
Corroboree 2000 and the reconciliation march es. 

These Aranda artists of Hermanns burg have long 
artistic traditions, dynas tic ones like the Boyds', deep, 
various and full of the extraordinary . Elizabeth Jane 
Moketarin ja, pictured opposite, nam es h er fa ther, 
Richard Moketarinja, her m other, Gloria Panka and 
her uncle Ivan Panka as just om e of the many artis ts 
who went before h er, who passed their ideas on to 
her. The women photographed at right all live and 
work in a community that has long habits of m aking 
art. Clay is a new m edium, but one they have annexed 
into their repertoire very quickly, with the help, at 
the mom ent, of a N ew York potter, Naomi Sharp (who 
is quick to say that in her decade at H ermannsburg 
sh e has learned m ore than she has taught ). 

As for what the pots 'm ean ', how one interprets 
th e delicate, bold or exotic landscapes, the crea tures, 
the bush tucker and H ermannsburg m ission-days 
history glazed on to them , or the animals and birds 
that are the guardians on the top- that is knowledge 
that com es slowly. 

' traditional ' Aboriginal art, about traditional m otifs. 
Just as it was easy to rea d Albert N am atjira 's land
scapes as Western wa tercolours. But i t 's not so easy 
to sustain the misconceptions when the artists are 
there, telling you what's what. Or not telling you
just leaving you to work it out with as much patience 
as you can muster. 

On that cold Canberra Saturday, it was Judith 
Pungarta Inkamala who began, in shy, rippling Aranda, 
to tell the seminar at the National Gallery how she 
built her grea t pots. She'd seen potters in Lombok 
making huge urns and sh e liked the look, the size. So 
he had a go. And as sh e rolled imaginary clay in her 

palms, she forgo t her shyness in this formal southern 
place and slipped enthusiastically between Aranda and 
Engli sh , h er co mp anion s adding, agreeing and 
disagreeing as she w ent, all talking art . • 

Morag Fraser is the editor of Eureka Street . 
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Above: Hermannsbu rg 
potters at a site of 
importance along the 
Finke River. 
Left to right: Eli za beth j ane 
M oketarinja, Esther Ngala 
Kennedy, Irene Mbitjana 
Entata, Clara Nga la 
lnkama la, Rona Panangka 
Rubuntj ia and 
jud ith Pungarta lnkamala. 

O ppos ite: Elizabeth jane 
Moketarinja in the 
Hermannsburg 
Pott ing Studio. 
Photographs by 
Greg Weight. 
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THEATRE: 1 

GEOFFREY MILNE 

Clowning around 
E u ... TH'" tho foye< and audita< ium 
of the staid old Co m edy Theatre in 
Melbourne smothered in snow. There are 
snowflakes on the u shers' shoulders and in 
between the stage lights and gel frames and 
deposits on the ledges and handrails of the 
boxes; snowdrifts piled high on the pro
gram-seller's podium and in the aisles; snow 
shifting capriciously underfoot as you take 
your sea ts, and fa lling from above as you 
wai t for the show to start . 

Such are the atmospherics preceding 
Slava's Snowshow, a clown show from 
Russia which has toured the world for seven 
years or so in different configurations, and 
which is presently playing in Australia, 
including Melbourne and Sydney (to 30 
July). 

The snow, by the way, comes in the 
form of untold millions of strips of specially 
fireproofed paper-just a shade thicker than 
cigarette-paper but of much greater tensile 
strength, so that it drifts and blows just like 
the real thing. And it also sticks like the 
real thing, but it doesn't m elt; I had bits of 
it in my hair and down the back of my neck 
until I got home and I've still got bits in my 
jacket pockets. 

The show comes from Slava Polunin, 
who was born in Russia in 1950 and quickly 
switched from studies in engineering in 
Leningrad in 196 7 to studies in mime. Since 
then, Polunin has dedicated his life to 
re-examining and reclaiming the legacy of 
the circus, theatre and film clown. Some of 
his influences are relatively easy to identify: 
Buster Keaton and Charlie Chaplin; the 
equally silent Harpo Marx; the great comic 
duo of Laurel and Hardy. Marcel Marceau is 
an even clearer precursor, and there are 
others, less obvious-from Russian and 
other Eastern European clowning traditions . 
Slava's co-performers (pictured right) are 
heavily and darkly face- painted and clad in 
faded green, military-style grea t- coats and 
funny hats like aeroplane propellers-at 
the opposite end of the clown spectrum 

from the white-faced, Harlequin-derived 
figures more familiar in Wes tern traditions. 

At theageof29 (in 1979), Pol uninform ed 
his own theatre company, Litsedei . The 
prototype of the current Snowshow was 
created in 1993 and Polunin has also con
tributed elements of it to the Canadian
based Cirque du Soleil, seen here last year. 
Snowshow is constantly evolving in form , 
content and pers onnel. Eight clowns 
(including Slava himself) are listed in the 
program, but only four or five of them make 
major appearances on any one night . The 
actual personnel and running order are 

determined at the last moment-

A 
theatre on the edge. 

USTRALIA 1
S VERSION of th e show 

crosses boundaries between mime, circu s
clowning, visual thea tre and even revue; it 
is a blend of extended solos, duos, group
pieces and 'quickies' (very brief, almost 
snapshot-like moments) and elabora te, 
spectacular thea trical effects. Some of these 
pieces are threaded toge ther into loose 
sequences of an almost filmic quality; others 
stand alone. Some pass by in the blinking of 
an eye; others are extended in ways that 
recall moments from Waiting for Godot. 

The solo sketches nearly all feature 
Slava. He is dressed differently from his 
colleagues, in a large, loose-fitting yellow 
circus-clown suit with long red fluffy 
slippers, but with the same dark-painted, 
mask-like make-up (plus fixed red nose). 
The make-up gives him a gloom y, even 
grim demeanour, excep t when he breaks 
the mask with sad or resigned sighs, a cheeky 
or exultant smile, a hopeful glance or a 
smirk, or a rare glare of authority over his 
outer world . In one of his solos he tries with 
mixed success to tame a tiny helium-filled 
balloon on a vertica l string with two 
whistles, one the ca joling equivalent of the 
animal-training carrot, the other the stick. 
The glares and hopeful glances on his face 
here echo the notes on his whistle and the 
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uncanny way he seems 
to be able to gain (and 
lose) a foot of body
h eight by extending and 
relaxing his legs inside 
the copious folds of his 
shock-yellow suit . 

Later on, he starts up 
a conversa tion between 
two telephones-using a 
bizarre kind of inter
national gibberish- in a 
class ic ' thea tre of the 
absurd' piece about 
people's need for com
panionship and commu
nication . Better still is 
a whimsical, Mich ael 
Leunig- like piece in 
which he sets off to sail 
a foggy sea in a child
sized bed with a sheet 
for a sai l. When h e 
reaches hi s apparent 
dest ination, he s t eps 
down from th e bed/boat 
on to the stage floor to 
the sound effec t of a 
hugely amplified splash . 
The effect is simultane
ou sly absurd (we can 
plainly see it's just the 
stage floor) and logical 
(we imaginatively see 
the 'sea' in the stage trickery); but it's a 
strangely compelling piece because of the 
complex series of trompe 1' ceil conventions 
he has set up . 

But the best of his solos is an intricately 
worked-up sketch at a railway station where 
he takes a hat and a coat from a suitcase, 
places them on a hat-stand and then turns 
his inanima te exhibit into an enacted 'duet' 
of an intimate and affectionate scene of 
farewell (inserting his hand through the 
sleeve of the coat andla ying h is head on its 
shoulder). As if this were not a gorgeous 



enough Marceau-style blend of 'puppetry' 
and mime, Polunin's ramshackle black 
top-hat (now recalling Harpo Marx) then 
self-ignites and puffs smoke, whereupon 
the 'train' choof-choofs its way out of the 
station, leaving him bereft of the object of 
his affection. 

One of the more remarkabl e duos 
involves Slava's very slow, methodical, 
routine entrance towards centre stage
followed by one of his apprentice clowns 
who is trying very hard to keep in step with 
his master. But one of the acolyte's very 

long black clown-shoes keeps getting in the 
master's way. The first entanglements bring 
a ritualised backward turn and withering 
look (like the 'slow burn' Stan Laurel 
would deliver to his accomplice Oliver 
Hardy L whereupon the apprentice backs 
off and the routine starts again from where 
it was interrupted. Eventually, enough is 
enough in the way of intrusion and breaking 
of routine, and the hapless apprentice is 
dismissed. 

This is where the sketch really takes off 
(the whole thing takes place without a 

word being spoken, of course). The 
apprentice turns very slowly and begins to 
skulk off in the direction whence he came. 
Slava faces resolutely front. Even as the 
apprentice leaves, we know he will turn 
and m ake an appeal. A master of timing, 
Polunin waits until almost the las t possible 
m om ent before h e turnsi the lad (who at 
this point looks about 4 '6" tall) rises to his 
full height (some 6 '6" in our mind's eyeL 
lifts an eyebrow and his shoulders, waits, 
receives (after a Beckettian pause) another 
turn of his master's disdainful back, sags 
back to a stooped height of about 4 '3" , and 
trudges tra gically off. There 's almost 
nothing in the sketch by way of plot, and 
yet it 's a perfectly executed and complete 
human drama in itself. 

But the big spectacle effects are the 
main talking points of the show. In one, at 
the end of the first act, Slava grabs a broom 
and climbs a step-ladder to remove a cobweb 
clinging to part of his backdrop. Before we 
can even begin ana lysing whatever this 
metaphor might signify, the cobweb 
suddenly becom es a giant gossamer net 
which, somehow and without cueing or 
any overt persuasion, we transport with our 
own hands over our heads so that it stretches 
across the entire auditorium .. . before it 
vanishes before our eyes and fi ngertips and 
interval begins. 

The second half climax is even more 
intriguing. Having beguiled us into seeing 
two people onstage (at the railway station L 
Slava dips into a pocket of the still onstage 
overcoat and finds a letter. He reads it with 
a wistful air (a la Buster Keaton) and then 
nonchalantly tears it into shreds which he 
throws into the air, whereupon the blizzard 
of the century is unleashed from backstage 
and from above: fan-forced and fl ood-lit. 
There never was such a blizzard! 

Then three brightly coloured, h elium 
balloons m ys teriously em erge from back
stage and float out into the auditorium. Our 
first instinct as an audience is to pat them 
back to within the stage-framei after all, 
isn ' t that where the stage effects belong? 
But, with a little bit of prompting from the 
onstage clowns (some of whom begin to 
pack up for the night, while others take a 
seat in the stalls to see what happens next), 
we then decide to play with the giant bal
loons ourselves, som e of us reportedly for 
up to 40 minutes after the show has ended. 

This is a truly remarkable perform-
ance. • 

Geoffrey Milne is head of thea tre and drama 
at LaTrobe University . 
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THEATRE: 2 

PETER CRAVEN 

A man of 
absolute grace 

l HN G"ccuo, who died in b te M,y, " the 
age of 96, was, by common consent, one of 
the two greates t classical actors of the 
century, Laurence Olivier being the other. 
But Gielgud main tained this reputation 
while being the las t great actor (with the 
possible and ambiguous exception of Paul 
Scofi eld ) who made his reputation almos t 
entirely on the stage. 

Ralph Richardson specialised in his own 
brand of cinem a tic suaveness from the '30s, 
though no-one bothered to capture his 
Falstaff or his Iago on screen. Alec Guinness 
formed the collective image of Fagin, Fath er 
Brown and George Smiley, quite apart from 
being an Ealing com edy virtuoso and the 
eventual incarnation of Obi-Wan Kenobi. 
Even Michael Redgrave, whose Antony (to 
Peggy Ashcroft 's Cleopatra) never made it 
to celluloid, was the star of Hitchcock 's 
The Lady Vanishes, as well as John Worthing 
to Edith Evan s' Lady Bracknell (where 
Gielgud himself had been her partner on 
s tage). 

Then, of co urse, there was Olivier 
himself. A Hollywood matinee idol in Pride 
and Pre judice, Wu thering Heigh ts and 
Rebecca, he went on to become the Kenneth 
Branagh of his day and rather more. Olivier 
spearheaded himself as the world 's image 
of the great Shakespearean actor-as well 
as a very deft director- while preserving a 
couple of great performances forever. Then, 
while keeping his hand in with the film 
world- a prin ce to Marilyn Monroe's show
girl, a glittering Crassus in Kubrick 's 
Spartacus-he devoted much the greater 
par t of his en ergies to the English stage. 

Olivier always saw Gielgud as hi s rival 
and only ever appeared with him, on stage, 
in the production of Romeo and Juliet in 
th e '30s, where th ey alternated Rom eo and 

Mercurio. He admitted that he could not 
match the power and the silver of Gielgud's 
voice, but then nobody could. That's why 
Kenneth Tynan, always more of an Olivier 
man, described Sir John, in a famous two
edged quip, as the greatest actor in the 
world from the neck up. 

He was m ore than that or, in any case, 
made that seem world enough. I rem ember 
seeing the one-man show, Th e Ages of Man, 
which toured Melbourn e in 1963 . It 
encompassed an anthology of the great 
Shakespearean speeches and sonnets and 
sudden, fully realised characterisations
Richard II being deposed, or Cassius caught 
up in the intellectual seduction of Brutus, 
or Angelo realising that Isabella 's purity is 
an object of lust to him. More than anything 
else, I rem ember sitting as an adolescent in 
the very front stalls as Gielgud, a dapper 
bald man in a dinner suit, turned before my 
eyes into the dying Lear delivering h is series 
of 'Howls' over the dead body of his daughter, 
Cordelia. I'm sti ll not sure that I have seen 
anything that touched this . 

Of course there's a sense in which the idea 
of anyone being superior to Gielgud as a 
Shakespearean is ludicrous. When Granville
Barker directed him as Lear in 1940, he said 
to Gielgud that Lear was an oak whereas he 
was an ash, but they would ee what they 
could do with an ash. The conception was 
still vibrant with life and unforgettable in 
its authority when Gielgud was 90 and 

Kenneth Branagh directed him in 

H 
the role on BBC radio. 

IS WAS NOT simply a voice. It was a 
mighty instrument which could encompass 
racking howls and the highes t com edy. 
Richard Burton used to say that Gielgud 
wa s th e onl y actor whose voice had 
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personality . He tested i t out, sitting in a 
res taurant with Alec Guinness, and proved 
to both their satisfactions that Gielgud's 
voice was the only one (not Olivier's, not 
Guinness', not his own) which would 
instantly magnetise an y waiter. That may 
be one reason why Burton (who played the 
part himself a couple of times with trem en
dous bite and style) thought that Gielgud 
was th e greatest of all Hamlets. Dreaming, 
golden-toned, romantic-almost everyone 
who saw Gielgud 's Hamlets came away 
using superlatives. The Harvard critic Harry 
Levin may have nailed it down when he 
described it as 'Prou stian ', a more compl ex 
and moody adjective than i t som etimes 
sounds. As a boy I rem ember hearing one of 
the old curmudgeons of British thea tre 
criticism- could it h ave been H arold 
Holson?-say that the greatest of Gielgud's 
Hamlets was the very first, performed when 
he was 25 years old in 1929, the year of the 
Great C rash. He said it was less rhetorica lly 
assured than Gielgud's subsequent Hamlets 
over the next 20 years or more, but that it 
was all the more moving for its you th ful 
uncertainty, because this was a Hamlet 
who didn' t know God was on his side. I'm 
not sure if you would say that of the Hamlet 
th BBC recorded in the early '50s, but it is 
a performance of dazzling lyricism and 
ironical finesse . Whatever else can be made 
of the part, this is the performance any 
actor or director should take on board if 
only to dig into the core of his or her own. 

It i from th e same period as the angular, 
mistrustful Cassius of the MGM Juliu s 
Caesar, which Gielgud did with Jam es 
Mason as Brutus and Marlon Brando as 
Mark Antony. It 's available on video and it 
is the only visual record of Gielgud in a 
maj or Shakespearean role. The simples t 



thing to say about it is that it is difficult to 
imagine any other actor in the part once 
you have seen Gielgud. He ha a kind of 
'Virgilian ' authority in the great sedition 
speech ('For once, upon a raw and gusty dayJ 
the troubled Tiber chafing at her shores'L a 
m atchless beauty of ' line' so that the 
mellifluousness of the uttera nce is played 
off against the tension of the sentiment and 
the shadowy, turbulent character who gives 
voice to it. Gielgud is absolutely convincing 
in covering not only th e craftiness of the 
character but the half-blind love of Brutus 
that blinds his judgm ent on two occasions. 
This is Gielgud at the very height of his 
powers, all the famous musicianship used 
as an instrument of subtlety, not just beauty. 

Michael Redgrave sa id of Gielgud 's 
Richard II that the memory of it was so 
indelible and the overa ll effect so definitive 
that when he played the part himself he 
thought that the only honest thing to do was 

to allow himself to echo the phras-

A 
ing and tempo Gielgud had used. 

s IT HAPPENS, th ere is a rather full 
record of what John Gielgud did with his 
voice, for the simple reason that, although 
he filmed only the tiniest fraction of the 
Shakespeare Olivier did (a marvellous 
near-cameo as Clarence in Olivier's 
Richard III, Henry IV in Orson Welles' 
Fa lstaff compendium, The Chimes a L 

MidnightL h e recorded a good dea l of 
it and most of it is still ava ilable on 
various spoken-word recordings 
(especial! y from Caedmon, now 
ow n ed by Harp erCo llins) . The 
Richard II (with Keith Michell as 
Bolingbroke and Leo McKern as John 
of Gaunt) is a towering perform
ance. Gielgud transforms Richard 
into the m ost bejewelled of drama
queen peacocks and then transfigures 
that into the desolations of tragedy. His 
Angelo in Measure for Mea sure, a role 
Gielgud performed under Peter Brook's 
direc tion, has a depth of self-lacera ting 
sensuality, as if there were poison in th e 
perfume of his diction. As Leontes (with 
Peggy Ashcroft as Paulina), Gielgud is not 
only neurotically savage in jealous rage 
(with a headlong, quicksilver tenor 
brilliance in nego tia ting the 
coils of barbed wire in 
Leontes' mind) but 
wonderfully calm 
and penitent in the 
play's last move
m ent. This in turn is 
a preparation for his 

Prospera (last perform ed on stage under 
Peter Hall's direction in the mid '70s and 
better heard in one of the BBC versions than 
seen in Peter Greenaway's postmodern 
travesty which has the glory of Gielgud's 
voice amidst th e tatters of Greenaway's 
solipsism ). It 's a grea t pity that none of the 
people Gielgud approached-not Ingmar 
Bergman, not Kurosawa-would film Th e 
Tempest with him as Prospera. That 's on 
of those senseless losses, one of the might
have-beens of history analogous to thinking 
what a pity it is that Michael Powell had 
not captured his Hamlet on film or that 
Olivier in some access of generosity had 
not film ed Gielgud's Richard II as a 
companion piece to his own Henry V. 

It's fortunate in any case that the Gielgud 
'personality', as Burton called it, the voice 
w hich Alec Guin ness heard as 'a silver 
trumpet muffled in silk ', should have 
registered itself so casu ally and so indelibly 
on the consciousness of a film-going and 

TV-watching world, almost as an after
thought . No-one would have expected the 
bitter old writer in Alain Resnais ' Provi
den ce (with Dirk Bogarde ) or those gentle
men 's gentlem en in Murder on the Orient 
Express and Arthur. It wa s as though 
Gielgud's talent was a lean old greyhound 
which he took for walks, partly for the 
exercise and partly to enjoy himself. His 
lightning portrait of Ryder pere in the TV 
Brideshead Revisited was a master cla s in 

ironic understatem ent that out-

c shone a stellar cast. 

OMEDY HAD always been the other side 
of Gielgud's genius. He was a wonderfully 
rounded and secure Benedick (to Peggy 
Ashcroft's Beatrice) in Much Ado, not a 
blunt soldier in a vat of infatuation but a 
perfectly poised dandy who discovers the 
consequences of hav ing a hea rt . He was as 
fine a high comedian as Rex Harrison (a t 
home in Coward and Rattigan ) and it was to 
Harrison- nervous at recording Benedick
that be gave his advice about delivering 
Shakespeare's lines: 'You should just clear 
your mind and think of nothing.' It was 
one of those Gielgaffes, as he ca lled them , 
that cried our to be misunderstood. What 
he clearly m eant was that the actor 
sh ould s tri ve not for th e idiosyncratic 
'personal ' stres , as a 'prose' actor will 
always tend to (especia lly a comedianL 
but find the personality in the music of 
the line. 

The absent-minded one-liners have 
been resurfacing since his dea th. He 
once said to Guinness, 'Alec, why do 
you bother yourself with all these grea t 
roles when you 're so much better a t 
little ones?' A less callous remark than 
it seems when yo u consider that some 
of Guinness ' little roles were master
pieces, whereas his Macbeth and Lear 
seem to have been too tranquil by half. 

Perhaps the most famo us of Gie lgud 's 
mistakes came at that tragicomic mom ent 

in theatre history when Guinness and 
Richardson were seriously con sidering 
doing the first English production of Waiting 
for Godot and asked for Sir John 's advice . 

'It 's a load of old rubbish' ' was the 
silvered trumpet ca ll on that 

occas ion, a misjudgm ent of 
which Gielgud came 
t o b e thorough l y 
ashamed. 

Otherwise, h e 
seems to have had a 
natural fe eling for 
the modernitie of 
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his own generation. He's supposed to have 
been marvellous in Chekhov, from the '20s, 
with M ichel Saint-Denis, and as the 
palavering old Gaev, the brother, in Th e 
Cherry Orchard, towards the end of his 
career. He sa id he would have liked to do 
Eliot 's The Family Reunion but Eliot 
thought he hacl ' too little faith ', so Gielgucl 
had to conten t himself with a radio version 
in the '40s. He was magnetising and full of 
masculine swagger in that nearly forgotten 
pla y of th e verse elram a mom ent , 
C hris topher Fry's The Lady's Not For 
Burning, and there was also the fashionable 

side of G ielgucl 's Wes t End stardom and his 
assoc iati o n with th e H .M . T e nn e nt 
organisation. Olivier himself was awed 
when he saw Gielgucl do The Browning 
Version on American TV. The part of the 
sad old schoolmaster, Crocker Harris, the 
'Himmler of the Lower Fifth ', was in fact 
written for him. And it was playing anoth er 
sch oolmast er, the h ea dmaster in Alan 
Bennett 's Forty Years On, that Gielgucl 's 
stage career took another unexpec ted turn 
in the late '60s. 

It was as if he discovered a new vein of 
comedy (a humane one) by sending up his 
own mann e ri s m s and tho se of hi s 
generation. It was some kind of way into 
Pinter and his contemporaries . In the '70s, 
G ielgucl did Pinter's No Man 's Land with 
Ralph Richardson, and based the part of the 
clown-a t-heel poet, Spoon er, on the m os t 
notable figure in the fie ld . 'I saw Auclen at 
a reading. He was there in one of those 
appa lling soup-stain ed suits of his and 
I kn ew this was my character.' It was an 
Olivier- like piece of ' realism', of watchful
ness, that was new to Gielgud, though it's 
typi ca l of Gielgucl that his approximation 
to the latter-day kitchen sink should have 
been via a figure as grand in his way (though 
not as well-dressed) as himself. 

It was one of the most endearing qualities 
of John Gielgucl as a man that he doesn 't 
seem to have thought he was grand at all. 
Being interviewed on ABC televis ion in 
1963 by Gerard Lyons, he said, ' I always feel 
like mutton dressed up as lamb.' And, 'The 
other night I had dinner with Patrick White 
and he told me he had never been able to 
work Hamlet ou t. I've play the part many 
times and I've always imagined I knew 
what was going on and here was a much 
more intelligent man than me saying he 

didn ' t. ' We also have White's account of th e 
evening in Flaws in the Glass . He apparen tly 
cooked coq au vin and, just as he was about 
to serve the m eal, dropped it on the fl oor 
among the schnautzer hairs of his pet clogs. 
John Gielgu cl, with his natural sangfroid, or 
perhaps just hi s natural gra ce, was 
completely unfazed. 

By the time I came to hear smart chat 
about Shakespearean acting in the late '60s, 
it was fashionabl e to deride Gielgucl for his 
mannerisms, for the way he would orches
trate the verse and leap octaves on particular 
words that could benefit from em otive 

notation . In fact, he was a great innovator 
in the direc tion of ' naturaln ess' in 
performing Shakespeare, which was the 
thing that American actors, like Jose Ferrer, 
found extraordinary about him. It ' s also a 
matter of record that the greatest experi 
m ental theatre director of our own time, 
Peter Brook, revered Gielgud and spoke of 
what he called 'his natural aristocracy ' . Sir 
John, ever modest, said that Brook 'was 

always very patient with m y man
nerisms '. As well he might be. 

H is ACTING ACQU IR ED a mystique that 
always bemused Gielgud. 'I can't stand 
listening to my voice,' he said. 'I was always 
praised for it, which made me very vain but 
I do try to tone it down.' 

In the great apocrypha of actor's tales, 
th e story is told of a young American 
researcher going to see John Gielgud and 
belabouring him with questions about th e 
m ys tery of English technique. 'Well, I don ' t 
know anything about that,' said Sir John. 
'I just stand on the s tage and deliver my 
lines as bes t I can .' But the PhD would have 
none of this and went on and on attempting 
to pluck out the heart of this mystery of 
limey craft. He struggled, he strove, he 
attempted to explain. At a given point in his 
own turgid exposition, he suddenly becam e 
distracted and looked up to see the patrician 
face of Gielgud racked with grief, tears 
pouring down his face in a great cascade. 
'Sir John, Sir John, what have I donel' he 
said.'Whatisit?'Gielgudlookedup, through 
his tears, the voice stoical, hush ed, a 
whispered calm after the storm. 'English 
technique,' h e said. 

I'm not sure if I believe that story. I once 
saw John Gielgud, backstage, minutes after 
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he had performed the 'Howl' from Lear, and 
his face was like the face of a man who had 
seen a ghost or survived a war. Perhaps it 
was simply the face of a man who had run 
a mile at a speed not previously known. 

So I don ' t know about the an tics and the 
mirror shows of English technique. I do 
know that towards the end of his life Gielgucl 
recorded a song from Andrew Lloyd Webber's 
Cats with the composer's one- time wife, 
Sarah Brightman. It 's Gus, the theatre ca t, 
of course. He had acted with Irving, he had 
ac ted with Tree. He had even understudied 
Dick Whittington's Cat. But his proudes t 

l 
mom ent-enunciat ed with the most 
Gielgudian of caterwau ls-was when he 
played Firefrorefiddl e ' th e [voice rising like 
the most silvered of trumpets] FIEND of 
the Fell ' . 

It 's the most relaxed of send-ups. The 
voice is gnarled, it 's gruff, it's bathed in gin; 
only vanity can unruffl e thi s old thespian's 
fur. And at the same time-well, i t would, 
wouldn' t it- it positively purrs. It 's one of 
the funnier and more moving things I've 
heard . A great actor m oc king his own 
grea tness and exhibiting it in every thrown
away syllable. Gielgud makes it as much 
his own as he made Prospera's 'We are such 
stuff as dreams are made on. ' 

But he made everything his own. He 
was-let 's risk the cliche-<1 fellow of 
infinite jes t and fancy. He was a prince of 
players too, a man of absolute grace. This 
was the man who read Hopkins' poetry 
when they laid his bones in Westminster 
Abbey, but said he did not warrant any such 
fu ss himself: 'They're too much like society 
occasions .' 

This too is the old stager who declared, 
at the age of 90, that he wished they would 
ask him to do underpants ads. 'I'd love to be 
able to say: "At my time of life there 's not 
much activity on theY-front. "' Tempting 
everyone to disbelieve him. This was the 
man who made animate a bare stage which 
he strode with what one critic called ' the 
mos t meaningless legs imaginable'. Who 
cares if for Ken Tynan he was only the 
grea tes t actor in the world from the neck 
up ? Well, the music is gone from that 
instrument . May th e earth lie light on 
him. • 

Peter Craven is the editor of Best Australian 
Essays 1999. 



Needs your 
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We work with many people in 
cri t ical need: 
• Young peopl e j ust released from prison 
• The long-t erm unemployed or homeless 
• People with mental i llness and addiction 
• Migrant families and refugee young people 
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classifieds 
RICHARD BAUCKHAM 
British theo logian/ hi sto rian , 

Melbourne, 28 Aug. 3 Sept. 2000 . 
To pics : Mo ltmann , Reve lation , 
Le tte r of James . For brochu re , 

ph : 03 9882 485 1 or email : 
offi ce@stjohnscamberwe ll . org .au 

TUTOR I G POSITIONS 
t Mary's Co ll ege (Li ni . of Mclb .) 

is tak ing applications for res idential 
tutoring positi ons, and is also 
seeking someone to take o n a 

pasto ra l role. App licants wou ld 
idea ll y have a degree, and be 

pre pared to I;,·e in Co ll ege and 
play an active academic and /or 
pasto ral ro le in the comm un ity. 
Applica ti ons to Sr De irdre Rofe, 
Principal, StMary's Co ll ege, PO 

Box 140, Uni,·e rsity of Melbourne, 
Parb·ille VIC 3052. 

GRAPHI C ARTI ST 
Luci li e 1-1 ughes charges very 
reasonable rates for superior 
graphics . Also specialises in 

po rtraiture. Te l: 03 9499 68+0 

OLD FI NE & RA RE BO OKS 
bo ught and so ld . 

Lo ue ll a Kerr & Lo rraine Reed, 
30 Glenmore Rd 

Paddingto n NSW 202 I . 

Tel: (02) 936 1 4664 
Email : lnlbooks@anzaab.com. au 

Ca talogues issued, or browse 
th rough our enti re stock on o ur 
we bsite: \\"\\·w .anzaab.com.au / 

- lnlbooks 

FI NE FURN ITUR E 
Made to orde r by meticulous 

craftsman. Library stancb, re,·o h-ing 
bookshe lves a specia lty. Austra lian 
timbe rs avai lable. Contact Graham 

Willis. Te l: (03) 94397 149 

PSYC H O LOG IST 
Julie Hounie t 

(B.A ., Dip. App . Soc.Psych., 
MaPs.S., Member o f A. P.S. and 

clinica l member o f V .A . F. T .) 
lndi,·idual/ marita l/ fam ily therapy ; 
anx iety; depression; re lationshi p 
diffi culti es; phobias; compulsi,·e 

di sorde rs; addictio n. 
T e l: (03) 9482 7836 

FA MILY LAW 
Fo r sensitive, confidenti al, ex pert 
adv ice in NSW on all as pects o f 
Fami ly Law, ca ll (02) 9808 6277 

THEOLOGY & C IE C E I 
CONVERSATION 

an introductory worksho p 
26- 3 I January 200 I. 

Luthe r Sem inary, Ade laide. 
This worksho p is an introduction 

to sc ience/ theo logy dia logue , 
focusing on cosmo logy and 

bio logica l evo lution. Contact 
W o rkshop Di recto r, Hilary Regan. 

Te l: (08) 8340 3060 or 
hregan camtech.net. au 

HOLIDAY HOUSE 
BEEC H WORTH 

I up to 4 bedrooms, magnifi cent 
lake views, close to town. 

W eekends, ho lida)·s, midweek. 

Te l. John (03) 5728 2467 

COlT AGE ANG LESEA 
Pt Roadknight 3BR , brand new 
dua l occupancy; o wn faciliti es, 
linen supp lied , vi ews of ocean , 

wood fire , dose to beach. 
Te l: 03 5263 2725 

NEW CASTLE 
PO ETRY PRI ZE 2000 

The I 0,000 Newcastl e Poetry 
Pr i>c wi ll be awarded to an 

unpub li shed poem or group of 
poems in Engli sh to 200 lines. 

Judges: Mart in Duwe ll , Jan Owen, 
Peter Boy le. Deadline: 4 August 
2000. En tri es to: The Newcas tl e 

Poe try Prize, PO Box 5276, 
1 e\\·castl e W est NSW 2302. Please 

mcluJe o stamped, .<e!f-aJJressed 
enFelope ll"il h all correspondence. 

SELF-PUBLI SHI NG 
ick of rejectio n? Why not publish 

that book yo urself' 
Contact Sy lvana cannapicgo. 

Te l: (03) 9427 73 11 

EUREKA STREET CLASSIFI EDS 
Got something to sell or lease? 

Want to buy? eed staff' Want to 
offer pro fessional ser vices? 

Eureka Street classifi ed ads fo r just 
25 are yo ur answer. 

Mail your ad and heque by th 
5th of the month for display in the 

fo llowing month 's cdiLio n. 
25 wo rds for a sing le ad (S25) o r 
55 words fo r a doub le ad ( 50). 

Se nd to: 
Eureka tr ct C lassifi eds 

PO Box 553 
Richmond VIC 3 121 

Next d eadline: 4 August for 
September edition 
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Kissing off the rules 

Juda s Ki ss, dir. Sebastian Gutierrez. 
Hollywood doesn 't quite know how to 
handle this sharp, anarchic crime comedy: 
'A simmering pile of blood, booze and 
bodies' (Sun-Sentinel);' A lethal noir thriller 
with all th e comp lexi t y, ambiguity, 
amoral ity of a down-and-dirty pulper' (The 
Holl ywood Reporter). M ay be because 
director/writer Gutierrez hasn ' t played by 
the rules. He's Venezuelan and writes novels 
whi ch haven't even been translated into 
Los Angelesc. 

His cast is bewilderingly international: 
Alan Rickman and Emma Thompson (above) 
play against type as two frayed South ern 
detec tives, Thompson with her tongue in 
her cheek and a mouthful of coffee to oil the 
accent-it 's a marvellous summer panto 
performan ce. Rickman is so seasoned (does 
he have a type?) that he manages an elusive 
Bogartian blend of grime and endearing 
depth of character. And these two are merely 
the anchoring bit players. The film is carried 
by its band of would-be-big- time kidnap
pers, constellating around Carla Gugino as 
Coco Chavez (opposite ), th e narrating girl 
with the gun and a conscience after the 
event. Gugino warms in to her performance 
and accent, alterna tely vamping and having 
regrets. She is well supported by Simon 
Baker-Denny as Junior, her lover and small
tim.c Svengali. Australian Baker-Denny 
makes a charismatic crim because Gutierrez 

has given him a scrip t with som e shadow in 
it. The hit-man of the bunch, Ruben 
Rubenbauer, played by German star Til 
Schweiger, is one of the film 's highlights
murderous, freakish, and witlessly funn y. 

In Judas Kiss, Gutierrez plays irreverent 
gam es with the thriller genre, his allusions 
and referen ces (nothing so po-faced as 
homage) coming sofas t they're like a stutter. 
But behind th e stutter there is a very savvy 
director and writer. If this is good, what will 
his next fi lm be like ? -Morag Fraser 

Religious ruckus 
Keeping the Faith, dir. Ed Norton. This is 
the one about the rabbi and the Catholic 
priest. They both fall in love with the sa me 
woman . Anna Reilly (Jenna Elfman) was 
their childhood sweetheart until she m oved 
from New York to California. 

Now she's back in town and wants to 
catch up. She'd get along fine with Fr Brian 
Finn (Ed Norton) except he's not allowed. 
Rabbi Jake Schram (Ben Stiller), still Finn 's 
close fri end despite years of separation in 
their respective seminaries, would get along 
fine with h er. But the m embers of his 
synagogue expect him to marry a nice Jewish 
girl. There is no shortage of these, each 
attached to an insistent mother. It just so 
happens that Anna is steadily climbing the 
corporate ladder and about to be offered the 
big promotion. But rekindling her friend
ship with her two religious male friends has 
made her ponder the emptiness of her 

52 EUREKA STREET • JuLY/AucusT 2000 

material success. So all three of them are in 
crisis. N eedless to say, such a neat crisis 
will even tually find a nea t solution . It does . 

This is Sister A ct meets Sliding Doors. 
Both Fr Brian and Rabbi Jake take to their 
sleepy congregations with all the subtlety 
of a talk show. Of course, they are both 
grea t h its . 

The film works some pretty threadbare 
stereo types. One is that if a preacher gives 
a good show, the joint will be packed over
night and one or two silly fuddy-duddies 
will get their backs up. Anoth er is that the 
primary purpose of a m other is to see her 
daughters advantageously married. A third 
is that every workplace rom ance depends 
on the co-operation or otherwise of th e 
concierge on the ground floor. Some of the 
set pieces wear thin and you begin to suspect 
that if the three main characters of this film 
were not so impossibly good-looking, the 
fl abbiness of the script would be more 
apparent. There is, however, an excellent 
gentlem an who sells karaoke equipment. 
Look out for him. He's the honest fra ud. 

-Michael McGirr SJ 

Another i1npossible 
Mission Impossible 2, dir. John Woo. Even 
an occasionally witty line from writer 
Robert Towne can ' t hide the fact that M:I-2 
conforms to on e of Hollywood 's m os t 
oppressive laws: as the action ge ts bigger, 
the plot gets smaller. 

Our hero, Ethan Hunt (Tom Cruise ), is 
impossibly good-looking, climbs impossibly 
high cliffs and (naturally enough) works for 
Im possible Missions Force. His lov e 
interes t, Nyah (Thandie N ewton), is a 
beautiful jewel thief who, fearless of clich e, 
hides diamonds down her cleavage. 

In time-honoured fa shion, Ethan races 
h er off by bumping mudguards during the 
course of a high-speed car chase through 
picturesque hairpins. The Porsches need a 
good panel-beating by the end of it, but 
Ethan gets his girl. 

Eventually Ethan also ge ts his villain, a 
former IMF agent gone bad, Scan Ambrose 
(Dougray Scott)- as if we ever doubted it. 

Afte r the requisite amount of mayhem
involving a deadly virus, their love for 
Nyah, and millions of dollars worth of digital 
effects-the two end up jousting like knights 
from the backs of motorbikes. 

The Sydney Op era Hou se aside, 
Australia is represented by the baddy 's 
henchman (Richard Roxburgh, sporting an 
impossibly bad South African accent) and a 



laconic helicopter pilot (John Polson), who 
gets to say 'G 'day' a lot . 

Along the way, we get to see picture
pos tcard sh ots of Sydney Harbour, som e of 
the m ost beautiful slo-mo explosions in 
cinem a history, and an excessive amount of 
gunplay. All courtesy of the film 's real 
star -Chinese-born action director, John Woo. 

'Our Tom ' has made an entertaining, 
sham eless action flick. If he hadn't was ted 
all those years on Eyes Wide Shut we could 
beenjoyingM:J-3 by now . An evil computer 
called Big Bill takes over the m afia .. . oh, 
never mind, there's a great m otorbike chase 
around Uluru at the end . -Brett Evans 

No Sabbath rest 
Any Given Sunday, dir. Oliver Ston e. Any 
Given Sunday suffers from a number of 
m ore or less serious problem s from its 
outset . First, it 's a film about gridiron, a 
gam e only Americans (and a few Canadians) 
understand or care about . Second, it's two
and-a-half hours long (have Hollywood film
m akers som ehow evolved larger bladders 
than the res t of usZ). Third, and m os t 
problem atic of all, it 's directed by Oliver 
Ston e. Don ' t get m e wrong-Stone has 
alm os t m ade several decent fi lms (Platoon 
being one of the m ost nearly almost decent 
one ). Even his m os t bloa ted and self
indulgent works u sually have something 
interes ting about them (in the case of Th e 
Doors the interesting point is that a bloated, 
self-indulgent film m akes a singularly 
appro pria te biopic for a bloa ted, self
indulgent rock star). What Stone has never 
dem onstrated, however, is restraint, and in 
Any Given Sunday, he dem on strates even 
less of it than usual. 

For instance, the 'playing field as battle
fi eld / foo tb all playe rs as mod ern day 
gladia tors ' cliche is belaboured so heavily i t 
verges on parody (and yes, i t was co-written 
by the guy responsible for Ridley Scott 's 
Gladiator). If you don 't pick it up via the 
growling tiger noises on the soundtrack 
whenever the team s face off on the playing 
field, or the gouged eyeball that flies through 
the air out of the serum, the fact that Ben 
Hur seem s to be all anyone watches on 
television should alert you to the analogy. 
If not, then the gra tuitou s Charlton Hes ton 
cam eo will do it. And just like Ben Hur, or 
Gladiator, it 's a m anly fi lm about groups of 
manly men being simultaneou sly as naked 
and as violent together as possible (the 
grou p shower with the alliga tor scen e sums 
it up for m e, and no, I'm not kidding). 

Visually and aurally, the unrelenting 
assault that Stone seems to have mistaken 
for 's tyle' simply exhausts the viewer long 
before the two-and-a-half hours is up, and 
the way he deals with the fem ale characters 
in the film borders on offensive. However, 
there may actually be people out there who 
might like this film . I propose the following 
as a litmus test to find out if you're one of 
them . The title of the film comes from a 
line repeated by Al Pacino's character ad 
nauseam : 'On any given Sunday you ' re 
gonna win or you 're gonna lose. The point 
is-can you win or lose like a man ?' If you 
have any idea what this actually m eans, go 
and see this film . 

-Allan James Thomas 

Taken and eaten 
Th e Filth and th e Fury, dir. Julien T emple. 
Temple's tour de for ce offers a second 
chance (don ' t miss it ) to love Punk Rock, 
and gives a long-overdue voice to John Lydon 
(' Johnny Rotten ' ) of the infam ou s Sex 
Pistols. Their m anager, the unspeakable 
but inevitable Malcolm McLaren, refers to 
himself in the fi lm as the 'sculptor' of the 
band, as though it were a sort of ongoing 
postgraduate art-school project . This prompts 
Lydon into a corrosive rebuttal which also 
suggests that the Sex Pistols were crucial in 
re-energising youth culture and its music. 
Certainly the film sh ows how unerringly 

the Pistols took aim at any comforting 
social assumptions. 

The rem aining m embers of the band are 
interviewed like crime victims in silhou 
ette, a technique which works well when it 
is spliced with the flaming youth of early 
Sex Pis tols gigs. T emple sca tters footage of 
Laurence Olivier's Richard III and various 
Bri tish music-hall com edians throughout, 
a device which gives som e warrant to John 
Lydon 's claim to a bas tardly kinship with 
British tradi tions of lampooning their own 
royalty and conventions. 

Temple's direction sugges ts a discom
fiting possible truth : that the Pistols were 
so significant to the culture that bred them 
that they had to be devoured. And the 
cannibal feas t is not ended: we have to have 
another sitting as Lydon the man rages and 
weeps for Sid Vicious, the young fan who 
joined the band and ended up glad to die. 

-Lucille Hughes 

Good dog 

Ghost Dog: Th e Way of the Samurai, dir. 
Jim Jarmusch . Ghost Dog (Forest Whitaker) 
is a hit-man . He i not a thug or a yes -m an, 
bu t an exquisitely honourable employee 
with a poetic and deadly sense of loyalty. 

Communicating by carrier pigeon and 
living by the ancient codes of the samurai 
se ts Ghos t Dog apart fro m you r u sual 
cinem atic gun-for-hire. N ot to mention 
Ghos t Dog's physique, setting him pounds 
apart from your regular Toshiro Mifune
type samurai. But anyone familiar with 
Jarm usch 's work (Down by Law, Dead Man, 
etc.) will know his art thrives on these 
strange little ti tbits. And i t is strangeness 
that lends this beautiful fi lm its perfect 
m ood. 

Working for an Italian mobster wh o 
once saved his life, Ghost Dog finds himself 
under threat when big boss Vargo's daughter 
witnesses his hit on Handsom e Frank. While 
Ghos t Dog recognises and respects his 
employers' codes of loyalty, the m obsters 
are not willing to extend Ghos t Dog the 
sam e courtesy. They don ' t need som e big 
weirdo black gu y with a sleepy eye know
ing anything about their business . Bad call 
boys- he ain' t called Ghos t Dog for no th in ' . 

RZA's soundtrack is remarkable. As in 
all Jannusch's films, music is as much a 
character as anything walking and talking. 
Robbie Muller's photography is outstand
ing. The opening shot of a bird in fligh t 
combined with the hypnotic sounds of RZA 
is unforgettable. -Siobhan Jackson 
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A., ANY WOMAN >au wow the following que"iono 'Hove 
yo u read a Barbara Cartland ?' Those who admit to having read 
on e will usually add riders that are variations on th e them e of 
'I was too young to know what I was doing and anyway I thought 
they were in the worst possible taste and they were at my grand
mother's place and there was nothing else to read and can I go 
now I' 

I read many Cartlands when I was younger, as I also read 
L.M. Montgomery, Jane Shaw, comics, Dickens, Wodehouse, 
Austen, Heyer, magazines, Tolkien and Shakespeare. (Yes, we'd 
read it by the fire: Dad was th e perfect Oberon, and he and 
Mum would do Katharina and Petruchio for us even though we 
didn ' t get half the allusions .) Crunch time was Tuesday: Bunty 
was delivered, usually with the evening paper, and we'd fight 
like cats over first reading rights. The romance novel was a 
direct successor to these junior h eroics: girls were clever, 
important, they said. And the good romance novels like Cartland's 
promised you-however improbably-that, like the author, you 
could marry a wonderful chap who would support you whil e 
you did what you wanted, be that writing, golf, charity, painting 
or whatever. Servants would do the tough stuff. No comp
romises, no poor old Bridget Joneses . You could have it all. 

Wh en Barbara Cartland died, aged 98, she left a world she'd 
been fighting against with som e success for the las t 70 years. 
We've all seen th e photographs of her, painted and bedizened 
in jewels and pink fluffy dresses . There are the awful later books, 
20,000-word formulaic nothings, dictated at high speed from a 
mind free-associating in a closed loop on a chaise longue. She'd 
become an anachronism. Type h er name into a search engine 
on the N et and quite a few of the matches in the many thousands 
will be earnestly unreadable essays from Harvard and Vassar 
on postmodemism, all quoting Eco's observation in Foucault 's 
Pendulum that a man cannot say to an educated woman, 'I love 
you madly' as a simple statem ent, 'as Barbara Cartland would.' 
He has to say something like, 'As Barbara Cartland would say, 
"I love you madly."' (Actually Eco uses another popular writer 
in the original Italian; the translator chose Cartland as a name 
that would resona te for the English speaker. ) Poor educa ted 
woman, say I. Bring back mad love, take away the bloody 
quotation marks. 

But there was a time where she was truly of the time: the 
'20s. In We Danced All Night, published in 1970, she gives a 
part icipant 's eye-v iew of the era. She was no impartial 
observer-! doubt that she had an impartial fingernail- but she 
had a breeziness, a drive, a zeal for living that makes m e think 

54 EUREKA STREET • JuLY/AuGUST 2000 

Formidable! 

that the world will be a duller place without her. That perception 
of her as a lightweight isn 't borne out by her gigantic body of 
work (over 700 books at las t count). There are other gra nd 
prolifi cs in the his tory of writing: Agatha C hristie, James 
A. Michener, P. G . Wodehouse, Frank Richards, Enid Blyton 
and probably Steven King. The constant among these is that 
among the gush and formula there is genius, even if it is simply 
the reflection of a busy, busy crea tor who must work off the 
flow or drown. Christie made Poirot and Miss Marple; Michener 
wrote Space; Wodehouse made Jeeves, Blandings and Mr Mulliner; 
Richards created Bunter, Blyton the Magic Faraway Tree and 
King has written the most pointed and frightening books about 
the American nightmare. Cartland was not the inventor of 
romance writing; sh e was quick to claim her place in the 
tradition that includes Elinor Glyn and Baroness Orczy. In fact, 
she was quick to do and to claim many other things too, because 
the one thing that em erges fro m reading her other stuff is that 

she had a migh ty store of energy and an astonish
ing effectiveness in what she attempted. 

W EN I WENT TO oo A SPOT of reading up on Cartland in the 
State Library of Victoria, I found that she had done a very 
readable and quite thorough biography of Elizabeth, Empress 
of Austria, m other of Crown Prince Rudolph of the Mayerling 
tragedy. She had also written about Charles II and Metternich, 
and had brought out treatises on nutrition a la Adele Davis, 
and had, in 1978, prefigured the Sister Wendy genre of painting
plus-commentary in Barbara Cartland 's Baal< of Love and 
Lovers . This book had in fact disappeared from the library 
shelves, and a kind librarian offered m e the use of her own copy. 
It 's a gem. Where else would you find such commentary on 
Veneziano 's 'Th e Judgment of Paris'? 'This picture is an 
excellent example, at an early date, of what women can do to 
themselves by slimming. Every result shows, from the puny 
little breas ts to the fat tummies which are seldom affected by 
any diet. Goddesses sh ould be softly curved, a comfortable 
armful ... ' 

She fought for gypsies' rights in Britain, so that they had 
designated places where they could rest their caravans, rather 
than being chased off every piece of public ground . She 
campaigned for better pay and conditions for midwives. She 
elected to be buried in a cardboard box under a tree in her garden. 
I'll miss h er. • 

Juliette Hughes is a freelance reviewer. 



Eureka Street Cryptic Crossword no. 85, July/August 2000 

Devised by 
Joan Nowotny IBVM 

ACROSS 
1 & 5.Digest comes into line, we hear, with description of 

ladies' light attire. (7, 7) 
lO & 11. Season when chain store, so called, clears out 1 & 5 

for more appropriate range. [6,8) 
12. Cows and, possibly, mares on fair, dry pastures provide 

work and income for them. (12) 
14. Mortarboard for the Principal, perhaps. (8) 
16. Sort of road to call on? (4) 
18. Grandfather in this? Ouch! (4) 
19. What golfer did on the brink of success when h e decided 

to deter tee shot. [ 8) 
21. Carelessly type clauses you apparently consider descrip

tive of Australian natives. ( 12) 
24. Calling in w hich ring is replaced by a holiday. (8) 
25. Place of learning where m embers often look forward 

to 24 25. (6) 
26. Condiment found in every copy of the hymn book. [7) 
27. Posture adopted, perhaps, at rides in races . (7) 

DOWN 
2. In university afterwards, a left -wing student could be decidedly 

one-sided! ( 10) 
3. Carpet for the Queen mother? [5) 
4. Less den se air freed irregularly into the atmosph ere. [8) 
6. Edward, in short, on visiting the American port, created 

wild revelry. ( 6) 
7. Is this an egotistical way to fill one's tanks? (4-5) 
8. Audience I had watched carefully. (4) 
9. Old time equivalent of George Speight's gun-waving behaviour, 

for instance? (5-8) 
13. Any 'ow, 'e sez, 'e wood'n go near the 'ay-fever tree! ! (10) 
15. Take steps here to have practice session s in ball passage. [5,4) 
17. Scorns safety-lives in dangerous speeds. [8) 
20. Writer's theft in two directions. [6) 
22. Escort u s to drug dealer, then head off . [5) 
23. Implem entation of a CST multiplies a store's labels. (4) 

----------------------- ~ 
This subscripti on is: Your Contact Details: 

Solution to Crossword no. 84, June 2000 

Gift to: (Please also fill in your own contact details. left) 
0 New D Renewal 0 Gift IMrs/MISsiMs/Mr Fwst Name IIMrsiMISsiMs/Mr 

Le ngth of subscriptio n: :,s==ur=='na=='me=================i ~s=urn=='a=me================~ 

Fwst Name 

D One yea r (10 issues for 
$63, $54 concessio n fo r 
pensioners , students and 
unemployed. Inc. CST.) 

0 Two years (20 issues fo r 
$11 5, $98 concess io n. 
Inc. CST. ) 

ouerseas rates on ajJjJ/ication: 
tel +673 9427 73 11 

ema il: subs@jespub.jesuil .org .a u 

Send to: 
Eureka Streel Subscription 

RejJ(J' Paid 553 
POBo.r553 

Richmond VIC 3121. 
(No postage stamp required ifposted in 

Australia.) 

[Street No. Street Name Street Name 

I~ C;=1ty

7

rr;=ow""n""/S=ubc=w=t=oc======S=tat=e=;;==;===P=os=tco=d=e ~~~ C•ty/Town/Suburb 

L[C_a~_,m_e_)_ele-p-ho-ne_N_o_. ______________ Fa-~e_m_.,_~ ______ ~l~[Cc~7,m=e~)~ele=p~ho==ne~N~o=.======~Fa~==.=m==.,~~ ===== 

State Postcode 

0 Visa 0 Bankcard 0 Mastercard 

I I I I II I I I II I I I II I I I I 
I Cardholder·s name I 

I S•gnature Exp~r/ date I 

Payment Details 
0 I enclose a cheq ue/ mo ney o rde r for 

I$ I made payable to Jesuit 
Publications. 

0 Please debit my cr ed it card for 

1$ I 

0 Mail ing lisr: l would like ro r emove my name fr om rhe mailing list w hen iris used fo r ou tside advert ising . 
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