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Auburn Gallipoli Mosque General Manager Ergun Genel prays 
alone due to the coronavirus on the first day of Ramadan, 

Auburn Gallipoli Mosque, Sydney, NSW, 24 April 2020,  
photo by Kate Geraghty, Sydney Morning Herald

Featured in the Photos1440 exhibition at the  
State Library of NSW, 16 January to 18 April 2021
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N E WS  &  N OT E S

If you want to learn something new, 
break a habit, as the old saying goes.  
The pandemic has broken habits for a lot 
of people. In my introduction to the most 
recent issue of our SL magazine I told  
you that it would be the last in its current 
format. We decided it was time to break 
that habit and let SL evolve into 
something new. Welcome to the first 
issue of Openbook.

You will see that it covers a wide  
range of material and activities. The State 
Library and its collections remain at the 
heart of the new magazine, but we will 
also print extended essays about current 
matters of interest and controversy, 
fiction from established and emerging 
writers, and news of developments in  
the cultural, intellectual and social  
world around us. 

This is not the only habit we have 
broken since the world changed in 
March. We have also learned how to 
produce online exhibitions in short order 
— to our delight, Eight Days in Kamay has 
just won a Museums & Galleries National 
Award. We have learned that public 
programs can be delivered efficiently  
and stylishly to large audiences of all  
ages even when people cannot come  
to the library in person. 

Your library was one of the first state 
institutions to reopen, at the beginning  
of June, thanks in large part to the work 
of our reading room, visitor services, 
facilities, cleaning and security staff. 

When this year’s Higher School 
Certificate came around, we filled 
corridors and empty rooms with  
chairs and tables to accommodate  
the need for more space without  
risking readers’ health. 

Other work continues, too. We have 
made some exciting acquisitions in 
recent months — including a unique  
piece commissioned by Joseph Banks  
to celebrate his first voyage to these parts 
(you will be able to see it soon when our 
new Map Rooms open at the end of this 
year), and the extraordinary archive of 
George Teltscher, one of the ‘Dunera 
Boys’ locked up during the Second World 
War at a camp outside Hay. We are so 
keen to show off our new arrivals that  
we are planning a special exhibition, 
which will open in December this year. 

Psychologists tell us that one of the 
best defences against difficult times is 
adaptability, and openness to new 
experiences. In that spirit I hope you  
will enjoy this, and the following issues  
of Openbook as much as I intend to.  
It represents the culture of the library  
at its adaptable, open, habit-breaking 
best, honouring the importance  
of understanding the past while looking 
at the same time towards futures 
grounded in a will to comprehend each 
other — at a time when comprehension 
appears in short supply. 

Dr John Vallance FAHA 
State Librarian

Self-portrait by Dr John Vallance

One of the best 
defences against 
difficult times is 
adaptability, and 
openness to new 
experiences.

Welcome to Openbook

Quiz answers page 96:  1. David Unaipon  2. Kate Mulvany  3. 1978  4. My Country  5. Gadigal  6. a  7. b  8. Frank Hurley  9. Miles Franklin 
10. 1919  11. Patrick White  12. Sydney Opera House  13. Hamlet  14. The butterfly  15. False  16. True  17. c  18. David Copperfield   
19. Jess Hill (See What You Made Me Do) 20. b
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Fragmented 
The Fragmentarium sounds like 
something straight out of Harry 
Potter. Based in Switzerland,  
the international organisation runs  
a digital lab that stores and collates 
fragments of old books found in 
medieval manuscripts. These can be 
single pages or scraps of discarded 
manuscripts that have been recycled 
in bindings and endpapers. Librarian 
Dr Nicholas Sparks has added the 
first fragment from the State 
Library’s collection, bound  

in the incunable Boethius:  
De consolatione philosophiae, 
published in Strasbourg in 1491 
(pictured). An incunable is a text 
printed between 1455 and 1500,  
at the birth of printing in Europe.
Fragmentarium’s extraordinary 
platform enables rare books experts 
and scholars to tag, catalogue and 
reunite these fragments, holding  
the promise of piecing together and 
rediscovering significant documents.

fragmentarium.ms

Further back in time 
In the 1910s women would get out their 
trusty treadle sewing machine to update 
an outfit, as shown in the ABC’s recent 
program Further Back in Time for Dinner.
State Library curator and fashion historian 
Margot Riley consulted newspapers and 
magazines of the day to provide ABC 
researchers with key information about 
how a young woman from an ordinary 
1910 household would go about making 
her very own hobble skirt, a distinct yet 
short-lived design style. Watch Series 2, 
Episode 2 on ABC iview to see the results. 

‘Fashion Notes’ (detail), Australasian,  
4 February 1911

Solid gold Delta
It’s not every day you see an Australian  
star dancing around the Mitchell Library 
Reading Room! Singer/songwriter Delta 
Goodrem chose to film a video for her new song 
‘Solid Gold’ at the library surrounded by some 
40,000 books. Delta said: ‘The State Library  
of NSW offers a remarkable collection of books, 
art, history, exhibitions and educational 
programming. The library is an incredible 
resource and I feel so grateful we have such  
a beautiful home for learning and inspiration 
right here in Sydney.’
Delta Goodrem with the chorus of her ‘Solid Gold’ single  
in the Mitchell Library Reading Room, photo by Ashleigh Larden

 News & notes :    O P E N B O O K     / 7



More than art 
Refugee students in Sydney’s south-west 
are learning to speak English through 
art, thanks to a learning initiative from 
the State Library of NSW. Art educator 
Andrea Sturgeon has been providing 
weekly art classes via Zoom to  
16 students, refugees from Syria and Iraq,  
at Mary Immaculate Primary School  
in Bossley Park. Year 6 student Maryana 
has described the classes as ‘relaxing’ 
and says they ‘make me feel calm’.  
The students enjoy practising their 
English while talking about colours, 
shapes, equipment and art techniques. 
The State Library is looking forward  
to welcoming the students and their 
parents to the library in 2021. With 
assistance from the State Library 
Foundation, the art program will  
be offered to other schools in NSW 
supporting refugee communities. 

Students from Mary Immaculate Primary School

Self-portraits
Congratulations to Vincent Namatjira, 
who won the 2020 Archibald Prize for 
Stand Strong for Who You Are, a portrait 
of Adam Goodes that includes Namatjira 
himself looking boldly and proudly out  
of the frame as he grips Goodes’ hand. 
Over the centuries, many artists have 
integrated themselves into their works 

— some overtly, others more subtly. 
During the Renaissance ‘hidden’ self-
portraits often appeared in distorted, 
reflective surfaces like mirrors. A classic 
example is Jan van Eyck’s Arnolfini 
Portrait, 1434 (pictured centre), in which 
a blurred convex mirror in the centre of 
the work reflects two figures who might 

be the artist and his assistant entering 
the room. Australian artist George 
Lambert took inspiration from van Eyck 
when he included himself in his 1916 
group portrait The Convex Mirror  
(pictured right). 
Archibald Prize 2020 winner Vincent Namatjira’s Stand 
Strong for Who You Are, acrylic on linen, 152 x 198 cm 
© the artist, photo: AGNSW, Mim Stirling

N E WS  &  N OT E S
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Rare as a Brontë 
Openbook loves a first edition and 
Poems (1846) by Currer, Ellis and 
Acton Bell is a rare find. It’s the first 
book published by the Brontë sisters, 
written under pseudonyms based  
on their initials. Only one thousand 
copies were printed — one copy 
fetched £68,750 at a Sotheby’s auction 
in 2017. The State Library’s copy was 
owned by David Scott Mitchell, who 
claimed the purchase price of around 
£20 was the only bargain he ever got 
from booksellers Angus & Robertson!

 
 

 

Awards 
Entries opening: 

•  Shortstacks film competition  
20 January 2021 

•  NSW Premier’s History Awards  
17 February 2021 

Entries closing: 

•  National Biography Award and 
Russell Prize for Humour Writing 
8 February 2021

sl.nsw.gov.au/awards 

Read
There’s a stack of great new Australian 
titles coming out for your summer 
reading. The Library Shop recommends 
Honeybee, the highly anticipated  
new novel by author and screenwriter  
Craig Silvey. 

Reshelve
Are your books arranged alphabetically, 
colour-coded or grouped in genres? 
Whether you’re a book stacker or styler, 
share your shelf on social media on  
22 January 2021 for #ShelfieDay.  
Be sure to tag @statelibrarynsw 

Remember
Dyarubbin, the Hawkesbury-Nepean 
River, is where ancient and modern 
Australia first collided. People of the River 
journeys into the lost worlds of the 
Aboriginal people and the settlers  
of Dyarubbin.

openbook obsessions

Rewind
Bell Shakespeare is revisiting 
Shakespeare’s greatest speeches with 
leading Australian stage actors in their 
new podcast Speak the Speech. Hosted  
by Associate Director James Evans, new 
episodes are released every two weeks.

 News & notes :    O P E N B O O K     / 9
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Vivan Pham © Penguin Random House
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V I V I A N 
P H A M

Sometimes I flick through random pages 
of The Coconut Children as a form of 
torture. Sometimes I rewrite or remove 
every word. Sometimes — though this 
happens only rarely — I am able to see  
it as I intended it: not only a story about 
intergenerational traumas within refugee 
families, but also a living reflection on the 
struggle of growing up and feeling like 
you have a responsibility to understand 
all the historical events that made your 
own existence possible. When the place 
that your parents come from is so far 
away, you can feel like you have to 
reconstruct a whole civilisation just to 
understand them. I wrote The Coconut 
Children because I felt I could only ever 
attempt this through language.

Though I’ve loved stories since  
I was little, I’m still not a good reader; 

ambitious, but fickle and impatient.  
I suppose this is a cliché of my 
generation, but just because something  
is a cliché doesn’t mean it’s wrong — 
factually or morally. My tendency to get 
easily bored while reading has translated 
into a determination to entertain myself 
while writing. I try to pepper the 
narrative with unexpected imagery at 
every opportunity, and I take particular 
joy in freshening up familiar turns of 
phrase. Of the thousands of words I wrote 
for The Coconut Children, this is perhaps 
my favourite arrangement: ‘The yolk had 
been washed down the drain, but the 
feeling of being egged was still farm-fresh 
in her memory.’

While editing the novel, I’d find myself 
rewriting a particular passage, and then 
having to face the wilderness that had 
sprung up around it. In retrospect  
I might’ve been quadrupling my workload, 
but such is the fate of a perfectionist who 
doesn’t believe in perfection. These days, 
the voice in my head is much less verbose 
than it was at 16. When I was writing  
The Coconut Children, the words would 
often just pour out of me like a soliloquy. 
Now I find myself thinking about who 
might be listening. On a regular day, I will 
wake up in the morning, check my emails, 

ignore the dozens of books stacked  
on and beneath my desk, Google  
‘PG Wodehouse free pdf’, read a line  
or two and relish in the sudden burst  
of inspiration before the numbness of 
self-doubt. In theory, I could stare at an 
empty screen or notepad for hours. But  
I don’t in practice, because I have chores, 
university assignments, and three dogs 
who require constant coddling.

I used to write more than a thousand 
words in one sitting and congratulate 
myself on my lavish prose, but recently 
I’m experimenting with a more concise 
writing style. Trying to write shorter 
sentences. Sometimes they bore me.  
It’s harder to find a rhythm when working 
with fewer words — as though I was 
trying to put together an orchestra,  
and now I’m studying a single string. 
While this might seem like a tangent,  
my writing has always been inspired  
by songs: In a Sentimental Mood, Stuck  
on the Puzzle, Về          Đâu Mái Tóc Ngu’ò’i 
Thu’o’ng. I’ve never been able to make 
sense of how music is made, but words 
have always been a way for me  
to understand part of the whole. 

With her  
debut novel  

The Coconut Children  
out in the world,  
the author reflects  
on how she writes now.

Vivian Pham :    O P E N B O O K     / 11
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W O R D S  Bri Lee

F E AT U R E

Staging 
Kate
Writer and actor Kate Mulvany defies  

the neat stories people write about her.

There is a particular type of story often told about Kate 
Mulvany, who this year received both the Mona Brand 
Award for women writers of stage and screen and  
a Medal of the Order of Australia. The story is a 
flattering one, of course: a bit of the beloved ‘underdog’ 
triumphing, plus a dash of the Australian Dream’s 
glorious vision of upward mobility. Perhaps it’s  
a variation of the ‘rags-to-riches’ we’re so accustomed 
to accepting in showbiz, and an enduring adoration  
of the country girl — the romantic vision of the poet 
from the regions.

I’m not interested in fitting Mulvany’s life into this 
plot, even though it’s hard to resist. When we meet 
someone whose story seems almost impossibly full  
of grit and glory, we often have to put it into some  
kind of labelled package to make sense of it all. 

‘Everyone loves a peak,’ she says, ‘especially  
when it’s “the country girl beating cancer” but it’s  
the 16 hours a day at the desk stuff that they miss  
out on. Overnight success just doesn’t really exist.’ 

Kate Mulvany was born in 1978 in Geraldton in 
Western Australia, the first child of Glenys, a teacher, 
and Danny, a Vietnam veteran then road builder.  

Her father’s exposure to Agent Orange caused the  
renal cancer that she would go on to fight for many 
years as a child, and it has left her with disability  
and chronic pain. 

She went from Geraldton to Perth for university, 
Perth to Sydney for a touring play, and then from 
Sydney to the world. Mulvany has forged a prolific  
and critically acclaimed career both in front  
of and behind the curtain and camera. 

In between roles on screen, in 2004 she wrote  
and acted in the autobiographical award-winning play  
The Seed, which toured nationally and is now being 
adapted as a feature film. Her partner at that time,  
the actor Mark Priestley, struggled with his mental 
health and died by suicide in 2008. The media 
surrounding the event was unethical and brutal, 
causing Priestley’s family and Mulvany great pain. 

The work she’s been doing in the last decade has 
seen her mentoring and advocating as well as creating. 
Her adored adaptations include Jasper Jones,  
The Harp in the South and Mary Stuart, just to name  
a recent few. Her portrayal of the complex king in 
Richard III for Bell Shakespeare blew people’s minds 

Kate Mulvany, 2020, photo by Joy Lai  Staging Kate :    O P E N B O O K     / 13



Kate Mulvany at her desk at home in Sydney, photo by Joy Lai

in 2017 and landed her that year’s Helpmann Award  
for a female lead. 

Now she lives in Sydney’s inner-west with her 
husband, the actor and musician Hamish Michael. 
They fly together to New York for the show Hunters,  
in which she plays Sister Harriet: a swearing and 
smoking Nazi-hunting nun. The show also stars  
Al Pacino and lists Jordan Peele as executive producer. 
Oh, and while she’s been at home during the Covid-19 
lockdown she’s been writing plays for major theatre 
commissions — do I even need to say ‘I could go on’?

A life such as this appears more Grecian epic than 
even Homer’s imagination proffered; more drama and 
tragedy than even Shakespeare would load upon one 
woman’s shoulders. And as you can see, describing 
Mulvany’s career as an ‘overnight success’ would also 
be deeply offensive. The picture that emerges now, 
after 25 years, is about as diametrically opposed  
to that cliché as an artist can get. 

When she and I met in September at the 
Marrickville Hotel for wine and potato chips,  
she described her life these days as one full of love, 
friendship and hard work. It was the week she officially 

received both her Order of Australia pin for ‘service  
to the performing arts’, and the Mona Brand Award  
for women writers of stage or screen, for ‘a woman  
who has a body of outstanding work’. 

Mulvany’s first ever Shakespeare role was as 
‘general wench’ she explains, laughing. She didn’t get 
into NIDA when she first auditioned, and decades ago 
when she tried to get an agent she was told she’d ‘never 
get any work’ because she had a gap between her teeth. 
Clearly a few people she met on the way up are now 
kicking themselves for underestimating her.

Most of her career milestones have been 
accompanied by a profile or interview that points  
to a ‘breakthrough’ or a ‘breakout’ success. Acting in  
Baz Luhrmann’s The Great Gatsby in 2013 was a big 
one. When asked what these profiles often missed,  
she replies, ‘The hard work gets missed. It’s years  
and years and years of hard work, and it’s ongoing,  
and it doesn’t stop. It’s a deep pathway of work, and 
breaking up with work, and thinking I’m the worst 
person in the world, and then having success, and  
it’s all the swings and roundabouts that tend to  
get overlooked.’

14 /      O P E N B O O K  :    Summer 20



There was something else, too. ‘A lot of the stuff out 
there is about how accessible I am, in a way, and I don’t 
feel like that at all,’ she says with a smile. ‘I’m very 
anxious! I’m not this confident person who writes  
and acts and gets by day-to-day with a disability.  
I don’t want to go on about it, but I can be very fragile.’

In 2018 SBS’s Dateline ran a long story on the 
ongoing legacy of Agent Orange. ‘I am one of those 
hundreds of thousands who have dioxin in my system,’ 
Mulvany wrote when the program aired. ‘A chemical 
[my dad] breathed in in 1969 affects me every day from 
the cancer it gave me and the side effects that followed. 
The Vietnamese still have this poison in their soil and 
water systems. Their illnesses continue.’ 

She had been to Vietnam to visit her ‘brothers  
and sisters of the mist’, meeting with the Vietnamese 
Association for Victims of Agent Orange. The weeks 
before she and I spoke her surgeon had just informed 
her — sternly, by the sounds of it — that she couldn’t 
keep writing for more than 12 hours at a time. She was 
being too hard on her body. She needed to slow down  
a bit, take some breaks. 

Reading the coverage of her performance in  
Richard III without having seen it results in a strong 
feeling of FOMO. I asked her why she thought that 
performance in particular had affected people so 
deeply, and she smiled knowingly. ‘I can only say from 
the outside that I was being the most truthful I’ve ever 
been, while strangely, playing a character that is the 
most removed from me. He and I are practically 
identical in terms of our spines but, I hope, about as 
different as you can possibly get in terms of characters. 
But somewhere in the middle there, away from the 
maniacal king there was something … I just get him.  
I love him. He wasn’t the villain that Shakespeare 
presented him as.’ 

She talks a bit about how people aren’t born 
monsters. About how when she read that an analysis  
of Richard’s bones revealed his diet in the months 
leading to his death was purely red wine, that she saw 
something in him. ‘I understood that. If I didn’t have 
my pain medication that would be my diet, too. I read 
that and I just thought, Oh Richard.’ Onstage as Richard 
was the first time she hadn’t had to hide or disguise the 
way she really walked and the way her disabled body 
moved through space. 

Mulvany wears her father’s wedding ring as her own. 
‘Mum gave it to me on the closing night of Richard III,’ 
she tells me and then shares stories about it and him. 
The jeweller she took it to for adjustment said of the 
‘humble’ nine carat band, ‘Whatever your dad did,  
he must have been a hard worker, because it is perfectly 
bevelled all the way around.’ 

Mulvany has wonderful memories of being woken 
up in the wee hours of the morning before school to  
go fishing for crays with him. When he passed away in 
2017 after a protracted and painful oesophageal cancer, 
one of the final things he said to her was ‘Promise me 
you’ll stop working so hard.’ She reflects now, ‘That was 
a beautiful thing for him to say because it meant I was 
getting acknowledged by a man who never took a sick 
day in his entire life.’ 

Grief is not something that arrives and leaves, but 
something she lives with. ‘With my dad and with Mark, 
both suffered mental illness, and when there is a love 
that comes through that it’s a tough love, it’s a hard-
earned love, it’s a scarred and fibrous love. And I still 
get moments of deep grief and anger, because I love 
them so much. Dad is a bit of a totem to me. To wear  
his ring is a bit like wearing Wonder Woman’s cuffs.’

That wedding ring marks her partnership to Hamish 
Michael. They have two cats, much laughter, matching 
pyjamas, and wed in New York in 2015 where they were 
living at the time. He was the one who pushed her to 
film an audition tape for Hunters and who told her,  
with absolute certainty as they sent it off, ‘You’re gonna 
get this.’ The two met in 2008 while Mulvany was still, 
in her own words, ‘in love with a dead man’ as she 
mourned Priestley. ‘I would never say somebody “saved 
me”, but Hamish came and lifted me up. We help each 
other, up and out of things.’

L ike most fabled ‘overnight’ 
successes, Mulvany’s 

achievements represent a gradual 
accumulation of skill and effort, 
something far more meaningful  
and much more hard-won. 
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Promotional images from plays Kate Mulvany has written and adapted

Another side effect of her childhood cancer is that 
Mulvany can’t have children of her own. ‘It was really 
terrible for a while to know that, but the terrible thing 
was to know that it was someone else — a government 
— who had made that choice about my body.’ I asked 
her if she thought she would have been able to achieve 
so much if she had kids, and she replied simply,  
‘There is no way.’ 

This leads to an incredible consideration of legacy 
and impact. ‘What I want, when I toddle off … I want  
to be able to be, to a multitude of artists, what others 
were to me … I think it’s our duty to pass on the baton.  
I can’t have kids and so the only legacy I’m going to 
leave behind is my stories. And I want to leave a good 
legacy. My plays are my children.’

In this way she also sets the bar exceptionally high 
for the fierce championing and fostering of emerging 
voices. Mulvany’s modus operandi eviscerates the 
myth that there’s only so much room ‘at the top’, 
especially for women. ‘I’m mentoring this amazing 
playwright from Adelaide named Jamila Main at the 
moment, and they sent me their Vimeo of a reading 
they’d done of one of their first plays, and I was a mess! 
An absolute mess! It was every kind of joy and 
happiness and excitement from watching that video.’

Australia has an uneasy relationship with the arts, 
and the pandemic has revealed a deep-seated 
scepticism about the value of creativity and creatives. 

The image of ‘bludgers’ is one that infuriates 
Mulvany, for obvious reasons. ‘I don’t think I’ll ever  
get over the things that I read, and the comments from 
people, using the old ‘bunch of bludgers’ trope when 
we were asking for support while everyone was settling 
into their Netflix shows and reading their books and 
listening to their podcasts.’ 

It’s as though creativity is being held up in 
opposition to ‘real’ work, or some idea of a ‘True Blue 
Australia’. ‘It was quite astounding to me that even 
when Scott Morrison did get up and show any support 
to the arts,’ Mulvany said, ‘he’d always throw in the line 
about there being tradies in the arts. You don’t have to 
be embarrassed by the rest of us!’ 

This isn’t a new phenomenon, though. She says that 
in her days at university the creative arts and acting 
students were told ‘from Day 1’ that they’d never have 
to pay back their HECS debt because they’d never get 
jobs. ‘Then if you ever do get offered a job it’s like you 
have to say yes because you may never get work again.’

It is possible that the name Kate Mulvany is, 
essentially, an antonym for ‘bludger’. Hers has been  
no comfortable start nor cushy ride. There is great 
pain, both physical and emotional, and she grapples 
with ‘the loneliness of being a writer that no one ever 
really talks about. Even when you’ve got people around 
you and I have a beautiful partner and cats and great 
friends and family, but you’re still very alone in it all.’ 
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Like most fabled ‘overnight’ successes, Mulvany’s 
achievements represent a gradual accumulation of skill 
and effort, something far more meaningful and much 
more hard-won. ‘I don’t think I’ve “made it” in any way, 
shape or form,’ she says. ‘I’ve done some good stuff, but 
I’m always asking, what can be better? What’s next?’

So what is next? She’s just confirmed a role in  
Baz Luhrman’s next film, the Elvis Presley biopic, 
which was due to start filming right before Covid-19  
hit and will now likely resume some time in 2021.  
‘I am portraying Marion Keisker who ran Sun Studios 
in Memphis alongside Sam Phillips and she was the 
first person to record Elvis Presley.’ And Hunters has 

just been confirmed for a second season, which  
means another big trip to New York for filming  
next year. 

The big thing she’s had on the burner during 
lockdown is a playwriting commission for one  
of Australia’s major theatres. It has been all hush-hush 
until now! Kate's adaptation of Playing Beatie Bow 
— another Ruth Park classic — will open at the  
Sydney Theatre Company in February 2021.  
And if you read anything about ‘breakthroughs’  
or use the word ‘overnight’, you can picture her 
laughing with glass of wine in hand after another 
12-hour day, with that little gap in her teeth.

Bri Lee is the author of the award-winning Eggshell Skull and the essay Beauty.  
She hosts the monthly B List book club at the State Library of NSW.  

The Mona Brand Award is supported by the State Library Foundation.

 Staging Kate :    O P E N B O O K     / 17



W O R D S  Margot Riley Robert’s
Nineteenth-century politician Robert Lowe, 
Viscount Sherbrooke, suffered from albinism 
and vision difficulties due to a lack of 
pigment in his eyes. By the early 1840s,  
when he was in his thirties, his eyesight had 
become so poor doctors warned he would go 
blind within seven years. Deciding to seek his 
fortune in Australia, Lowe arrived in Sydney 
in 1842 where he practised as a lawyer and 
stood for the NSW Legislative Council in 
1848. He returned to England with his  
family in 1850.

This lithographic print by Charles Rodius 
shows Lowe wearing his ‘protective’ 
spectacles, which had dark-coloured blue 
lenses to reduce the effect of bright light. 

David’s
This lorgnette, or set of handheld 
spectacles, belonged to David Scott 
Mitchell, and was bequeathed to the State 
Library of NSW in 1907. The underside  
of the nosepiece is engraved, ‘Mitchell’.

The lorgnette was an eighteenth-
century invention by Englishman George 
Adams. With two lenses set into a frame, 
and a handle that was often highly 
decorated, the style was still popular — 
especially for women — at the end  
of the nineteenth century. 

Take S P E C T A C L E S
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TA K E  5

Maggi’s
Legendary Australian model  
Maggi Eckardt is seen here in 1958 
modelling a cloche-style hat and 
‘fabulous evening spectacles’  
at Madame Anthony’s new 
Chapeaux-Claque boutique  
in Edgecliff. Courtesy of the 
Australian Optometrists Association, 
one diamond-encrusted pair of 
these glasses was worth £2000.  
Less fashionable contact lenses  
had been introduced to Australia  
the previous year. 

Dame Mary’s
Poet, journalist and activist  
Dame Mary Gilmore became  
a leading national figure in the early 
to mid twentieth century. She gave 
several collections of papers to the 
library throughout her life, along 
with personal items including  
a lock of her hair, a crochet hook,  
an embroidered handkerchief,  
her ‘May Queen’ sash from 1961  
and several pairs of reading 
spectacles all meticulously 
documented with dates of  
use and replacement.

George’s
Lenses with coloured glass — 
usually blue or green — were 
available in the late nineteenth 
century for wearers whose eyes 
were sensitive to strong light. 
Travellers like Australian-born 
foreign correspondent George 
Ernest Morrison, aka ‘Morrison 
of Peking’, often wore ‘sunglasses’ 
with tinted lenses like these, 
specially recommended to protect 
the eyes from bright light streaming 
through train windows. 
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G A L L E R I E S

Cecilia Harvey and Kate Hughes are hard at work in the 
State Library of NSW’s underground conservation labs, 
preparing rare and rarely seen precious objects from  
one of the world’s great map collections. 

While Harvey is painstakingly coaxing fragments of 
backing cloth off a 1907 map of Federation-era Sydney, 
Hughes is restoring a wonderfully ornate map. Depicting 
the known world of 1671, it is decorated with biblical scenes 
— Adam and Eve’s expulsion from Eden, Moses with the 
Ten Commandants, and Noah with his Ark. 

You can judge their handiwork yourself in December 
when the library opens its two new Map Rooms — 
continuing its recent policy of bringing more of its 
accumulated treasures out of the vaults and into the light 
of public view. The Map Rooms have been made possible  
by the Library Foundation, thanks to the generosity of 
private donors. Two months ago, the two heritage rooms  
in the library’s original Edwardian-era Mitchell wing — 
plus the maps and seafaring necessities and adornments 
which visitors can see free of charge — were still  
in a state of preparation for the great unveiling. 

As one of the last island continents to be charted by 
cartographers, maps have always played a crucial part  
in our national identity. ‘Our map collection is one of  
the largest in Australia, along with the National Library’s,’ 
explains Maggie Patton, the library’s maps and rare  
books expert.Artist impression of Map Rooms, by Paul Bewley, 2020

New territory for maps
The world of early 
cartography is 
irresistible in the 
State Library’s  
new Map Rooms.  

W O R D S  Steve Meacham
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‘We’ve chosen 30 maps from our collection to be  
on the walls, representing five centuries,’ Patton says, 
pointing out the library holds over 200,000 maps, 
covering New South Wales, the rest of Australia,  
the Pacific and the Antarctic. 

Some of the rarest and most interesting are  
housed in the drawers of the specially commissioned, 
beautifully crafted, Australian-made table. However, 
the first thing visitors will spot when they enter the 
smaller of the two adjoining rooms is the large copy  
of Nicholas-Andre Monsiau’s historic painting of 
flawed colonial ambition. Painted in 1911 from the  
18th century original, it depicts Louis XVI of France, 
the indecisive last Bourbon king (still best known  
for being married to Marie-Antoinette). Ironically,  
he’s shown giving the Comte de La Pérouse sailing 
instructions. ‘Look’, he seems to be saying, ‘this bit  
of the Pacific seems to be unexplored: why not go 
there?’ Famously La Pérouse arrived in Botany Bay  
just a few days after the First Fleet, giving his name  
to a Sydney suburb, before mysteriously disappearing 
mid-adventure. 

Apart from the painting (too large to exhibit in the 
library before) and the map table, the first room is 
dedicated to Australia’s place in the history of global 
cartography and exploration. Expect to find globes, 
atlases, compasses, and other tools of the daring 
navigators who explored these dangerous waters  
so long ago. 

One of the more surprising inclusions in the first 
Map room — a newly acquired treasure — is an 
exquisitely crafted silver punchbowl the size of  
a supermarket watermelon. Commissioned by botanist 
Sir Joseph Banks for Cook’s second voyage, Patton 
says, it was probably designed to swing on a rope  
net in the officers’ quarters of HMS Resolution. 

‘But the Admiralty threw Banks off,’ Patton 
continues. ‘He was just demanding to take too  
much on the voyage.’ 

The second, larger room — complete with  
a huge digital screen showing other highlights from  
the library’s cartography collection — is devoted  
to charts and maps of early NSW and Sydney, with 
Flinders’ ‘Terra Australis’ taking centre stage. 

Many ancient civilisations have cherished maps: 
‘They show your position in the world, and where  
you want to be,’ Patton explains. As such they are  
a documentary interpretation of the human spirit.  
The oldest surviving ‘world map’ is generally 
considered to be the ancient Babylonian Imago Mundi, 
dating to around 600 BCE. 

‘Each map tells a visual story,’ Patton continues. 
‘Who commissioned the map? Why? Is the map  
a claim about ownership? Or documenting recent 
discoveries and future ambitions?’

See Maggie’s favourite maps over the page >

Steve Meacham is a freelance journalist whose work 
regularly appears in leading Australian and British 
media outlets. 

Louis XVI giving final instructions to the Comte de la Pérouse, 1785, 1911, oil painting by Edouard Nuel
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Stabius Map (longer in Latin), 1781  
(reprint of 1515 original),  
by Johann Stabius, Austria 
Stabius was court astronomer to Maximillian I, 
Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire (1508–1519),  
and his 1515 original is one of the first depictions 
of the Earth as a globe. Albrecht Dürer, the court 
artist, drew the decorations of the classical  
12 winds. The original woodblock was found 
in 1781, and this is one of very few prints  
from this edition. 

Polus Antarcticus, 1657,  
by Jan Jansson, the Netherlands 
This map was created after Abel Tasman's voyages  
to the southern hemisphere. It shows the tips of  
South Africa and South America, plus the coastline  
of ‘Nova Hollandia’ the Dutch had discovered, with  
the ambition to explore Terra Australis Incognita  
(today’s Antarctica). 

Oost Indien, c 1668  
by Hugo Allardt, the Netherlands
This very rare map encompasses the trading 
territory of the Dutch East India Company and 
the discoveries made by the Dutch in Australia 
before Cook, plus latitude and longitude marks. 
It also includes superb cartouches by Romeyn 
de Hooghe, a Dutch Baroque artist and engraver 
who included indigenous people in his 
decorations. Japan and South Korea are  
mere approximations. 

1

2

3

M A P  R O O M  H I G H L I G H TS
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Map of all the Earth and how 
after the Flood it was divided 
among the sons of Noah, 1671, 
by Joseph Moxon, England 
This shows the Dutch discoveries post-
Tasman, but before Cook’s first voyage. 
Look at the illustrations around the map, 
showing scenes from the Bible, from the 
Creation to the story of Adam and Eve. 
Now look at the map itself which shows  
the location of the Garden of Eden. 

Sydney Harbour Bridge Map, 
1932, by Russell Sydney Lloyd, 
figures drawn by Victoria 
Cowdroy, Australia 
This is a commercial map published to 
commemorate the opening of ‘the 
Coathanger’. It’s full of in-jokes like ‘If this 
isn’t a church it must be a pub’. But it 
accurately shows Sydney as it was. Garden 
Island is still separated from the mainland, 
and Bennelong Point is home to the 
Tramshed, not an Opera House. 

4

5

The Map Rooms open in December 2020 
Level 1, Mitchell Building, near the Galleries

The Map Rooms are made possible by the State Library Foundation. If you would like to contribute to this project  
or explore other ways to support the library, please contact Susan Hunt, Director, State Library Foundation,  

on (02) 9273 1529 or visit us online: sl.nsw.gov.au/give
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W O R D S  Mark Dapin

CO M M E N TA RY

The only certainty in the life of a statue  
is that one day it will fall. That process has 
accelerated recently, as the re-energising 
of the Black Lives Matter movement  
has carried in its wake a fresh wave  
of incidents where statues have been 
damaged, displaced or demolished to 
highlight their namesakes’ complicity in 
the slave trade. The toppled dead men — 
and they’re always men — have included 
Confederate generals in the US and the 
merchant Edward Colston in the UK. 
President Trump has accused protestors 
of a ‘merciless campaign to wipe out our 
history’, although it’s difficult to see how 
mercy — or cruelty — could be afforded  
to a piece of bronze, marble or cast zinc. 

In Australia, calls have been made to 
reassess the legacies of statued luminaries 
such as James Cook, Lachlan Macquarie, 
James Stirling and Thomas Mitchell in 
the light of their impacts on Indigenous 
civilisation. The base of a statue of Cook 
was graffitied in Hyde Park, Sydney, and  
a figure of Stirling was sprayed with red 
paint in the centre of Perth. 

Even the State Library of NSW has 
been drawn into the curiously imagined 
‘statue wars’. In March 1996 a bronze  
of explorer Matthew Flinders’ cat Trim 
was placed on a window ledge within 
pet-appropriate proximity of Flinders’ 
statue outside the Mitchell Library. 
Trim’s image was fashioned by the late 
Kiama artist John Cornwell — whose 

website offered similarly ‘masterly 
renditions’ of ‘your own loved companion’ 
— and was erected by public subscription 
of Trim’s ‘admirers’ in the North Shore 
Historical Society. 

The journalist and author Paul Daley 
has suggested that Flinders’ Indigenous 
aide Bungaree may have played a more 
pivotal role in the mapping of Australia 
than his cat. But there are no statues  
of Bungaree and more public sculptures 
in Australia of animals than Indigenous 
people (or, for that matter, women).

Many library visitors are enchanted  
by the statue of Trim but, rationally 
speaking (God forbid), it’s quite a strange 
idea to build a historical memorial to a 
cat, since cats have no more independent 
historical agency than statues. Whatever 
Trim’s achievements may have been,  
he certainly had no intention of 
circumnavigating Australia and no 
consciousness of having done so. That 
said, Flinders was tremendously fond  
of Trim and composed tributes to the 
animal in poetry and prose. This surely 
says more about Flinders than his cat,  
so perhaps the memorialisation of Trim 
does help us reach a more rounded 
understanding of the man. 

In any case, nobody is asking for Trim 
to be removed from his perch — only for 
Bungaree to join him. 

But probably not on a window ledge. 

In 2017, during the last wave of statue 
amputations in the US, the ABC’s 
Indigenous Affairs editor Stan Grant  
was metaphorically spittle flecked by  
faux furious talkback types when he said 
the huge nineteenth-century bronze  
of Captain Cook should remain in  
Hyde Park. 

Grant had prefaced his judgement  
with the recognition that there were 
‘Indigenous people who for good  
reason would prefer to see it removed’. 
His argument was that Cook could not  
be said to have ‘discovered’ Australia 
since Indigenous people already knew  
it was there. 

Grant was branded a ‘statue hater’  
by newspaper columnist Andrew Bolt, 
who later told CNN that Cook had 
‘discovered something unknown to  
the wider world, which in turn had  
not been discovered by Aborigines’.  
Within the logic of statue politics,  
the ‘wider world’ might be felt to  
include Trim the cat.

Grant suggested altering the plaques  
on statues to include a critical Indigenous 
perspective. Most ‘statue haters’ have 
offered similar suggestions, while 
commentators including Warren 
Mundine and Geoffrey Blainey have 
supported the idea — a la Daley —  
that there should be more statues  
of Indigenous people. 

All things must pass, and even statues have to know  
when it’s time to go. 

Tall & trimmed
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But, even if these statues were raised, 
they would not last for all time. There’s  
a good chance that Bungaree would 
eventually be denounced as a collaborator 
and toppled from his not-yet-existing perch. 

Because that’s what happens to statues.
When Moses came down from Mount 

Sinai with the Ten Commandments,  
he discovered the Israelites had made  
a graven image of a golden calf.  
Moses — a statue hater in the most literal 
sense — burned the calf, crushed it into 
powder and, according to Exodus 32:20, 
scattered it on the water and made the 
Israelites drink it. From what I remember 
of the Old Testament, statues of Baal tend 
to fare badly too. And in Numbers 33:52, 
G-d, the most vehement statue hater of 
them all, commands Moses to drive the 
Canaanites out of Israel, and destroy  
‘all their engraved stones’ and ‘all their 
molded images’.

In ancient Rome, there was reputedly 
one statue for every two people. The huge 
majority are lost. Most of those that 
survive have cultic origins and, like 
similar statues throughout the 
Mediterranean, they were often defaced 
by Christians, who chiselled crosses into 
the statues’ foreheads. Early Christians, 
too, were ‘statue haters’. Theirs was  
a religion of the word. 

The history of Christianity is  
enlivened with waves of statue smashing. 
The iconoclasm of the Reformation was 
expressed in statue-smashing riots across 
sixteenth-century Europe, and Edward 
Colston’s own Anglican faith was established 
among the statue wreckage and looting 
wrought during Henry VIII’s dissolution 
of the monasteries. There is nothing novel 
about more recent events, although the 
subjects of the fallen statues have been 
elevated men rather than false gods. 

Of all the statue displacements of 2020, 
the one that attracted the most attention 
in Australia was the downfall of the effigy 
of Colston in the English city of Bristol.  
I have a small personal connection with 
Bristol. After I migrated from England to 
Australia in 1989, my whole family moved 
to the city — perhaps in an attempt to 
shake me off. I quickly tracked them 
down, however, and I’ve since spent 
several months in the city. I must have 
walked past the statue of Colston many 
times, but I never noticed it and, even  
if I had, I wouldn’t have known whom  
it was supposed to represent. 

Bristol has a large Afro-Caribbean 
population and a widespread 
understanding of itself as a city built  
on slavery and sugar. The high-born  
Tory MP Colston was once lauded as  
a philanthropist for giving part of his 
fortune to build Anglican almshouses, 
schools and hospitals. Colston has been 
more lately derided because the source  
of much of his money was the Atlantic 
slave trade. 

During the 12 years that Colston  
was an active member of the Royal Africa 
Company (1680–1692), an estimated 

19,000 black people who were trafficked 
by the company died on slave ships.  
Their bodies, it seems, were tossed into 
the ocean. On the chest of each corpse — 
as on every living slave — was branded  
the company’s initials, ‘RAC’. From 1689 
to 1690 Colston was deputy governor of 
the RAC. According to the official History 
of Parliament in the UK, Colston was 
‘heavily involved in the slave trade, from 
which he made the bulk of his fortune’  
and by 1682 ‘was using profits from the 
slave trade for money-lending’. 

The original inscription on his statue 
described him as ‘one of the most virtuous 
and wise sons’ of Bristol. Obviously, in the 
context of contemporary moral standards, 
that judgement no longer applies. More 
importantly, there were plenty of people 
in England in 1895 (when Colston’s statue 
was erected, more than 170 years after his 
death) who thought the slave trade 
immoral and abhorrent — it had been 
abolished in the British Empire in 1807. 
But his admirers valued the legacy of his 
charitable works over the questionable 
morality of his mercantile activities  
and were able to raise enough money  
to commemorate him with a larger-than-
life bronze.

The statue had been a source of local 
controversy, and sporadic defacings, for 
a couple of decades by 7 June 2020, when 
protestors lashed it with ropes, dragged  
it from its pedestal, rolled it down the 
street and dumped it in Bristol Harbour. 
The mayor of Bristol described the act  
as a ‘piece of historical poetry’ —  
a reference to the ocean burials  
of the bodies of slaves.

In another incident in Bristol — far less 
remarked upon in Australia — a bust of the 
black actor, playwright and boxer Alfred 
Fagon seems to have been ‘attacked’  
with ‘a corrosive substance’, generally 
identified as bleach, four days after 
Colston came down. And that’s a piece  
of historical poetry too — throwing bleach 
over Bristol’s only statue of a black man. 
Bleach obliterates blackness. You might 
not like the poem. You might think it 
obscene. But you can’t say it doesn’t scan. 

Bungaree imagined, illustration by Matthew P Burgess
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On 17 June the headstone over the grave 
of the eighteenth-century slave Scipio 
Africanus was smashed in a Bristol 
churchyard. A message chalked nearby 
read: ‘PUT COLSTONS [sic] STATUE 
BACK OR THINGS WILL REALLY  
HEAT UP.’

History makes fools of forecasters,  
but unless there rises again a society that 
makes slaves of black people, nobody is 
ever going to put Colston’s statue back  
(it’s currently stored in a museum, as is 
the statue of a protestor that briefly 
replaced it on its plinth). Yet it would be 
difficult to sustain a serious argument 
that Colston has been airbrushed from 
history. The statue of Edward Colston  
is now far more famous all around the 
world than Colston himself ever was.  
The cultural legacy of a seventeenth-
century British merchant has even been 
debated in the Daily Telegraph in Sydney. 
There is no chance he might be forgotten. 

But my work as a historian seems  
to indicate that what might be forgotten 
— for better or for worse — are the people 
who opposed the removal of his statue.  
I have written a lot about Australia’s 
Vietnam War and I remain puzzled  
by the way the pro-conscriptionists — 
whose values aligned far more closely 
with the majority of Australians than  
the celebrated anti-conscriptionists  
— have simply disappeared from our 
consciousness. 

I suspect future generations may 
simply not understand why anyone  
who was not an advocate for slavery 
would rage against the toppling of  
a heroic image of a slave trader.  
The chaotic headline given to Andrew 
Bolt’s piece in the Daily Telegraph  
on 11 June 2020 — ‘Woke Taliban are 
smashing West’s statues’ — will be as 
incomprehensible in 20 years’ time  
as it would have been 20 years ago.

Sculptures are not history in 
themselves, they are artefacts possessed 
of their own histories. The Black Lives 
Matter protestors were denounced for 
breaking history, whereas in fact they 
were making history. It is their actions  

— like those of the iconoclasts of the 
Reformation — that will be studied in 
history classes of the future. And maybe 
they will be found wanting.

The man who is probably the most 
prominent statue smasher of the twenty-
first century has publicly disavowed his 
actions. Kadhim al-Jabbouri, who took  
his sledgehammer to the plinth of the 
blandly sinister giant Saddam Hussein  
in Firdos Square in Baghdad in 2003,  
told the BBC in 2016: ‘Now, when I go past 
that statue, I feel pain and shame. I ask 
myself, Why did I topple that statue? …  
I’d like to put it back up, to rebuild it.  
But I’m afraid I’ll be killed.’

In the years since the Iraq War, 
Kadhim had come to believe the US-led 
invasion was a worse disaster for the 
nation than even the crimes of Saddam.  

A statue of Winston Churchill  
in London’s Parliament Square was 
defaced with the epithet ‘racist’. At times, 
Churchill undoubtedly harboured racist 
and anti-Semitic attitudes. In a London 
newspaper in February 1920, for example, 
Churchill wrote of ‘the schemes of the 
International Jews’ and the ‘world-wide 
conspiracy for the overthrow of 
civilization’. Whether you give that more 
weight than his subsequent role in the 
defeat of Hitler depends on whether  
or not you are a moron. 

Colston, on the other hand, might  
be considered overdue for a reckoning. 

But what does all this mean for the 
Australian statues of Cook, Mitchell  
and — importantly, of course — Trim? 

Carvings and casts have no inherent 
meanings, only the significance we 
bestow upon them, and that in itself 
changes with the years. I doubt that most 
of our heroic public sculptures are seen 
by many white Australians as symbols of 
white supremacy or celebrations of 
invasion, oppression and conquest. I’d be 
surprised if Sydney’s Bridge Street statue 
of surveyor-general Thomas Mitchell, for 
example, is even recognised — any more 
than I recognised Colston in Bristol. 

I don’t think the removal of statues  
is a political priority for many Indigenous 
people, and even Chris Mitchell of the 
Australian, a natural political ally of Bolt, 
accepted that ‘adjusting plaques on 
statues in Australia may be a reasonable 
idea’. Activists have used attacks  
on historic statues to highlight 
contemporary racism. Their opponents 
have framed their actions as assaults  
on history and, mischievously, statuary. 
But the real debate is not about the past, 
it’s about what kind of country we want  
to live in today. Is it a place where we 
value the achievements of Indigenous 
people less than, more than, or equal  
to those of cats?

Dr Mark Dapin is an author and journalist 
whose history books include The Nashos’ 
War, Australia’s Vietnam: Myth vs History 
and Jewish Anzacs. 

Sculptures are not history in 
themselves, they are artefacts 

possessed of their own histories.  
The Black Lives Matter protestors 
were denounced for breaking  
history, whereas in fact they  
were making history. 
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P H OTO  E S SAY

A year  
l ike no other
From catastrophic bushfires to a global pandemic, Black Lives Matter 
protests to burgeoning economic recession, it’s safe to say that 2020  
will go down in the history books as a chapter of profound disruption.  
In between all the chaos, we’ve also witnessed acts of resilience, solidarity  
and transformation. Photographers have been busy documenting  
these unprecedented times — here’s a sample of what they’ve captured. 
These images are now part of the State Library of NSW’s collection.

A pyro willy-willy swirls around a car as fire from the Gospers Mountain fire complex engulfs property around Colo Heights, December 2019, by Dean Sewell 
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A family poses for a photograph at Katoomba in front of a hoarding showing the view that would have otherwise been seen if not for the thick 
bushfire smoke from one of the worst fire seasons in Australia on record, December 2019, by John Janson-Moore 

Lunar New Year, Sze Yup Temple, Sydney, January 2020, by Joy Lai 
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Sydney light rail, corner George and Market streets, 26 February 2020, by Gerrit Fokkema

The Sydney light rail line has finally arrived 
and it’s refreshingly terrific ... Now the 

transport boffins just need to figure out  
how to give the trams green lights through  
the CBD and stop idiots walking in front  
of them while Instagramming.
Dom Knight, Sun Herald, 12 January 2020
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A solitary woman wearing a medical mask walks  
down the Goods Line in Ultimo during a usually  
busy peak hour at the height of Covid-19 lockdown,  
2020, by John Janson-Moore 
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W O R D S  Cathy Perkins

S E L F  P O R T RA I T
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Protestors after the rally in Eddy Avenue,  
next to Belmore Park, Black Lives Matter rally,  
Sydney, 6 June 2020, by Tom Williams
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There’s sweet irony in the fact that it’s isolation that has 
shown us how much we need one another, not just for 

distraction, entertainment or utility, but for vital wellbeing. 
Stephanie Dowrick, Saturday Paper, 6 June 2020

David Carroll, opera singer, performs from the 10th floor rooftop to surrounding apartment buildings, to raise community morale as people continue to self-isolate at home, 
Sydney, May 2020, by John Janson-Moore  
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Anzac Day during Covid-19, 2020, by Dean Saffron 

An empty Ballina Uniting Church with socially-distanced seating during the Coronavirus pandemic, Ballina NSW, 6 May 2020, by Dean Saffron
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Construction workers practise social distancing  
during lunch break at Martin Place, Sydney, April 2020,  
by John Janson-Moore 
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Twins Charlotte and Sam, aged nine and in primary school, check their online school assignments on an iPad in their back garden in Bomaderry NSW, 30 March 2020,  
by Tom Williams

No parent who has been home schooling 
their child for the past two months will 

ever look at teachers the same way again.
Louise Roberts, Daily Telegraph, 21 May 2020   
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After a person dies, there is the game show. 
It is televised, though not as we might know it.  
The host is Beryl Lutwyche, a former resident of 
Earth who achieved near total enlightenment while 
raising three children and working in a dental clinic. 

And then there is fancy Paul, standing there on  
the set of the ethereal production with nervous hands 
and a face like a lost homing pigeon; all over the place. 

‘Paul, welcome back to The Life is Right. You are 
into the final rounds now, how are you feeling?’

‘Thanks Beryl, it’s good to be back. It’s been, uh,  
an experience. I have to say, I really want to win  
the major prize. I’m here to win.’

‘You are of course playing for eternal peace  
and rest. Let’s begin.’

A small orchestra somewhere out of sight strikes 
up a score. Lights flash in alternating patterns.  
The effect is dazzling; a studio thunderstorm.  
A frisson of danger in the thrashing of light and sound.

Within eyesight of host and guest, an oversized 
screen appears in the air. 

‘Paul, we are about to watch your funeral service, 
held just a few days ago in a country church not far 
from where you were born,’ Beryl says, lighting  
a cigarette as she speaks. 

‘How many people attended and what memories 
or impressions did they impart? We’ll have to lock  
in your answers before we check the vision.’

The contestant clasps his hands together, the 
smooth flesh of each palm sliding against the other  
in a slick of sweat. 

‘It would have to be 50 people, at least, I reckon. 
Maybe 70.’

He falters here, eyes searching the air for the rest 
of an answer.

‘And I think they would say that I made  
people laugh.’

‘Very common response that one,’ Beryl says. 
‘You’d be surprised how often it doesn’t quite match 
what happened. Technician, let’s see the action replay.’

It is a middling affair. The church clung low to  
the ground, as if it were avoiding the very heavens. 
Orange bricks, standard arrangement. No miracles 
there. Inside, just 12 people. Faces clean. 

‘I’m so sorry Paul, wrong on the first answer.  
Let’s see who spoke and what they had to say.’

He stares at the screen and nods solemnly. 
‘Oh gosh, that’s my mum. We hadn’t spoken in  

10 years, though I couldn’t even tell you why now,’  
he says.

The woman at the pulpit on screen composes 
herself briefly and speaks. 

‘Of course we loved Paul, my second eldest and 
only son. He was such a bright young boy. So curious.

‘I liked that most about him, actually. He saw the 
world as an inviting puzzle, never quite caring if  
he actually solved it. The mystery drew him in,  
and it was enough to hold him.

‘Honestly, I feel like I lost him a long time ago.  
The rest of it is too hard. Perhaps if I leave it there, 
that is the version of Paul that will be honoured  
here today.’

Paul’s mum is followed by a priest who,  
for whatever reason, keeps calling him David.  
The mourners do not correct him.

‘A disappointing round, Paul,’ the host says.  
She has cheap acrylic nails that scratch her note 
cards accusingly. The giant screen disappears  
to somewhere in the roof. 

‘What went wrong?’
A trained observer might notice Paul swallow 

nothing at all as he prepares to speak. The game show 
lights catch a hint of moisture bubbling to the surface 
near his eyes, though the volume is too small to 
acquiesce to gravity’s charm. When he speaks, his 
voice rises and falls in the elevator of his distress.

‘I think I remember that boy,’ he says. 
‘You.’

The contestant

W O R D S  Rick Morton

F I C T I O N
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‘Yes, me. But I’ve done so much else since then.  
I had friends and partners, worked hard.’

‘A walking LinkedIn connection, perhaps.’
There is a sharp voice from the shadow beyond  

the set lights.
‘Right, let’s take five and set up for the final run.’
A blitz of activity pierces the otherwise sealed 

atmosphere of the studio and Paul watches Beryl 
wander off the stage, lighting another cigarette as  
she goes. Her presence is matriarchal in the way  
it invites upset appraisals. 

From behind his golden contestant’s desk, Paul 
moves to follow her. From his view, the set looks like 
it has no tangible edge. The light bleeds out before  
a wall of vanta-black. Still, he follows her. 

Beryl is sitting on a ledge of light, feet hanging  
over and into an absence.

‘Tough day,’ she asks without turning to face him. 
‘I’m really not sure what a day is anymore.’
She hands him her packet of cigarettes.
‘Oh, I don’t smoke.’
‘You didn’t smoke, but you’re off the clock now. 

You might as well.’
He takes one from the carton. Menthol, slender 

and white. Like fine mushroom stalks.
Beryl reaches over with a small silver lighter  

and runs the flame under it as he drags gently on  
the other end. The performance has the air of  
a tiny ceremony.

‘Can I ask you something?’
The woman makes a sound like confirmation  

and he presses forth. 
‘What happens when we finish recording?’
‘They always leave it to me to tell ’em,’ she says, 

although it is a remark she offers to herself more  
than to Paul. 

‘Short answer? Nothing. The reward is total 
silence, from a cosmic point of view anyhow.  
But that’s only if you win. And you haven’t been  
doing much of that I can tell you,’ she says. 

‘I thought you were one of the best? Why are  
you still here doing this then?”

‘There are debts to pay.’
‘Enlighten me.’
The two are at a conversational stand-off. One is 

reluctant to share information, the other desperate 
to find out what happens to him. They are a pair  
of superconducted ceramic tiles levitating above  
a magnetic field.

Suspended. 
When Beryl flicks her ash over the ledge, it seems 

to disappear into nothing at all. Swallowed up by  
the void.

‘Your problem,’ she says, ‘is that you never loved 
anyone so I wouldn’t expect you to understand  
the equation.’

‘Try me.’
‘I have three kids down there. Two boys and a girl. 

Spitting images of their father, unfortunately,  
but God I would do anything for ’em.’

‘Is there a God?’
‘Don’t be an idiot. I’m trying to explain it.’
‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.’
‘I loved them more than myself and let me tell you, 

I had to. It’s a rough place down there if you’re 
hurtin’. And we hurt. Most days, we were hurtin’.  
But we loved through it because it was the only way.’

‘The world can be a rough place,’ he says. 
Beryl turns to face Paul, her eyes green like jade  

in sunlight. 
‘I’m not sure you understand that sentence,’  

she says.
‘I was in pain, too.’
‘We are more tolerant of our own pain,’ Beryl 

continues. ‘Another person’s pain is a difficulty unless 
you put more care into them than you do yourself, 
then it becomes the most unbearable thing. You’d  
go to war over it, if you had to.’

Paul reaches the end of his cigarette and flicks  
it over the edge into the nothing.

‘So you made a deal?’
‘I made a deal.’ 
‘That you would do this job in return for, what?’
‘Safe passage, after a fashion. For the kids.’
‘How old were they when you … you know, when 

you came here?’
‘Bobby was 14. Little dickhead most of the time, 

but a sweet one. Emily was 11, a heart pure as the 
morning sun. And my youngest, Jack, was just seven. 
The world was alive in him, I could feel it whenever 
he looked at something.’

Paul can see the sharing of this was a precipice. 
Much of Beryl’s studied composure is drifting away 
into the emptiness that confronts the pair. When one 
cigarette is burned to a nub, she immediately lights 
the next one. 

Man and woman, surrounded by the curl of 
belligerent smoke.

‘I have to say, I never expected the afterlife to look 
like a smoking lounge in a Hong Kong airport,’  
Paul says. 

Beryl allows the shadow of a smile to cross her face.
‘I made it in my own image,’ she says. ‘But this ain’t 

no afterlife.’
‘What happens if I don’t win?’
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The question has clearly been scorching his 
insides because it erupts from him as magma. 

‘We’ll get to that,’ she says. 
The uneasy reconnaissance is interrupted by  

a call from behind them. Everyone back on set.  
The final segment is about to begin. 

Beryl dusts the ash from her floral dress. It isn’t  
a charming thing, necessarily, though she looks 
utterly charming in it. She raises her hand and 
motions for Paul to help her to her feet.

‘Look sharp,’ she says before wandering back  
to her place in front of a gaudy backdrop painted  
with love hearts and dollar signs.

‘Places everybody,’ the floor manager yells.  
He doesn’t wait for long before the crack of a board 
signals filming has resumed. 

‘Welcome back to The Life is Right, I’m your host 
Beryl Lutwyche and our contestant is Paul Greeves,  
a single man from Sydney, Australia, and a former 
mid-level advertising executive,’ she begins. 

Laughing, Paul says: ‘Ow, that hurts.’
‘Paul, this is it. You know the major prize but  

here’s what you’re playing for if you lose,’ she says. 
The faux-wall behind Beryl rises and reveals  

what looks like a floating motorcycle. It bobs in  
a transparent pool of water.

‘It’s a jet ski!’
Paul wears astonishment on his face. He steps 

from the raised podium and paces over to Beryl. 

‘That’s it? What the hell am I supposed to do with  
a jet-ski wherever this is?’

‘We want you to win, Paul. You’re a bit slow on  
the uptake though aren’t you.’

The floor manager yells an indistinct warning in 
the background, though neither host nor contestant 
pay him any mind. 

‘What was your deal for?’ Paul asks. ‘Who was  
it with? Who do I speak to about any of this?’

In this moment, a small figure steps forward  
from the ink of darkness off stage and into the light.

‘Hello,’ the little boy says.
Paul startles backward on his feet. There is  

an urgency written into his features.
‘This part is always too melodramatic for my taste,’ 

Beryl says. 
‘Who are you?’ 
Statements like these are often too slim for the 

circumstances. What Paul means to convey is 
precisely this: how is it that he is standing before  
his own self, rendered as a seven-year-old boy?  
Or perhaps it is actually him as a boy?

‘It’s just a reconciliation process after the code has 
met its natural end,’ the child says. ‘I wouldn’t worry 
too much about it.’

Paul attempts to speak, thinks better of it and then 
stops himself. He does this a few times in quick 
succession, such that he resembles a fish plucked 
from the water and gasping for air.

The boy is without sentiment. 

Illustration by Rosie Handley
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‘This is the end of the program,’ he says. ‘We bring 
the two selves together to establish how far from the 
perfect form the adult has diverged in their lifetime.’

Unbidden, Paul begins recalling the peculiarities 
of his boyhood self. How he always opened the door 
of the microwave precisely one second before it was 
finished. The interrogation of a rare moon halo on a 
snap-frozen night. The many ordinary inquisitions 
about the mechanics of the world in which he lived. 
The freshly lit kindling of flesh following a warm hug. 
He remembers the interior life of a boy unrestrained 
in his affections, elevated by discovery and animated 
by thoughts of an uncomplicated future, stripped  
of pointless adult rules.

‘Is this real?’ Paul asks.
‘Does it feel real?’
‘Quite.’
‘Then it is.’
The child adjusts a dinosaur-themed Flik Flak 

watch on his wrist.
‘Why are you here?’
Paul is growing unsure of himself.
‘I’m here to take you with me. This is the end  

of the show.’
‘We had another round.’
‘No matter.’ 
‘I’m not finished yet.’
‘No one ever is.’
There are ways back to love, none of which seemed 

obvious until now.
‘I’m so sorry,’ Paul the elder says to the boy.  

‘I’ve let you down.’
The boy projects a deep compassion, as if he knows 

this was always the way things would end. As if he 
knows the mistake of maturity can only ever be the 
atrophy of wonder. He seems to understand that its 
victims — hopeless and ignorant — deserve pity  
above all.

‘You did what everyone else has done,’ the boy 
says. ‘Nothing more.’

‘What about her?’ he asks, looking at Beryl. 
‘I’ll be alright, chook.’
‘No, you must have been stuck here a long time 

now. You need rest.’
He stops, briefly. Then musters the courage  

to continue.
‘You were wrong when you said I had never loved 

anyone more than myself,’ he says. ‘A love like that,  

so strong, it can diminish a person. Reduce them 
until there is not the faintest spark left for loving.’

‘I can’t let my kids go on alone, they have no  
one else,’ she says. ‘I can protect them here.’

‘Let me host. I can look after them.’
Beryl studies him with caution. He knows she has 

accepted his offer before she manages a word because 
the woman allows the tension in her body to radiate 
out. There is relief in it; an unbottling. She greets the 
feeling the way anyone who has steeled themselves 
for unceasing misery does when they understand  
they can be delivered from it.

Her wearying sacrifice can end.
‘I’m so tired,’ she says. ‘But I can’t ask you  

to do that.’
‘Do you trust me?’
‘I do now.’
‘Go,’ he tells her.
There is a loud crack and confetti falls from above, 

coating everyone on the stage. 
Beryl gathers her contestant in her eyes.
“Paul Greeves, you have just won The Life is Right 

in a thrilling comeback. With a little scratching,  
we’ve found a fundamentally decent human being 
beneath your surface,’ she says.

The child smiles, a big face-splitting thing.
‘People run so far away from themselves,’ he says. 

‘Sometimes they don’t remember how to get back.’
Paul embodies relief and ecstasy.
‘This was a test?’
‘No. Search and rescue,’ the child says.
The boy offers his hand to Paul.
‘Come with me, I have something to show you,’  

he says. ‘It’s a museum, of sorts.’
Beryl grins and nods, as if to grant permission.
Boy and man walk toward the edge of the set,  

small hand held by the other. Paul sees his field  
of vision change and it is filled with an infinite 
expanse of mornings frosts, summer storms, 
prodigious violinists in subway stations. There  
are metallic-feathered birds, shooting stars, the low 
angle of autumnal light on rust-coloured leaves. 
Great sentences of literature adorn the chambers  
of this endless room. His father’s embrace on a cold 
night. Mum, teaching him to sound his words. It is  
a room filled with love.

‘Every beautiful thing you ever saw or felt  
or heard,’ the boy says. 

‘Stay as long as you want.’

Rick Morton is an award-winning journalist and the author of One Hundred Years of Dirt.
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W O R D S  Ashleigh Synnott

E X H I B I T I O N

Penny Short was a trainee teacher  
at Macquarie University in 1973 when  
her untitled poem was published in the  
student paper Arena. An extract reads:

Warm bodies entwined in love 
soft kisses are not enough 
stroking your breasts 
my knee slides up between your thighs 
feels soft, slippery, throbbing cunt 

In response, the Department of 
Education declared her ‘medically unfit’ 
to teach primary school students and  
her teaching scholarship was revoked. 

The next year, Jeremy Fisher was 
expelled from the university’s Robert 
Menzies College when, following a suicide 
attempt, gay liberation badges were  
found in his room. The college’s master, 
Alan Cole, told Jeremy he would only be 
allowed back into college if he agreed to 
repress his homosexuality. He refused. 

Before the 1970s an openly gay life  
in Australia was inconceivable. Male 
homosexuality was outlawed, female 
homosexuality was either shrouded in 
silence or completely ignored, and 
same-sex attraction was considered  
a psychiatric illness. Any representation 
of gay love in mainstream media presented 
homosexuality as sick, criminal, and 
socially and morally reprehensible. 

This all began to change 50 years ago, 
on 19 September 1970, when John Ware 
and Christabel Poll appeared in an article 
titled ‘Couples’ in the Australian 
presenting a positive image of gay life. 
John and Christabel made history by 
publicly discussing their lives with their 
same-sex partners, and agreeing to be 
photographed and have their real names 
published. They were promoting a gay 
rights group they had recently started — 
Campaign Against Moral Persecution 
(CAMP) — and called for same-sex 
attracted people to come out and join  
the fight for a fairer, more just society.  
‘If every homosexual admits it, and  
talks freely,’ said John, ‘the public  
will eventually get rid of their 
misconceptions.’

CAMP was officially launched  
the following year, on 6 February 1971,  
at St John’s church hall in Balmain.  
At the meeting, John and Christabel  
were confirmed as co-presidents of the 
organisation, now considered one of the 
most influential groups of the gay rights 
movement in Australia. CAMP’s goal was 
to end discrimination, achieve equality 
before the law, take political action,  
and encourage people to come out. 

F ifty years after  
the first gay rights 

organisation was 
founded in NSW, the 
activism of the 1970s 
still resonates.

Coming out 
in the 70s

All images are from the State Library of NSW collection

CAMP membership badges, c 1973, Alexander  
‘Lex’ Watson collection
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And come out they did. Following  
the launch of CAMP, branches sprang  
up around the country. The organisation 
printed 500 copies of the first issue  
of its magazine CAMP Ink, and by the 
following year had more than 1500 
members. Over the next decade the group 
was among those at the forefront of the 
charge for social, legal, educational  
and political reform. 

CAMP organised the first demonstration 
for gay rights in Australia, protesting 
outside the Liberal Party’s Sydney 
headquarters on 6 October 1971, in 
support of Tom Hughes, a candidate  
who supported homosexual law reform.  
A year and a half later, in April 1973, 
CAMP established the ‘Phone-A-Friend’ 
telephone service, which later became a 
counselling hotline and is still in operation 
today as Twenty10. More militant groups 
like Sydney Gay Liberation and the 
Radicalesbians were formed alongside  
the CAMP movement, and together  
they rallied for change.

Towards the mid-70s, the gay rights 
movement picked up momentum as  
the unions joined forces with the gay 
community. When Penny Short lost her 
scholarship, students — and not just gay 
and lesbian students — were outraged.  

A demonstration of some 600 people 
gathered outside the Education 
Department’s headquarters, demanding 
reinstatement of her scholarship. 

Students also mobilised when Jeremy 
Fisher was expelled, the Staff Association 
condemned Robert Menzies College, and 
the Builders Labourers Federation urged 
members to walk off the many construction 
sites on campus. The strike is remembered 
as the world’s first ‘pink ban’. Penny’s 
scholarship was never reinstated, and  
the college refused to offer Jeremy his 
room back without the condition that  
he renounce his homosexuality. 

Tracing the milestones in the gay rights 
movement over this decade, the Coming 
Out in the 70s exhibition at the State 
Library of NSW offers insights into 
exactly what it took to achieve legal  
and social equality in Australia. For me, 
it’s an astonishing glimpse into what went  
on in Australia at this time.

I think of how French lesbian feminist 
author Monique Wittig describes a new 
form of writing as having the power of  
a war machine. ‘The goal and design is  
to pulverize the old forms and formal 
conventions,’ she writes. ‘It will sap and 
blast out the ground where it was planted. 
The old literary forms, which everybody 

The 70s was full  
of action — rallies, 
marches, meetings, 
spontaneous actions 
or ‘zaps’ — but the 
force that drove the 
movement seems  
to be the simple, 
courageous act of 
coming out and  
saying ‘I’m gay.’ 

CAMP Ink covers, Dec/Jan 1972, March 1971, August 1974
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Gay and lesbian rights march, George St, Sydney, 15 July 1978, photo © Geoff Friend

‘Gay Dance’ poster, Sydney, 1979 © Gay Film Fund ‘Lesbian Spirit’ poster, Melbourne, c 1975 © Lesbian Posters
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outdated, inefficient, incapable of transformation’ 
(‘The Trojan Horse’, 1984). A campaign, I think,  
must work in a similar way — first there is a single 
spark, then the long process of change. 

The 1970s was a decade full of firsts. In 1971 the 
definitive text of the gay rights movement, Australian 
activist Dennis Altman’s Homosexual: Oppression and 
Liberation, was published. Altman had witnessed the 
rise of gay and lesbian political activism in the US 
after the Stonewall riots of 1969 and, like CAMP,  
he called for personal change as well as social 
transformation. 

The following year, on 31 October 1972, Peter de 
Waal and Peter Bonsall-Boone made history when 
they kissed on the ABC’s Chequerboard documentary. 
This was surely one of the most controversial 
moments in the history of Australian TV, as Bonsall-
Boone lost his job as secretary of an Anglican church 
as a result of the appearance, sparking large protests. 

This was also the year that Number 96  
introduced Australia’s first openly gay soap  
character, Don Finlayson, played by Joe Hasham.  
Remarkably, the show’s creators wanted to steer 
clear of stereotyping the character, choosing instead  
to present him as an everyday guy who just happened 
to be gay. 

Then came TV’s first lesbian kiss, on 11 February 
1974, between Felicity (Helen Hemingway) and Vicki 
Stafford (Judy Nunn) on The Box. The first lesbian 
novel in Australia was published the following year, 
Kerryn Higg’s All That False Instruction — the same 
year the first state in the country, South Australia, 
decriminalised the male act of homosexuality. 

The first Sydney Mardi Gras parade, on 24 June 
1978, began as a peaceful demonstration but a march 
through the streets that night turned brutal. At Kings 
Cross, police made 53 arrests under the Summary 
Offences Act which gave police broad powers. 

The following Tuesday, the Sydney Morning Herald 
published the names of all those arrested. Some lost 
their jobs. Others were disowned by their families  
or lost their tenancy rights. Some committed suicide. 

In response to the police brutality that night, and 
the subsequent arrests, the gay community 
mobilised. The ‘Drop the Charges’ campaign 
eventually led to the repeal of the Summary Offences 
Act in May 1979 and the creation of the new Public 
Assemblies Act, which meant people no longer had  
to apply for a permit to have a demonstration. 

This set the stage for the next phase of change, 
with significant achievements in New South Wales 
including the legalisation of homosexuality in 1984,  
a removal of the ban on same-sex attracted men  
and women serving in the military in 1992,  
the implementation of legislation allowing same-sex 
couples to adopt in 2010, and the legalisation  
of same-sex marriage in 2018. 

These milestones, and the rest, are just some  
of the moments that marked the decades following  
the formation of CAMP. I wasn’t born in the 70s,  
but from this distance, it seems to me that the 
moment John Ware and Christabel Poll came out 
publicly, and encouraged others to do the same, 
everything started to change. 

The 70s was full of action — rallies, marches, 
meetings, spontaneous actions or ‘zaps’ — but the 
force that drove the movement seems to be the 
simple, courageous act of coming out and saying  
‘I’m gay.’ Whether through writing a poem, joining  
a group, wearing a badge, attending a rally or 
appearing in the media, many people in the 70s 
who were brave enough to name themselves  
in an intensely hostile world. 

Robyn Kennedy is one of these people — from  
the first Mardi Gras to the bid for World Pride 2023 
(which she led) Robyn is a pioneer activist for social 
justice. As the youngest member of CAMP in 1973, 
she quickly moved up the ranks and was a key player 
in the fight for gay liberation. 

As part of her work at the time, Robyn was one  
of many activists involved in ‘public education’.  
They would visit schools and universities, and go on 
the radio in an effort to try to break down stereotypes 
about what it was to be gay. 

When I speak to her over the phone, she describes 
the toll this would take. ‘I found it pretty hard doing 
that kind of work,’ Robyn says. ‘Every time I’d have  
to go and do it I’d get stomach cramps because it  
was so personal. I didn’t like it at all. I did it because  
it was important to demystify and show we weren’t 
sick, we weren’t criminals.’ 

For Robyn, the Coming Out in the 70s exhibition  
is about the importance of history, of recognising  
the enormous personal sacrifices made by those who 
were among the first to stand up and demand change. 
‘It’s not about a trip down nostalgia lane, it’s 
recognising that individuals can achieve massive 
social change if they’re committed enough and if  
they work together.’ 
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For her, it’s also a chance to take stock, to 
recalibrate our understanding of where we are at 
now, and how vital it is to continue working for 
equality, visibility. ‘It takes 40 years to make things 
go away,’ Robyn said, ‘and then it can be so easily lost 
— what has been achieved at great personal cost.  
You can’t let them slip away.’

What strikes me about CAMP, and about the 70s  
as an era of monumental change in Australian society 
and culture, is that the fight for liberation was  
so incredibly personal. It was about each person 
coming out, whatever that meant or took for them — 
and at the same time it was about coming together  
as a community. 

There were the Gay Lib Dances, the National 
Homosexual Conferences, the Feminist Bookshop, 
Gay Radio, and the CAMP club rooms in Glebe where 
you could just pop in for a coffee, a chat, or to ‘raise 
your consciousness’. And, of course, there were the 
marches. ‘Demonstrations were our internet,’ Robyn 
tells me. ‘It was the only way to convey in a real and 
public way what was wrong with society and what we 
wanted changed. Everything we did we did together.’ 

The call of CAMP, as an organisation, was for social 
and political change — but its primary call was for 
same-sex attracted people to come out. The idea was 

that the more people come out as gay, the more okay 
it will be in society to be gay. 

This call is not lost on me, 50 years down the track. 
Browsing through issues of CAMP Ink, and visiting 
the exhibition, I’m as moved to see ‘Homosexuals 
Come Out’ and ‘Gay is Good’ printed on a page, to see 
‘Lesbians Are Everywhere’ stamped on a badge,  
as I think I would have been if I was there at the time. 
It makes me think about the significance of visibility 
— of publishing and printing and living a visible, 
positive gay life. Words are sometimes where it starts, 
and it matters that they said those words, that they 
printed them, that they were proud. It mattered then, 
of course. And it still matters to us, now.

Ashleigh Synnott has published stories,  
poems and essays in journals such as Meanjin, 
Overland, Southerly and Antipodes. Her first  
book, Monster, will be released by Puncher  
and Wattmann next year. She lives and works  
in Sydney, on Gadigal land.

Coming Out in the 70s is a free exhibition in  
the State Library’s galleries until 30 May 2021.

View the online exhibition here. 

‘Phone a Friend ... CAMP NSW’ flyer, c 1977,  
Alexander ‘Lex’ Watson collection

Gabrielle Antolovich, CAMP Sex Lib Week Demo, Hyde Park, Sydney, NSW, July 1972, film still from footage shot  
by ABC. Peter De Waal Papers. Reproduced courtesy Gabrielle Antolovich and the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation – Library Sales © 1972 ABC
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A high school student found surprising and poetic insights  
in interviews with gay men recorded in the 1980s.

It was the same-sex marriage plebiscite  
in 2017 that piqued high school student 
Will’s interest in how the lives of gay 
men and lesbians in Australia had  
been transformed since the 1970s  
when his parents were growing up.

His overwhelming sense of wonder 
about such dramatic social change 
brought him into the Mitchell Library 
Reading Room recently as a Year 12 
student to research his HSC English 
major work on that topic. He would  
find himself captivated by oral history 
interviews with gay men recorded  
in the 1980s.

Listening to the recordings, 
conducted by historian Garry 
Wotherspoon, he expected to hear 
about the difficult and violent aspects 
of life that many gay men experienced 
in the past — bashings, abuse, and 
closets locked tightly shut to those  
who couldn’t be trusted. 

But he didn’t just find sad stories.  
He heard of great fun in recollections  
of private parties and dinners in the 

1940s and 50s. So he shifted his 
understanding of gay life as some  
men had lived it more than half  
a century ago.

He was also struck by the energy  
of the spoken voice. ‘I read transcripts 
before I listened,’ he says, ‘and you 
don’t get a sense of the pacing or  
the vulnerability when you read  
a transcript.’  

Working with Wotherspoon’s  
15 hours of interviews, Will created 
what he describes as ‘performance 
poetry, a soundscape, a pastiche of oral 
history’ for his major work. In creating 
a spoken word performance piece,  
he found the recordings gave him 
access to poetic elements he wouldn’t 
have found elsewhere. 

When Wotherspoon began his 
interview project, he was new to the 
practice of oral history. Even though  
it was the 1980s and oppressive laws  
and discrimination had been largely 
overcome, many gay men were still 
reticent to speak openly about their 

lives. There was no space for gay 
studies at Australian universities  
in those days, and Wotherspoon’s work 
was pioneering — it’s some of the first 
recorded history of the twentieth 
century Australian gay experience. 

‘We started the interviews in the  
early 1980s for a book project,’ recalls 
Wotherspoon, ‘we didn’t have anything 
from what we might call the 
participant’s view — you could get 
court cases, you could get newspaper 
reports but they tended to concentrate 
on scandals and illegality. We wanted 
information from the people themselves.’ 

These voices of ‘the people 
themselves’ might not otherwise have 
made it onto the historical record, and 
Will is one of many researchers who’s 
glad they did. 

Bruce Carter, librarian

Listen to Garry Wotherspoon’s 
interviews with gay men (1980–1988) 
at amplify.gov.au

Sense of 
wonder

Photo of Will by Bruce Carter
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W O R D S  Cathy Perkins

S E L F  P O R T RA I T
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Top left: William Carron, explorer, c 1870–75,  
photo by BC Boake, Sydney

Top right: Janet Hauser, 2020

Above: Sketch showing Mr Kennedy’s route,  
from Rockingham Bay to Escape River, c 1848,  
J Allen, Sydney

Opposite: Backscratcher Ginger,  
drawing by Janet Hauser, 2017

Drawing  
to a close
An artist followed  
in the inspiring 
footsteps of a botanist 
rescued from a tragic 
expedition in 1848.
Botanical artist Janet Hauser contacted 
the State Library in 2018 and offered her 
series of drawings based on the lost plant 
specimens of Edmund Kennedy’s ill-fated 
1848 expedition. The curators were 
intrigued, particularly given the library’s 
collection strengths related to early 
European exploration in Australia and 
botanical art. The original specimens, 
collected by botanist William Carron 
throughout the expedition, were left 
behind during his dramatic rescue.

Like most people, Hauser had not 
heard of Carron when a friend suggested 
him as the inspiration for her next project. 
She read his account of the expedition, 
published in 1849, which provided insights 
into the immense hardships experienced 
by the party as well as records of the 
plants he saw.

‘It became clear to me,’ Hauser recalls, 
‘that Carron’s dedication to botany,  
his life’s work, deserved to be more widely 
known about and recognised and I hoped, 
by painting his discoveries, my project 
would in a small way bring his name  
to light.’

As a young child Hauser received a gift 
of paints and brushes from her mother, 
which set in motion a long-lasting love  
of art and plants. Hauser says she always 
remembered places by the plants that 
grew there. Her first job as a professional 
botanical artist, in the 1970s, saw her 
illustrating noxious weed species for the 
Queensland Lands Department. Since 
then she has worked on several historical 
botanical projects, as well as illustrating 
books, and writing and illustrating  
a concise study of heritage plants of 
Queensland’s Scenic Rim region, 
Grandfather Grew Mangel-Wurzels.

Having read Carron’s account  
and unpublished biography by  
Lionel A Gilbert from 1950, Hauser 
resolved to retrace the botanist’s historic 
footsteps from the time when Queensland 
was part of New South Wales. To begin  
she spent two years researching his  
plants and the expedition route. 

N AT U RA L  H I STO RY

W O R D S  Sarah Morley
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W Carron, 25 May 1848, from Carron’s narrative  
for accompanying illustrations by Janet Hauser

Sea Purslane Sesuvium portulacastrum  
& Coastal Jack Bean Canavalia rosea

Then in July 2012 she embarked on  
a seven-week trip to the Cape York 
Peninsula, setting off from Kennedy’s  
first campsite, now Kennedy Bay, South 
Mission Beach. ‘To be actually standing  
in the same place and imagine it just  
as Carron described,’ says Hauser,  
‘added another dimension to my 
understanding of the hardships  
endured by Kennedy’s men.’

William Carron emigrated to New 
South Wales with his wife in 1844.  
He had worked in the botanic gardens at 
Cambridge University and on his arrival  
in Sydney assumed responsibility of 
Alexander Macleay’s fine collection of 
plants at his home in Elizabeth Bay. In 
1848, while managing Shepherd’s Darling 
Nursery in Glebe, he was recommended  
by Botanic Gardens Director Charles 
Moore to accompany Assistant-Surveyor 
Edmund Kennedy on his next expedition.

In April 1848 they set off north in  
the ship Tam O’Shanter from Sydney  
to traverse the Cape York Peninsula, 
unaware that fellow explorer Ludwig 
Leichhardt had been sighted for the last 

time setting off from a station on  
the Darling Downs on 3 April.  
It is believed Leichhardt died  
somewhere in the Great Sandy Desert.

Kennedy and his party of 13 were 
delivered to Rockingham Bay in May 1848, 
landing in thick scrub and swampland. 
The harsh terrain of the peninsula proved 
incredibly challenging, and the party 
spent whole days cutting through dense 
scrub. Despite the extreme conditions 
Carron managed to identify and 
document the plants he saw.

Over six months, the party slowly 
succumbed to sickness and fatigue, eight 
men died of suspected starvation, another 
from accidental gunshot, and Kennedy 
was speared to death in a conflict with 
local Aboriginal people.

Kennedy’s papers were buried  
by Aboriginal tracker Jacky Jacky  
for safekeeping, 32 km from the tip  
of Cape York. They were later retrieved  
by Thomas Beckford Simpson, Captain  
of the Freak, who was commissioned to 
search for traces of Kennedy’s expedition. 

These papers are in the State Library’s 
collection.

Picked up at Port Albany, Jacky Jacky 
was able to lead the ship Arial back to 
Weymouth Bay where they found Carron 
and convict William Goddard barely alive. 
Carron was in a skeletal state with his 
elbow and hip bones showing through  
his skin. An abstract of Carron’s journal 
and a portion from 13 November to  
30 December were salvaged. His original 
journal and all his plant specimens had  
to be left behind when he was rescued. 

While the long-term effect of this 
horrific experience on Carron’s physical 
and mental health can only be imagined, 
he lamented the loss of his specimens.  
‘All my specimens were left behind which 
I regretted very much,’ he wrote in his 
journal, ‘for, though much injured, the 
collection contained specimens of very 
beautiful trees, shrubs and orchideae.’   

Using descriptions from Carron’s 
published account, Hauser was able  
to identify the same plants. She took 
photographs and collected plant 
specimens, which she carefully stored  

Growing on the beach  
was a species of portulaca,  
a quantity of the young 
shoots of which I collected, 
and we partook of them. 
There were many other 
interesting plants growing 
about but the afternoon 
turning wet, I left their 
examination over till  
finer weather. 
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W Carron, 13 & 14 September 1848, from Carron’s narrative  
for accompanying illustrations by Janet Hauser

Pitcher Plant

in a handmade press. Then each evening 
she sat in the camp and made detailed 
pencil sketches in preparation for the final 
botanical artworks that would take more 
than two years to complete.

The trip was a moving experience for 
Hauser. ‘There were a couple of occasions 
when I felt Carron’s presence guiding us,’ 
she says. ‘Driving up to the top of Tully 
Gorge one day took us an hour but took 
the party many weeks. One day we 
stopped spontaneously at a spot along  
the route to look at a tree and there right 
below us was one of the geological 
formations described by Carron in his 
narrative, black basalt columns rising 
from the creek bed along the Gorge wall.  
It felt as if he had willed us stop to see 
them too.’

Having worked in the field of botany, 
Hauser had experienced the thrill of 
botanical discoveries herself. During  
her expedition she often found herself 
thinking from Carron’s perspective:  
‘I could well imagine his wondrous 
excitement as a botanist and most 
certainly his bewilderment at being 

confronted with the great array of 
unknown native plants of northern 
Australia.’

As well as being the only complete 
first-hand account of the disastrous 
Kennedy expedition, Carron’s narrative 
made it possible for Hauser to finish  
her project and give the dedicated 
botanist the recognition he deserved.

She produced 37 artworks in total, most 
of which featured in her 2017 exhibition  
A Tribute to William Carron at Yamba 
Museum on the New South Wales north 
coast, where they were displayed with 
Carron’s corresponding descriptions. 
Several of the drawings were sold during 
the exhibition and the remaining 21  
are now held by the library.

In reconstructing the botanical 
illustrations of the specimens collected  
by Carron, Hauser’s drawings serve  
as a contemporary visual reference  
to the historical written record of  
the expedition.

If Carron’s specimens from the 
expedition had not been lost, he would 
have undoubtedly gained greater 

recognition for his significant scientific 
contributions to the knowledge of 
Australian indigenous plants. It is likely 
that his specimen collection from the 
Cape York Peninsula would already have 
been recorded for future reference in the 
form of botanical drawings. But using 
historical records, Hauser has gone some 
way towards correcting this omission, 
bringing to life the work of a man who 
dedicated his life to botany. Her delicate 
drawings bring a bittersweet sense  
of closure to a project that began over  
170 years ago.

Sarah Morley, curator

The State Library of NSW holds 
correspondence related to the Kennedy 
expedition, several of William Carron’s 
field books from later in his career  
and his scrapbook of pressed ferns.  
His brass microscope is on permanent 
display in the library’s Collectors’ Gallery.

By the side of a small stream running through  
the flat ground, I saw a curious herbaceous plant, 
with large pitchers at the end of the leaves.  
It was too late in the season to find flowers,  
but the flower stems were about eighteen inches 
high, and the pitchers would hold about a wine-
glass full of water. This interesting and singular 
plant very much attracted the attention of all  
our party.
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A BOGUS NEWSPAPER.

GERMAN IMITATION IN BELGIUM.

Telegraphed    False    News.

HOW TO FAKE WAR NEWS

PROTESTS AGAINST  
UNSCRUPULOUS PAPERS

How Pictures Are Faked

Poisoned News Supply

‘FAKED’ NEWS

Newsboy selling Pix (detail), 14 May 1939, photo by R Wolfe
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W O R D S  Margaret Van Heekeren

CO N V E R SAT I O N

The spreading fireThe spreading fire
of fake newsof fake news
Historic newspapers  

show a long history  
of false reports taking  
hold in turbulent times.
As wildfires scorched their way through the west 
coast of the United States in September, another 
wildfire tore through social media, just as it had nine 
months before when the Australian bush ignited in 
calamitous heat. Although separated by time and 
geography, these online blazes were remarkably 
similar, claiming the majority of fires were lit by 
arsonists and not the result of climate change. 

Authorities in both countries quickly discounted 
the claim, but just as fire scores its own path so  
too does fake news, sometimes leaping over digital 
containment lines into real life. In both countries  
a handful of politicians restated the bogus claim  
as fact, ingraining the falsehood in the minds of  
some and belying the effect of unprecedented heat  
in escalating all blazes, including the small number 
lit by arsonists.

Whether wildfire or pandemic, disaster offers  
a fertile paddock for the sowers of misinformation.  
It creates doubt and distrust at a time when people 
need truth and certainty. Many blame social media 
but behind every false and malicious post is a human, 
or a human-programmed bot. Long before ‘post’ 

became a digital practice, those with a political, 
financial or merely mischievous intent traded  
in the lies and half-truths of fake news. 

Not that it has always been known as fake news. 
Searches of digitised historic newspapers, such as 
those in the National Library of Australia’s Trove 
database, reveal the term ‘fake news’ was not in 
common usage until the middle of last century.  
It replaced ‘faked news’ as the preferred (and, 
perhaps, more accurate) term. 

But for much of last century and, in fact, for many 
centuries before, ‘false news’ was the appellation  
for fabricated reports purporting to be news.  
Written in Middle English as ‘fal∫e news’, the term 
can be found in the first codification of English law, 
the 1275 Statute of Westminster. Known in Latin as 
scandalum magnatum, the spreading of false news 
was considered a political crime. ‘Devisors of tales’ 
who created ‘discord between the King and his 
People or great men of this Realm’ were to be 
imprisoned. 

The law was often enforced. Records from 
London’s Newgate prison reveal several examples  
of people being punished for breaching the false  
news law. One was the servant Nicholas Mollere,  
who in 1371 was found guilty of ‘circulating lies’ that 
Newgate was to close and prisoners transferred to 
the Tower of London. Mollere was sentenced to an 
hour in a pillory, with a whetstone, normally used  
for knife sharpening, hung from his neck.
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‘By the King: A proclamation to restrain the spreading of false news’, London, 1674 (source: Folger Shakespeare Library)
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Just as social media has furthered the spread of fake 
news in the twenty-first century, so too did earlier 
technological advancements. Mass printing from the 
1600s saw fake news litter the columns of pamphlets  
and newspapers. The invention of telegraphy in the  
1800s enabled global sharing of news and information, 
offering speed and anonymity to news fakers. 

As the telegraph connected Australia throughout  
the 1850s, the Sydney Morning Herald New Year’s Day 
editorial of 1855 forecast the effect of that technology  
on false news: ‘It is instructive to see with what rapidity  
a great lie may gain the assent of the world … The 
telegraph will not, however, suffer a falsehood a long 
existence: its lightning speed soon overtakes the guilty 
error and condemns it. A few hours is the utmost duration 
of the best fabrication.’

The Herald was overly optimistic. Fake cable news  
was so prevalent by the early 1900s that, shortly before  
his death, journalist and poet William Thomas Goodge 
penned a poem titled ‘Cable Cooks’, published in the 
Brisbane Truth on 28 March 1909:

There’s nothing in this world escapes 
The cove that cooks the cable ... 
Most trivial incidents he shapes  
And lends a lustrous label,  
And fakes the news,  
Which folks peruse  
At every breakfast table ... 
He may reside on Salisbury Plain, 
Or here, on Weston-road, Balmain! 
He may live in the Strand, but still. 
Perhaps, his home’s at Marrickville!

Goodge’s suppositions as to the location of the ‘cable 
cook’ or news faker are strikingly similar to contemporary 
conjecture over ‘fake news factories’ — whether they’re  
in the Balkans or a Los Angeles suburb, where America’s 
National Public Radio ‘All Things Considered’  
program tracked down a fake news operation in 2016.  
The reference in the poem to ‘every breakfast table’ 
suggests a similar saturation of fake news as found today. 

By 1909 false news already had quite a history in 
Australia. The first identifiable instance was in 1827  
when a ship carrying wheat from South America arrived  
in Sydney after false reports that the colony’s wheat crop 
had failed. The Australian argued for the ‘strongest 
reproaches. As it is, our censures ought to be directed 
against the proclaimers of false news — against those who 
created a false alarm, and made it be believed at a distance, 
that we were, or should be, in a state of actual want, unless 
timely arrivals averted the calamity.’  

‘Cable Cooks’, by William Thomas Goodge, Brisbane Truth, 28 March 1909
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The rogue wheat arrival echoes practices of two millennia ago  
in Ancient Athens where corn and metal traders would attempt 
to inflate prices by inventing news of a storm or shipwreck  
or leaking a false report on the quality of the latest harvest.

Awareness of fake news did not curb its proliferation in 
Australian newspapers. As international tension mounted  
and erupted into the First World War in 1914, Australia may 
have been a hemisphere away from the battlefront but did not 
escape the proliferation of false reports that accompanied the 
crisis. Perhaps because of the distance and desperation for news  
of the conflict, newspapers of the era reveal a swathe of reports 
followed by corrected reports of sunk/not sunk warships,  
battle losses/gains and other supposed mishaps. 

The Melbourne Argus of 30 September 1914 reported Prime 
Minister Andrew Fisher’s ire at the volume of fake news reports, 
which arrived daily, requiring Ministers to ‘spend a great deal  
of time denying them over the phone’. ‘The way some people are 
circulating false news of this kind is simply disgraceful,’ said the 
Prime Minister, ‘and those who are doing it should be punished 
severely … All I can say is that no person who loved his country 
would be guilty of spreading rumours of this kind.’

But as the Australian press sought to sate a war-news hungry 
public with as many reports as they could receive, the 
publication of fake news continued. It was especially hard to 
repel when the content came from respected overseas titles.  
And so, in April 1917, after the London Times and Daily Mail 
reported that the German army was running a ‘corpse utilisation 
factory’, boiling down the bodies of dead German soldiers to 
extract fats for making fertiliser, lubricant and soap, more than 

70 Australian newspapers immediately put the claim into print. 
In an effect similar to what we would call echo chambers today, 
many readers were predisposed to believing the German troops 
capable of committing such an atrocity and the story was widely 
accepted. The fact that some reports included Australian 
soldiers as witnesses furthered local interest. 

The ‘corpse factory’ is one of the most infamous fake news 
stories of the twentieth century, running in newspapers around 
the world. While many newspapers, including some in Australia, 
outed the story as fake — either initially or in later years —  
it was still being reported as fact a decade later, even though the 
British Parliament had declared the story untrue in 1925.  
In recent years it has been argued that the prolonged uncertainty 
over the veracity of the claim contributed to delays in the 
international response to reported atrocities in Nazi Germany. 

As we see today, fake news straddles the serious and  
the mischievous. It was also in 1925 that a false cable report, 
published in some American newspapers including the New 
York Times, told of boycotts and assaults on sailors that marred 
a visit of the United States naval fleet to Melbourne and Sydney. 
In fact more than 300,000 had turned out for a welcome parade.  
The report angered New South Wales Premier Jack Lang,  
who dispatched his own cable to the ‘Press of the United States’ 
rejecting the story and affirming that the fleet had received  
a warm welcome. 

The historical record suggests that fake news proliferates 
most at times of national and global uncertainty. This explains  
its current manifestation, which exploits the rapid transmission 
of social media just as it did cable a century before. 

Detail from The Fin de Siècle Newspaper Proprietor, an illustration featured in an 1894 issue of Puck magazine (source: Library of Congress)

58 /      O P E N B O O K  :    Summer 20



In Australia, a search of historic newspapers reveals a relative 
lull in fake news until the Second World War when, once again, 
fake news operators peddled their wares to influence public 
opinion. A cartoon from the Melbourne Argus on 21 September 
1946 reveals the extent of fake news at the time. Titled 
‘Superman: False News’, the final triptych in a longer narrative 
shows that Lois Lane has left the Daily Planet to edit the Daily 
Sphere and falsely reports the running aground of a luxury liner. 
The final frame reveals that the Daily Planet’s circulation has 
tripled as readers avoid the fake stories in the Sphere. ‘Maybe 
Lois'll be asking for her old job back, eh, chief!’ Clark Kent 
opines. ‘She seems to have flopped at editing the Sphere’. The 
fact this salvo was presented in cartoon form reveals general 
awareness, as there is today, of the ubiquity of fake news.

This ubiquity was challenged, and Australia would take  
a central role in the fight against fake news. In the aftermath  
of the Second World War, as countries came together to form  
the United Nations, fake news featured in its agenda of global 
problems to be addressed. The Australian delegate, former 
politician and judge Herbert Vere Evatt, was central in 
deliberations of the UN’s Political and Security Council. 

The Soviet Union had submitted a motion urging increased 
press censorship and criminal penalties to curb war mongering. 
It named the United States, Turkey and Greece as the greatest 
offenders. Evatt proposed a different path and put forward  
an amended resolution calling on the UN to denounce war 
propaganda. He argued that ‘censorship and criminal penalties 
were an inadmissible way of dealing with war propaganda.  
The way to deal with war mongers was not to suppress them  
but expose them.’ 

Evatt’s ideal was to expand the reach of the responsible press, 
and give it full access ‘to the news and opinions in their own  
and other countries’. He proposed that governments provide 
practical assistance such as helping newspapers pay cable 
charges or, during newsprint shortages, making additional 
allocations of paper. His view was shared by the US and Britain, 
but conflicted with the Eastern Bloc countries, which wanted 
increased control and censorship.

Australia later withdrew, instead joining Canada and France 
in a similar proposal. The combined resolution condemned  
all forms of war propaganda and encouraged member nations  
to use any means available to disseminate information that 
encouraged peace. It received unprecedented support  
and was adopted unanimously by all 57 members of the  
UN political committee. 

After considerable deliberation, and with Australian support, 
the UN passed The International Right of Correction, which 
allows countries to protest fake news to other governments and 
seek correction from publishers. The convention was formalised 
in 1952 and is still in force today, although relatively few 
countries — and Australia is not among them — are signatories. 

Whether in 2020 or 1920, and one could go further to 1820  
or 1720 and beyond, fake news has been a blight on the 
dissemination of news and information, increasing at times  
of societal fracture. It is during these times that fake news  
takes hold and, whether by cable or bytes, spreads like wildfire. 

Dr Margaret Van Heekeren is a former journalist and lectures  
in Media and Communications at the University of Sydney.

Superman comic, Argus newspaper, Melbourne, 21 September 1946
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CO M M U N I T Y

Tiny vestibules of literary happiness. 
Wherever you live, chances are there’s a street library (or two) near you! Street libraries 
are boxed shelters for books, managed by passionate local ‘librarians’. These tiny 
vestibules of literary happiness can be enjoyed, refilled and built by anyone.  

Often planted in a front yard, community garden or close to schools, street libraries 
are easily accessible 24/7. There’s no need to ‘check out’ a book or sign up for a library 
card, you simply take whatever piques your interest. Once you’ve finished with the 
book you can return it or pass it on to a friend.  

 Cecile Schuldiener, general manager of the Street Library organisation, hopes  
to reach the goal of 5000 registered street libraries across Australia by 2021.  
In New South Wales alone, there are now over 1000 street libraries and this  
number is steadily growing. 

Here’s a snapshot of six splendid street libraries, from Springwood to St Leonards, 
Matraville to Mudgee.   

Springwood Gumnut Library 
This beautiful street library can be found nestled  
in the garden of Springwood Pink House in the  
Blue Mountains. For Wendie Sullivan, one of the 
most enjoyable parts of being a street librarian  
is overhearing people chatting near her home  
while picking out a new book.  

Wendie believes that sharing books is especially 
important in the age of social media. ‘The act of 
sitting down and reading a book, flicking through 
the pages, seeing the crease marks or notes someone 
has made is something that social media cannot 
recreate,’ she said.

Six splendid 
street libraries

W O R D S  Annie Tong
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Taren Point  
Street Library 

Outside the gates of Taren Point 
Public School lies a bookish box,  
full of literary treats. Office 
administrator Anyes McLean said, 
‘We wanted to share our love of 
reading outside the school gate  
to the wider community.’ 

One memory that fills Anyes  
with joy was a heartfelt conversation 
she had with a regular borrower.  
‘He told me how much he values  
the library, especially since he  
was not working due to Covid …  
He loved reading but was unable  
to afford books.’ 

The Country 
Exchange

This cute, willow-themed street 
library in central Mudgee has 
brought together lifelong readers, 
curious kids and generous 
handymen. English teacher  
Kirsty Skinner was thrilled when 
the Mudgee Men’s Shed agreed  
to build the box.  

‘I believe books and storytelling 
are important to us as humans  
and how we engage with our world. 
Reading can open doors and inspire 
us to think about life and 
experiences beyond our 
understanding,’ said Kirsty.

Evan’s Garden Library 
Located at Glenwood, Evan’s Garden Library has it all — 
books, plants, seeds, soil, homegrown fruit and 
handwritten notes. Jenny and her seven-year-old son, 
Evan, started this community project when Covid-19 
restrictions hit in March 2020.  

‘In a time of uncertainty, worry and turmoil this little 
project brought our community together,’ she said. 
‘Sometimes it’s the kids walking home from school who 
drop in for a snack, or the tired new mum out on a walk 
who needs a chocolate pick me up.’ 
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The Very Hungry Street Library 
Inspired by everyone’s favourite hungry caterpillar, 
this fabulous street library can be found at Matraville 
in the eastern suburbs of Sydney. Eveline Molines  
said the library was inspired by her granddaughter’s 
favourite book.  

‘I have just retired and planting a street library  
in my street helps me to meet people who live around 
me. Even if it’s a simple hello and a smile to brighten 
up the day,’ she said.  

Multilingual Street Library
This special street library is planted in  
St Leonards, Sydney. It was built by Elisa Jeffrey, 
an educator at FROEBEL — a bilingual childcare 
centre that recognises the importance of sharing 
diverse books. 

‘Being in a big city, sometimes the sense  
of community can be lost and something as 
simple as a little library can bring some warmth 
and a sense of belonging,’ said Elisa. ‘Reading  
to your child is a great way to enhance their 
language skills and it’s also a beautiful way  
to have some one-on-one time as a family.’  

Being in a big city sometimes the sense  
of community can be lost and something  
as simple as a little library can bring  
some warmth and a sense of belonging.

To find out how you can build, register and find street libraries near you head to streetlibrary.org.au
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She found fame  
as a teenage poet,  
but Grace Perry’s 
startling later work 
and her support  
for fellow poets are 
barely remembered. 

In the middle of the Second World War, 
Australian critics raved about a schoolgirl 
poet’s ‘pure lyrical note’. One reviewer 
forecast a career as outstanding in  
poetry as Melba’s had been in music.  
‘A genius,’ said another.

As an adult she became a medical 
doctor, published a further eight books  
of poetry, took part in theatrical readings, 
organised literary festivals, founded  
a highly regarded small press and  
edited a magazine. 

Who was this marvel of talent  
and energy?

If you said Grace Perry, take a bow.  
But if you hadn’t heard of her, it’s not 
surprising. Despite her multiple roles  
in twentieth century Australian 
literature, she is seldom acknowledged 
these days. Her strong, distinctive poems 
appear in few anthologies. Her story is  
all but forgotten.

And what a story it is.

LO O K I N G  B AC K

W O R D S  Penelope Nelson

So you want to be a poet
A young Grace Perry (left), c 1942
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Poetry books by Grace Perry, 1940s

Grace Perry was 15 in 1942 when 
Australian Consolidated Press published 
her first booklet of verse, Staring at the 
Stars. Two more volumes followed:  
I Live a Life of Dreams in 1943 and I Am 
the Songs You Sing in 1944. She read her 
poems on ABC radio and was interviewed 
on other Sydney stations.

In a 2003 conversation with the poet 
John Tranter, fellow poet Bruce Beaver 
recalled how he and Grace met: 

I was working at radio station 2UE. I went 
down the hall one day and I looked through 
at the announcer and I saw a young girl 
sitting with him, giving an interview  
and talking about her plans for the future.  
I thought, so you want to be a poet. I was 
just on the verge of starting to write poetry 
myself. I didn’t start until I was 17. Anyway, 
I met her and I said, ‘How nice to meet you; 
you started when you were twelve, did 
you?’ ‘Oh yes,’ she said, and we talked.

Interviewers were delighted with  
the young poet’s eloquence and outgoing 
personality. ‘Her straw school hat pushed 
on the back of her auburn curls and 
slightly breathless from hurrying,’ wrote 
the Sun’s ‘Spotlight’ columnist, Candide, 
‘schoolgirl poet Grace Perry arrived to 
see me during her lunch-hour one day 
this week.’ While Grace was excited at the 
prospect of reading her poetry for a 
national broadcast she had no intention 
of making a career of it. ‘[T]he idea of  
a poet living in a garret is out of fashion 
nowadays,’ she told Candide. ‘I shall 
continue to write of course, but I hope  
to become a doctor.’ Grace spent her days 
‘like most schoolgirls, at lessons, sport 
and hobbies, but at night, in her spare 
time, she writes and practices for her 
music examinations’.

Born in 1927, Grace started school  
in Brisbane, where her journalist father, 
Robert, worked on the Courier-Mail.  
The family moved to Sydney when 
Robert Perry became secretary to  
Mr J Cahill, the Minister for Public 
Works who later became Premier. Grace 
was dux of St Gabriel’s, Waverley, an 
Anglican school that closed in 1966. 

After graduating in medicine in 1951, 
she married fellow medical graduate 
Harry Kronenberg and had two 
daughters and a son. Grace ran a home-
based medical practice at Five Dock, and 
later worked as an honorary 
paediatrician at South Sydney Women’s 
Hospital, while Harry became a leading 
haematologist.

Motherhood and medicine left little 
time for poetry in the 1950s, but by the 
early 1960s Grace had become a key 
member of the Poetry Society of 
Australia, and editor of Poetry Magazine. 
In 1964 she secured funding from the 
French Consulate for a bilingual issue  
of the magazine. Fragile egos abound in 
the arts, and some poets resented space 
being given to non-members, or to other 
languages. In a secret meeting of the 
society, she was expelled.

Grace held onto one valuable asset:  
the mailing list. Under her own masthead 
South Head Press, she founded the 
magazine Poetry Australia. 

Grace Perry’s mature poetry was far 
less romantic than the rhyming verses  
of her teens. The lyricism of ‘Heavy 
fragrance of the flowers,/ Distant: bells 
from high church towers’ gave way to 
expressionist free verse which often  
dealt with sex, illness and death.

Her medical experience can be seen  
in poems such as ‘The Sting of Sleep’, 
which concludes:

Find your fulfilment here;  
this gentle needle 
arrests the ache  
and calms the rattling breath; 
heading to ocean now, 
purple sails fill 
and belly out  
before the tradewinds of death.

Some admirers of her teenage work 
were startled by her 1960s collections  
Red Scarf and Frozen Section, but her new 
work was generally well received. In 1967 
she described her new writing style  
to Hazel de Berg in a National Library  
of Australia oral history interview as  
‘in the realm of the deep image’:
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The image that arises from the 
unconscious generates powerful emotions 
beyond the reach of logic or analysis, you 
know, a bit like the stone dropped in the  
big pool. I don’t know whether this is valid,  
I’m no critic … but this is the way I see it. 
The work of mine that pleases me most  
is the work in which I do deal exclusively  
in images and some of the poems which 
please me most are those which have  
just one expanded or continuing image.

In addition to her medical and 
editorial work, and her own writing, 
Grace began organising literary events. 
She formed relationships with 
universities, funding bodies, sponsors 
and writers whose names would ensure  
a big roll-up at readings and symposiums. 
Responsible for program design, finance, 
marketing and publicity, she wrote 
dozens of funding submissions and 
scores of letters, and made hundreds of 
phone calls. With a handful of voluntary 
helpers, she organised events such as  
the North Side Literary Festival,  
the Farmers’ Poetry Prize and the  
1975 Poetry Write-in, which was held  
at Macquarie University. 

The Write-In was a notable success, 
with 200 participants keen to share their 
work and learn from poets like Peter 
Porter, Gwen Harwood and Bruce Beaver. 
Grace contributed to some sessions, but 
ill health prevented her from attending 
the final dinner. Her multiple roles were 
becoming a strain. 

‘No need to tell me about your extreme 
vulnerability,’ the West Australian poet 
and academic Fay Zwicky wrote to her in 
September 1975, ‘I spotted that in Perth, 
and incidentally, marvelled at the 
number of talented delinquent females 
this country produces — the young child 
lives on in so many faces, the assertive 
little hurt girls everywhere. But what  
a prodigality of energy too!’

Grace was also an energetic publisher. 
South Head Press published the first 
single volume by John Tranter, and five 
books by Bruce Beaver. One of these, 
Lauds and Plaints, was described by John 
Beston in the Sydney Morning Herald  
in 1974 as ‘probably the most important 
new book of Australian poetry to appear 

in the 1970s.’ The prestigious imprint 
listed Norman Talbot, Rodney Hall,  
John Millett, Craig Powell and Jennifer 
Maiden among its authors.

Six volumes of Grace’s own poetry also 
bore the South Head Press imprint. But,  
in time, self-publishing would injure her 
reputation. While the poet and critic 
Geoff Page found her 1972 volume Black 
Swans at Berrima ‘more impressive than 
many other recent collections of shorter 
poems’ (Canberra Times, 1973), a few 
years later he thought it was ‘mildly 
narcissistic’ to include an article on her 
poems in Poetry Australia (Canberra 
Times, 1980).

In the late 1960s Grace and her 
husband bought The Magistrate’s House,  
a grand stone house in Berrima built in 
1840. Today, the house can be booked for 
overnight or weekend stays, but in the 
1970s it was a retreat from the stress  
of multiple responsibilities that 
complicated Grace’s life and limited  
her time for writing. 

This conflict between her ‘own 
activism and the temptation to give her 
energies and power away to other people’, 
according to literary academic James 
Tulip writing in Poetry Australia in 1980, 
precipitated the move from Sydney to 
Berrima. According to Tulip, Grace 
‘needed to enter a dead world. Berrima,  
a period piece of Australian colonial 
architecture dominated by the stone  
and brick prison … gave her an Emily 
Dickinson seclusion in the old 
magistrate’s house and garden on  
the banks of the Wingecarribee.’

But Grace Perry was no Emily 
Dickinson, and literary seclusion was not 
for her. After buying a valley not far from 
the town, she began breeding Simmental 
cattle. For the last decades of her life,  
the Berrima landscape provided the 
background for many of her poems, 
published in collections including  
Two Houses, Black Swans at Berrima, 
Berrima Winter and Snow in Summer.  
Her vivid interior life, her highly visual 
imagination and her nimble leaps from 
one thought to another unify her work.

From 1974 to early 1980, Poetry 
Australia was edited by Les Murray,  

with Grace as managing editor and 
proprietor. They called it a ‘locum’ 
arrangement, which suggests it was 
intended to be short-term. Resigning in 
May 1980, Murray wrote, ‘It just seems 
we can’t get the new joint editing rules to 
work properly, and I suspect I’m the 
impediment, with my stiff-necked  
lone-wolf ways. So I drop out without 
resentments; the mag was an epoch in  
my life, and no one ever gave me a bigger 
compliment of trust than you did.’

At the end of the letter he added:  
‘6 ½ years! We grew some poets in that 
time, didn’t we?’

After Murray’s resignation, John 
Millett was Grace’s co-editor. A poet  
and former airman, he also shared her 
interest in cattle breeding. He continued 
to edit the magazine for some years after 
her death. 

Reviewing Grace Perry’s Snow in 
Summer in 1980 in the Sydney Morning 
Herald, Thomas Shapcott described it as 
‘a major achievement’, ‘a work of great 
vulnerability and authority’. 

Her vulnerability can also be seen in 
the stream-of-consciousness notes in her 
diaries held at the State Library of NSW. 
Barely legible, they bear witness to 
periods of despair, but there is little  
on the public record to account for  
her death by suicide at the age of 60. 

‘Perry won a medal at the New South 
Wales Premier’s literary awards in 1985 
and was appointed AM the next year,’ 
Dorothy M Jensen writes in the 
Australian Dictionary of Biography.  
‘In 1987 she committed herself to 
publishing ten volumes of Poetry 
Australia and providing a Bicentennial 
poetry award. Failing to acquire funding 
for the award, she was in very poor health 
and felt abandoned by her supporters … 
Survived by her husband and their son 
and two daughters, she committed 
suicide on 3 July 1987 at her Berrima 
home and was buried in the Anglican 
section of the local cemetery.’

Grace Perry’s work as a literary 
entrepreneur and publisher made  
a major contribution to Australian 
literature in the mid-twentieth century 
but is seldom acknowledged now.  
Her poetry, too, is often overlooked.
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Excerpt from Berrima Winter, 1974, by Grace Perry

 Grace Perry, c 1960s

Two of the poets published by South 
Head Press, John Tranter and Bruce 
Beaver, discussed Grace Perry in  
a conversation recorded in 2003. 

‘She was a very independent person, 
wasn’t she?’ asked Tranter. ‘Utterly 
independent, yes,’ replied Beaver.  
‘You couldn’t cross swords with her 
unless you were prepared to get 
wounded. And she was always ready to 
have a tussle with anybody, and she was 
argumentative by nature. But I liked her 
very much because she was a damn good 
doctor as well and a very talented person.’ 

Tranter remarked, ‘I wasn’t that 
impressed with her poetry,’ and Beaver 
said, ‘She wasn’t a first-class poet, no,  
she was a second-class ….’

The two went on to note that her  
work has ‘fallen into neglect’ and ‘fallen 
into oblivion’.

Categories such as first- and second-
class are always subjective and contestable. 
The Australian ‘poetry wars’ of the 
mid-twentieth century led to some 
clannish loyalties. Grace Perry was too 
old to be considered one of the ‘Generation  

of ’68’, despite the fact that her mature 
poetry had much in common with 
leading-edge American work. 
Unconscious sexist attitudes, such as 
finding women strident or argumentative 
when they express strong opinions,  
can impinge on literary judgments.  
But reputations are not set  
in stone, and future evaluations  
of Australian writing will inevitably  
offer different perspectives.

I give Grace the last words, with  
the closing lines of her 1967 poem 
 ‘Frozen Section’:

Frozen section: on a glass slide 
life fragmented, tissue-thin; 
long minutes when each man feels 
his silent growth, his open wound. 
Dark blood spreads slowly down the sheet. 
Beyond the window, yellow lights 
hold nudging traffic hesitant, 
waiting on riverbottom streets, 
the moment frozen, magnified; 
no one moves; no one speaks.

Novelist Penelope Nelson is the author  
of many articles, poems, reports and  
the memoir Penny Dreadful. Her novels 
include Prophesying Backwards and 
Beyond Berlin. She recently started  
the shared blog balconyfever.com
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Phillip Hall, ‘Poplars Stripped Bare: Mental 
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Give your character your age, sex and socio-economic background. 

They live in the suburb of your childhood.  

Your ethnic identity frames everything. 

 

Pepper your piece with words in your mother tongue.  

Use Google Translate if needed. 

Refuse to otherise your work with a glossary.  

Attend festivals and readings in your modern cultural clothes.  

Greet the audience in your language the language of your people.  

Practise the pronunciation beforehand. 

Remind the audience you don’t speak for all _________ .  

Expect to be asked if your main character is you. 

Prepare a coy response: an obvious no will disappoint your audience.  

A straight yes will disappoint your family. 

Maryam Azam

Maryam Azam is a writer and teacher whose debut poetry collection, The Hijab Files,  
was shortlisted for the Mary Gilmore Award in 2019. The cover and illustration opposite  
are by Amani Haydar, a visual artist, writer and lawyer, who is currently working on  
her memoir and is an artist-in-residence with Sweatshop Western Sydney.

P O E T RY

A writer’s guide: POC edition 

POC (Person of Colour)
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The lost film of 

Nellie 
Stewart

Nellie Stewart as Mam’zelle Nitouche (in the Act II ‘middle eastern’ costume), 1895, Falk Studios, Sydney

W O R D S  Graham Shirley
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Her career was to span seven decades, 
embracing operetta, comic opera, grand 
opera, pantomime, comedy and drama. 
Beautiful and with a youthful appearance 
that lasted into old age, her greatest 
attribute, according to her Australian 
Dictionary of Biography entry, ‘was the 
magnetism that allowed her to reach 
beyond the footlights to captivate  
a public for whom she retained loyalty’. 

In 1902 Stewart first appeared in what 
would become her signature starring role 
in Sweet Nell of Old Drury. Set in England 
in the 1600s, the play by Paul Kester tells 
the story of Nell Gwynne, a real-life 
orange-seller turned actress and mistress 
of Charles II. It was huge success and 
Stewart returned regularly to the role  
for three decades, convincing many  
that her personality and looks mirrored 
the role she played.

A child of theatre parents, Nellie Stewart 
was born Eleanor Towsey Stewart at 
Woolloomooloo, Sydney, on 20 November 
1858. On stage from the age of five,  

she sang and danced for her father’s 
company and other producers. 

In the 1870s she starred in productions 
in England, America and New Zealand, 
before returning to Australia in late 1880 
to appear for 14 weeks as principal boy in 
Sinbad the Sailor. By that year, according 
to novelist and memoirist Hal Porter, 
Stewart’s photograph ‘was to be seen in 
every barber’s shop and postcard album’. 
From 1881 to 1894 she played leading roles 
in 35 comic operas. 

In 1888 she permanently damaged her 
voice when she sang for 24 consecutive 
nights as Marguerite in the grand opera 
Faust. She seldom sang after that, but her 
versatility enabled her to develop a career 
in comedy and drama. 

Stewart became one of the world’s first 
international stage stars to appear in a 
feature film when Raymond Longford 
directed her in an adaptation of Sweet Nell 
of Old Drury in 1911. 

Shooting had begun under the direction 
of Stewart’s stage producer, co-star and 
life partner, George Musgrove. 
Inexperienced in cinema production, 
Musgrove expended 15,000 feet of film on 
Act I, according to Longford, by insisting 
that it should exactly duplicate his stage 
production. Longford later recalled that 
when the cast and crew viewed the footage 
‘even the great G.M. himself laughed and 
finally capitulated. The whole contract 
was revised … and the writer [Longford] 
took sole control and started all over again.’

Stewart was said to have received 
£1000 for appearing in the film, which 
enjoyed massive success after premiering 
at Sydney’s Lyceum Theatre in December 
1911. ‘When the figure of Miss Nellie 
Stewart, as the bare-footed orange girl, 
was descried in the distant perspective of 
a narrow rural track,’ reported Sydney’s 
Daily Telegraph, ‘there was great 

applause; and as she advanced into the 
foreground and coyly held out an orange, 
as if offering it to the audience, she had  
a fine reception.’ 

‘The picture personation of the story  
is vividly realistic and dramatic,’ 
Launceston’s Examiner declared about  
the silent film, ‘and has certainly lost none 
of its charm and interest from the fact that 
the characters merely move through the 
historic scenes, and do not talk, for the 
camera has caught the spirit intention  
of the actors with a fidelity akin to nature.’ 

When the film screened in America  
in 1914, Variety magazine judged that 

O U T  O F  T H E  VAU LTS

Nellie Stewart as Prince Charming in Cinderella, 1901, 
Talma & Co.

Of all the 
Australian 

stage performers of 
the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth 
centuries, Nellie 
Stewart was the 
best known and 
most universally 
loved. 
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Stewart ‘does very good work and gets  
all that she can out of the part’.

The film Sweet Nell of Old Drury 
screened regularly in Australian cinemas 
for at least six years, and Everyones 
magazine in 1931 believed it held the 
record ‘for the number of city revivals’.

During the film’s early screenings, 
commentators wrote of the importance  
of preserving it for posterity. ‘It is only 
right a pictorial record should be kept of 
[Nellie Stewart] in the part’, observed the 
West Australian, and The Theatre stated, 
‘The film is of historic value, for future 
generations will see it when there is but 
the name of Sweet Nell left.’

In her 1923 autobiography Stewart 
writes of her belief that ‘a set of reels  
of this film is held, to be produced after  
I am no more’. But by 1931 it was 
considered a lost film when Everyones 
asked: ‘Where is Sweet Nell now? … If the 
negative still exists it should merit high 
regard among the treasures of an 

industry which has just begun to discover 
its past.’

In the late 1960s, Stewart’s biographer 
Marjorie Skill and Australian producer-
director and film historian Tony Buckley 
revived the search for the film. Before 
Stewart wrote her autobiography, recalls 
Buckley, she had been advised that a  
35 mm nitrate print of the film — each  
of its reels stored in a separate  
cardboard box — had been deposited  
with an Australian library. 

Skill and Buckley believed this was 
either the Mitchell Library (part of the 
State Library of NSW) or Melbourne’s  
La Trobe Library (part of the State 
Library of Victoria), but their approaches 
uncovered no trace of the film. 
‘Exhaustive searches for it throughout 
Australia over many years have failed  
to unearth it,’ writes Skill.

While the film of Sweet Nell of Old 
Drury can’t be found at the State Library 
of NSW, two sound recordings in the 

collection evocatively capture Nellie 
Stewart’s personality and performance 
style. They were recorded on 24 March 
1931 by the Columbia Graphophone 
Company at its studio in the Sydney 
suburb of Homebush. 

One of the records features Stewart 
and other actors performing extracts 
from Sweet Nell, and the other presents 
the monologue ‘Nellie Stewart Addresses 
Her Public’.

In August 1931, two months after 
Nellie Stewart died at the age of 72, 
Columbia presented the Mitchell Library 
with engraved silver cannisters 
containing the original recordings. 

Listening to it today, Stewart’s farewell 
address recalls the emphatic, sometimes 
sentimental, performance style of the 
early 1900s. But it also conveys her 
absolute sense of herself as a public 
identity, her connection with her 
audience, and her desire to be 
remembered. The speech begins with  

Nellie Stewart recordings, 24 February 1931, engraved cannisters and the record player used to digitise them at the State Library
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‘And when I am  
no longer with you, 
I want you to think 
of me as just 
withdrawn into  
the dimness …  
And so, to where  
I wait, come gently 
on. Always the same, 
Nellie Stewart.’ 

Nellie Stewart, c 1920, by Harold Cazneaux

the final words of the play Sweet Nell: 
‘Memory will be my happiness. For you 
are enshrined there.’ She then talks of the 
‘tears of gratitude’ and ‘tears  
of joy’ that public affection has brought 
her and reflects on the ‘indefinable 
something’ that can endear a person  
to many others. ‘My endeavour always,’ 
she declares, ‘is to try and radiate some  
of the love, esteem, and affection which 
you have given me all my life.’

That affection poured out at Stewart’s 
funeral on 24 June at Sydney’s St James’ 
Church, whose surrounding streets were 
crammed with thousands of admirers. 
Although her stage appearances had 

included starring roles overseas, she 
continued to identify as Australian,  
and demonstrated her care for the 
community through fundraising for 
disadvantaged children and impoverished 
hospital patients. 

‘There were actors and actresses  
of a generation grown old,’ reported the 
Sydney Morning Herald of the funeral, 
‘and there were actors and actresses now 
in their heyday of their fame. There were 
people on whom Miss Stewart had 
conferred some kindness long ago, and 
people who had never known her, but  
had admired and loved her. As the funeral 
procession moved slowly down the aisle 

sobbing women touched the casket with 
their fingers.’

But it might not have been a final 
goodbye. In her farewell address 
preserved for posterity, Stewart suggests 
the possibility of a reunion with her 
public in the afterlife: ‘And when I am  
no longer with you, I want you to think  
of me as just withdrawn into the dimness 
… And so, to where I wait, come gently on. 
Always the same, Nellie Stewart.’ 

Graham Shirley is a film historian.
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W O R D S  Cathy Perkins

S C I E N C E  &  H I STO RY

Nestled between the expansive lawns and ornamental ponds  
of Sydney’s Centennial Park is a small wetland, fringed with 
sedges, known as Lachlan Swamp. Its most impressive feature 
— not shared with many other bushland remnants in southern 
Sydney — is a dense canopy of swamp paperbark trees or 
Melaleuca quinquenervia. 

As you enter this wetland forest, a raised, fenced boardwalk 
suggests that this flora is precious and sensitive to disturbance.  
A sign further along the trail confirms that the site protects 
remnants of important native flora characteristic of the 
Indigenous and early-British swamplands that once drained 
southward from the park to Kamay (Botany Bay). 

This history is easy to believe given that all of the species 
present in the swamp today were certainly growing in Greater 
Sydney before the arrival of the British colonists in 1788. Yet the 
assumed ‘naturalness’ of the local swampland vegetation has not 
been empirically tested. This is a surprising omission given that 
the site is presented as an example of the ‘Sydney Freshwater 
Wetlands’, which are listed as an endangered ecological 
community under State environmental legislation.

My great-grandfather — who was almost fanatically devoted 
to cultivating exotic plants in his small but extremely colourful 
English garden — lived by the mantra that ‘the answer lies in the 
soil’. Carrying on the family legacy, I have become a specialist in 
a scientific field termed ‘palynology’ (literally the study of dust). 

Swamp paperbark trees (Melaleuca quinquenervia), Lachlan Swamp, Centennial Park, Sydney, 2019, photo by Rebecca Hamilton

Deeper 
history

W O R D S  Rebecca Hamilton

Science and history come 
together in conserving the 
swamplands of southern Sydney.
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Palynology is immensely valuable  
for reconstructing the vegetation history 
of an area over a long timescale — 
generally decades to millennia. It involves 
microscopic analysis of pollen grains 
produced by local plants that accumulate 
in layers of sediments through time. 

Using this technique to test claims 
about the pre-European state of the 
Lachlan Swamp remnant in Centennial 
Park was the focus of my undergraduate 
honours project in 2010. After spending 
countless hours at the microscope and a 
large chunk of my supervisor’s annual 
research budget on radiometric dating,  
I demonstrated that the current 
paperbark forest at the Lachlan Swamp 
remnant only flourished at the site in the 
twentieth century. It replaced an open 
canopy, Epacridaceae-dominated heath-
swampland. In this, my great-grandfather 
was right — the soil had clearly 
demonstrated that this little-known field 
of study could contribute significantly  
to improving environmental policy. 

Feeling pleased with this discovery,  
I retreated to the Mitchell Library Reading 
Room to finish my thesis. It was here  
I came across several historic photographs,  
including an aerial photograph from the 
1950s that provided a compelling answer 
to the question I had spent the better part 
of a year labouring over.

The photographs revealed that the 
vegetation of Lachlan Swamp was, within 
living memory, open and scrubby. This 
moment taught me that the information 
we need to conserve ecosystems — though 
typically viewed through the lens of 
science — may also be found in histories 
embedded in our libraries and museums, 
as well as in the memories of our 
Indigenous communities.

Since 2010 I have continued working  
as a conservation-focused palynologist  
in Australia and Southeast Asia. But the 
historical ecology of Sydney’s freshwater 
swamps has remained a key research 
interest for me. 

Lachlan Swamp, Centennial Park, Sydney, comparison of aerial photographs over time (source: NSW Department of Finance, Services and Innovation, 2018)

The wetlands of 
south Sydney 
were extensive, 
covering more 
than 11 square 
kilometres — six 
times the size of 
Centennial Park. 
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I recently found myself back in the 
Mitchell Library poring over historical 
maps, photographs and documents from 
south Sydney. This time, my aim was to 
piece together the nineteenth and 
twentieth century environmental history 
of the freshwater swamplands, and 
address unresolved questions about the 
conservationof these important ecosystems.

From a practical perspective, the 
misclassification of the ‘natural’ flora at 
Lachlan Swamp raises questions about 
conserving other remnant freshwater 
sites in south Sydney. Most of these sites 
have been corralled into narrow wetlands 
between Southern Cross Drive  
and adjacent golf courses. 

I wanted to know how well 
represented this kind of landscape was 
before British settlement. Was the open 
heath at Lachlan Swamp an anomaly,  
or did it reflect the general composition  
of freshwater swamplands? If so, how 
extensive were these ecosystems?

I used mapping software to 
georeference and analyse more than  
40 historical maps and plans of southern 
Sydney, many of which preserve 
information about the boundaries of 
water features and the topography of the 
landscape. This method has revealed that 
just after British colonisation the wetlands 
were extensive, covering more than  
11 square kilometres — six times the  
size of Centennial Park. 

This large network of swamps 
persisted through much of the early and 
mid-nineteenth century, despite being 
dammed for Sydney’s residential water 
supply and water-dependent industries. 
Urbanisation in the late-nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries had the largest 
impact on the water flows and size  

of the swamps, as bricks and concrete 
transformed the region from a city 
hinterland to an industrial, residential 
and transport hub. 

As I made digital comparisons of the 
topography of the region between the  
end of the nineteenth century and today,  
I could see how the swamplands had been 
constrained and their natural flows 
fragmented. Yet remnant waterbodies 
like Botany Dam and the Mill Pond 
(which, if you are looking, you can see 
from your car window on your way to  
or from the airport), and the somewhat 
diminished Lachlan Swamp in 
Centennial Park, have remained more-
or-less continuous since 1788.

Paintings, photographs and written 
descriptions of the flora growing around 
the swamplands show that the 
nineteenth century landscape was 
characterised by open vegetation that 
was progressively cleared, converted,  
or buried under concrete in the century 
that followed. 

This process mirrors what we see  
in the Lachlan Swamp pollen record,  
and in ongoing research conducted  
by the La Perouse Aboriginal community 
that draws on Indigenous ecological 
knowledge. Holistically, this work  
shows that open swamp heathlands  
were consistent and extensive across  
the region during the pre- and early 
British period. 

Destruction of these swampland 
ecosystems was a dismissal of history as 
well as ecology. It ignored the distinctive 
botany that captivated Joseph Banks, 
James Cook and Daniel Solander in 1788, 
and led Cook to eventually give Kamay  
its colonial name — Botany Bay. 

Early planning documents show  
a cycle in which British colonial 
authorities alternated between viewing 
the swamplands of southern Sydney as  
an unhealthy nuisance and as a valuable 
resource. They were under-regulated  
and exposed to highly polluting 
industries — such as wool washing and 
the boiling down of animal carcasses  
in the early nineteenth century, and 
chemical and paint manufacturing in  
the twentieth — with a period in between, 
from 1827 to 1896, when several of the 
swamps were over-utilised for their 
‘abundant supply of soft, fresh, water’ 
(‘NSW Committee on the Tunnel’, 1837). 

Such an erratic approach to managing 
and using the swamps over a short 
timeframe means that it is hardly 
surprising that once extensive 
Epacridaceae heathlands have largely 
been forgotten. The long-term legacy  
of human disturbance — based on 
society’s ever-changing values and 
economic interests — plays a large role  
in shaping contemporary ecosystems. 

When we try to protect valuable 
ecosystems like Sydney’s freshwater 
swamplands, we must look beyond  
the short-term ecological evidence. 
Effective conservation requires  
a holistic, multidisciplinary approach 
that uses written and oral histories  
to complement scientific research.

Rebecca Hamilton is geographer based 
at the Max Planck Institute for the Science 
of Human History, in Jena, Germany,  
and is an associate investigator for the 
Australian Research Council Centre of 
Excellence for Biodiversity and Heritage. 
She was the 2019 Merewether Fellow  
at the State Library of NSW.

Urbanisation had the largest impact  
on the water flows and size of the 
swamps, as bricks and concrete 
transformed the region. 
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Contour map of the country between Port Jackson & Botany Bay, Sydney, Department of Lands, 1894, blue areas indicate swamp boundaries 
(overlaid by author) 
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W O R D S  Cathy Perkins

S E L F  P O R T RA I TB O O K  P O R N

W O R D S  Maggie Patton

The primer set furth by the kinges maiestie  
& his Clergie ... 1546 (1710 reprint)
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THE 
ART  
OF THE 
TITLE 
PAGE 

Quatuor nouissima cu[m] multis exemplis pulcherrimis, 
1497, by Denis, the Carthusia

Horatij flacci Venusini Poete lirici opera, 1498,  
by Horace  

A discourse of the subtill practises of deuilles  
by vvitches and sorcerers, 1587, by George Gyfford 

A title page has 
always told readers 
what the book  
is about, but 
sometimes with  
an artistic flourish. 

Imagine a bookseller in fifteenth century 
Europe, sitting in a cramped shop 
surrounded by piles of unbound pages 
roughly bundled together for sale.  
How would anyone know which pile  
was which book?  

This was the time, soon after the 
introduction of printing, when the title 
page became one of the most important 
design elements of a book. 

It hadn’t been a feature of the 
manuscript books that came before the 
invention of the printing press. Produced 
in smaller numbers, manuscripts were 
often commissioned by individuals  
or religious institutions, collated  
and bound to order.  

In the early years of printing, a book 
would be sold unbound. The buyer would 
then choose their preferred binding: 
either a simple calf or vellum cover,  
or an ornate bespoke design that reflected 
the collector’s wealth. Printed pages  
often waited for some time before they 
were bound.  

Initially, a blank page was added to the 
front of the book to protect the pages that 
followed. Then, in about the 1460s a short 
‘phrase’, like a label, was added to identify 

the content. This label was expanded over 
the next 200 years, becoming a form of 
advertisement as well as identification. 

The design of the title page developed 
alongside the skill of the printer and the 
ambition of the publisher. The earliest 
examples had a simple border and 
woodcut illustration. They often showed  
a scholar or teacher at their desk, either 
alone or surrounded by students.  

Borders became more and more 
intricate, embellished with figures, 
flowers, animals, urns and cherubs. 
Designs would be copied because  
not every printer had their own  
skilled engravers.  

Elements of Renaissance architecture 
often appeared on title pages — the text 
surrounded by an ornate framework of 
columns, arches, plinths and headpieces. 
The design functioned as a doorway  
or entrance into the text.  

As the title page was a perfect place for 
promotion, many printers incorporated 
their ‘device’ or mark into the design.  
The dolphin wrapped around an anchor  
of the Aldine Press appeared on title pages 
from as early as 1501, reflecting the press’s 
motto festine lente (hasten slowly). 
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A title-page has  
been aptly said  
to resemble the 
entrance of a 
building, the fashion 
and workmanship  
of which are the 
indexes to the style 
of the interior. 

Anonymous, The New Monthly Magazine 
and Literary Journal, Volume 1, 1821

Terentius, 1563, by Terence The Byble in Englyshe of the largest and greatest volume, 
auctorysed and apoynted by the commaundemente  
of oure moost redoubted Prynce, 1541 

The works of Virgil: containing his 
Pastorals, Georgics, and Aeneis, 1697,  
by John Dryden

The well-known device of the Plantin 
Press featured a pair of compasses with 
the Latin motto labore et constantia 
(labour and tenacity).  

Copper engraving led to more complex 
illustrations on the title page, making it  
an attractive introduction to the text that 
reflected its characters, events, subject  
or location.  

Some of the most elaborate title pages 
appeared in sixteenth-century Bibles like 
the Great Bible of 1539 championed by 
Thomas Cromwell and authorised by King 
Henry VIII. The original title page shows 
the king handing over the word of God  
to the Bishops, represented by Thomas 
Cranmer, and the state, represented by 
Thomas Cromwell. After Cromwell was 
executed in 1540 the title page of the  
next year’s edition featured a blank  
circle instead of his coat of arms.  

From the seventeenth century, 
publishers would hand-colour the title 
pages of extravagant large-format atlases 
and natural history publications. 

But not all title pages were illustrated. 
Many featured an arrangement of type 
and text to grab the reader’s attention.  
A longer title for the book often became 
almost a synopsis. Important words in the 
title or publication details would be 
printed in bright red ink following  
the tradition of rubricated letters  
in older manuscripts.  

An important source of information  
for book collectors, the title page  
became the favoured location for the 
owner’s signature, the library stamp,  
or the handwritten note with details  
of provenance, ownership and  
reading history. 

The tradition of elaborate title pages 
became less dominant in the nineteenth 
century, although there are always 
exceptions. Today’s title page is usually 
predictable — showing the title, author’s 
name and publication details. Now it’s the 
intriguing, bold cover design that attracts 
our attention to a book and tempts us to 
pick it up and enter the world of the author. 

Maggie Patton, rare books & maps expert
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Le metamorfosi di Ovidio, 1584, by Ovid 

De zee-atlas ofte water-wereld, 1676, by Pieter Goos

Vlyssis Aldrovandi patricii Bononiensis Serpentum, et draconu[m] 
historiae libri duo, 1640, by Vlyssis Aldrovandi

Don Quixote, 1620, by Miguel de Cervantes
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Lowitja 
by Stuart Rintoul
Allen & Unwin

Lowitja O’Donoghue, renowned 
human rights and social justice 
advocate for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples, is perhaps 
one of the best-known Aboriginal 
leaders of our time. Stuart Rintoul’s 
meticulously researched biography 
charts her life against the social  

and political backdrop that saw her removed from her 
mother as a child into the hands of missionaries. Recounting 
the many hardships of O’Donoghue’s young life that fuelled 
her drive and shaped her remarkable trajectory, the story  
is unsentimentally yet unflinchingly told.     

Marika Duczynski

R E V I E WS

Rooted:   
An Australian history  
of bad language

by Amanda Laugesen 
NewSouth Publishing

In April 2010 I became the first Mitchell Librarian at the State Library  
of NSW to swear in the Sydney Morning Herald. The library had just 
purchased a marvellous tranche of letters by John Septimus Roe,  
written in Sydney in the late 1810s. Trying to convey the haste in which 
many of the letters were concluded, I told the journalist, ‘You can see  
it in his handwriting. That sense of “Shit!” The ship’s about to sail!’  
I was mortified, however, to see my words printed in the Herald.  
What seemed appropriate as casual conversation did not translate  
well, in my view, into a formal public forum. 

Bad language is a complex thing. Australians are by reputation 
prodigious swearers. Indeed, profanity is supposedly a nation-defining 
characteristic and lexicographer Amanda Laugesen explores this idea  
in her new book, Rooted. As Laugesen points out, there’s a lot more  
to swearing or profanity than simple bad manners. 

The Ways of  
the Bushwalker
by Melissa Harper
NewSouth Publishing

From naked walking in the 1890s  
to ‘mystery hikes’ in the 1930s,  
the stories of those who walked before 
us can only enhance a bushwalker’s 
life. The barefooted, shorts-wearing 
Dot Butler of the 30s is my favourite. 

This updated history of bushwalking in Australia enjoyably 
charts changing attitudes to the natural environment, takes  
on the controversies about who owns and uses the landscapes 
we walk through, and asks what we should make of plunge  
pools and pinot noir on increasingly ‘monetised’ walks. 

Cathy Perkins

All books available from the Library Shop: sl.nsw.gov.au/shop
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Dog
by Shaun Tan
Allen & Unwin

Shaun Tan’s painterly 
illustrations of dogs and people 
are likely to give this children’s 
book a broad appeal beyond its 
target readership. Dog highlights 
the intensely loyal, even intimate, 
connection between dog and 
owner, and what happens when 

one dies. Spanning many centuries, cultures and places to 
show the universality of the bond, these gentle meditations 
begin with an Indigenous man and his dingo and move 
through forest, desert, snow, rice fields, across a viaduct,  
along a desolate wartime railway line and end on a familiar 
suburban street.

Louise Anemaat

Searching  
for Charlotte
by Kate Forsyth  
and Belinda Murrell
NLA Publishing

Sisters Kate Forsyth and Belinda 
Murrell — both award-winning, 
bestselling authors — unearth the 
fascinating story of their four-times 
great-grandmother Charlotte Atkinson, 

author of Australia’s first children’s book, A Mother’s Offering  
to Her Children, published anonymously in 1841 and not 
attributed until 1981. They weave stories of Charlotte’s life, 
passed down through generations of storytellers, with their 
own journey of discovery. The result is a wonderful tale of love, 
loss, determination and resilience, celebrating the life  
of a fiercely independent woman who refused to conform  
to colonial society’s expectations.

Sarah Morley

A refusal to swear can be worn as a  
badge of respectability and distinction: 
conversely swearing can be deployed as  
a vehicle of rebellion and defiance. 
Swearing, or refusing to swear, is almost  
a performance of cultural allegiance,  
a signal of class position or social aspiration. 

Laugesen writes that ‘bad language’ 
— which she defines as swear words, slurs 
and derogatory epithets — is entirely 
contextual and socially constructed.  
In 2010 the word shit was ubiquitous  
in both speech and print, and in that 
sense largely innocuous, but it was line 
ball if it was appropriate in the context in  
which I was quoted. 

I am pretty sure that Roe himself,  
the seventh son of a clergyman, does not 
swear in any of his 200 letters. But he 
would have heard a lot of swearing around 
him. In nineteenth century Australia, 
where free colonists were petrified  
of being associated with convicts, the 
appearance of respectability was deeply 
significant: as Laugesen notes it added  

a particularly Australian ferocity  
to defending class boundaries. 

A person swearing in those days was 
more likely to be saying bloody, bastard  
or damn: words that carried much more 
offence then — because of their 
blasphemous origins — than now. 
Laugesen has shown this by carefully 
combing texts — mainly print — for 
references to language. It’s not possible, 
unfortunately, to account for the 
potential disconnects and time lags 
between spoken language and words 
appearing in print.

As Rooted explains, bad language is 
never simply bad language. Any policing 
of it, for instance, disproportionately 
catches the marginalised, the unwell  
and the dispossessed. Similarly robust 
language, once seen as picturesquely 
Australian, is now often read as deeply 
misogynistic, particularly when used 
against women, an issue amplified  
by social media.

Since the early 1970s, the public 
acceptance of robust language has shifted 
significantly. The Department of 
Education would not today, for instance, 
take away a teaching scholarship from  
a student as it did to Penny Short  
(see page 44) in 1973 for using ‘the 
c-word’ in a creative work; it would be 
much more concerned with language  
with a gendered target.

Rooted is a fascinating and very 
readable excursion into more than two 
centuries of Australian bad language. 

Richard Neville

There’s a lot  
more to swearing 
or profanity  
than simple  
bad manners. 
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O N  LOA N

  Harry Seidler’s shirt

Among the personal archive of the famous Australian architect Harry Seidler is a blue shirt with  
a large red circle emblazoned on the back; this was the uniform of 'enemy aliens' interned in Canada 

during the Second World War. Harry and his brother Marcell were living in England when Britain 
declared war on Germany in September 1939. Although they were Jewish, on 12 May 1940 they were 
assembled by English authorities as German refugees and sent to Canada to be interned. Harry and 

Marcell arrived in Quebec in July where they each received a shirt. Many years later and a continent 
away, the shirt now serves as a reminder of this traumatic experience in Seidler’s past,  

which undoubtedly contributed to his tenacity and worldview.

The internment shirt is on loan from the State Library of NSW to the Museum of Brisbane
for the exhibition Bauhaus Now: art+design+architecture, until April 2021.
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C A R TO O N

Bold and often disturbing, with lurid colours and biting humour, David Rowe’s output  
of two cartoons a day satirising domestic or international politics has been published in the 

Australian Financial Review since 1993. One of the few political cartoonists in Australia  
who still draws with pen and watercolour on paper, he covers issues including climate change, 
immigration, gay and lesbian rights, Indigenous rights, school funding, terrorism, economics, 

elections and government, taking in the brutal leadership struggles and prime ministerial 
spills over the past 10 years. More than 5500 drawings by Rowe have been added to the  

State Library of NSW’s historical collection of political cartoons, portraits and caricatures. 
‘An Uncomfortable Truth’, David Rowe, 2014

David Rowe’s satire
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Wonder books

Published in England from 1911 to the 1950s, the Wonder Book series by Harry Golding 
was a popular gift back in the day. These instructive books covered a wide range of topics, 

from general knowledge and natural history to automobiles, architecture and science.  
The series was included in the State Library’s ‘Model School Library’ collection —  

a list of books recommended for Australian schools between 1939 and 1948. 

S H E L F I E
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J U ST  I N

Greetings from the heart of Sydney

Printed on the back of this colourful map of Sydney are the words: ‘May the little bits 
of nonsense scattered on this chart be a cheerful token of the greeting from my heart.’ 

Hundreds of copies of this card, created between 1945 and 1955, must have been mailed, 
read and discarded. So it might surprise you that this charming snapshot of the postwar 
city is now considered a rare map. It’s also a record of places long disappeared, like the 

Sydney Glaciarium at Ultimo and the Sydney Stadium at Rushcutters Bay.
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R E A D E R  P R O F I L E

A quiet space to create

Photo of Andrew by Joy Lai

88 /      O P E N B O O K  :    Summer 20



A fter seven weeks in hotel accommodation, Andrew is glad to be back in the library 
— to pop his stuff in a locker and ‘get rolling’.

Last year Andrew established a space for himself on one  
of the wide wooden tables in the reading room. He arrived  
each morning with a portfolio, drawing pads of various sizes  
and a pencil case filled with Uni-Ball fineliner pens. We watched 
as he began to mark the paper, patiently working thousands  
of layered dots into areas of shade. Over weeks, the pattern  
grew into an A2-size rendering of a high-end overnight bag.  
It looked solid enough to lift from the page.

Downstairs, where the overhead light is strong and 
consistent, Andrew does his black pen work. There he can 
spread out and turn the larger paper without disturbing others. 
He might sit with an arts book from the Critics’ Picks collection 
and use it to help him find the language to define his art. 
Upstairs on the verandah, where spaces fill up early, he works  
on smaller colour works in the daylight. In the little confine that 
he’s set for himself, Andrew is aware of the books and people 
around him. ‘You’ve got to have that respect,’ he says of working 
in the library.

Andrew has always loved libraries. As a blond-haired kid,  
he travelled the east coast with his dad who worked on the roads, 
getting to know the libraries along the way — South West Rocks, 
Port Macquarie, all the way up to Cairns. He was always a big 
reader. Libraries were places where he could draw, too. He 
traced from the books in the school library, not to cheat as some 
people presumed, but to learn about line.

He drew his mum and dad’s faces, simple things, the kid next 
to him in class. He loved Albrecht Dürer. When the Star Wars  
and Alien movies came out in the late 1970s, Andrew went  
from drawing natural things to tanks, spaceships, robots and 
submachine guns. It suited his meticulous approach, but 
gradually he realised that he no longer wanted to draw dreadful 
things and he lost interest in his laborious style. It wasn’t until 
2013 that he resumed drawing.

Andrew describes himself as ‘living displaced’, for now.  
He talks of the importance of discipline in getting by. It’s a word 
he mentions a lot and it expresses itself in his drawing. His art 
has evolved from pencil work through a dense, Mexican style 
during which he began to focus on flowers and the way he could 
make them look three-dimensional. Then one day he saw a bus 
advertisement for activewear, which featured Australian 
photorealist artist CJ Hendry drawing large-scale flowers with  
a Uni-Ball pen. He knew he wanted to try something similar.

‘I knew it would be big and I knew it would be intense.’ 
Inspired by the store windows he passes, Andrew is practising 
and perfecting his layered dot style on a series of bags.  
He’s already spent over 100 hours on a Chanel-inspired leather 
handbag and has improvements in mind for the next one.  
His aim is to make some money and gain some recognition.

Life is beautiful, just like the bags and the flowers, but ‘there  
is an unfathomable side to it too,’ he says. That’s what Andrew 
works to express in his art. ‘I draw this style because it’s hard, 
that’s why I dodged it for so long. I got lazy, always looking for  
a way out. But there’s no way out.’ He knows that art, like life,  
is a battle with self. ‘If you layer too much, it smudges. If you 
think too much, it gets heavy. I can draw myself into a hole,  
but I can draw myself out too.’ It’s work that takes practice  
and persistence.

The library has a quiet and concentrated energy that has 
helped him make enormous leaps with his work. He’s pleased 
now for the longer hours, for ‘big hour days’ of drawing into  
the evening. ‘It’s part of me now. I’ve done ok to end up here  
with good health. It’s a good find.’

Mathilde de Hauteclocque, 
library assistant
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H OW  TO

Make your own 
origami bookmark
Never lose your page again with this handy corner  
bookmark inspired by exquisite marble endpapers  
often found in rare books.

CUT OUT YOUR PAPER SQUARE FROM THE TEMPLATE ON THE OPPOSITE PAGE

Fold your square in half along 
the diagonal to form a triangle.

Now fold one of the flaps you 
created earlier back up and tuck 
it down into the pocket between 
the two layers of paper.

With the long edge facing you, 
fold the lower right corner up 
to meet the top right-angled 
corner. Repeat on the left side.

Repeat for the other side.

Fold these two back open.

Rotate 180 degrees. 
Congratulations! You have just 
created your one-of-a-kind 
page corner bookmark. 

Place your fingers between the 
two layers of paper at the top  
and flip down the top sheet so 
that the tip meets the bottom 
edge. Press firmly along the crease.

Happy reading!
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CO O K I N G  T H E  B O O K S

Whipt syllabubs
Ever wonder how delicious old recipes  
actually are? Found in the The Art  
of Cookery, Made Plain and Easy,  
this recipe dates back to 1747. 
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Ingredients 
MAKES 10 

quart thick cream

½ pint sack1

2 Seville2 oranges, or lemons

½ pound double-refined (caster) sugar 

sweet liquid to serve: sweet cyder, riesling, 
sweetened lemon juice or lemonade, or for  
the adventurous orange-whey (recipe below)

rosemary to garnish 

Method
Take a quart3 of thick cream, and half a pint  
of sack, the juice of two Seville oranges,  
or lemons, grate in the peel of two lemons;  
half a pound of double-refined sugar, pour  
it into a broad earthen pan, and whisk it well;4  
but first sweeten some red wine, or sack, and  
fill your glasses as full as you chuse;5 then as  
the froth rises, take it off with a spoon, and lay  
it carefully into your glasses, till they are as full  
as they will hold.

Don’t make these long before you use them.6 

You may use cyder sweetened, or any wine you 
please, or lemon, or orange-whey7 made thus: 
squeeze the juice of a lemon or orange into  
a quarter of a pint of milk, when the curd is  
hard, pour the whey clear off, and sweeten  
it to your palate. 

You may colour some with juice of spinach,8  
some with saffron and some with cochineal,9  
just as you fancy.

Notes from cook Golda Mitchell:

1.  Sack is an antiquated term for a white fortified wine that 
came from Spain or the Canary Islands. I substituted it  
with a Spanish sherry.

2.  Seville oranges are usually used for making marmalade.  
They aren’t as sweet as other varieties, like a navel orange. 
Harder to find in warmer months, you can substitute lemon,  
or for a modern twist use blood oranges. They have a slight  
tart taste and give the syllabub a lovely red tinge.

3.  Conversions vary but the ratios listed below worked well.  
You can increase the amounts slightly to your taste — more 
alcohol for a thinner syllabub, more sugar for a sweeter one,  
and more cream for a thicker, pudding-like consistency.

4.  Thankfully we now have electric mixers which make this much 
easier than it would have been in the 18th century. It does mean 
you do have to be careful not to overbeat or it will curdle.  
You want airy froth, not thick soft peaks.

5.  It was probably more important to do this first when whisking  
by hand. Have the glasses filled ready to layer the froth on if 
you’re serving right away, otherwise you can make the syllabub 
ahead of time and chill. Then assemble just before serving.

6.  Modern refrigeration means this isn’t necessarily the case 
although if left long enough the syllabub will start to sink  
into the liquid and mix.

7.  Orange-whey ingredients (makes 1) 
1 orange or lemon, 1/4 pint of milk ( half a cup), sweetener of choice 
(sugar, honey, fruit juice). Unless you’re a regular cheese maker 
whey is probably not a very efficient drink to make at home but  
it’s not unpleasant — tastes like tangy, sweet water. 

8.  I added a squeeze of blood orange to the glass to give it  
a pinkish-red tinge.

9.  Made from the crushed-up cochineal insect native to tropical  
and subtropical America this red dye became a valued product 
for export to Europe in the 18th century.

CONVERSIONS:     Quart = 1 litre     Pint = 2 cups     Pound = 500 grams

The Art of Cookery, Made Plain and Easy: which far exceeds any thing of the kind ever yet published ... by a Lady (detail), 1747, by Hannah Glasse, London
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I N T E RV I E W

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO YOU TO WIN  

THE DAISY UTEMORRAH AWARD FOR  

YOUR VERY FIRST STORY?

I am still in shock at winning the Daisy 
Utemorrah Award. I don’t consider  
myself a writer, but I grew up with  
so many stories passed down to me.  
And writing the children’s story  
Our Matriarchs Matter felt like a natural 
extension of myself — my life has been 
strongly shaped by all my Matriarchs,  
the Aboriginal women in my life.  
I thought of the story while I was out  
for a 10 km run and so I came home and 
put it down on paper, which I think is an 
important lesson for others, if you write 
what you feel then you are on the right 
path. I am really proud that my first book 
will be published by Magabala Books, 
Australia’s leading First Nations 
publishing house. 

HOW DID THE BLACKFULLA BOOKCLUB  

COME ABOUT?

I created the Instagram handle  
@blackfulla_bookclub after my friend  
and colleague, Merinda Dutton, started  
a Zoom bookclub for black lawyers at our 
work at the beginning of the pandemic. 
Now we both manage the account and 
post whatever we like — there are no 
rules, it’s a community page! 

I thought it would be a great idea  
to share the stories we were reading and 
to allow others to connect with blackfulla 
ways of storytelling, not just books — but 
to embrace the many ways in which First 
Nations tell stories. The purpose of our 
platform is to honour our Ancestors as  
the original storytellers and to 
understand that our stories are sacred 
and steeped in protocol — some are  
also not for sharing. 

THE INSTAGRAM PAGE NOW HAS OVER 27,000 

FOLLOWERS. WHAT HAS SURPRISED YOU  

MOST SO FAR?

@blackfulla_bookclub has grown so 
rapidly and that’s something we did not 
expect at all. I think that’s a testament  
to the power of First Nations storytelling. 
It is grounded in truth-telling and many 
readers come to us seeking a better 
understanding of the truth of our history. 

Most importantly, our page is  
a community page for our mob so it’s 
important we share stories in respectful 
ways. I think what’s so beautiful about  
the page is that it continues to evolve into 
a really safe space for stories to be shared 
and discussed here in Australia, and we 
have a growing international interest. 

We host Zoom bookclubs that aren’t 
confined to a single book, we have 
in-conversations with authors and 
illustrators, we have heaps of giveaways 
and we are about to do a podcast. There 
are so many opportunities to collaborate, 
the challenge is keeping up with the 
demand, as both Merinda and I are 
full-time lawyers. We love that people 
share with us what they are reading  
and learning too. 

Proud Wiradjuri and Wailwan woman, lawyer, 
activist and storyteller Teela May Reid  
is the winner of the Daisy Utemorrah Award  
for her powerful work of junior fiction,  
Our Matriarchs Matter. 

Teela May Reid
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WHAT ARE YOUR TOP FIVE READS FOR 2020?

1.  Talkin’ Up to the White Women: 
Indigenous Women and Feminism (20th 
anniversary edition) by Distinguished 
Professor Aileen Moreton-Robinson, 
2020, UQP

2.  Because a White Man’ll Never Do It  
by Kevin Gilbert, 2013, A&R Classics

3.  Firefront: First Nations Poetry and 
Power Today, a collection of First 
Nations essays and poetry edited  
by Allison Whittaker, 2020, UQP

4.  Tell Me Why: the Story of My Life  
and Music by Archie Roach, 2019,  
Simon & Schuster

5.  Living on Stolen Land by Ambellin 
Kwaymullina, 2020, Magabala Books

WHO INSPIRES YOU?

The black Matriarchy without a doubt  
is my most powerful inspiration. 
Whether that’s members of my  family, 
such as my nan, mum and Aunties or 
other black Matriarchs. I think they  
are powerful beyond measure. Our 
Matriarchs are healers and keepers of 
stories, and they hold space for us and 
fight for our communities — I am always 
inspired by black Matriarchs speaking 
their truth. 

WHAT WILL YOU DO NEXT? 

That’s a great question! I feel like I do 
whatever my Ancestors call me to do — 
not only what feels right, but what is 
necessary to do for my people. In terms  
of writing, I have a new essay published  
by the Griffith Review in September 2020 
titled ‘The art of seeding First Sovereignty 
— can you handle the truth aboutTreaty?’ 
This is a piece I just felt I needed to write, 
particularly during the peak of the 
pandemic and the Black Lives Matter 
protests around the country. 

Our Matriarchs Matter will be published 
by Magabala Books in 2021.
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Q U I Z

1  Who is the writer and inventor on our $50 note? 

2   Who won the 2020 Mona Brand Award  
for women stage and screen writers? 

3    In what year was the first Mardi Gras held in Sydney?  

4    What famous poem by Dorothea Mackellar  
was originally titled 'Core of My Heart'? 

5    Who are the traditional owners of the land  
on which the State Library of NSW is built? 

6   In what year did the historic Freedom Ride take place? 
 a) 1965      b) 1975      c) 1985 

7    A ‘molly trolley’ is used by librarians to:

 a) deliver mail      b) transport books      c) serve morning tea 

8    Who was the official photographer on the Australasian  
Antarctic Expedition in 1911? 

9   Stella Maria Sarah are the first names of which  
famous Australian author? 

10   What year did the State Library of NSW first close  
to the public due to a pandemic? 

 11   Who is the only Australian author to win the Nobel Prize in Literature? 

12    The Sydney Tram terminus was located on the site  
of which famous Sydney landmark? 

13    The line ‘To be, or not to be: that is the question’  
is from which Shakespeare play? 

14   Before the rainbow, which symbol represented lesbian and gay rights? 

15    Nellie Stewart was a well-known Australian author  
in the 19th and 20th century. True or False? 

16    There are more public libraries than McDonald's restaurants in NSW?  
True or false? 

17    During the Second World War, schoolgirl Grace Perry  
was hailed ‘a genius’ for what? 

 a) art      b) music     c) poetry 

18    This quote comes from which famous 19th century novel?  
'My advice is, never do to-morrow what you can do today.  
Procrastination is the thief of time. Collar him!' 

19   Who won the 2020 Stella Prize? 

20   What term did ‘fake news’ replace mid last century? 
  a) bogus      b) faked news     c) false news   

Find the answers to this quiz at the bottom of page 6.   
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Openbook  is for people who love to read 
In each issue we’ll bring you stories that are inspiring, thought-provoking and 
surprising. We’ll be working with established and emerging writers covering literature, 
art, photography, history, science, architecture, popular culture and topical issues.   
Our library insiders will take you behind the scenes to reveal weird and wonderful finds.

Expect feature articles, news, commentary, photo essays, interviews, fiction, poetry, 
reviews, recipes, trivia and DIY projects. 

So if you love books and libraries and are curious about the world inside and outside  
of them — join us.

Subscribe/Give as a gift 
Your subscription will commence with the current issue. 

12 months/4 issues   $40 (includes postage in Aus) 

 The first 100 people to subscribe to Openbook  
will receive one of these new releases published  
by Allen & Unwin. 

S U B S C R I B E

Library Friends receive Openbook for free  
as part of their member benefits.  
More info here: sl.nsw.gov.au/join/become-friend

Subscribe here: sl.nsw.gov.au/openbook
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Kids at the library  
Kids will love getting creative at the 
State Library of NSW in the January 
school holidays. Check out the 
fantastic line-up of onsite  
workshops and online events on offer. 
sl.nsw.gov.au/learning 

Monument: Max Berry 
See the latest dreamy landscapes  
by Sydney artist Max Berry. Free  
entry, Broken Hill Regional Art 
Gallery until 20 February 2021.
bhartgallery.com.au 

Bonita Ely: Memento  
Leading Australian artist Bonita Ely 
presents two bodies of work — 
Plastikus Progressus and Interior 
Decoratio. Free entry, at  
Penrith Regional Gallery,  
until 28 February 2021.  
penrithregionalgallery.com.au

Book illustration
Learn about the art of illustrating 
picture books in a hands-on, full day 
workshop with author/artist Bethany 
Macdonald. Gain insights on 
illustrating a picture book from start 
to finish, and explore character 
creation, composition and colour 
along the way! $100 

See the best published and 
unpublished images by Sydney 
Morning Herald photographers  
in the Photos1440 exhibition.  
This year the exhibition looks  
back over its 10-year history  
to see what made the news  
then and now.  
Free, 16 January to 18 April 2021.  

4 
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16 
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20  
FEB

Landscape Effect 7, 2020, by Max Berry

Meeting in Washington DC, 20 September 2019, by Alex Ellinghausen
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Neville William Cayley 
was born on 7 January 
1886. Ornithologist,  
artist and author Cayley 
published his influential 
book What Bird Is That?  
in 1931. It was Australia’s 
first fully illustrated 
national field guide to birds. 
The State Library holds  
a collection of Cayley’s 
original artworks,  
including this watercolour  
of two black cockatoos. 
‘Black cockatoo’ by Neville Cayley, 
1894

This Library Lovers’ Day  
enjoy a blind date with a book. Whether 
it’s crime, contemporary fiction, biography  
or the classics — Openbook can find you the 
perfect blind date. Simply write a personals 
advert (25 words or less) outlining your 
literary likes by 5 pm 31 January 2021.  
Email openbook@sl.nsw.gov.au with ‘Blind 
Date’ in the subject line. Best 5 entries win! 

11 FEB  The B List book club 
returns for its third year, with  
some exciting reads from new  
and established writers. Hosted by 
award-winning author Bri Lee. $15  

17 FEB Family history can 
reveal surprising and sometimes lost 
stories from your past. This one-hour 
Zoom session will introduce you to 
the State Library’s diverse family 
history collections to help get your 
research started. $10 

Coming Out in the 70s  
Through individual acts of defiance 
and mass political campaigns, gay 
men and women took to the streets 
proudly demanding to be seen, heard, 
and accepted. This exhibition tells 
their story. Free, until 16 May 2021.  

Eight Days in Kamay  
Explore James Cook and the 
Endeavour’s short stay in Kamay 
(Botany Bay) with new knowledge 
shared by the local Gweagal people. 
Free, until 28 February 2021. 
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Details & bookings: sl.nsw.gov.au/whats-on
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W O R D S  Cathy Perkins

S E L F  P O R T RA I T

We are often told  
that the next generation  
of literati won’t have  

private libraries: everything will 
be in the computer. It’s a rational 
solution, but that’s probably 
what’s wrong with it. Being book 
crazy is an aspect of love, 
and therefore scarcely 
            rational at all.
                          Clive James (1939–2019), Latest Readings
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