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A BSTRACT

The Charmian Clift Phenomenon occurred in Australia
from 1964 to 1969 when, as a syndicated weekly columnist,

Charmian Clift, with committed, highly personal, com-

municative writing returned the essay form 'to the
Australian newspaper reading public'. She captured the
hearts, 1imagination and loyalty of readers to an

unprecedented extent and her memory is still widely
revered today. Yet, seemingly at the height of her powers,

this talented woman took her own life.

I examine the phenomenon, what it was and how it came
about, following Clift from her birthplace Kiama, through
prize-winning Jjoint authorship with her husband George
Johnston, to Kalymnos and Hydra and back to Australia.
Here she found her voices in the weekly essays she

produced over four years for The Sydney Morning Herald and

the Melbourne Herald, giving her a significant influence

on Australian reading and thinking.

Many writers, particularly in Australia, progress
from journalist to novelist. In this thesis I argue
that Clift's development was the reverse of this model and
that the Charmian Clift Phenomenon occurred because of

this change. I examine Clift's works from the prize-
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ABSTRACT

winning joint novel High Valley, through the other joint

novels, her personal experience books, individual novels

and the My Brother Jack television series to the essays.

Clift can be seen in her writing to be experimenting with
different genres and these works are examined in their own
right and as mines for the themes and obsessions which

were to reappear in the essays.

Interviews with Margaret Vaile, J.D. Pringle and
Richard Walsh illuminate the charter Clift was given in
the media and the level of success she achieved. I examine
the essays for form, content, style and impact and look
particularly at her writing in the last year of her 1life,
for any hint of the tragedy that was to follow. In an
appendix I examine the possible reasons for this
remarkable woman taking her own life. As her husband said,
'"Both as a woman and as a writer Charmian Clift is worth

remembering'.
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INTRODUCTION
i. THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON

THE WORLD OF CHARMIAN CLIFT, and a very large part of

my own world, ended quite suddenly on a night in July

of 1969, and with the death of this remarkable woman

who had been my wife for almost twenty-four years

there was also abruptly terminated a phenomenal

aspect of highly personal communicative writing in

Australia.!l

From 1964 to 1969, Charmian Clift wrote a weekly
column for the Sydney and Melbourne 'Heralds'. This column
had such a profound effect on the lives of Australians
that 'it can rightly be referred to as a phenomenon. In my
thesis I chart Clift's course from novelist to essayist
and examine the genesis, development and effect of the

Charmian Clift Phenomenon.

Before the 19th November, 1964, The Sydney Morning

Herald 'Women's Section' mainly contained jottings about
the vacuous activities of about 400 women from the Eastern
suburbs of Sydney or from various socially acceptable
grazing families. On this date, with the appearance of
'Coming Home', there began a series of sophisticated and
superbly written essays, dealing week by week with the
human condition, always fresh, deeply personal, thought-
provoking, challenging and highly entertaining. Clift's

weekly <column in the Sydney and Melbourne 'Heralds'
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THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON
changed the face of journalism and deeply affected many of
its readers. For those in Sydney, Thursdays were never the
same again; it seemed as if everybody read the column and
talked about it. In Melbourne, the column appeared first
in the Weekend Magazine and later in the Women's Section.
Wherever it appeared, it became compulsive reading for
much of the 1literate population of the east coast of
Australia. For women caught in the domestic suburban trap
in particular, she provided a beacon.

The quotation at the head of this chapter was part of
a poignant introduction by her husband, George Johnston,

to The World of Charmian Clift, a collection of 71 of

Clift's essays. This Ure Smith edition of 1970 was
reprinted and later followed by editions from William
Collins, Flamingo Books and Imprint. The William Collins
edition was the first to contain the introduction by
Martin Johnston. The Nadia Wheatley2 review of this 1983
edition was entitled 'The phenomenal Charmian Clift'. In
this review Wheatley, historian, novelist and Clift
biographer, referred to the impact of Clift's essays as 'a
phenomenon', adding the comment that 'Even the creator of
this phenomenon was puzzled by its success'.

In this thesis I search for the origins of the
Charmian Clift phenomenon in Kiama, the Greek islands and
Sydney. I examine the writing leading up to the essays and

the essays themselves, in order to show just what the
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THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON
phenomenon was and how it came about. As Elizabeth
Riddell, respected journalist, poet, writer and
commentator, said: 'Since Charmian Clift, every columnist
has tried to take her place. None has succeeded. Charmian
Clift, there was a columnist!'3

Clift's development and flowering as an essayist
followed a unique path. Her husband, George Johnston,
provides a good example of the usual pattern, which was
for a writer to move through the apprenticeship of
journalism on to feature writing and, if successful, to
emerge as a novelist. Johnston was the first Australian
war correspondent to be appointed in World War II. As a

journalist at The Argush, he earned the nickname of

'Golden Boy' and was promoted to the position of editor of

their magazine Australasian Post, a more respected

publication at that time than it is today. After moving to
Sydney he had become a successful newspaper columnist by
the time he and Clift wrote the prize-winning novel High
Valley. In the chapter 'The Prize', I examine the
importance of this novel to Clift's development. Johnston

would eventually produce My Brother Jack, his great novel,

after a long and painful ‘apprenticeship’.
This pattern of journalist to novelist is depicted by
Tom Wolfe:

By the 1950s The ©Novel had become a nationwide
tournament...There was no such thing as a literary
journalist working for popular magazines or
newspapers. If a journalist aspired to literary
status - then he had better have the sense and the
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THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON

courage to quit
the big league.

5the popular press and try to get into

This is very much the way Johnston saw the situation
in the 1950s when he and Clift abandoned journalism for
life as writers in the Greek Islands. I examine Clift's
life and literary output on the Greek Islands of Kalymnos
and Hydra, for the genesis of the persona which was to
enthrall and involve readers in the 1960s in Australia lay

in the personal experience book Mermaid Singing, written

some ten years earlier.

In the last year of her life, Clift confessed in the

6

Autumn issue of The Australian Author that she still

thought of herself as a novelist. 'I was getting a bit
nervous,' she said, 'about seeing any public reference to
myself couched in the descriptive words "Sydney journalist
Charmian Clift",' adding the disclaimer: 'not that I have
anything against journalism which can be, even now, a
quite honourable profession'. She went on to say that she
found the labelling ' journalist' a bit claustrophobic, but
her readers found no hint of this in her essays which
ranged the world, often breaking new ground and cutting
through previously accepted barriers week by week.

Clift knew precisely what she was doing, as is shown
by a letter written to publisher David Higham in
September, 1965,7 in which she described her activities in
Australia in the following terms:

I have been making my own sneaky little revolutions
...by writing essays for the weekly presses to be

Page A



THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON

read by people who don't know an essay from a form
guide, but absolutely love it...

Were Clift's weekly 'pieces' for her column actually
essays? Montaigne was certainly being ironic and showing
a degree of humility when he called his brilliant and
lasting compositions 'essais' or ‘'attempts' and thus
originated the use of the term 'essay' to refer to what
was to become 'a popular literary form'.8 According to the
'Shorter Oxford English Dictionary on Historical
Principles’', an essay is 'a short composition on any
particular subject'. The term originally was somewhat
derogatory, Dr. Johnson defining an essay as 'an irregular
undigested piece'. Francis Bacon used the term in much the
same 'way when he referred to 'Essaies' as 'dispersed
Meditations' and indeed, meditation is the linking factor
in the construction of the English essay through its
period of greatness in the 18th and 19th centuries and
down to the present day.

In his appreciative monograph on William Hazlitt,
J.B. Priestley set out the attributes which he felt
qualified Hazlitt as an essayist.

His main subject was not other men's work but

himself, and for this reason he is best considered as

an essayist. He preferred above anything else to tell
us what William Hazlitt thought and felt about
everything, and it is doubtful if anybody else in our
literature succeeded better in this self-imposed
task. After we have read him, we know Hazlitt as we
know few other authors: it is as if we had sat up
late with him night after night. Most of his pieces

are scattered parts of some gigantic unplanneg
autobiography. And all this...makes him an essayist.
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THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON

It 1is surely this very personal aspect of the
essayist's craft which is the most important
distinguishing feature of the essay as a literary form. In
the accompanying introductory chapter 'Kindred Spirits' I
show that the most enduring memory readers have of the
Charmian Clift phenomenon is the personal nature of her
writing.

The main intellectual memory I retain from my high
school days is the delight of the discovery, with a
sympathetic teacher, of the English essayists, Charles
Lamb in particular. I thought Lamb was speaking just to
me, so acutely personal was his tone. I shall return to my
old’ schoolbook to find what still seems to me to be a
revealing definition of the literary essay:

(Michel de Montaigne) did not write as a learned man
wishing to teach, but as a man of the world whom
experience and studies had filled with a wealth of
wisdom and a variety of information. He had read
much, travelled widely, and pondered deeply. His mind
was a storehouse of what one might describe as
curious but interesting lumber -- anecdotes, wise
saws, strange customs, and peculiar personal
opinions, combined with a knowledge of classical
history and literature. This was the man who was to
make a father-confessor of his books, disclosing his
rich personality to the world in a way which by word
of mouth would have been impossible.

...our English word essay (denotes) that species
of short prose composition which approximates as
nearly as possible to good conversation and reveals
to the reader as much th?Owriter's personality as his
(or her) subject-matter.

I intend to examine, section by section, to what
degree the above definition can be applied to the essays

of Charmian Clift.
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THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON

Like Montaigne, she certainly did not write 'as a
learned [person] wishing to teach'. Whenever she found
herself slipping into the role of pedagogue, she excused
herself and returned to the conversational or essay style:
'I seem to be preaching and I didn't really mean to'.11
This may well have been a ploy or literary trope,
particularly as her essays were addressed to an Australian
audience, albeit predominantly middle-class, with the
concomitant mistrust of the 'intellectual'. Self-conscious
device or not, she still adopted a non-intellectual stance
such as can be seen historically in the essays of Addison
and Steele. The invention of Sir Roger de Coverley and
his“.immense popularity show the advantage of this
approach., Oliver Goldsmith's 'Citizen of the World'
provides a further example of an apparent innocent,
teaching while not appearing to teach.

Could Clift be seen 'as a [person] of the world whom
experience and studies had filled with a wealth of wisdom
and a variety of information'? For an Australian
'housewife and mother' in the 1960's, she was very much a
person of the world in comparison with most of the people
who made up her readership. Clift had actually done what
most of her contemporaries only dreamed or fantasised
about. Her wartime service, which culminated in her being

commissioned as a lieutenant to edit the artillery corps

journal, had given her an early sophistication. She had
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THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON
never wanted anything else than to be a writer!? and her
writings show that Clift was a keen observer and
commentator on mankind.

How then was the 'phenomenon' <crafted? She had
undertaken little in the nature of formal studies. Her
parents, unusually erudite for people living in a small
Australian country town during the 1920's and '30's, had
encouraged her from early childhood to read widely in the
classics, and thus began a lifetime devoted to good books.
It is no accident that the Charmian Clift character,
Cressida Morley, makes her first appearance in the My

Brother Jack trilogy surreptitiously reading Tristram

Shaﬁdz when she 1is supposed to be 'on duty'.13 Clift
recalled that when she was still quite young, her father

had handed her a copy of Tristram Shandy with the advice:

'Read that and you're educated’.!* of the Johnston writing
team, it was Clift who did the research.
George Johnston was not a reader. Charmian Clift was
a reader. Charmian had a good grounding in classical
literature. She spent time going to original sources.
She planned a book on 'The History of Civilization'.
Charmian went right back to the Sumerians who
invented writing. Charmian took notes at the British
Museum. George used the notes.
Clift had strong personal opinions on a huge variety
of subjects and these were expressed, week by week,
through her column. Her knowledge of classical history and

literature surfaces in almost every essay, often expressed

in popular form and made relevant to the time in which she
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THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON
was living. Her use of classical allusion is apt and
seemingly natural though not trivialised or belittled. An
example comes from her essay on modern music, in which
Clift treats the arrival in Sydney of the group 'The
Rolling Stones' and her own children's reaction to this
phenomenon. Her comment takes the form of a conversation

between herself and George Johnston.

"If music be the food of love, play on..." my
husband mumbles, with, I think, commendable
restraint. I remind him that Orpheus, another popular
vocalist, was eventually torn to bits by his female
fans. Perhaps history will repeat itself?

He shudders and reminds me that the severed head

of Orpheus floated across thelgea from Thrace all the
way to Lesbos, STILL SINGING.

. Clift continues the discussion and adds a personal
note by referring to her own childhood when she was
'subjected to (her) father's overriding passion for
Wagner'. Her sense of audience guides Clift here as she
uses the device of a husband/wife discussion of the
younger generation and differences in music, to make the
sub ject accessible to her readers, many of whom will be
able to identify with a husband who 'mumbles'. Most of the
réaders would Dbe aware that the husband is George
Johnston, the famous writer and this gives a 1little
piquancy to the statement and allows for a frisson of
recognition. The 'my husband' is only gently proprietory,
used in the manner many of the readers themselves would

adopt. The shudder of the husband would help to establish

identification with readers, the majority of whom would be
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THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON
shuddering at their own children's choice of music. The
sheer wit of the classical exchange between husband and
wife is enjoyably portrayed. Finally, the awful vision of
the severed head of a rock star floating across the waves,

STILL SINGING, is entertainingly emphasised by the use of

capitals and underlining.

Clift made a 'father-confessor' of her books,
revealing aspects of her family and private life. Martin
Johnston stated that his 'parents' lives in most of their
aspects [were] pretty much a matter of public record'.l’
This came about with his mother because of the weekly
column, POL, and her radio programmes. Clift herself said,
in“1969, that when she wrote, she wrote about herself.®
She, in turn, played a 'confessor' role to much of her
readership as evidenced by the amount and type of mail
.that came to the 'Herald' while Clift was writing her
essays.18 She wrote about these and other letters in 'On
Not Answering Letters' in which she also revealed that she
used to 'fancy' herself,

rather as an eighteenth century lady of wit and charm

and negligible domestic duties seated at a silk-

polished escritoire...as I scribbled scribbled
scribbleq de §cious confidences and spicy
observations...

The tributes after her death showed the loss of
their 'confessor' to be a major cause of grief. Many women

felt that they had lost someone who understood them and

their problems.
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THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON

An anonymous reader from Blacktown, writing in the

special 'Letters to the Editor' section which had to be

printed to accommodate just a selection of the letters

that flowed to the 'Herald' on Clift's death, tried to sum
up what the column had meant to so many readers:

Yet for all the sense of loss and the tragedy of a
life cut short there is also a profound surge of
thankfulness for her life. ... Each week her column
in "The Sydney Morning Herald" reached us as sanity,
a different perspective, giving to thousands of us
who are vegetating (as our detractors put it) as we
bring future citizens into the world and raise them
to the best of our ability, encouragement to widen
the scope of our vision.

In the same section, a Miss J.Hogg of Beecroft wrote:
...she had a quality in her writing that 1left her
_ readers feeling they had not so much read an
article, as spent a few minutes with a valued friend.
The final part of the 'definition' <comes closest to
describing Clift's achievement.

...a species of short prose composition which
approximates as nearly as possible to good
conversation and reveals to the reader as much the
writer's personality as his (her) subject-matter.
Miss Hogg's letter above addresses these qualities in

part. George Johnston, in his foreword to The World of

Charmian Clift, evokes Clift's 1inimitable and very

personal style.

Limpid and evocative prose, or long stately passages
like the beat of summer surf, fitted in perfect
harmony with sudden surprising slap-in-the-guts
colloquialisms or abrasive z%ry passages of wit or
memorably haunting images...

J.B. Priestley's point on autobiography in the essay

as mentioned in his quotation above about William Hazlitt
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THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON
can be considered with reference to Clift. She was quite
clear on the point of autobiography in her writing. In her

article in The Australian Author, entitled 'Autobiography

in the Novel', and referred to above, she expounded the
autobiographical nature of her writing. Later, quoting
from Conrad about art, and commenting herself, she
extended this to cover writing and art generally.

"...0one illuminating and convincing quality -- the
very truth of their existence.

"Confronted by that enigmatical spectacle the
artist descends within himself, and in that 1lonely
region of stress and strife, if he be deserving and
fortunate, he finds the terms of his appeal.”

Well, in that 1lonely region of stress and
strife, whatever the writer knows or has experienced
reveals itself as a whole new world, at once an

. expected and an unexpected world, and, that is the
world he must allow to come into being.

Clift allowed her world to come into being and in
doing so reached out to readers in a uniquely personal

manner. Her 'pieces' then, as she was wont to refer to

1

them, can seriously be regarded as 'essays'. George

Johnston's summing up of his wife's achievement follows:

Her effect on Australian journalism, I feel, was
considerable, and not merely because she glitteringly
returned to us the long-tarnished currency of the
popular essay as a journalistic form, although this
in itself was a splendid effort...She also put guts
and sinew into what had been the bland formularies of
the women's pages. She_ wrote with a graceful and
highly personal style...1

The Charmian Clift phenomenon came about not just
because of the quality of the essays, presented as they
were 'with a graceful and highly personal style' but also

because of the readership to which they were presented.
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THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON
Australians in the 1960s were locked in to ordinariness.
Conformity was expected. Middle-class mediocrity, as so

clearly depicted in Donald Hornme's ironic book The Lucky

Country, was the norm. Labelling Australia as 'The first
suburban nation' he depicted the intellectual life of the
time in the following way:

...the Australia of the 1960s did not have a mind.

Intellectual 1life existed but it was still fugitive.

Emergent and uncomfortable, ,jt had no established

relation to 'practical life'.21

These were the closing years of 'the Menzies era'.
Conservatism and conformity were the great virtues. Women
were expected to know and keep their place. 'Kinde, Kuche,
Kirche', (children, kitchen and church) provided the
parameters for married women and the aspirations for those
not yet married. Women were made to feel guilty for even
aspiring to something beyond hearth and home. White,
middle-class Australians in particular were encouraged to
raise large families. 'Populate or perish!' was a much-
repeated 'catch-phrase', implying that if Australians did
not dramatically increase the population of their country

122 would descend

by 'natural' means 'The faceless hordes
from Asia and take over Australia. This was one method of
keeping women at home. Another was the still existing
perception that women had obtained too much freedom during
the war and that they should renounce their jobs,

particularly those with power, to the men.

Into this reactionary world came the Charmian Clift

Page 13



THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON
essays and they appeared in the publications which were
themselves the essence of conformity. It was the vehicle

for the essays, particularly the Sydney Morning Herald

’

which helped to bring about the 'phenomenon'. As Mary
Gilmore wrote in part to Connie Robertson when she moved

from the Telegraph to the 'Herald' to become editor of

the 'Women's Page', 'The "Herald" gives you a standing and
a prestige...'.23 The 'Women's Page' under Robertson had
been widely read, it had attracted and held major
advertisers such as 'David Jones' and was an important
part of Australia's prestige newspaper,za ensuring that
Clift's first essay had a wide readership.

“Ihis first essay, 'Coming Home', had immediate
impact.18 Clift came to the column as an experienced,
sophisticated and skilful writer. There was nothing
halting, apologetic or self-effacing in the presentation.
She had already found her 'voices' and she seized the
opportunity to speak to a wide and almost immediately
appreciative audience.

In this thesis I examine the genesis, development and
flowering of the persona Clift presented in the essays.
That it was a persona is not in doubt though at the time
of her writing, the persona and personality were probably
seen by readers to be the same. Clift's personality and
people's perceptions of her as a person were integral to
the 'phenomenon'. Ruth Park says of Clift's essays:

They have that rare quality that makes some writers
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THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON
beloved - though they may not be top quality - and
others close to genius totally disregarded. One reads
her pieces saying: "Yes, that's so, I've felt that
way exactly, that's me all right.

This is what matters...HeE% is a real ©person
speaking, and speaking to me.
Park says further that this accounts for the reason why,
when Clift died,
thousands couldn't believe it, bombarded the Herald
with inquiries and sent the switchboard berserk. How
could she be dead when Egey were still alive and this
identification existed?
Clift was the writer for the times. Everything about
her seemed exotic in those drab days of conformity in
Australia. A novelist herself, she was married to the

famous war correspondent who was enjoying success with the

endﬁ:ing My Brother Jack. She had raised a family on

remote Greek islands in what was seen as a 'bohemian'
milieu. There were memories of the Johnstons and their
'set' in the Sydney of the early fifties before they went
overseas as, it seemed, all talented Australians had to
do. Garry Kinnane evokes that time through Neil
Hutchison's depiction of the charismatic Johnstons and
their 'magnetic capacity to attract people to them' .2
Clift retained that presence. She was, or had been, a
'beauty'...Miss PIX Beach Girl. Stories of the Johnstons
had come back to Australia through the years of their
absence. There had been the occasional magazine article or
media reference to them through the years and their books,

if not always financially successful, had kept them in the
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THE CHARMIAN CLIFT PHENOMENON
public notice. And they had come back to Australia,
permanently. In the Australia of the 1960s the expatriate
was often resented and the returning prodigal forgiven,
envied and feted.

Clift was seen as cosmopolitan, travelled,
experienced, rebellious of the restrictions her fellows
took for granted, iconoclastic, and sophisticated. Yet
many felt that she wrote personally for them and said
things they wanted to hear. And she could write.

Limpid and evocative prose, or long stately passages
like the beat of summer surf, fitted in perfect
harmony with sudden surprising slap-in-the-guts
colloquialisms or abrasive wry passages of wit or
memorably haunting images: in the one sentence Wagner
and a currently favoured pop group jostled shoulders
or the metaphysical poets shared the wall with some
bawdy graffiti. There were very few of her pieces
that did not leave you with a sting at the end, or
something to ponder oyver for a long time. She was
very much an original.

In charting Clift's course from novelist to essayist,
I follow her from Kiama to Europe, to the islands of
Kalymnos and Hydra and back to Sydney. I examine her major
works, the joint novels, individual novels, personal

experience books and the ten-part television series, My

Brother Jack. In the last year of her 1life Clift was a

feature writer for POL magazine, writing a monthly article
at the same time as she produced her weekly column.
Through interviews, examination and analysis of the
writing of Clift the essayist in the 'Heralds' and POL

magazine I present the Charmian Clift Phenomenon, what it
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was and how it came about. In an appendix I examine the
question of why this writer, 'so vibrantly alive', should

have taken her own life.

Both as a woman 1pd as a writer Charmian Clift is
worth remembering.
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INTRODUCTION

ii. KINDRED SPIRITS

In March, 1989, I placed a small advertisement in

The Australian Women's Weekly asking readers to let me

know what they remembered of the writings of Charmian
Clift. I was not seeking information about the writer
herself, I wanted readers to share their reactions to
Chéfmian Clift's writings even though she had been dead
for twenty years, most of her books were still out of
print, and her journalistic writings, by their very
nature, should have tended towards the ephemeral.

The response was instant. I received phone calls and
letters, some of them expansive. The overwhelming
impression was that readers still felt they had had a
personal relationship with Charmian Clift. Many mentioned
the shock to them on hearing of her death. The following
is typical:

As soon as I read your notice a warm flood of
memory came to me re. the writer Charmian
Clift...Thursday's S.M.H. Women's Page was always
special as that was the day Charmian's essays and
articles appeared. The thing I remember most was that
her writings dealt with such a wide range of thoughts
and situations appreciated and understood by the

reader. The words that I think would describe them
best would be vital and thought-provoking.
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KINDRED SPIRITS

They made one think, dream and realize how good
life was, especially in our everyday experiences.
([Mrs] Hazel Bath, Molong)

Unice Macfarlane of Matraville wrote, 'When I heard
of her tragic death I felt she had been a member of my
family'. A similar sense of personal loss was conveyed
even more dramatically by Lois Owen of Burragate who
remembers 'weeping for hours after reading the Herald that
morning'. She wrote of Clift's continuing effect on her
and her attitude to life. Ms Owen identifies with Clift,
describing her as a continuing presence and her work as
timeless.

I guess she also showed me how to use my eyes
more productively, learning to see people and objects
in a new light.

Her 'Images in Aspic' (with the beautiful cover
photo of her) is often opened and browsed through.
It's a timeless work as the things that made her jump
up and down then still seem to exist.

I am writing this by gas lamp in my 'muddy' on a
bush block. Ms Clift is good company and I think
would enjoy the beauty and solitude.

This feeling of being inspired by Clift's writings

occurs with other correspondents. Charlotte Mohring of

Babinda, Queensland, drew inspiration from Peel me a Lotus.

Peel me a Lotus was the very first book I read after
arriving in Darwin in 1958. We had uprooted ourselves
from an isolated farm in Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe.
There was husband, wife and four small children.

The descriptions of 1life on a Greek Island amused me
greatly., I felt here was a kindred spirit (my
underlining, GT) who 1loved adventure, things and
people new, and an assertion of equality. Both,
husband and wife, sharing the typewriter and chores.
If SHE could start life anew so could I. If SHE could
learn to like the people around her, so could I. If
SHE could keep her sense of the ridiculous, so could
I. If SHE could still be creative herself, so could
I. She did, and I did.
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KINDRED SPIRITS

Mrs. Shirley Hoskins of North Bondi wrote of being
'an avid reader of her weekly column'. This reader raised
the issue of feminism with regard to Clift's writing,
telling how she had written to Clift, complimenting her
'on an article she wrote on women and our hopes for the

future'. Clift's reply to the letter was uplifting for

her.
I remember her reply to me, I kept it for years,
it was brief but she more or less said -- we are the
converted -- keep on hoping for change as society

will eventually accept equal rights for women.

Doreen Wale of Mittagong stated that while she had
several of Clift's books, she would reply to my question
about what she remembered about 'Charmian's work' without
reférring to the books. Her brief but eloquent answer
encompasses many of the aspects of Clift's writing that
have remained with readers.

I suppose the most obvious of her skills as a writer

that appealed to me was the 'readability' of her

work. Though one sensed a well-read author with a
wide background knowledge, Charmian's essays never

sounded ‘'academic', were never self-consciously
verbose. The words she wused were, in the main,
ordinary, everyday words -- yet how cleverly she used

them to draw word pictures of people and places. With
this skill, and her remarkable insight, she drew
vividly detailed mental images of the world around
her. After all these years, I can still conjure up my
'pictures' of an -elderly neighbour, and of her
mother, as she described them in two of her essays.
Yet I think perhaps it is Charmian's personality
reflected in her work, which has won her so many

admirers - including myself! Throughout her essays
one senses a woman of warmth and understanding; down-
to—-earth; accepting without judging; aware and

appreciative of the simple, ordinary things of
everyday life. Without rhetoric, she could express
eloquently thoughts and feelings that were identical
to one's own - how many times I caught myself nodding
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KINDRED SPIRITS
in agreement as I read her opinions on teenagers,
weddings and so on!

In this typically emotional yet perceptive letter,
this reader has evoked the Clift persona: 'a woman of
warmth and understanding; down-to-earth; accepting without
judging; aware and appreciative of the simple ordinary
things of everyday life'. She has also identified a major
feature of the Charmian Clift Phenomenon: 'she could
express eloquently thoughts and feelings that were
identical to one's own'.

Mrs Joy Wilkinson of Armadale, Victoria, was brought
to the conclusion, after reading Clift's work, that "there
really isn't a 'them' and an 'us'". The Australian fear
of the intellect or mistrust of the intellectual was thus
being broken down through the essays. The reader felt that
'"The Johnstons are people like me' and that 'one's life
could change if one was prepared to make change'.

Several of the respondents made a point of saying
that they did not normally read the 'Women's Weekly' but
just happened on it the month my notice was included or
had it drawn to their attention. They seemed nevertheless
to have been regular readers of the Clift column. One such
reader 1is Maureen Cook of Northgate, Queensland who
stressed the fact that, at the time of the 'Herald'
essays, she was 'a young housewife and mother of several

young children', 'housebound'. Maureen Cook describes the

impact of Clift's work against the background of the time.
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I can remember looking forward to those weekly
pieces because they seemed to me at the time a
breakthrough in what often passed for ‘'news for
women' in the Women's Section of the S.M.H.

Women's Pages, Magazines and Radio Shows about
that time were didactic; we were told what to wear,
how to behave, think and above all, how to 'please
our man', so it was rejuvenating to read 'real'
writing in the women's pages.

The Editor and the Managing Director of the 'Sydney
Morning Herald' had employed Clift precisely because they
were aware that the Women's Section was very limited and
"sexist".l Maureen Cook's recollections of that time seem
to indicate that the Clift 'experiment' worked. She goes
on to explain what she understands by 'real writing',
writing that is witty, thoughtful and warm. In her
opinion, Clift represented 'the new woman...one who was
sophisticated, travelled and successful'. Others saw Clift
very much as 'the woman next door'. Maureen Cook then
repeats what became a theme through all the responses:
'She possibly articulated what a lot of men and women were
thinking'.

Robin Barker of Queensland wrote in the same vein,
stressing the very personal nature of Clift's writing.

Her essays 1lit up my day and would stay in my
mind until the following week when I could read her
again. She had such empathy and I always wished I
could have known her for she seemed a special kind of
person. I was in my thirties then and had three small
children. Over the years I have read much and deeply,
but I will always feel that her death was a great
loss to me personally, for I have missed her visits
through the newspaper ever since.

Dianne Boenkendorf of Tumut, ©New South Wales,
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remembers seeing Clift as a sort of mother-confessor or
guide to life. She describes clearly how, when she was a
young married woman, she eagerly awaited Thursday's
'Herald' each week.

It was as if someone who was older, wiser and more
experienced was speaking directly to me, giving me
new points of view and plenty of stimulating ideas to
think about...For a young woman like myself who had
had a very narrow and sheltered upbringing, she
opened my mind to different values and attitudes
which until then would never have been part of my
experience.

She also refers to Clift's 'very personal style' and
goes on to state that as a direct result of Clift's essays
she continues today to consider 'alternative options to
what is generally expected by the rest of society'.

‘Despite her protestations at being unable to express
herself, Elizabeth Curline, a painter of [Killarney
Heights, New South Wales, states what Clift's writings
meant to so many people.

Those of us who don't have the capacity to put

our thoughts into words very occasionally encounter a

writer who, it seems, expresses our inner thoughts,

insights and philosophies exactly as one would, had
one the ability.

I always felt that I had met via the written
word a kindred spirit or "soul-mate".

Speaking of Clift's suicide, Elizabeth Curline says
that she made her own deduction 'that such a sensitive
all-seeing soul simply found 1life overwhelming'. All
respondents who spoke of Clift's death referred to their

'sense of personal loss'.

I received only one unsigned letter. This bore the
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pen-name 'housewife'. The writer seemed to be berating
Clift, through me, for taking her own life in order to
somehow punish her husband and in so doing hurt her 'poor
orphaned children'. This no doubt provides another side to
the 'Charmian Clift phenomenon'. '"Housewife' must
necessarily represent a restricted minority view, but the
letter provided further evidence of the strong impact of
Clift through her essays. I will show, in the chapters
dealing with the essays, that the Clift persona was a
construct. 'Housewife' appears to have seen through the
construct to the reality.

Phone calls covered much the same ground as the above
letters with the exception of the anonymous letter,
reitefating a sense of personal loss after Clift's death
and expressing the feeling that Clift was speaking
directly to them in her weekly essays.

These women, and presumably very many others during
the latter half of the 1960s, felt they had a personal
relationship with Clift as a direct result of her writing.
Thursday's 'Herald' had a special meaning because of the
weekly essay column. Clift was 'good company' for women
who, because of the very repressive nature of suburban
life in Australia at the time, had very little intelligent
adult company. Many of them felt she had been one of the
family. Her death was a tragic and deeply felt loss but

her influence continues, one migrant woman seeing Clift's
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ingpiration as the reason for persevering in an alien
country.

Clearly, the personal nature of Clift's writing, her
'personality reflected in her work' as one reader
expressed 1it, is important to her continuing admirers.
This was a 'breakthrough in what often passed for "news
for women"'. Many young women readers must have felt 'as
if someone who was older, wiser and more experienced was
speaking directly to [them]'.

In the process of tracing her development from a
novelist to a major columnist, this thesis will examine
the 'Charmian Clift phenomenon' which is remembered and
appreciated by readers some twenty years after her death.
This 'breakthrough' of personal 'communicative' writing
did not just happen. Clift's apprenticeship which led up
to the weekly column, was vastly different from and indeed
the reverse of what can be seen as 'normal' for a
newspaper writer.

From prize-winning joint novelist, as an individual
writer and novelist, through the seminal 'personal
experience' books and the overpoweringly important
relationship with husband George Johnston, I will trace
the emergence of the 'Herald' essayist and the Charmian

Clift phenomenon.
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NOTE

l. See beginning of chapter 'Thursday's Herald'.
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I. THURSDAY'S HERALD:

CHARMIAN CLIFT AND THE NEW JOURNALISM

The suggestion was first made by Mr. Angus
McLachlan, then Managing Director of the "Herald" and
I was delighted by the idea. We both had read some of
her work, and thought she would attract our
readers.... We thought it would broaden the appeal of
the Women{s Section which was then very limited and
"sexist".

On Thursday, November 19, 1964, the following
announcement, accompanied by a photograph of Charmian

Clift, appeared 1in the Women's Section of The Sydney

Morning Herald.

CHARMIAN CLIFT WRITES FOR "HERALD"

Charmian Clift has just returned to Australia
with her husband, novelist George Johnston, and her
three children after 15 years abroad -- 10 of them on
the Aegean islands of Kalymnos and Hydra.

Charmian Clift collaborated with her husband on
two successful novels, The Big Chariot and The Sponge

Divers.

Among her own books are Walk to the Paradise
Gardens, Honour's Mimic, Mermaid Singing and
Peal(sic) me a Lotus. She has also written books on
travel.

In this and coming articles she will bring to
readers her sharp observations of people and things
in Australia and other places, and her opinions on a
host of controversial sub jects.
Not inappropriately, Clift's essay, printed alongside
this announcement, was headed 'Has The O0ld Place Really
Changed?'

An interesting omisgsion from the 'Herald'

Page 28



THURSDAY'S HERALD. CHARMIAN CLIFT AND THE NEW JOURNALISM

announcement and 'potted history' is any reference to High
Valley. This novel, the first and most important
collaboration by Clift and Johnston, had won for them the
first prize in the 'Herald's' 1948 Novel Competition
which the 'Herald' itself on 8th May, 1948 had described
as 'AUSTRALIA'S greatest literary competition'. It is also
interesting that, according to the announcement, Clift was
expected to give her opinions on 'a host of controversial
subjects', John Douglas Pringle, Editor of the 'Herald' at
that time, has made it quite clear that Clift was given no
guidelines as to what she should write in her 'column'.l
According to Margaret Vaile, then Editor of the Women's
Section of the 'Herald', 'The whole arrangement was
'ratﬁer loose, as journalistic things were in those
days...no contracts or anything like that'.2 Miss Vaile's
account of the beginning of the weekly column is as
follows:

J.D. Pringle said: 'Maggie, I've done something over

the weekend -- hired Charmi%? Clift to write a

column. I went over your head.'

When Margaret Vaile later asked Pringle whether there
should be any restrictions on what Clift wrote in her
column, he replied: 'Why should there be?' Pringle said
further that:

Charmian's column was only one of many ideas Mr.

McLachlan and I had for lightening and improving the

'Herald'. It was, the beginning of a slow but

deliberate reform.1

This was the mid 1960's, The Women's Pages of 'The
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Herald' in particular had 1little content of literary
merit. This is dealt with in the later chapter, 'The Women
Journalists'. Women's journalism up to and through World
War II had been healthy and invigorating, but in the post-
war years there had been strong forces at work to 'put
women back in their place', to reclaim the areas of power
that had been ceded to women during the war. Thus the
themes of domesticity, respectability and snobbery came to
dominate the Women's Pages, ruled in the 'Herald's' case
by Connie Robertson. Her influence was so strong that such
a thing as a Charmian Clift column could not have been
considered during Robertson's editorship. The column was
an immediate success.

The ideas of Pringle and McLachlan for 'lightening
and improving' their newspaper were part of a world-wide
trend at that time. Although the term 'The New Journalism'
has been much misused, the aims expounded by Pringle and
put into practice by Clift conform to what was understood
by the term at that time.3 I argue that it makes sense to
see Clift as a 'mew journalist'.

It was a time when o0ld values were breaking down;
new knowledge exploded all around us; people worried
about drugs, hippies, and war. We talked of violence,
urban disorder, turmoil. (topics dealt with 1in
Clift's essays. GT) New terms like polarization,
credibility gap and counter-culture crept into the
language. It was during this time, somewhere between
1960 and 1970, that the term "new jfurnalism" also

began to appear in the popular press.

In 1973 Tom Wolfe looked back on this time, with
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particular reference to America. With E.W. Johnson, Wolfe

compiled an anthology of The New Journalism and in the

Preface Wolfe relates how he intended to write five or six
pages of introduction to go with the twenty or so examples
of the genre. He finished up writing a long introduction,
one that has become important particularly to students of
journalism during and since the 1960's. Wolfe's aim was to

state precisely "-- in terms of technique -- (what) has

made the New Journalism as 'absorbing' and 'gripping' as

the novel and the short story and often more so."4 Wolfe

used the introduction to make an attack on fiction writers
and he summed up his argument in this way:

I don't really expect any of the current set of

- fiction writers to take note of what I've just said.

In a way, I suppose, I'm even banking on their

obtuseness. Fiction writers, currently, are busy

running backward, skipping and screaming, into a

begonia patch that I call Neo-Fabulism. I analyse it

in some detail in an appendix. I must confess that
the retrograde state of contemporary fiction has made
it far easier to make the main point of this book:
that the most important literature being written in

America today is in nonfiction, in the form that has

been tagggd, however ungracefully, the New

Journalism.

Wolfe is talking specifically about America and he
takes the point much further than is appropriate to the
Australian scene. Nevertheless there are important points
of similarity. Clift began in the mid 1960's writing a
syndicated weekly essay for the women's section of a
leading Australian newspaper. This section of the paper in

particular had hitherto been devoid of anything
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approaching literary merit. Such articles as appeared in
the section did not normally carry by-lines; the recipes,
household hints and endless social jottings were printed
week after week with a studied objectivity and any
reporting was normally in the third person. Clift brought
subjectivity to journalism at a time when, apparently,
there was an international shift towards this type of
approach to non-fiction and there were also writers
equipped and ready to write subjectively. Wolfe expressed
the shift as a discovery.

And yet in the early 1960's a curious new notion,
just hot enough to inflame the ego, had begun to
intrude into the tiny confines of the feature
statusphere. It was in the nature of a discovery.

" This discovery, modest at first, humble, in fact,
deferential, you might say, was that it just might be

possible to write journalism that would...read like a

novel. Like a novel, if you get the picture. This was

the sincerest form of homage to The Nqvel and to
those greats, the novelists, of course...

From an international point of view then, given the
date of appearance of the essays and the immediate
adoption of a form and style that was to continue
virtually for the five years or so of their appearance,
Clift's essays may be seen to be in the forefront of the
"new journalism", appearing spontaneously at about the
time that similar writings were appearing in the American
press. One of the problems with the term 'new journalism'
is that of definition, as the term came to mean other

things such as 'underground journalism'. Everette E.

Dennis finds Tom Wolfe's definition of "new journalism"
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suitable and it has points which can be applied to
Clift's work at this time:
...it is the use by people writing non-fiction of
techniques which heretofore had been thought of as
confined to the novel or the short story, to create
in one form both the kind of objective reality of
journalism and the subjective r%ﬁlity that people
have always gone to the novel for.
Clift had already used the techniques of subjective
realism in her two 'personal experience' books so that she
was by now working with a literary mode with which she

felt comfortable. Her writing of Mermaid Singing and Peel

me a Lotus combined with her earlier journalistic work to

give her the necessary skills for weekly essay production.
In the Hazel De Berg interview, recorded on 8th June,
1965, Clift refers to her early journalistic experiences.
Her first job was as writer/editor for the Army Ordnance
corps who were, she explains,

running their own little magazine at this stage and

they asked me to write it for them, which I did and

found that I could do it very well, and I loved doing
it.

Her next job was as a reporter on the Melbourne
'"Argus'. She goes on to describe this as 'the most
wonderful period of my life' and also says in the same
interview: ‘'As far as being a writer is concerned, since
I've come back I'm not at all sure that I'm a novelist at
all', Clift enthuses about the more immediate media,

newspapers, television and radio, and concludes with: 'I

think I want to go ahead and explore every exciting
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possibility that this country offers'. So Clift was ready
to return to journalism but it was as a far more
experienced writer. Working in collaboration with Johnston
and on her own, she had developed a style and found a
personal subjective form of writing that was particularly
suited to the climate of the mid 1960s. Clift had the
talent and experience necessary to 'write journalism that
would...read like a novel' and she was ready to bring new
journalism to Australian readers.

In his brilliant satirical work Myra Breckinridge,

written in the late sixties, Gore Vidal deals with the
idea of 'the death of the novel' and of non-fiction
written in the way fiction had been hitherto presented.
There is a line through the satire which parallels Clift's
'Herald' attempts and achievements.

The novel being dead, there is no point to writing
made-up stories. Look at the French who will not and
the Americans who cannot. Look at me who ought not,
if only because I exist entirely outside the wusual
human experience... outside and yet wholly relevant
for I am the New Woman whose astonishing history is a
poignant amalgam of vulgar dreams and knife-sharp
realities...Yet not even I can create a fictional
character as one-dimensional as the average reader.
Nevertheless, I intend to create a literary
masterpiece in much the same way that I created
myself, and for much the same reason: because it is
not there. And I shall accomplish this by presenting
you, the reader...with an exact, literal sense of
what it is like, from moment to moment, to be me.6

In April, 1969 in her article for The Australian

Author, Clift wrote:

And one of the questions they always ask is, "What is
your novel about?”. It gives me great pleasure to
look my questioner sgtraight in the eye and put on a
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dead-pan face and reply nonchalantly: "Me" ./

Clift's subjectivity, the autobiographical nature of
her successful writing, was deliberate and, given her
nature and talents and the times in which she worked,
probably inevitable.

The offer to write the weekly column for the 'Herald'
came at the right time for Clift, and Pringle chose well.
This is not to say that Pringle and Clift were following a
trend. Certainly for Australia they were, if anything,
setting a trend, albeit at so high a standard as to make
imitation difficult. They were translating to a new and
very wide audience the intimate and personal style of the
essay. Accidentally, as I am arguing, they were in the
forefront of the 'New Journalism'. George Johnston, one of
Australia's most efficient, accomplished and experienced
journalists, described the uniqueness of Clift's
achievement.

She was very much an original. Nobody else could

adopt the exact stance of her viewpoint any more than

they could imitate her style. (I tried to once when

she was very sick with pneumonia and I thought I

could 'ghost' her column for her. I struggled for

half a day with the first paragraph before abandoning
the task as hopeless. She sat up in bed with her
typewriter on a tray an%zfeverishly wrote her piece.

A very good piece, too.)

This phenomenon can be seen as a consequence of the

'new journalism'. Previously almost any good reporter

could take over any article half-way and finish it. TIME

magazine prided itself at this time that the style of the
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magazine was the same from cover to cover. By-lines were
very rare. One of the problems with studying newspaper
writing at this time is that most articles were printed
anonymously.9

It i1s most important, as referred to above, that
Clift was already a writer when she began the 'Herald'
column. That is why Pringle chose her: she was a novelist

who had worked her craft. The two 'personal experience'

books, Mermaid Singing and Peel me a Lotus had provided

the perfect grounding for the involved, personal and
subjective writing she would produce in the column.

This grounding in her craft is important in the
Australian scene. Patrick White's jibe about 'the Great
Australian Emptiness...in which the schoolmaster and
journalist rule what intellectual roost there is...'1l0 had
been made in 1962. White was stating that most Australian
writers were 'part-timers' who drifted into writing novels
from other full-time occupations. His criticism is widely
aimed but does not include himself. Clift however, by
serving her 'apprenticeship' in the novel, broke the
pattern and brought a freshness and vitality to the
newspaper that was instantly recognised by the readers.

In the Foreword quoted above, Johnston refers to
what he calls 'the exact stance of her viewpoint' and it
is indeed this viewpoint or subjectivity that makes

Clift's achievement wunique. In Images in Aspic, the
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genesis of which 1is discussed later in this chapter,
Johnston attempts to account for the amazing popularity of
the Clift essays. He finds the answer in her style:

Charmian Clift writes thoughtfully and carefully. She
is concerned with style, elegance, choice of the
exact word. She often writes very long, un-
journalistic sentences. She takes time to muse, to
reflect, to drift through experience. If this is
daily journalism ff: is very different from anything
in my experience.

Jill Kitson's review of the 1990 Imprint new edition

of The World of Charmian Clift12 carries the title 'The

Accomplished Columnist'. Kitson outlines Clift's
achievement, states how much Clift loved the column and
accounts for its immense following. She feels that readers
'prabably... appreciated the same qualities in her writing
that had 1led...Pringle...to give her a free hand'. She
seems to see Clift's style and subjectivity as
conversational in a very special sense.

Charmian Clift comes across as a writer who
believed in talk as a «civilised and civilising
pursuit; who believed that, if she put her mind to
it, even the most ephemeral topic could be made to
yield insights into the scheme of things.

Readers certainly felt that Clift was speaking to
each of them personally. Martin Johnston described this
when explaining what he saw as the 'Charmian Clift
persona': 'friend talking to friend...I'm having a chat to
you over the garden fence..."!3 Kitson speaks of 'the

vivacity of Clift's intellect and imagination that engages

the reader'. Very much the 'ecrivain engage', she combined
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subjectivity with commitment. In discussing the present
state of newspaper columns Kitson accounts further for
Clift's success.

Not long after Charmian Clift died, women's pages
disappeared from the metropolitan newspapers, but
weekly columnists did not. Most broadsheets employ
two or three, each attempting the sort of
conversational essay Clift excelled at, none of them
comparable to her. Given half a page instead of a
column, the thoughts of Phillip Adams and Max Harris
ramble unedited and rarely reach a satisfying
conclusion, From others we get a too predictable
weekly blast of righteous indignation or shot of wry,
self-deprecating wit. What's missing are the
originality, the optimigﬁz the open-mindedness Clift
shared with her readers.

One of the earliest 'Herald' essays (l17th December,
1964) bears clear evidence of 'the new journalism'. Clift
had ~ given the essay a traditional ‘essay' title: 'On
Saving Sevenpence', but the 'Herald' editors, perhaps
unsure of the sophistication of their readers, had changed
it for publication to the more objective 'Supermarkets'.
'The Herald' represented merely a part of the whole
patronising attitude of the media to women, particularly
through the fifties and well into the sixties, when many
held that 'Kinde, Kuche, Kirche' were enough to occupy

women.

When the essay appeared in Images in Aspic, its

editor, George Johnston, made sure that the essay reverted
to its original, more subjective title. In discussions
with 'Herald' readers (in 1988-9) this essay was often

mentioned by women in particular as having a profound
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effect on them and their perception of what was happening
in marketing in the mid- 1960's. The essay consists of an
extended comparison of the modern supermarket with an
Eastern Bazaar. A leit-motif of free coffee for the duped
'expert haggler' at the Eastern Bazaar develops into
Clift's closure, 'When the supermarkets start serving free
coffee I'll know I'm being had'. 'CHOICE' magazine could
have tackled the same topic but without the impact of
Clift, in control of her style, sure of herself and of her
audience.

With anecdote, personal experience and commentary,
Clift develops her theme that the so-called 'specials' in
supermarkets are merely contrived. She deals with the
topic. in a subjective way, presenting herself as the
'naive' or 'innocent abroad' who mistakenly puts her trust
in those with whom she does business. Clift has thus
updated a device regularly employed by earlier essayists
such as Addison, Goldsmith and Twain.

Much has been written and spoken about price
manipulation in the years since then but this essay was a
very early revelation of the merchandising practices of
the modern supermarket. Clift's subjective approach,
presenting herself as one of the 'also-duped', involved
the readers, helping them to see what was really
happening. She deals with the extortion from the

customer's point of view, saying 'This is what is
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happening to you; this is what is happening to us.' Clift
does not just present the facts about price manipulation
as reportage. She is a housewife, and in this case writes
as one, experiencing the frustrations of manipulative
marketing and exposing the tricks with the clever and
interesting comparison with the Eastern bazaar. 'The
Herald' saw the essay as a statement about supermarkets
and merely labelled it accordingly. It was to be some
time before they came to terms with the fact that they had
an essayist writing for them. Readers, however, realised
that something special was happening in the newspaper and
Clift knew that she was more than a journalist. In 1969,
after writing her 'Herald' essays for nearly five years,
she made this comment about herself and journalism:

I was getting a bit nervous about seeing any
public reference to myself couched in the descriptive
words "Sydney journalist Charmian Clift" -- not that
I've anytping against journaligm,.yhich can be, even
now, a quite honorable profession.

According to Margaret Vaile, the reader response and
reaction to Clift's column was immediate and continuous.
The routine was as follows: a car from the 'Herald' would
go to Neutral Bay, then later to Raglan Street, Mosman,
(the Johnston residence) to pick up the column on Saturday
afternoons. This seems to have been very special treatment
indeed. Apparently 'phone-in' facilities for journalists
14

were well in place by then and their use was 'the norm'.

It was clearly important that Clift's actual typescript
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should be brought to the office. Margaret Vaile would then
carry out what she describes as her 'most pleasant task of
the week', reading and sub-editing the Clift copy, and
putting in 'cross-heads'. According to Miss Vaile, there
were rarely any changes made. The copy was widely spaced,
and though it was the result of several drafts, there
would still be evidence of Clift's striving, up to the
last moment, for a better word or clearer, neater
expression. The sub-edited copy would then be set 'on the
stone' in the compositing room. It was this edited copy

that was sent to Melbourne for the Melbourne Herald.

The column appeared in Thursday morning's 'Herald'.
The phone calls from readers would come in every Thursday
and there was always correspondence. There were various
types of letters but the general theme was that Clift had
said what the reader himself or herself had been thinking
but had been unable to express properly. Vaile mentioned
that, even though the column appeared in the Women's
Section, many letters came from male readers. Clift's
writing had achieved a wuniversal appeal and this was
summed up by George Johnston.

She believed, as I say, in humanity, with its
problems and dilemmas, its hopes and aspirations, its
inextinguishable will and courage. Through everyday
evocations she was able to make these complex
abstracts articulate and understandable. During the
four and a half years she was writing for newspapers
the most common expression used in the thousands of
letters she received from her readers was to the

effect that 'this is exactly what I have always felt,
but I've never been able to quite put it into words,
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and now you'v summed it all wup for me so
beautifully....'

The 'Herald' essays began at the end of 1964 and in

1965 Images in Aspic, published by Horwitz, appeared. It

was a collection of thirty-six of the 'Herald' essays,
printed at the Griffin Press in South Australia, and it
was an immediate success. The title of the book came from
one of the essays, which had appeared in the paper on 18th
March, 1965 and had, unusually, retained in publication
the title given to it by Clift.

Of the fifteen 'Herald' essays which appeared before
'Images in Aspic', only two had retained in publication
the title that Clift had given them herself. The book,

Images in Aspic, was edited by George Johnston and carried

an introduction by him in which he gave a version of how
J.D. Pringle had employed Clift to write the essays. He
stressed that Pringle

was not looking for a woman journalist, but a writer,

The daily press peeded some Wffting, real writing,

from a woman's point of view...

Johnston went on to explain that the book was a
response to requests from 'Many hundreds of readers, from
all states...' and said that 'as an old journalist' he
endorsed the suggestion. He said further that Clift 'took
the bold step of assuming that women readers of newspapers
were of a high standard of intelligence and sensitivity’

He then commented immediately that the readership among

men had been almost as great as among women, 'if the
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letters received are reasonable criteria'.

Charmian Clift died in July, 1969. A second
collection of her essays was published in 1970 with an
introduction by George Johnston, written after her death.
He tried to summarise what his wife's column had meant to
so many Australians.

...there was also abruptly terminated a phenomenal
aspect of highly personal communicative writing in
Australia.

I say ‘'communicative' advisedly, because if one
thing was revealed by the wunprecedented public
tributes and the months-long spate of private and
deeply felt testimonies of sadness and loss which
followed my wife's death, it was that in her weekly
newspaper writings Charmian Clift had come to mean
something important and personal to a very great
number of Australian people.

By this I mean more than the mere fact that the
audience for her weekly newspaper essays probably
numbered a million or more readers; what was
significant was that to an extraordinarily 1large
number of these readers she had become almogt a
magical personality in a kind of talismanic way.

Johnston went on to quote from readers' responses and
from the writer-critic Allan Ashbolt who attempted to
'find the secret of Charmian Clift's writing magic -- her
instinctive and total commitment to humanity'.

In 1983, Collins produced another edition of The

World of Charmian Clift and this time added a further

introduction by Martin Johnston. More than ten years after
the death of both his parents, Martin Johnston described
just what his mother did in the field of the essay and
attempted to account for 'the Charmian Clift phenomenon'.
The essay was a form as new to her, when she

undertook to produce one weekly for the Sydney
Morning Herald's Women's Page in the mid sixties, as
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it was at least (at) the 1level she immediately
achieved -~ to the Australian newspaper reading
public. Indeed it was a form that had never been
particularly cultivated here, except perhaps by
Walter Murdoch.

As it turned out, it suited her particular
combination of gifts uniquely well. She had a mind --
I make no qualitative comparisons -- not unlike
Montaigne's. She was ready to look at everything and
listen to anyone (indeed, she couldn't help doing
either) and also to listen to herself. She had a vast
range of what used to be called ‘'curious learning',
especially of the sort she most 1loved: that of
Shakespeare, Donne, Burton, Aubrey, Browne and
Sterne. She wrote an English that in its love of the
long, complicated yet ringing sentence went straight
back to those favourite antecedents; brought a new
kind of literacy to the Australian press; and, if it
occasionally 'went over the top' did so in the manner
of Hokusai's Wave, with strength and grace.

In one of Clift's 'Croxley' notebooks, preserved in
the\National Library, I found the following list: 'Ten
best -books or books which have most influenced me.' Under
Item three, immediately following 'Collected works of Wm.
Shakespeare', Clift has written: 'Montaigne's Essays
(because I've never read them). Clift explained this
cryptic comment in the De Berg interview, saying that her
father 'went on so much' about Montaigne that she
stubbornly refused to read him. Certainly she read and
enjoyed and to some extent emulated the other writers
mentioned by her son or included in her list.

That Clift knew what she was doing can be illustrated
by the form of her essays and, even more obviously, by the
titles she gave to them. One traditional method of giving
a title to an essay is to use the word 'on...'. Exampies

among many are QOliver Goldsmith's 'On Dress' or William

Page 44



THURSDAY'S HERALD. CHARMIAN CLIFT AND THE NEW JOURNALISM

Hazlitt's 'On Fashion', and, more recently, Jerome K.
Jerome's 'On Being Hard Up' and G.K.Chesterton's 'On
Running After One's Hat'. One assumes that the essayists
gave these titles to their own essays. From the beginning
of the appearance of the Clift 'pieces' in the 'Herald'
until the 21st of July, 1966, Clift used the word 'On' to
begin her 'piece' seventeen times. The 'Herald' changed
all these titles in publication. In one instance, where
Clift's title of 'On time to Kill' was changed to 'On
doing Nothing' they left in the 'essay' beginning 'On'. In
one other instance they changed the Clift title of 'We
Three Kings of Orient Aren't' to 'On Not Being Bothered',
introducing the 'On' themselves. It can thus be assumed
that the 'Herald' slowly came to the realisation that
their columnist knew what she was doing and that the
readership was quite ready to accept an essayist in the
Women's Pages.

Clift herself apparently tired of having her titles
changed and she did not use the 'On' beginning again until
22nd June, 1967, in the poignant, and possibly self-
revelatory 'On Coming to a Bad End'. The 'Herald' did not
change this title and, from this point on, tended in the
main to allow Clift's titles to stand, even those
beginning with 'On’'.

The titles were sometimes modified however,

lengthened from 'On Then and Now' to 'On Then and Now and
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John Donne' or shortened from 'On Little Noddy,
Christopher Robin, Gargantua, Don Quixote, And all that
lot' to 'On Little Noddy and Christopher Robin'. The
'Herald' finally accepted the fact that they had an
essayist writing for them and did her the courtesy of

mostly using her titles in publication.”

*Nadia Wheatley's 'Chronological Listing of Essays by
Charmian Clift in Sydney Morning Herald and Pol' has
been invaluable in the above research.
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"I was the journalist who supplied the su?stance, she
was the artist who supplied the burnish."”

In October, 1945 the Sydney Daily Telegraph announced

a Novel Competition with prize money of one thousand
pounds and a distinguished group of judges, including
A.J.A. Waldock, Professor of English Literature at Sydney
University, Vance Palmer, and Katharine Susannah
Prit,g:hard.2 Pritchard's inclusion in the panel of judges
was particularly apt. She herself had won the 1915 Hodder
and Stoughton £1000 prize 'for best work about Australia'

with her first novel, The Pioneers, and she held a pre-

eminent position in Australian literature.

The Telegraph held great hopes for their novel

competition and these were outlined in the Saturday
Telegraph of 20th October, 1945, two days after the
announcement of the names of the judges. An article, with
the byline 'by Miss Bronte' (sic), was printed beneath
photos of Louis Stone, Kylie Tennant, Katherine S.
Pritchard, Marjorie Barnard and Flora Eldershaw. These
were all authors who had won literary competitions in the
past and their photos were displayed in order to give a

cachet of respectability to the current literary
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competition. The article contains an interesting summary
of the effects of the war on literature and a defence of
the value of literary contests.

I expect that the war, with its dynamic emotional
effect, and the impact of the uneasy early years of
peace, will  make some changes in Australian
literature.

I expect to see signs, almost immediately, of a
widening of literary horizons, of a new impetus to
creative effort, and of realisation of the richness
of material hitherto ignored.

We should find them in some, at least, of the
manuscripts which will be entered for the Daily
Telegraph £1000 novel contest.

Literary competitions have already done a great
deal for Australian writing. They have brought into
notice authors who otherwise might have plugged along
for years, as Louis Stone did, unknown to more than
an esoteric few of their own people.

It was a competition which brought to light
Barnard Eldershaw's "A House is Built"...

It was another literary competition that brought
‘Kylie Tennant recognition and her first taste of
worth-while remuneration for creative effort.

A collaborative book, Come in Spinner by Dymphna

Cusack and Florence James, won first prize in the
competition. Despite its high quality and immediate post-

war relevance, The Telegraph did not publish it and indeed

the book was unable to find a publisher until 1951 and
only then in 'abridged' or censored form, as some aspects
were deemed to be salacious in the restrictive climate of
the times. In a foreword to the unexpurgated 1988 edition,
Florence James discusses the collaboration which brought
forth the book.

When Dymphna and I set up temporary housekeeping in

the Blue Mountains outside Sydney during the last

year of the war, we had not thought of collaborating

on a novel...
OQur collaboration was simple: we would each choose
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a story, write it up, then edit the other's work. In
no time at all Four Winds and a Family was finished
and had found a publisher. This was our Come in
Spinner gestation period when Dymphna and ~I were
gathering together the threads of our lives, our
first real opportunity since the days of gur

friendship as undergraduates at Sydney University.

Cusack had already had a successful collaboration

with Miles Franklin, producing Pioneers on Parade which

was published in 1939. This is referred to in the foreword
above, describing Franklin and Cusack 'airing wittily
their indignation at the social pretensions of the
sesquicentenary celebrations'.3

The 'Herald's' literary competition would also bring

to light a novel that was the result of a collaboration.

Clift and Johnston worked on their joint novel High Valley

for a year and submitted it to the Sydney Morning Herald

Literary Competition. The Herald's answer to the Telegraph
was not Jjust a novel competition but a whole literary
competition with prizes in various categories and minor
prizes, and was a significant addition to the Australian
literary calendar. The category for the novel remained the
most important and, with a first prize of two thousand
pounds, was clearly intended to eclipse its rival.

This was all taking place shortly after the war which
had brought with it years of austerity in so many fields,
particularly publishing. Few books had been published,
those that were had to be justified in terms of 'the war

effort' and were printed on thin, cheap paper with
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'austerity' binding. For example, even the popular author

Ion Idriess' patriotic book Onward Australia: Developing a

Continent, published in 1944, appeared on thin flimsy

brown paper with crumbling cardboard covers, unbound, and
carried the following explanation:

My publishers would have very much 1liked to
illustrate this book with explanatory maps and
photographs. Unfortunately, paper shortage makes it
impossible. The book is fortunate to see print at
all; as a matter of fact it has been written some
time. It is because of the urgent shortage of paper
that unfortunately I have not been able to include a
number of other suggestions forwarded me.

The 'Herald' also attempted to assure the success and
status of its competition by appointing highly qualified
and esteemed judges. The money prizes were generous by any
standards and represented an opportunity for serious
writers to gain what amounted to the equivalent of several

years on a good wage. The first prize in the novel section

in 1947 was awarded to Ruth Park whose novel, A Harp in

the South, had been chosen from 175 entries. Serialised in
the ‘'Herald!', Park's novel attracted wide acclaim,
ensuring that the next year's award was eagerly awaited by
literary figures and by the general public.

260 entries were received for the novel section in

1948, the year of High Valley. Even so, no award was made

for second prize, despite the high number of entries. The
judges summed up the quality of the entries as follows:

This, the second novel competition, has brought
forward one work of distinguished quality, but, taken
in a lump, the standard of the best half-dozen
entries was lower and the standard of the entries
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altogether no higher than in the first.

Of the 260 entries, about thirty managed to
qualify for further <consideration. Eight novels
survived this further scrutiny, and became candidates
for prizes. One novel stood out at all stages from
the first reading as fully deserving the first prize.
In the final consideration three of them satisfied
the requirements of a third prize.

The judges are satisfied that the sponsors of a
competition in which "High Valley" wins first prize
need not fear for the standard of the competition or
its valze in stimulating literary work of high

quality.

The year after, 1949, no first prize was awarded.
The 'Herald' referred to their competition as 'Australia's
greatest literary competition' and the judges were

obviously determined to maintain a high standard.

High Valley's victory in 1948 was announced on the

front page of the ‘'Herald' on Saturday, May 8. The
inter?iew with the authors on that page, under the heading
'Husband and wife win £2,000', gives some insight into the
writing of the joint novel. Johnston is generous in
praising Clift's contribution and his quotation, which was
later used on the dust-jacket and with which I have begun
this chapter, appears in context.

"'High Valley,'" the authors said, when
interviewed this week, "was written under extreme
difficulties. Because of the housing shortage we
lived 75 miles apart for much of the time and met
only at weekends. A son was born during the writing
of the novel, and that slowed its progress. We wrote
it in sections in under a year, and continually
revised as we went along. The end of the novel was
one of the first parts written."”

"If there is quality in this book it is the work
of my wife," said Mr. Johnston. "She is responsible
for characterisation and emotional content. I was the
journalist who supplied the substance; she was the
artist who supplied the burnish."”
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The judges for the 1948 competition were the same as
for the first competition: Dr. A.G. Mitchell, Professor of
Early English Literature and Language at Sydney
University, Mr. T. Inglis Moore, author and lecturer in
Pacific Studies at Canberra University College, and Mr.
Leon Gellert, poet and literary editor and columnist of

the 'Herald'. The judges made their report on High Valley

as follows:

"HIGH VALLEY" 4is on more than one account a
distinguished piece of work. It derives no advantage
from its remote setting in Tibet and the interests of
the Dbeliefs and customs of the valley com-
munity.(sic.) On the contrary, the difficulty of
translating this material into Western terms while
preserving its character might have proved insur-
mountable. In particular, the dialogue is dignified
and does not degenerate into the conventional
Chinese-English of popular fiction.

Keen observation and a ready and vivid power of
description, a patient wuncovering of motive and
searching of character are everywhere apparent. But
the reader feels in addition the working of a higher
imagination, which does not merely present, but re-
creates, the 1life and character of persons, the
community and inanimate nature. The story is
skilfully and economically constructed, the action
mounting through scenes of increasing dramatic
intensity to the final decision to leave the High
Valley.

The characters are simply but firmly built up, and
the clash of character and conflict of loyalty and
desire are skilfully handled. The writing has a real
distinction, a sureness and delicacy of touch
unequalled so far in the two competitions for novels.
The descripgive passages at times reach a remarkably

high level.

Gellert wrote a widely-read literary column for the
'Herald' and, on the occasion of the announcement of the
literary awards, the judges' comments took up most of the

space usually occupied by his weekly column. It was only
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after the judging that he and the other judges realised
they had chosen as winner a 'joint novel'. Gellert devoted
the rest of his column, 'Something Personal', to a
discussion of the judging and of the collaboration of

Clift and Johnston in particular and husband-wife writing

teams in general.

BUT a judge's task is not all heavy going. Sometimes
he chances upon a banquet that sets his gastric
juices flowing in a jubilant stream [Gellert is
continuing an extended metaphor] and his blood
dancing upon its way in little exultant leaps. Such a
repast was "High Valley", the winning novel, in which
he was continually regaled with such exquisite
refections as this:- [there follows a descriptive
passage from High Valley]...

When I learn that so fine a novel as "High Valley"
is the outcome of the collaboration between a husband
and wife I find myself wandering uneasily along the
highways of conjecture. Here are two people, each of
whom is a complement of the other, and they have
succeeded in achieving a workable harmony of
creativeness.

What can happen to this union? What dangers have
the partners to guard against? (ibid.)

Gellert followed his warning with a perhaps
apocryphal tale of a husband and wife writing team
parting with acrimony. Johnston and Clift were to write
three more joint novels and stay together, albeit with
many and deep problems, until Clift's death in 1969.°

Literary collaboration is an interesting field which
risks attracting speculation of the 'detective' kind,
turning interest away from the text. Maryanne Dever avoids
such speculation in her scholarly study of joint
authorship,6 and she refers to S. Schoenbaum to emphasise

the enormous variation that can exist within a
collaborative scenario, in particular those where
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writers "prefer to work in intimate association,

going over one another's drafts, revising, deleting,

and interpolating... (mindful of) the possibility of

the final product, however it was achjeved, being

revised by one of the original authors”.

Dealing specifically with Barnard and Eldershaw,
Dever explains that they

used to pass draft sections back and forth to one

another and that they would work to§ether on a

manuscript when circumstances permitted.

Dever warns that the 'evidence' in no way makes it
possible to reconstruct ‘'the precise <conditions of
composition', pointing out that 'Barnard, for example,
likened collaboration to "a bedroom secret”"'. It was
further noted that Eldershaw, in one of her final lectures
on "the collaboration 'did not relate...how much each
author contributed to their work: this she would not
disclose even had it been possible'.9 Dever also notes the
change of attitude to literary works by critics once they
have discovered that a particular work is the result of a
collaboration. As she says:

This is particularly ironic if it is considered that

collaboration, no less than pseudonymity, represents

a self-conscious attempt to construct a literary

sub ject, underSﬁSring the notion that "an author is

made not born".

Johnston and Clift certainly 'worked in intimate

association'; but Johnston was later to claim that their

final collaboration, The Sponge Divers, was his book.

Nevertheless, their collaboration was of absolute

importance to the couple at this and later stages of their
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careers.

In her afterword to the 1990 'Imprint' edition and
in an article in 'Australian Society',11 Nadia Wheatley
discusses 'The Mechanics of Collaboration' with regard to

High Valley in particular. She gives a clear picture of

the special collaboration of Johnston and Clift,
describing the background to Johnston's time in Tibet and
discussing the need for both Johnston and Clift to write
after casting their lot together and moving to Sydney.

Not surprisingly, given the subject matter, it was at

Johnston's suggestion that the couple began to work

on the book. Describing the collaborative process,

twenty years later, they noted that they 'wrote a

careful synopsis, wrote a chapter each, and then

exchanged ideas and rewrote each other's work if
* necessary'. At the time of the prize they declared

‘that they 'wrote it in sections in under]ﬂ.year and

continually revised as [they] went along'.

The two writers 1lived apart for much of the
collaboration; Clift was pregnant and in Kiama, while
Johnston worked as a journalist in Sydney. Wheatley
concludes that the ‘'extreme difficulties' the writers
referred to were actually an advantage to Clift's writing.
Clift had been described by Johnston as ‘'a slow, pains-
taking careful writer'. Johnston's facility, even 'slick-
ness' with writing was well-known. Margaret Backhouse,
Clift's sister, described the couple working on High
Valley at Kiama at weekends.

'George and Charmian would be sitting at the old
deal table... each with a typewriter, going for their
lives. George would be typing away, typing away,
typing away, almost singing as he's. goin.g, typing
away, give it a little thought, puffing cigarettes,
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typing away, typing away. Charmian would do a little
bit, think, tear it up, chuck it in the wastepaper
basket, get up and walk around, stalk around and so
on, but when she put it down, it was right. And
eventually she'd pass over what she'd written to
George. He'd read it, he'd pass over what he'd
written -- he'd have this much for her to read, but
she'd have a little bit like that for him to read,
you see. And then they'd put their heads together and
say, "Now what are we going to keep and what are we
going to cut?"... And there might be a stony silence
for a while or something, or one of them might say
something rude, but they'd come together. And it
would be, "All right, we'll do it this way!"' (ibid)

What did Johnston mean by "she was the artist who
supplied the burnish"? To burnish is to make bright and
glossy, to polish, and the burnish is anything laid over a
surface to burnish it.l!2 Johnston made no secret of the
fact\that he regarded Clift as the better writer. Of the

writing of High Valley, he said that it was a 'fair fifty-

fifty...she is the better writer, I the Dbetter
journalist'.13 By saying that she provided the burnish,
then, he implied that the basis of the book was his and
the artistic finishing was Clift's.

Johnston knew Tibet. He had travelled there as a war
correspondent and his experiences, which are often drawn
upon in his books, were to have a profound effect on him
for the rest of his 1life. The customs, settings,
characters and religious background then, would all have
come from Johnston the journalist, though the
characterisation and detailed description may have been
from Clift. For example, the interview by the main

character, Salom with the Tulku, the 'Living Buddha' is
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apparently based on a similar interview afforded to
Johnston by just such a person.14

Clift had not been to Tibet. The actual Tibetan
aspects of the story were perforce supplied by Johnston.
He had already described 'The Valley of the Dreaming

Phoenix' in Journey Through Tomorrow, in a passage

quoted by Kinnane:

Here was a valley of breathtaking colour and
beauty... a valley of a ?illion flowers glittering in
bright warm sunshine...}

This is the valley which is evoked in High Valley in

passages such as the following which indicate why judges
and reviewers praised so highly the power and quality of
desc¢ription.

Each day was a gem of ever-brightening lustre. He
was enchanted by the beauty of the high pastures: it
was loveliness of a quality he had never known
before, because its beauty had the frailty of
something one knows to be transient. It was the
quality of a flower plucked at the supremacy of its
blooming. It was a beauty already steeped in its own
decay and so made the more beautiful for its promise
of ill-fate. There were times when Salom, clutching
the loveliness to him as a jealous man clutches his
mistress, would look back toward the solitary peaks,
and then his eyes would cloud with dread. But the
peaks would be white and quiet beneath a serene sky,
and the valley would fold back in swathes of colour
tremulous in the heat. The peaks were still unveiled
and n? blizzard smudged the sky -- and winter was far
away. 6

Here already is the rhetorical patterning which would
appear definitively in Clift's later essays. The
repetition of key phrases, the building of a ladder with

the repetition of 'it was' at the beginning of the
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passage, and 'the peaks' towards the end and the use of
colour-related words to present the picture. However, such
description does not require first-hand knowledge. The
allusive language, the 'gem of ever-brightening lustre',
'the quality of a flower plucked at the supremacy of its
blooming', such literary devices do not require that the
writer should actually have visited the place described.
The language is appropriate to the setting chosen by the
writers, but it is hardly geographically specific. Nature
is used to mirror the mood of the character Salom and
presage the outcome of the story. There is a hint of the
dark days to come in '...no blizzard smudged the sky - and
winter was far away.' The very landscape is personified
withithe 'beauty already steeped in its own decay and so
made the more beautiful for its promise of ill-fate'.
Though Johnston may well have contributed the simile 'as a
jealous man clutches his mistress', Clift could have
written much of this without visiting Tibet.

The descriptive powers, which I am suggesting begin
to emerge in Clift's contribution to this work, were to
become a distinctive feature of her style, culminating
in her essays and her writing for the electronic media.
The continual comment from readers is that 'she brought
things alive for me'; that they were able to see just what

she described'.

Both Max Brown, Australian writer, journalist,
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associate of the Johnstons, and long-time resident of
Kiama, and also Nadia Wheatley feel that Clift could have
drawn on the scenery around Kiama for much of her

description in High Valley.17 Looming over Kiama, and

visible without interruption from the Clift house near
Bombo Beach, are Saddleback Mountain and the plateau of
Barren Grounds. Nestling beneath the mountain and the
plateau are the cattle grazing farms. As Wheatley puts it:

Although this valley ends abruptly at Bombo Beach and
the Pacific Ocean, it folds back in a westerly
direction into a succession of valleys that abut onto
the sheer rise of the Illawarra escarpment. Thus,
while the Valley of the Dreaming Phoenix is a
composite of S-le-t'o and other valleys described in
Journey Through Tomorrow, the novelists also drew
upon the miniaffre geographical model that 1lay at
their doorstep.

'As a child, Clift had clambered all over this region,
including The Barren Grounds which are now a natural
reserve and bird sanctuary. To walk this extensive, bleak,
rather treeless and strangely beautiful plateau is to be

constantly reminded of passages from High Valley. There

are outcrops of rock, clumps of dead trees, heath-like
areas and vegetation that recall the 'contorted grove' and
the 'wasteland' where Salom comes upon Yanong, performing
the Rolang, and although there is no snow on the Barren
Grounds, the rest could well have been inspired by Clift's
childhood environment.

There is evidence in one of Clift's Herald essays that

Veshti, the main female character of High Valley, is based
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on a real person. In 'On a Cluttered Mantelpiece' she
refers to a Tibetan bowl of Johnston's that 'belonged to
a Tibetan girl called Veshti, about whom we wrote a novel
once.'18 Coming some seventeen years after the writing of
the book, the reference has an understandably wistful
tone. Since nothing in Johnston's previously published
works points to such engagement, one can surmise that the
romantic story, culminating as it does in the dramatic
deaths of the lovers in each other's arms beneath the
snow, was supplied by Clift.

There can be little doubt that winning the 'Herald'
prize was the main catalyst for Johnston and Clift
becoming full-time writers. In their own eyes and in the
eyes of their contemporaries they were now successful
novelists. As Kinnane says, the praise of the judges and
of the reviewers made them 'the literary toasts of
Sydney'.19 As Clift puts it much later : "I never knew a
writer was something one could be. w20

Not everyone was pleased, however; Ruth Park gave her
version of the win much later.

It was the late 1940's. The Johnstons had caused
flutters in literary circles not only because they
had won the Sydney Morning Herald's novel competition
with the unlikely (my underlining) High Valley, but
because they'd let the side down. Despite the
Herald's justified and exacting requests for secrecy,
they had run around blabbing their heads off. How
mortifying for the Herald was the consequence! A
rival newspaper first published the results of their
expensive competition, and all the Herald was left
with was anti-climax. The chagrin! The fury! The

threats never to hold another competition! The
Johnstons were amazed at the recriminations. It was
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the first time I realised that they shared a folie a

deux with proETbly disastrous consequences - they had
no foresight.

Park sums up the feeling of elation that Clift experienced

after winning the prize for High Valley.

"We've got the world by the scruff," she exclaimed.
But of course we didn't.(ibid.)

Apparently, as Park points out, the 'Herald' was
furious that Johnston and Clift had not remained quiet
about their win until it was published in the 'Herald' but
had told friends and had begun celebrating. Perhaps
coincidentally, the judges were changed for the next year,
even though they had remained the same from the year

before. Nor was High Valley serialised in the 'Herald' as

Park's Harp in the South had been, despite the judges'

comment that High Valley had 'a real distinction, a

sureness and delicacy of touch unequalled so far in the
two competitions for novels'.
Although there was a deal of publicity for the Park

novel in the 'Herald' in the week of the High Valley

announcement, there is no hint of 'the fury, the chagrin

and the threats' in the treatment of High Valley by the

'Herald' at the time of the announcement of the award. The
novel 1is referred to on the front page as the ‘one
distinguished book', and the judges' report is full of
praise. The same issue of the 'Herald' carried a full
review of the novel praising it warmly and attempting to

deal with the 'joint-writing' aspect of the novel. It was
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also prepared to predict the literary future of the teanm.

"HIGH VALLEY" is no impossible "Lost Horizon" and the
setting is no sugary Shangri-La. The story might
easily have become a James Hilton - or a Rider
Haggard - romance, but the authors restrain its
plunging and draw it along a path dictated by acute
artistic conscience. Though the story rises to
fineness and surges to strength, sincerity forced the
sacrifice of the sensational.

The novel is a human allegory seen through mystic
remoteness. It is a love story told with delicacy and
its tragedy carries conviction in simplicity. It
curves quietly to a destiny ordained in the birth of
its characters.

George Johnston credits his wife with the literary
quality and emotional content of the novel. It could
be so. Johnston's previous books, highly readable
though they were, displayed at most a facile
application to meet a market. Though they ably served
their purpose, they were hastily assembled, and if he
had an eye for material he showed no hand for
literature.

But no matter to whom the credit belongs, there is
great power in "High Valley" and descriptive passages
ascend to genuine distinction. The Johnstons are a
team which, if they continue co-ordinating substgnce
and talent, can look to a secure literary future.

. Here was the encouragement to write and to write
seriously, but the 'secure literary future' was to prove
elusive and to be very long in coming. This was the

genesis of the path that would lead Johnston, on the one

hand, to the My Brother Jack trilogy and Clift, on the

other, back to the pages of the 'Herald' as the successful

weekly essay writer.

Page 63



THE PRIZE

NOTES: 'THE PRIZE'

GJ, SMH, May 8, 1948.

Daily Telegraph, Sydney, October 18, 1945, p. 1.
Dymphna Cusack and Florence James, Come in Spinner, (A &
Sydney, 1988) pp.vi-vii.
SMH, May 8, 1948, p.6.
. Gellert remained as a judge for the novels in the next
year's competition although the other two judges were
replaced by Professor A.J.A. Waldoch, Professor of English
Literature at the University of Sydney, and Mr. H.M.
Green, former librarian of the University of Sydney. These
two gentlemen had previously been judges for the Daily
Telegraph novel competition.

6. Maryanne Dever, ASAL paper, 'Author! Author! M. Barnard
Eldershaw and the question of Literary Collaboration', and
letter to GT, August, 1991.

7. S. Schoenbaum, Internal Evidence and Elizabethan
Dramatic Authorship (London: Edward Arnold, 1966), p.226.
quoted by M. Dever.

8. Marjorie Barnard, "The Gentle Art of Collaboration”,
Ink No. 2 (Sydney: FAW, 1977), p.l126. quoted by M. Dever.
9, Aileen Palmer's Obituary Notice for Flora Eldershaw,
Aileen Palmer Papers NLA MSS 6759/24, quoted by M. Dever.
10. Andrew Bouris, "Subject to Authority”, Random Issue, 2
(1980), 57, quoted by M. Dever, ASAL paper, p.8.

11. Nadia Wheatley, 'The Mechanics of Collaboration’,
'Australian Society', December, 1989/January 1990, pp.38-
9.

12. Shorter Oxford English Dictionary.

13. Kinnane, p.1l00. quoting from Biographical ques-
tionnaire, Bobbs-Merrill MSS, Lilly Library, University of
Indiana, USA.

14. cf. Kinnane, p.6l, referring to Johnston's Journey
Through Tomorrow where Johnston gives details of his
meeting with the leader of the white sect of lamas.

15. Kinnane, pp. 223-4.

16. HV, p. 56.

17. Interview with GT, March, 1988.

18. SMH, 20th May, 1985. I in A, p.103.

19. Kinnane, p.100.

20. Hazel de Berg tape.

21. Ruth Park's review of WOCC, 'The Independent Monthly',
September, 1989.

L] - . L] .

wmEeExmwoE

Page 64



ITT. THE JOINT NOVELS

In the beginning the valley probably had many
names, varying with the seasons, with generations,
with the moods and whims of headmen. Finally, with
the occasional poetry of inarticulate men, it had
come to, be called the Valley of the Dreaming
Phoenix.l

The Valley of the Dreaming Phoenix provides the
setting for Clift and Johnston's prize-winning joint novel

High Valley which judges praised for its descriptive

passages. The description is not merely something added
for 'local colour', it parallels the action and is an
integral part of the novel, weaving story and setting
together. The most powerful force in the novel is nature,
beautiful and cruel and personified as 'the valley'.
Muhlam, the headman of the community of the Valley of the
Dreaming Phoenix warns Salom, the story's protagonist: 'Do
not fight against the valley...for always the valley
wins'. Salom, the man with no real country or people to
call his own, has made the difficult trek to the Valley of
the Dreaming Phoenix in a quest for happiness.

This is a 'quest' novel, where a pure and simple
character, without family or community ties, is sent by an

old man to search for his own Holy Grail, in this case,
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contentment and happiness. The allegorical nature of the
quest 1is clearly set out, Salom is 'everyman', the human
gpirit, humanity. The parallel with the traditional story
of quest even extends to the fact that Salom is on
horseback, like a knight of old, for his long and arduous
trek. He is a character searching for his roots and for a
meaning to life. Ridiculed by those he meets, an orphan
with some sort of memory of being with the Communist Army
when it retreated into Tibet fifteen years before, Salom
is confused and unhappy, rejected by those he thought
were his people. An old pedlar, seeking company, befriends
him, speaks kindly and wisely and inspires him to set off
on his quest, telling him he will find what he is seeking
in the Valley of the Dreaming Phoenix.

The young man has taken what has happened to him and
his 1ife experience to date as something of specific
significance to be dealt with. The pedlar, the old man,
representing wisdom, is helping the young man to see
further than the specific, to realise that events have a
general significance. 'The importance is the word', he
says, and that word 'undefeated', becomes the theme of the
novel. The pedlar tells Salom of the valley and speaking
about the army and life, he presents the exposition of the
theme:

... it was an army of men made unconquerable by the

very fact that it could not live with the thought of

defeat... And, whatever their failings, men who are

unconquerable are worthy men. When a man dies he
should seek but a single word to be brushed on the
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tablet above his grave. Undefeated. That is the word,
boy. Undefeated. This army to which your father
belonged was an army of stalwart men who were
undefeated. The killing, the rape, the plunder -- all
these things... are not important.2 The importance is
the word, my son. The simple word.

The youth is inspired to make the difficult four-
months-long trek with the promise of happiness as he has
been given a goal, to strive through hardship for
happiness. "Why, even its name is poetry, my son," says
the pedlar,"It is called the Valley of the Dreaming
Phoenix."3

The youth's hesitation is overcome by the clever

persuasion of the old pedlar,

"Not an old man's dream, boy. The dream,of a young
man now grown old. There is a difference."

If the boy needed further encouragement, it comes in
the form of the continued ridicule of the other people.
The valley is an escape.

The Camusian theme of escape which was to become so
important in much of Clift's later work is here presented

definitively in High Valley. The 'George Johnston Papers'

(MS 5027) in the National Library contain evidence of the
Johnstons' interest in Albert Camus. The papers have
quotations from Camus by Conor Cruise O'Brien and from The

Myth of Sisyphus, dealing particularly with suicide and

death. L'Etranger, with its international popularity in

the immediate post-war years may well have influenced

their writing. L'Etranger has the theme of 'Il1 n'y a pas
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d'issue', 'there is no escape', and Camus' hero Meursault
finds understanding and triumph in death. On the eve of
his execution, after his bitter quarrel with the prison
priest, he finds peace and understands why, at the end of
her life, his mother had taken a 'fiance',

why she had played at beginning again... So close to

death, my mother must.have felt hgrsglf liberated and

ready to live everything over again.

Then in a similar vein to the words of the Tulku,
Meursault says of his mother's death: 'Nobody, nobody had
the right to cry over her.'(ibid) Speaking of himself and
his imminent death he says: 'I opened myself for the first
time to the tender indifference of the world... I felt
thatt I had been happy and that I still was happy.' These
elemeﬁts of death and happiness are repeated in High
Valley, they contribute to its artistic integrity and
create the ending of the novel. After fighting with the
evil priest Yanong, Salom will feel cleansed and he and
Veshti will be forced to the conclusion that there is no
way out but, like Meursault, will have their own triumph-
in death, a triumph realised and made tangible by the
Tulku, 'the Living Buddha'.

This Camusian theme of there being no escape
reappears in Clift's major individual novel Honour's
Mimic. Kathy, the protagonist, will find no solution

within society for her problem. She will be stoned in the

street as an adulteress.
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In Clift's novel set in Kiama, Walk to the Paradise

Gardens, the social and racial problems will only be
soluble by a death and by having the characters quit the
society or social milieu of the novel. The similarities to

High Valley are evident.

Nadia Wheatley puts forward strong evidence that it
was Clift, the '23-year-old fledgeling novelist', who
determined style, characterisation, and theme in High
Valley. Wheatley quotes from Clift's sister Margaret who
relates how Clift encouraged Johnston, the 'great story-
teller' and 'enthusiastic talker'.

'She was encouraging him to talk about it, and she
was taking his descriptions of people and places and
all tbe rest of it, but the peop%e in particular, and
'moulding them into a character.’

Wheatley feels that Clift drew in particular on the
inhabitants of the small North Kiama settlement and the
nearby dairy farmers 'whose land the young Charmian and

her brother used to roam' for the models of the community

in High Valley and 'Thus in "moulding” her Tibetans she

was able to use local clay’. (ibid)

Clift's own family can be seen also in the portraits
of the main characters. Muhlam the headman and Kelinka his
wife bear striking resemblances to Clift's own parents,
while aspects of Clift herself are to be found in the
characters of both Veshti, the daughter, and '"the
exuberant and sexually attractive Bitola'. She also sees

something of the young David Meredith in Salom, together
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with aspects of Clift's brother Barre:
...the rest of the neighbours are a cross-section of
people whom one could find in any microcosm of
humanity.(ibid)
Clift worked best with characters and places she knew

and understood well. There is nothing particularly Chinese

or Tibetan about the characters of High Valley and nothing

very complex about them. As a 'microcosm of humanity' they
are accessible to Western readers and in line with the
allegorical nature of the novel and its generalisations.
Most people in life and most characters in books are
a mixture of both good and evil, but in allegory one can
have the completely good and the completely evil. The monk
Yanang, rapacious and greedy, feeding off his people with
an intensity of lust, is presented as entirely evil while
the protagonist, Salom, represents good. Yanong's back-
ground is carefully presented so that he comes to
represent one face of religion. He is so wicked and so
inhuman that his death at the hands of Salom, so good and
so human, is an unambiguous triumph of good over evil.
Religion however has another side, represented in this
story by the Tulku, 'the Living Buddha'. There is no place
for killing in the valley as there has never before been
any killing there. Salom must flee, but Veshti, in
complete understanding of what she is doing, goes with
him. The understanding and the ultimate act of love come

from the woman.

"We are speaking the truth to each other, Salom.
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We know we will not reach the watch-tower. And I
know I have no wish to go back. For me, Salom, there
can be no returning, for if I returned there would
never be a setting-out again. This I know, Salom, and
this is the truth." She str%ked his arm gently. "And
this I think you know, too."

Salom has found wisdom. The Tulku, or Living Buddha,
had told him that the end of the story would be the best
ending and the only ending.

For the maid, for the headman, for the monk -- and

for you. Life, bqy, has a way of meting out rewards

and punishments."”

The Tulku had also asked him:

"What of the word, boy, that your father left
you?=-- that the pedlar told you? Undefeated."

The maid, Veshti, asks Salom to make love to her as
they realise they are both to die.
"I would wish to become your wife."

With melodramatic description, reminiscent of the

works of Rider Haggard, the young couple make love as the
whole of nature symbolically responds to their dying act.

With her naked body burning under his, the long,
white waves curled upward into a shouting, tumultuous
column, and the old majestic gods leant out from the
Ta Hsueh Shan and gathered the columns to themselves,
and ended another summer in the Valley of the
Dreaming Phoenix as they flung themselves forward and
inward, and the columns burst with a wild and
triumphant roar into a million seething balls of
snow, curving inward, hissing inward, growing larger
and larger.

The blizzard wailed its fury over the Pass of
White Watching and the drifts mounted with a secret
silence until eveg the trees were drowned beneath the
slow white flood.

It just remains for the brief epilogue to complete

the denouement with the passionate statement of the Tulku
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on uncovering the bodies at the end of winter.

And then the Living Buddha flung wide his arms, and
tears flooded his eyes, and yet in his thunderous
face was a titanic contempt and an overwhelming pity
for the blindness of humanity.

"Look agf&n, fool!" he muttered. "They were the
undefeated!"”

The novel was summed up in the 'Herald' review on the
day of the announcement of the prize in the following

terms:

The novel is essentially a fantasy wearing an air
of convincing mysticism. While the authors hold the
reins of plausible logic and artistic restraint hard
on dramatic intensity, the story presses further and
further against its quiet destiny. There are none of
the flaws of collaboration and the dignity of its
discourse never falters.

'Following the success of High Valley in Australia,

Bobbs-Merrill decided to publish the novel in the United
States, with a high-profile campaign and book-launch.ll In
a letter to Bobbs-Merrill in response to their request for
a biographical sketch to wuse in the publicity, the
confident authors were already preparing the ground for
the follow-up book: 'At the moment,' they explained, 'we
are collaborating on a second and more ambitious novel,
"The Piping Cry", which I hope you will have the

opportunity of seeing'.12

The Piping Cry was never published and the manuscript

disappeared shortly after it was written and submitted to

Bobbs-Merril and to other publishers. Kinnane's knowledge
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of the text comes from three publisher's readers' reports
made to Bobbs~Merrill. The novel was 'a serious attempt to
write about Australian philistinism in the late 1940s'.
Kinnane reconstructs a synopsis of the story and
reproduces the readers' comments, praising

the style of the writing and its power to evoke

Sydney Bohemian life. 'No other book or manuscript

that I have encountered has brought out for me the

life and appearance of a big Australian city as this

one does'...(ibid)

But the readers found the story 'trite and
uninteresting'. It is unfortunate, as Kinnane says, that
Australian readers did not get the opportunity to read The

Piping Cry, because of its special local relevance and the

poirt that Johnston and Clift were obviously trying to
make 'about the relation of artists to Australian society
at the time'. Kinnane continues his analysis, finding

'fascinating similarities with My Brother Jack'. The

Johnstons may have been expressing their own particular
artistic crisis in the book which apparently deals at
length with the problem of whether to become a serious or
commercial writer. The Bobbs-Merrill questionnaire also
contains the interesting information that the Johnstons
were planning to 'leave for London at the end of this year
and should be there for three years or so'.13

The Johnstons did indeed go to London but remained
away from Australia until 1964, fourteen years later. When

the Johnstons left for London in mid-February, 1951, they
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were still working on The Piping Cry. The novel about

Australia had ©proved more difficult than they had
anticipated.
In London, despite an apparently hectic social life,

they undertook a re-write of The Piping Cry for which they

retained high hopes. Johnston wrote to George Ferguson of
Angus and Robertson, warning him that 'this time we shall
be delivering to you a real Australian novel, which might
cause quite a stir out t:here'.14 No more was heard of the
novel or the manuscript until Garry Kinnane carried out
his research for his biography of Johnston. Ruth Park
referred to it in 1989 as if it were purely Johnston's
worlk, without any reference to its being a collaboration.
I don't remember George's herding the guests into a
corner while he read them the latest pages of his new
book The Piping Cry, but he did tell us a good deal
about it.
"George talks a great book,"” observed Colin Simpson,
the travel writer. But it wasl%ever published, as so
many talked-out books are not.
The Australian theme was not to reappear 1in the

Johnstons' work for many years. Johnston came back to it,

and apparently used material from The Piping Cry, in My

Brother Jack, while Clift wrestled for a long time with

her novel about her hometown, Kiama, Walk to the Paradise
16

Gardens.
The Johnstons devoted their creative energies in 1952

to their new Joint Novel, The Big Chariot. Although High

Valley had been relatively successful in America, it had
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not realised the hopes of the authors or the publishers.
Bobbs-Merrill nevertheless retained faith in the Johnstons
and agreed to a generous American promotion campaign. The
London weather, the rationing, the four years since the

success of High Valley, the social whirl, all meant that

they needed a breakthrough if they were to achieve their

ambitions as serious writers.17

Johnston and Clift intended their novel about old

China, The Big Chariot, to have general significance and

pertinence to the modern world.

"Never help the big chariot:
You push -- your reward is the dust;
Never think of the world's sorrowsi
" Your reward will be wretchedness."” 8

In High Valley the general significance was implicit

in the subject matter and treatment of the story. In The

Big Chariot Johnston and Clift clearly stated their aim in

the foreword to their book.

AS A GENERAL RULE the history books of the Western
world are content to disregard all but the most
spectacular aspects of Oriental history. This is
unfortunate partly in that it contributes to our
misunderstanding of the Asiatic mentality, and partly
because it robs wus of a great many moving and
splendid stories in which we might find that Asiatic
events, stripped of their stylized strangeness, are
moved by human pressures remarkably similar to those
forces which stir us all =-- 1love, virtue, greed,
ambition, fear, loyalty, treachery, hatred.

Strip the Dragon Robe from Ancient China, and it
stands before us most assuredly as a man,
recognizably the same as we are, moved Dby the same
impulses, treading the same pathway.

The world today l%till stirs to the ripples of
those far-off events.
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A reader today may find condescension in such
expressions as 'our misunderstanding of the Asiatic
mentality' but viewed in the context of a foreword written
in the early 1950's, it is remarkably free of the
restrictive prejudices of the day. The book, and the
comments in the foreword, are ahead of their time in
suggesting that western readers generally and probably
Australian readers in particular would do well to look to
Asia for enlightenment and understanding. Johnston had
tried to present the Asian world in journalistic form
during his time and travels as a war correspondent. He and
Clift present this world again in a complicated,
regearched and ambitious historical novel. Although the
novei is much more intricate and involved than High
Valley, they are once more using an exotic and unfamiliar
territory to allow them to write about universals.

The Big Chariot is a story of two brothers, Cheng

Yuan and Cheng Wei. Their father, Cheng Li~jen, is an
important courtier in the court of the Ming dynasty at the
time of its collapse and replacement by the Manchu in
1644, The novel deals with the nineteen years from the
'official' date of the end of the Ming to its liquidation
with the execution of the Ming Emperor in Yunnan-fu, in
the remote west of China, in 1663. An intricate and
delicate love story is interwoven with the story of the

two brothers who are very different in temperament and
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appearance and who side with the opposing dynasties of
the Ming and the Manchu. It is the father who introduces
the protagonists, his two sons, to the reader. The sons
represent the characteristics of the two dynasties and, in
what can be seen as a comment on the human condition, two
opposing faces of mankind.

"HOW STRANGE IT is that each time I see you both
together you grow more apart from each other." He
studied them carefully. "When you were ten there was
no person 1in Pekin, not the Emperor himself, who
could tell you apart. Now there is a resemblance, but
you are no longer alike."

The brothers 1looked at each other, smiling a
little., It was the sturdier of the two who spoke for
them.

"We live different lives now," he said. "It is
natural, sir, that we should shape ourselves
differently."

"Or be shaped differently," Chen yi—jen said
gently and motioned them toward the couch. 0

In Chinese philosophy there are two opposing
principles of the universe, the Yin and the Yang. The Yin
is the passive, female principle. The Yang is the active,
male principle. These two principles are of particular

importance in The Big Chariot. This is a joint novel

written by a male/female team and the story deals with two
brothers who represent the two opposing male/female
characteristics. Wei is the sturdy, strong, more assertive
of the brothers. It will be he who represents physical
strength, political pragmatism, the 'might is right', the
male or Yang. The father himself introduces and describes
his son Wei in an apparent musing.

His was the stronger, more assertive character. The
strength and bulk of his figure had given him self-
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confidence; he was already a young man, forthright
and probably brave. The next step, unless he were
watched, was toward arrogance and perhaps
brutality.(ibid.)

The other son, Yuan, who becomes the central focus of
the action, the main protagonist of the novel, represents
sensitivity, idealism, loyalty and gentility. He is the
Yin. His father's description of him reveals his father's
fears.

Yuan, on the other hand, was shy and slim, with
nervous mannerisms that frequently concealed the
intelligence and sensitivity he seemed to possess. He
had inherited the delicacy of his mother with no
compensation of his father's strength. He had his
mother's gentility, too--a trait good enough, indeed
admirable, in a woman, but dangerous in a man.(ibid.)
. The contrast of the two protagonists is highly
structured, with appropriate indications of the role of

nurture and heredity in their formation and development.

As was the case in High Valley, the authors are presenting

a struggle between good and evil but this time with
somewhat more subtlety. The two roles of male and female
are shown through the two brothers and their supporting of
different causes and indeed their absolute opposing
lifestyles. It 1is the 'yin' or female characteristic
personnage who triumphs, though not melodramatically, in
the end. It is Yuan, the 'yin' character, who shows the
real strength to overcome adversity and to gain the moral
victory over his brother's force of arms. Kinnane sees
this contrast between the two brothers as

an interesting precursor to My Brother Jack, which of
course uses much the same pattern, with Jack Meredith
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and Wei linked as the brave ones, and David Meredith
and Yuan as the clever ones. Yuan is even given
David's profession as an apprenticed praqter, and is
closer to his mother than to his father.

The Big Chariot carries the dedication,

For
MARY BUCK. 22
The novel received good reviews, particularly in
America where there was talk of making it into a film.23

The Sydney Morning Herald fell short of the eulogistic

phrases of the Americans ('Memorable’, 'flawlessly
written') but predicted a popular success for the novel.
The 'Herald' stated mistakenly that the book was 'already
having a best-seller run in the United States’,24 and then
tried to account for this 'apparent' success.

The reason becomes plain before one has gone half-
way through the book: it has no message, and it may
not please the more exigent critic, but it is a good
story.

There followed a brief and accurate summary of the
book and its theme, which hardly fitted with the previous
statement that the book had 'no message'.

THE theme of the novel is the never-ceasing
struggle between a form of tyranny which may change
its name from century to century, but never its
character, and those enduring virtues and sometimes
only dimly seen ideals which men may sometimes desert
but to which they always return.

The reviewer then returned to the ‘'best-seller'
idea, perhaps hoodwinked by over-enthusiastic ‘'public

relations'.

CHARMIAN CLIFT and George Johnston are natural
storytellers, uninhibited by the taboos which

Page 79



THE JOINT NOVELS

restrain some other more "literary" writers.

They have an affinity with the story-tellers of
the Eastern bazaars; like them, they cater for a mass
appetite for tales of intrigue, terror, violence,
bravery, 1love, sacrifice and final triumph. Their
medium is action and they handle it with all the
slashing efficiency of a sabre duellist,

One wonders at the motives of the 'Herald' reviewer
in striving to categorise the Johnstons as 'non-literary'
as it was his paper which had awarded them the major
'literary' prize for their first joint novel. To damn with

faint praise High Valley and The Big Chariot as mere tales

of intrigue, terror, violence... is to miss much of their
subtlety and to ignore the qualities of these books which,
with their narrative devices, descriptive power and
careful construction are far removed from what could be
expecfed of 'story-tellers of the Eastern bazaars'.
Nevertheless, the Johnstons would have wished that the
'Herald' reviewer had been right in his assumption that
they had created a best-seller. Though they hoped to be
regarded as 'literary' writers, they needed the break-
through of a good seller if not a 'best-seller' and their

hopes for The Big Chariot were certainly not realised as

it was a financial flop.

There is general agreement that The Sponge Divers,

the next joint novel, was mainly Johnston's work, however,
I feel that Clift's contribution may have been somewhat

greater than is generally believed. Except for Johnston's
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journalistic work, there appears to have been no published
work in 1953 by Johnston or Clift and certainly no joint
work was underway or even planned at this stage. The
'Kalymnos Scheme' was to provide the break and the new
burst of enthusiasm for their literary hopes. Wilfred
Thomas, who informed the Johnstons about the 'scheme',
remembers Johnston saying:

'Do you know, I've been looking for a book to write

that woul&sget me out of Fleet Street, and this is

the one!'’

There is no hint there of joint authorship, however

the couple did go to Kalymnos giving the impression they

were going to collaborate and, when The Sponge Divers was

delivered to them, the ©publishers were under the
impression they had received a joint novel. Bobbs-Merrill

suggested that the title be changed to The Sea and the

Stone for the American edition and an internal memorandum
from one of the editors, Herman Ziegner, makes their
belief that this was a joint novel quite clear.

...we have carried on with these authors in the hope
of getting a book with the intense dramatic power of
High Valley, written with all the skill and artistry
Charmian Clift and George Johnston have at their
command, and much closer in its people and settigg to
the experience and interest of American readers.

In a letter to his daughter Gae, Johnston claimed

that The Sponge Divers was really his book, 'the two names
27

having been left there as an obligation of contract'.

Clift summed up the situation as simply no longer wishing

to collaborate on novel-writing, being sick, she said, 'of
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being a literary hod-—carrier',28

while Wheatley suggests
that only 'some descriptive passages' were contributed by
Clife.

I feel that Clift made somewhat more of a
contribution than the above might indicate. It is not
surprising that Johnston would minimise Clift's

contribution to the book when speaking about it at this

later stage of his 1life. Throughout the My Brother Jack

trilogy he avoided making the Clift figure of Cressida
Morley a writer, yet her writing was the most important
aspect of Clift's life, it meant virtually everything to
her. She is drawn in recognisable detail but she never
does any writing, not even for the 'genuine' collaboration

of High Valley.

In the ©National Library in Canberra, in one of
Clift's notebooks, I found the following entry:

The Kalymnian:
lst person?
Mina (the widow)
Beginning Dec. setting. all ships back except

Constantine. Good season - Nth African coast open -
fishing Cyrenaica. Telfs over from Cos. "It's a
bastard in the summer andzg grave in winter - but I

can look across at Turkey"”

This is a partial plan for The Sponge Divers, which

was at first tentatively named The Kalymnian and carries

the dedication:
For the

Kalymnians
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The plan is obviously Clift's and the signature
'Charmian Johnston' appears on the back cover. In
addition, the experienced reader at Bobbs-Merrill was
quite certain that he detected Clift's touch in the

writing. The Authors' Note to the Sponge Divers, signed

by both authors and dated Kalymnos, 1955, would presumably
have‘been written after the text had been completed and it
gives no indication of the book being entirely Johnston's
work.

It 1is clear that Clift's contribution to the
partnership was far less than for the previous two joint
works. The demands of coping with a family on the
primitive island and the domestic chores fell mostly to
Clift and probably as a result of this, her involvement
with the island and its people seems to have found its

outlet in her personal experience book Mermaid Singing,

rather than in The Sponge Divers. Clift's statement above,

'I was sick of being a literary hod-carrier' must be taken
into account but the statement was made however, after the
return to Australia when Clift had established herself as
a writer and popular columnist and generally respected
'woman of letters' and was making her own career. The
disenchantment of the 'literary hod-carrier' statement may
well have come with hindsight; it seems unlikely that she
would have expressed the collaboration or 1lack of it

quite that way in 1955.
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There are also references in Mermaid Singing to the

joint work, and these <carry no hint of the later

disenchantment.

'"EH, MISTER GEORGE, what you fellers goin' to do
here?'
'Write a book, Mike, as we told you.'30

Kalymnos seemed a good place to go because there
was a story there that was interifting which we could
get to work on straight away ...

and, towards the end of Mermaid Singing, thus parallelling

her own book, the joint book 1is recorded as being
finished:

... And then a letter came from our publisher in New
York to say that the novel had been accepted. It
would be published in the autumn.

'It's all right!' we assured each other again and
again, both of us suddenly sick yith relief. 'It came
off after all. It's all right!'3

Thus Mermaid Singing seems to be presented by Clift

as secondary to the joint novel, the main reason for their
coming to Kalymnos.

The Sponge Divers was dismissed as a literary work by

the 'Herald' reviewer, Don Edwards, who wrote:

The Johnstons, who won a 'Herald' 1literary
competition with 'High Valley', are always more
interested in place than in characters or plot.

After briefly summarising the story, he concluded:

Ultimately, the strength of thﬁ}r achievement
lies in their creation of background.

Edwards' comments represent a change of attitude from
the comments of the 'Herald' judges who had greeted High
Valley in the following terms:

"HIGH VALLEY" 1is on more than one account a

Page 384



THE JOINT NOVELS
distipguished piece pf wprkﬂ It degﬁves no advantage
from its remote setting in Tibet...

The Johnstons had indeed chosen exotic backgrounds
for their Joint Novels and probably felt encouraged to do
this as their one attempt at a joint Australian novel, The

Piping Cry, had not been able to find a publisher. There

is far more to their published joint novels than mere

creation of background. 1In The Sponge Divers, for

instance, there is fine delineation of character and the
use of the Australian, Leigh Morgan, to link the five
parts of the book together is skilfully handled. The
authors make strong and varied use of conversation to
depict character and further the action. As in the
prefibus joint books, though they are dealing with non-
English speakers for the main part, there 1is no
stereotyped semi-literate jargon. The plot is skilfully
constructed with the conflict of Pelacos and his daughter
leading inevitably to her drowning and the dramatic though
futile rescue attempt by the strong character Manoli. The
denouement, with the sponge boats leaving, is a powerful
evocation of the island scene and it seems appropriate to
all that has happened in this sophisticated novel. The
repetition of the word 'drowned' in this different
context, is a reminder of the tragedy that has provided
the climax for the book.
The beating thud of a hundred exhausts swelled
into a thunder that drowned the jangle of the bells,

drowned the sobbing of the women who waved from
windows and balconies and the white railing by the
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sea, drowned the hymns of the church choir singing on
the breakwa&gr, the chanting of the priests, drowned
all things.

Whatever their contribution to The Sponge Divers, and

clearly Johnston was the major partner, this was to be

their last joint novel. Clift's Mermaid Singing was a

major artistic achievement and Cedric Flower <casts
interesting 1light on the writing relationship when he
describes Clift successfully resisting Johnston's attempts
to 'correct' her style in this book and 'ginger up' the
adjectives.36

So there were to be no more joint novels from

Johnston and Clift, however, they did attempt what appears

to be a genuine collaboration in 1962 with The Serpent in

the Rock, a book about Hydra which they were unable to get
published. The publishers' opinion was that Hydra 'was not

37 as

worth a whole book'. Kinnane says: 'The only source

of fresh material available ¢to them now was within
themselves, and within their relationship...'38

Nevertheless, Johnston and Clift were to remain a
writing partnership until Clift's death in 1969. Clift

acted as 'sounding-board' for Johnston in his serious

writing, particularly with My Brother Jack. They were

still 1living on Hydra when Johnston was diagnosed as
having tuberculosis in both lungs and was hospitalised in
Athens for some time., He was able to return to Hydra only

because Clift was prepared to act as his nurse, giving him
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daily injections and looking after him. Their daily
routine was that Johnston would write with Clift by his

side, reading each page of My Brother Jack as it was
39

written.
Clift was to write the ten-part Television adaptation

of My Brother Jack, dealt with later in this thesis, to

produce what is generally regarded as some of the best

Australian Television to that time and this can rightly be

seen as an interesting continuation of their coll-

aboration. In an aside on the De Berg tape, speaking of
her television adaptation, Clift says:

I think that My Brother Jack is an admirable book. I

. admire it and respect it, and I wouldn't want to

- meddle with it as a book. Anyway since I've been

involved in it from the begina%ng, I've done my
meddling long since and far away.

Johnston and Clift were each other's main
inspiration. As their son, Martin Johnston, said:

The fact is, to the very end, I think more than
anything else, they found each other marvellous
company, better company than they found anyone else.
I'd say they found each other tremendously
stimulating, rarely boring, frequently exasperating,
indeed maddening, but a stimulug that I don't think
either of them could do without.%l

Johnston and Clift's 'collaboration' continued to

the end of their creative production.

Page 87



THE JOINT NOVELS

. Albert Camus, L'Etranger, (Methuen, London, 1958,
eprint 1969) p.138 (translation by GT).

. 'Australian Society', Dec. 1969, p.39.

7. HV, p.258.

8. p.l65.

9. p.260.

10. p.266.

11. For information about the Johnstons' next joint
literary endeavour I am indebted to the research of Garry
Kinnane, conducted for the most part in the Lilly Library,
University of Indiana, USA and dealing with the Bobbs-
Merrill Manuscripts. The results of this research are
contained in both George Johnston - A Biography and
Kinnane's Ph.D. thesis, A Critical Biography of George
Johnston.

12. quoted in Kinnane, p. 104.

13. Kinnane, p.l1l07.

14, quoted by Kinnane, letter in National Library, Z21st
August, 1951.

15. Ruth Park, 'Nothing But Writers', The Independent

Monthly, September, 1989, p.33.

16. Clift was still working on WITPG in 1951 but it was
not published until 1960.

17. cf. Kinnane, p.120.

18. Anonymous Chinese soldiers' song of the Han Dynasty,
about 150 B.C., quoted in The Big Chariot, p.xii.

19. The Big Chariot, pp.v-vii.

20. p.26.

21. Kinnane, p.l25.

22, Mary Buck was Johnston's personal secretary at the
office and she had typed the whole manuscript, apparently
in office time. George Johnston -- A Biography contains a
fascinating photograph (opposite p.l44) taken at the
farewell party at the Kensington flat before the Johnston
family left for Kalymnos. Mary Buck is standing next to
Johnston and gazing adoringly at him. Kinnane reports
Clift saying at that same party:

'Bloody Mary; if another person mentions to me how
marvellous she is I'm going to throw up on their
feet!

Such a comment, revealing underlying tensions in the
lives of the joint writers, indicates that Kalymnos was
providing the excuse to get away, to break with the
pattern their lives had become. Their life as newspaper
executive and wife and mother of two children in a
Kensington flat had paled. Wilfred Thomas' revelation,
later in the evening, that the original reason for their

Page 88



THE JOINT NOVELS

oing to Kalymnos was no onger releva hardly . n
glowed the Johnstons' exodus.‘'S® chapter,ruihe ﬁergéngs

23, cf. Kinnane, p.1l25.

24, SMH, August 2, 1953, p.l13.

25. Interview of Wilfred Thomas with GK, 1983, quoted,
Kinnane, p.l37,

26, internal memo at Bobbs-Merrill, quoted in Kinnane, pp.
143-4,

27. 16 Feb. 1960, quoted in Kinnane, p.143.

28. quoted by Nadia Wheatley, Radio Helicon, reel 2.

29, MS 5027 GEORGE JOHNSTON FOLDER 2 Item 2, Travel
Notes.

30. MS, p.l5.

31. p.18.

32. p.234, underlining by GT.

33, SMH. Nov. 17, 1956, p.l5.

34, previously quoted.

35. Isp, p.318.

36. Kinnane, pp. 145-6. interview with Cedric Flower,
1982,

37. Harold Ober Inc. to GJ, 22 May 1961, quoted in
Kinnane, p.209,.

38. Kinnane, p. 209.

39. ¢f. Wheatley, 'Radio Helicon', reel 3.

40. also quoted on 'Radio Helicon', reel 3.

41, 'Radio Helicon', reel 4.

Page 89



IV. THE NOVELS, i. Walk to the Paradise Gardens

...one of the questions they always ask is, "What is

your novel about?", It gives me great pleasure to

look my questioner straight in the eye anq.put on a

dead-pan face and reply nonchalantly: "Me".

In addition to the joint novels, written with George
Johnston, Charmian Clift was also sole author of two

novels, Walk to the Paradise Gardens (1960), and Honour's

Mimic (1964).

Clift apparently began work on Walk to the Paradise

b

Gardens as early as 1952 when the Johnstons were in
London.2 Indeed, when they were 'cashing in' whatever they
could in London before their exodus to Kalymnos at the end
of 1954, the selling of this novel was apparently a
possibility but Clift was not able to work it into an
acceptable condition to send off to the publishers. It is
reasonable to assume that one of the reasons for going to
Kalymnos, for becoming full-time writers, was in order

that Clift could finish Walk to the Paradise Gardens, her

novel about her home-town, Kiama. It was to be another
8ix years before the novel appeared. There are serious
Structural problems with the novel but the author's
recreation of the scenes of her childhood is powerful and

dramatic.
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Clift prefaces her novel with the conventional disclaimer:

This is a work of fiction. Places, people, and
incidents are all only from the author's imagination.

Yet every part of the setting indicates that it is not an
imaginary place. Lebanon Bay was the Johnstons' way of
referring to Kiama, a town which had begun its history as
a port for the shipping of cedar. The first sentence of

Walk to the Paradise Gardens places the novel in Kiama.

In the first place Julia had not really wanted to

return to Lebanon Bay.

There are many more references to Kiama in the book:
Cathedral Rock, a natural feature on the outskirts of
Kiamag is so dramatic and important to the novel that
Clift -does not even change its name. The Quarry, so
significant in her early years, with Clift's father being
in charge of the quarry and the Clift family living in a
quarry house, plays a vital and dramatic part in the
novel. The main street; the surrounding couhtryside;
'Heifer's Back' for 'Saddleback'; the high brooding hill
that dominates the town. These are all features of Kiama,
easily recognisable today.

Four years after the publication of the book, Clift
returned to Kiama, 'in trepidat:ion'.3 In the novel the
protagonist, Julia, returns in trepidation and somewhat
against her will. It is her husband, the supercilious and
urbane architect Charles Cant, who insists on Lebanon Bay

for their vacation. They are going there for their summer
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holidays, despite Julia's preference for a trip to 'The
Centre' where all their 'smart' friends are going. In a
sub-plot, Charles has entered an important Architectural
contest and he wishes to be away from Sydney if he loses
and close enough to return quickly if he wins, winning
being terribly important to him. Near the end of the novel
we learn that he has come second in the contest. Julia
explains her husband's reaction to Con, the young Greek
waiter from their hotel who is essential to much of the
action of the novel.

'No, Con. He isn't pleased. He isn't pleased because

he has not won the first prize. He is humiliated

because somebody else has been preferred above him.

To be not quite good enough is one of the greatest
humiliations we can suffer...'

Being 'not quite good enough' was the fear that
haunted the Johnstons on Hydra when the attempt to live as
full-time writers seemed to have failed. Later, in her
essay written on the death of her brother, there is an
echo of this fear and of her own desire to win, when Clift
says:

For himself, I don't think now that he ever cared

about the trophies and the prizes and the gold stars

in exercise books...

I lost him somewhere there, obsessed as I was by my

own feverish impatience to get on Eo the first prizes

that he didn't seem to care about.

The inside cover 'blurb' to the first edition, in a
somewhat banal fashion, sums up the story line and the

features that presumably the publishers hoped would sell

the book.
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This is a novel that examines the passionate
undercurrents that sometimes break wup the calm
surface of a holiday.

Julia and Charles Cant are handsome, |urbane,
successful people -- protected, so they think, from
others, and even from themselves. They arrive on
holiday at an Australian seaside resort, and although
they try to preserve their separateness as outsiders,
they are plunged into the tensions and violence which
make up the daily lives of the people who live at
Paradise Gardens. Infatuation, misunderstanding, mal-
ice and fear, fanned by smalltown gossip, distorted
by the desire to love and be loved, burst out under
the hot sun....

The action in the novel takes place in the rather
ugly hotel where Julia and Charles stay; in 'Paradise
Gardens', the tatty holiday camp into which Julia's lovely
0ld home and surroundings have been transformed; and in
the superb landscape, beaches , quarries, rocks and cliffs
of the area. The evocation of this landscape, so lovingly
and vividly remembered and depicted by the author,
provides much of the merit of the novel. Julia's first
description on again sighting Lebanon Bay 1is passionate
and intricately and accurately detailed.

Julia was flooded through and through with happiness.
For of course it had been in her head all these
years6 All of it! The far blue hump of Heifer's
Back,” the long, flat, misted bulk of Dooliba, and
the hills tumbling down, dozens of hills, each
patchily plotted with fields, veined with stone
walls, and crowned with dark spread umbrellas of
Moreton Bay fig. There were chalky clouds of sweet
alice still blooming between the grey fuzz of the
lantana patches, and in every hollow were the
remembered peppercorn-trees and the willows and the
rose-and-silver shimmer of hot tin roofs - Bridie's
farm...

From the overhang of Ferrier's Hill, even the
township looked unaltered, neither bigger nor smaller
than she had remembered, with its wooden bungalows
and square brick villas set down in gardens on the
hills and laced with the serried verticals of Norfolk

~ Page 93



THE NOVELS, i

pines about two wide shopping streets and a small
harbour sheltered by two inward-curving promontories
of plum-coloured rock.

It had all been in her head, all of it, for all
these years. Even the sea itself, so vast, so silky
dark, so brilliantly glittering, brushed with moving
acres 9f silver where the swell breathed against the
Sun...

It is appropriate to finish the quotation on the
personification of the sea. The sea is all-pervasive in
the novel, and there are some marvellous descriptive
passages devoted to it. When Charles and Meg Tressida make
love by the sea the images of sea and sex coalesce almost
surrealistically:

He thought throughout this act that he was chasing
her across the floor of the sea, his nostrils
drenched in the brine smell and the muscle-mouthed
plants clinging and the black weeds tangled bitter
‘about him and his 1lungs crying out for air as her
white body still darted and wavered before with the
branch of coral between her eyes. And when at last
with a cry as of death, he found his hands dragging
at her silver hair and his mouth pressed burning to
her brow, he knew that once for all and never again
he had been giv%P back a moment of youth and had
already spent it.

The author states of her 'Greek Godlet': 'CON COULD
not live out of sight of the sea.' The sea, the symbolism
of the. sea and the very presence of the sea seem always to
have been of importance to Clift. What she says of her
character Con could equally apply to herself. She was
dismayed, on her return to Sydney in 1964, that well-
meaning friends were trying to find accommodation for the
family 'in the suburbs'., The thought of having to live

away from the sea was anathema to her,

In fact, one doesn't voluntarily renounce the donkey
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pace and lazy charm of island life to seek a pseudo-
haven on the outskirts of a big city. One renounces
it -- or at least we did -- gor the Big City itself,
not for its hems and fringes.

There is the same feeling in the essay 'A View From a
Window',10 where Clift starts from the description of the
shipwright's model of the Aegean cargo caique that stands
on her window-ledge and delights in the sea and its
proximity.

Through the hand-carved blocks and the faithful
intricacies of the Aegean rig I look out across the
sea. Australian waters, not Mediterranean. But the
model does not look alien., It sits well against its
background.

Here too there is an affinity with the sea and
ships.

In Walk to the Paradise Gardens Clift has made

-

Charles Cant an architect and his occupation 1is of
importance to the theme of rejection. The holidaying
couple, the Cants, have gone to the beach and, in what
must constitute a splendid recall of the pleasures of her
youth, the author has had them enjoy a surf in idyllic
conditions. Then, as they lie on the beach in the sun,
Charles finds that he has forgotten his lighter. Con, the
waiter at their hotel, is conveniently nearby. He obliges
with a 1light for Mr. Cant's cigarette, accepts the
cigarette politely offered by Julia and stays, rather
awkwardly, in an appropriately stilted situation. She
states what is wrong, missing from the hotel;

'What I mean is,' Julia persisted winningly, 'is--

this. Lebanon Bay 1is such a pretty town--so

sparkling. Air and sun. Sky and sea. The hotel should
be full of air and sun, too. Don't you see what I
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mean?'
Con's answer allows the exposition of ideas to
continue.

'You mean Jjust some walls around the sunlight. Yes.
Yes, that would be nice.'’

This 1is a fitting exchange on the beach and it
accords with the characters as presented in the novel. The
reader is then, however, treated to a full page 'lecture'
by Charles on Australian architecture, boorishness and
Australian mores in general.

'My dear young man,' he said, 'you just try in this

most braggart and moronic country to build a hotel

that is only walls around sunlight! Just try! If by
bribery, trickery, patience, endless skullduggery,
and a miracle from God you managed to get the plans
* approved by the worthy boneheads of the 1local

‘councilfi and if, by some further dispensation of the

Lord...

In one of her Croxley Shorthand Notebooks, preserved
in the National Library, Clift wrote the following:

notes on northern Australian trip

Kiosk people -- if you gave them the most exquisite
eating and drinking place ever designed it would
frighten them -- they wou}g pass it by for the dreary

familiarity of the Kiosk.

This note, written towards the end of her life, shows
the frustration felt by Clift as she tried to communicate
her ideas about just what is wrong with Australia. In the
novel, the only public platform available to her at the
time, she tried to present a better way of living. Her
time in Europe had shown her possibilities for beﬁter

enjoyment of space and sunshine, and she yearned for these
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possibilities to be given a chance in Australia. The
author has a good point and some valid observations to
make, though this stand is by no means original. For
instance, one could cite 'The Prodigal Son', the essay
written by Patrick White in answer to Alister Kershaw's

The Last Expatriate. Indeed, there are interesting

parallels. White speaks of his own time in Greece,

where perfection presents itself on every hand, not
only the perfection of antiquity, but that of nature,
and the warmth of human relationships expressed in
daily living.

White compares this with

...the Great Australian Emptiness, in which the mind
is the least of possessions, in which the rich man is

. the important man, in which the schoolmaster and
journalist rule what intellectual roost there is, in
which beautiful youths and girls stare at 1life
through blind blue eyes, in which human teeth fall
like autumn leaves, the buttocks of cars grow hourly
glassier, food means cake and steak, muscles prevail,
and the march of material ugli?gss does not raise a
quiver from the average nerves.

The argument is much more effective in essay form.
When Clift obtained her own 'platform' in the 'Herald'
after her return to Australia she was to find the
appropriate form for such material.

Australian xenophobia is handled in a more

sophisticated manner than the Australian Ugliness in Walk

to the Paradise Gardens. This comes about because it 1is

essential to the action and to the plot and is properly
integrated. The main theme is separation, being an

‘outsider'. In the <context, Charles and Julia are
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'outsiders' even though Julia (like Clift) was born in the
town. They are a different class and are treated as
different, looked up to by the locals and deferred to. Meg
Tressida of 'Paradise Gardens' sums it up when Charles

asks her for a dance at the 0Oddfellows' Hall, the local

Palais de Danse.

'T think you're just being kind to me, and that
really you dance beautifully,' she said. 'Your wife
does. But then she does everything beautifully,
doesn't she?’

It is not only the naive Meg Tressida who defers to
the Cants. Mr. Barbest and Mr. Caley, who represent 'the
town', 'big frogs in their little puddle', are extremely
defgrential. Through description and conversation, Clift
illustrates the 'differentness' of the outsiders.

Mr. Barbest and Mr. Caley, finally acknowledging
defeat, turned their attention to Charles. Charles
was fascinating to them, a somewhat terrifying person
to be approached with caution, feeling their way
through their words warily, ready in a second to skip
back, to contradict each other or even themselves, to
placate him with outrageous flattery.

'It's rather like two small dogs trying to make
friends with a camel,' Julia said.

'"A camel! Julia!' Charles looked hurt.

'0h yes, I think so.' She burst into laughter.
'Something large, you know, and supercilious, and
terribly exotic. Beyond doggy comprehension.'

The Australian xenophobia is linked with the
'outsider' theme and examined and illustrated through the
other main characters, Roy Tressida and Con the waiter.
They are outsiders because of their foreignness. Roy
Tressida is English and is condescended to by the locals.

He is first described as a 'Pommie fellow', and this

Page 98



THE NOVELS, i

designation stays with him.

There--see? That's the Pommie chap we were talking
about. Tressida.

His main virtue in the eyes of 'the town' is that he
tries to assimilate.

Mr. Barbest said uneasily, 'Well, you can't say he

doesn't make an effort to fit in, like. Joined up the

Rotary branch along the coast, the Chamber of

Commerce... Oh, yes, you can't say he doesn't try to

fit in.'

The author is at pains to depict Roy Tressida as
jealous, sadistic and brutal but at least he does 'try to
fit in'. On the other hand, Con is depicted as kind,
obliging, thoughtful, skilled and talented but he is
deeply resented because of his failure to '"try to fit in',
despite his relishing of surf, sand, sun and things
generally thought of as important to Australians. His
employer, the larger-than-life Mrs. Swanson, deeply
resents Con, despite his excellence as an employee.

--she scarcely missed a movement that Con made, nor

an opportunity to contrive some small persecution to

humiliate him.

'You've got to keep an eye on these dagoes!' she

said, in attack rather than in defence, and once,

incredulously, to a commercial traveller: 'That Greek

poofter wears a necklace!'

The discrimination is succinctly summed up in these

lines. Clift brutally depicts the boorish insensitivity of
Australian xenophobia.

With its insistence on social distinctions and their

clear delineation, Walk to the Paradise Gardens can be

considered to be an Australian novel of manners., James W.
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Tuttleton in his work The Novel of Manners in America

provides a useful definition:

By a novel of manners I mean a novel in which the

manners, social customs, folkways, conventions,

traditions, and mores of a given social group at a

given time and place play a dominant role in the

lives of fictional characters, exert control over

their thought and ©behavior, and constitute a

determinant upon the actions in which they are

engaged, and in which these manners and customs are
detailed realistically---with, in fact, 24 premium
upon the exactness of their representation.

Clift 1is engaged in social commentary and she 1is
putting that commentary above considerations of plot,
'confessional or autobiographical statement'.14 The
ogreish Mrs Swanson would hardly have employed Con in the
first place and certainly would not have 'kept him on' so
long: in the normal course of events, It is important to
the social commentary that he remain an employee and as
soon as the action of the novel demands, it is just as
important that he be sacked. Roy Tressida, English
outsider, ingratiates himself with the 1locals by his
discrimination against the Greek outsider, emphasising his
and their xenophobia. In a wrenching scene, Roy Tressida
humiliates him in front of Mr. Barbest and Mr. Caley and
the Cants. Con had been particularly fond of the
Tressidas' canary. Pretending to give the waiter Con a
tip, Roy Tressida palms off on him the dead canary.

'"Thank you, Mr. Tressida.' Con's hand, reluctantly
extended, met Roy Tressida's. An -expression of
confusion spread over the Greek boy's face. The
chuckle throbbed up out of Roy Tressida's slim throat

and burst in a wave of laughter. Julia, looking up
sharply, saw, at the level of her eyes, Con's big
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brown fingers clutched convulsively about the tiny
stiffened body of a dead yellow canary.

The description leaves no doubt where the narrator's
sympathy lies. Caley reinforces the community attitude:

'It's a funny thing about these dagoes,' Mr. Caley

said a 1little later, 'but they've got no sense of

humour. Ever noticed it?'

The Cants are depicted as being of a separate social
class and they provide a foil to the 1local insular
Australian values and attitudes. In his grandiose and
condescending manner, Charles defines himself to Con:

'No trouble at all, my boy,' said Charles airily.

'I am the last xenophile in a land of phobes. I look

upon it as my bounden duty.'

. By separating himself from the prejudices of
xendphobia, Charles implies that the 'small-town'
attitudes depicted are indeed widespread and general in
Australia. Clift has thus managed to convey her ideas
about Australian attitudes by illustrating them within the
novel and showing the unfairness and mindlessness of the

discrimination.

Walk to the Paradise Gardens has significant Gothic

aspects. In her seminar on 'Post Colonial Gothic',15
Dorothy Jones outlined the rise of the Gothic as a
departure from the realist mode and identified the
characteristics of the Gothic novel. She thus provides a
most wuseful framework within which to examine Clift's
novel, Amongst other characteristics Jones listed: the

rhetoric of fantasy, focus on a doomed outlaw figure,
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descriptions of landscape and weather, supernatural
agency, the small town, the mad wife, great emotional
power of the landscape, social differences, sexual and
moral degradation, the outsider figure and the theme of
enclosure, imprisoning constraints and murder. All of

these characteristics are present in Walk to the Paradise

Gardens.

Clift had used a dramatic Gothic passage in Peel Me a

16

Lotus, to present the horrific scenes on the island

immediately before the arrival of the film crew. In this
novel, however, the Gothic permeates the whole work. Meg
Tressida, wife of the jealous, sadistic¢ and murderous Roy,
is ‘a woman who feels alone and isolated in a small
community to which she doesn't belong but where she is
constrained to remain. She lives in a house which by its
setting and construction can be seen as 'Australian
Gothic'., It is dramatically presented to the reader in the
following passage:

«...its disused metal crushers, gaunt and sagging into
the slag, were like rusted and toppling gun-turrets,
the ruined casemates of a time as old ago as Jutland.
The sea foamed at rock bows eroded into the shape of
an old ironclad's rammed prow, washing into Broken
Barrel Beach on the one side, and swirling around the
ugly hidden reef known as Solomon Sands and back
against Lilian Beach on the other. High on the slope
that stood beyond the quarry and dipped down to
Lilian Beach stood the o0ld house Bombora, which
lately had suffered a change of name to Paradise
Gardens.

It was an uncompromisingly square house, built of
quarried blue stone blocks, and in defiance of local
custom it faced the best aspect, the north-east, with
a sweeping outlook of Pacific sea and sky and gulls,
and wet rocks, and sands hissing the tides. Behind
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and around the house spread oleanders and figs and

corals, and the yings of slgte—roofed guth3ldings

that embraced a single majestic Norfolk pine.

Thus with alliteration, personification and evocative
description, Clift romantically depicts the house
'Bombora'. The name, which has 'suffered' the change to
the ironic 'Paradise gardens', is an Australian reference
to the treacherous whirlpool which forms off rocky cliffs
and points and drags unwary ships and swimmers to
destruction. It is thought to be the origin of Bombo,18
the beach where Clift grew up.

Like Meg Tressida, the protagonist, Julia is also
constrained and alone, but in a moral sense, in a
community where she once belonged. The Greek, Con, has
some'of the characteristics of the doomed outlaw figure.
The social differences are strongly drawn and illustrated.
There is reference to the supernatural in the recurring
image of the mysterious Selina and the rock high above the
quarry where she stood. The setting provides the
appropriate background: Cathedral Rock, the great Quarries
and Selina's Rock from where her lover is believed to have
plunged down the quarry to his death and where she kept
the lonely vigil. This is about as Gothic as one could
expect in Australia. The 'traditional Gothic para-
phernalia...moats, drawbridges, dungeons and towers' could

hardly be appropriate. But more important than 'the

paraphernalia of haunted houses and such' are the
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'psychological and sexual attitudes'.l? 1In Roy Tressida
there 1is the insanely jealous sadistic husband who
attempts to murder the innocent young man who he wrongly
believes is his wife's lover. In Meg Tressida there is the
weeping heroine with a strange birthmark on her forehead.
She 'gives herself' to Charles Cant almost in a trance.
Clift's description of the act has many Gothic elements:

She came to him like an enraptured victim and he

ravished her as wordlessly as she submitted, on a

patch of dry sand shaped like a coffin and heaped

around with rotting weed where the sand-fleas
skipped.

'"Enraptured’, 'victim', 'ravished', 'submitted',
'rotting', there is much of the macabre and the
melédramatic. The 'patch of dry sand shaped like a coffin’
provides a striking Gothic image and presages in romantic
fashion the death that is to follow from the cliffs above.
The rotting weed adds to the image, combining the beach
setting with decay. The skipping sand-fleas add an
Australian element to the scene, building on the image of
decadence and inserting a brutal reality. One can see the
influence of the romantic novels here, although the
skipping sand-fleas do rather bring the reader back to
reality. Charles represents for Meg Tressida something
quasi-supernatural and his appearance at that time and
place seems inexplicably fatalistic.

In the National Library collection in Canberra there

exists in one of Clift's notebooks, in her own hand-
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writing, the 1list: 'l0 best books, or books which have
most influenced me'. After the list of ten, Clift has
written: 'Indiscriminate devouring of romantic novels'.
This devouring contributed to the romantic and Gothic

elements of Walk to the Paradise Gardens.20

Ruth Park sees Clift as choosing 'to splash and
flounder in the treacherous bog of the roman a clef'.21 If
so, this must further limit the book, as identification of
personalities from a small country town in this way has
little literary or general significance.

Clift does seem to have been experimenting with
different genres, the novel of manners, the Gothic novel,
and "perhaps, as Ruth Park suggests, the roman a clef. None
of thése genres is sufficiently developed in the novel and
indeed, the presence of each detracts from the
effectiveness of the others.

Though interesting, if only as a signpost to where
the writer was heading, this novel must be sSeen as
unsatisfactory. Its many years of apparently difficult
gestation failed to produce any unity of theme or form.
The setting, so 1lovingly recreated from memories of
childhood, is evidence of Clift's descriptive powers but
the flimsy story of the architect who comes second in a
contest fits uncomfortably amongst the quarries and

beaches.

Clift obviously feels strongly about Australian

]
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architecture, Australian ugliness and the 'cultural
cringe'. These are themes she will deal with at length and

much more effectively in the essays.
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NOTES

1. Charmian Clift, "Autobiography in the Novel”, The
Australian Author April 1969, p.3.

7. Kinnane, p.138

3. In 1964, after the Johnstons' return to Australia,
Clift made a return trip to Kiama bringing her husband
with her. She was commissioned by the local paper to write
an article about her homecoming after so many years. She
did this and it was published on the front page of the
'Kiama Independent' with a accomgggx§n§ifhotograph, on

December 1 4, \See app
ﬁldagé artlcle &ll%g mentions her trepidation about

returning and refers to her memories of the place.

More than anything, I realise how beautiful Kiama is
as a town, and I have lived in some very beautiful
places since I grew up there. In retrospect it seems
incredibly silly that I returned to my home-town in
trepidation, half-fearful that nothing would be as I
had remembered it for so many vyears in so many
strange places.

Clift was later to use much of this article in one of
her essays for the 'Herald', omitting the name Kiama and a
few specific references.('Youth Revisited', p.35 I in A.)
WITPG, p.163.
. I in A pp.117-118.
. aadleback Barren Grounds, Bombo Hill, GT.
. WITPG, p.9.

153

'"The Joys of a City', I in A, pp.83-4.

10. I in A, p.79.

11 WITPG, pp.36-7. There is much more in this vein. GT.
Ms. 3027 '"The Johnston Papers'., Clift's last 'Herald'

essay, Wthh appeared posthumously, was entitled 'Anyone

For Fish and Chips'. It dealt with the theme outlined in

the Croxley notebook. '

13. H.P. Heseltine & S.Tick, The Writer in the Moderm

World, 20th Century Prose, (F.W.Cheshire, Melbourne, 1962)

pp. 116-7.

14, James W. Tuttleton, The Novel of Manners in America,

(University of North Carolina Press, 1972) p.l0.

15. cf. Dorothy Jones' seminar, 'Post Colonial Gothic: The

Scarecrow, The Double Hook, Tourmaline', New Literatures

Research Centre, The University of Wollongong, 27th

August, 1991.

16. cf. chapter 'Lotus Eaters'

17. WITPG, p. 19.

18. discussions with residents 1living around Bombo, in

particular Mrs. Myrtle Hardy, former ©postmistress of the

now closed Bombo Post Office. GT.

19. cf. Linda Bayer- Berenbaum, The Gothic Imagination,

(Associated Universities' Press, Rutherford, New Jersey,
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1982) p.20.

20. In her 1list of the ten books which have most
influenced her 1life, Clift 1lists Jane Austen, Emily
Bronte, Kafka and 'the Russian giants'. Her reading of
Emily Bronte, particularly Wuthering Heights may have
influenced the structure of Walk to the Paradise Gardens.
21. Ruth Park, 'Nothing But Writers', 'The Independent
Monthly', September, 1989, p. 32.
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Emily Bronte invented Heathcliffe(sic) and Kathy
perhaps to prove her conviction that passionate love
can be so strong as to continue existing beyond
death. Or perhaps it was not a conviction but only a
yearning that such a thing might be possible. But
eventually what lifts this novel to glory is not the
passion of Heathcliffe and Kathy but the passion of
Emily Bronte and her fierce will, her indomitable
spirit and that more than hint of demonic in her
nature which has gone on existing long beyond her
physical death. So perhaps she proved her point after
all. When Kathy says, "I am Heathcliffe"” she is
speaking no more than the truth. Of course Kathy is
Heathcl{ffe, and Heathcliffe and Kathy both are Emily
Bronte.

Clift wrote the passage quoted above in 1969. [Her

second novel, Honour's Mimic, had been published in 1964

and she was clearly influenced, in this novel about
passionate love, by the Bronte masterpiece. Her
protagonist, Kathy, even bears the same name as the Bronte
heroine though of course the story is in no way a mere

transplantation of Wuthering Heights from the Yorkshire

moors to the barren Greek island.

In her earlier novel, Walk to the Paradise Gardens,

Clift attempted at times to present her ideas on such
topics as 'Australian wugliness' and xenophobia. These
ideas did not always sit comfortably within the framework

and so detracted from the novel. Honour's Mimic is more
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artistically wunified than the 'Kiama' novel, less
experimental and more successful.

Honour's Mimic is set very clearly on Kalymnos, the

Greek island where the Johnstons lived for a year from
December 1954. As was mentioned above, in the chapter on
'The Joint Novels', Clift and Johnston had given up their
life in London and come to this remote island to write a
joint work about 'The Kalymnos Scheme', which Wilfred
Thomas, the broadcaster, had told them was,

the brainchild of the Greek Consul in Melbourne at

the time, Eugene Gorman, who had learned that the

sponge-diving industry on Kalymnos was failing... The
plan was to bring the divers to Darwin as a means of
reviving the ailing pearl industry, since the war had
made it no longer feasible to use Japanese divers.
The Kalymnian divers would, it was thought, be able
"to earn enough money to bring their families to

Australia, fnd two problems would be solved in the

one stroke.

After going to the studio and 1listening to the
Wilfred Thomas programme, Johnston and Clift decided to go
to Kalymnos. It was to be their 'escape'; a way out of a
situation which had become increasingly difficult for
Johnston.> For Clift, this was the chance to prove herself

conclusively as a writer, and particularly as a novelist.

She had been having trouble with Walk to the Paradise

Gardens, perhaps because she still felt too emotionally
close to the events of her childhood and adolescence.

The "Kalymnos Scheme” was, however, called off.
Wilfred Thomas made the announcement of this to a stunned

audience at what was in effect the Johnstons' 'farewell
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party'. Garry Kinnane captures the scene:

...there was a moment of gloomy silence after

(Thomas) spoke. It was broken by Johnston, who piped

up 'What the hell -- we'll go anyway: it's too late

to change -- we'll just have to see what happens.'

'We can't go back now,' rejoined Clift, 'I've already

cancelled the order for the winter coal!'’

These spontaneous reactions show clearly that the
Johnstons wanted desperately to get out of London and out
of the sterile life-style that they felt circumscribed
them and inhibited or prevented their creative output.
Johnston's 'Micawber-liké' response, 'something will turn
up', brings to mind the 'Golden Boy' of the Meredith
trilogy and reveals a part of his character which to some
extent accounts for his later disillusionment and
con;iction that 'it had all been a failure' when the Hydra
experiment 'turned sour'., Clift's humorous response shows
at once her support for her husband and that wit that was
to endear her to her essay readers much later. She is in a
domestic situation but she sees the humour of it and
rises, or 1is seen to rise, above the constrictions of
domesticity.

On this note of bravado began the adventure that was
to last some ten years and completely change their lives.
For Clift, the year on the island of Kalymnos provided the

material and background for her personal experience book,

Mermaid Singing, and her novel, Honour's Mimic, and

although the Johnstons did write their joint novel, it was

not about the exodus to Australia but about the sponge
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industry, The Sponge Divers.4

It was to be another ten years before Clift would

produce Honour's Mimic, her powerfully emotional novel

dealing with a protagonist who has many Clift-like
characteristics. Perhaps she needed to distance herself
from something which touched her closely before she could
put it into a book.

The novel takes its title from a quotation from John
Donne, which also begins the book.

. « « compar'd to this ,
All honour's mimic, all wealth alchemy.

For the novel's protagonist Kathy, as for Clift, 'All
honour is mimic', compared to the grand passion. As she
herself indicated in the quotation at the beginning of
this chapter, she is to be found in her writing. Auto-
biographical attribution in creative writing can often be
doubtful but there can be little doubt about the auto-
biographical nature of this novel. There is only one
Australian in the novel; she has recently attempted to
take her own 1life; she has two sons, she drinks and
smokes, is defiant of accepted behaviour and restrictions
on her conduct and wears slacks, as Clift did on Kalymnos,
to the horror of the Greek women. In the novel the Greek
maid, Aliki, even peers through the keyhole of the bath-
room as she 'disbelieved in Kathy's sex entirely’. Kathy
goes into bars, conduct unheard of for a woman on Kalymnos

at that time. As Clift says in her essay Social Drinking,
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On Kalymnos, the first Greek island where we 1lived
for any ti?e, I was the first woman ever to drink in

a taverna.

And, like Clift, Kathy strongly resists the attempts
to make her conform to male-centred concepts of
respectability. The hypocritical male representative of
this respectability is Demetrius, the husband of her
sister-in-law Milly. Kathy of the novel 1is Charmian Clift

as she was and as she wished to be known.6

The Clift figure Kate in George Johnston's Closer to

the Sun, closely resembles Kathy of Honour's Mimic. It is

interesting that both protagonists have virtually the same
name. In addition, the Johnston book is dedicated 'For
Ketﬁy Christopoulos', and 'Ketty' is the name given to

Kathy in Honour's Mimic by her lover, Fotis the diver. It

is a name that rings through the book, often expressing
the anguish and bewilderment of Fotis: 'What will you do
now, Ketty?' In both novels, however, Johnston and Clift
make the obligatory disclaimers that the works are
fiction.

Honour's Mimic is a romance but, like High Valley,

it avoids the banal, particularly in its ending. Kathy,
Australian-born but married to a 'very  English'
Englishman, has come to 'the island' to convalesce from an
accident. She later tells Fotis that the accident was an
attempt at suicide.

One of the results of the accident is that her hair
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has been cropped, giving her an even more 'un-feminine'
appearance. Apart from convalescing she is 'trying to work
things out' and providing companionship for her sister-in-
law Milly during her first pregnancy. Milly has married
the rich sponge-merchant Demetrius in what the author
indicates 1is not a 'love-match' but a piece of male
pragmatism.

How like him to have imported everything, even to the

young dam on whom he would sire a half-English

generation.

Milly has Dbeen plucked from her background by
Demetrius, the ‘'outsider', the foreigner in that
ambience., Clift evokes the English scene and the subtle
way the foreigner is made to feel his 'foreignness'

Afterwards, with the sound of the horn still plangent

among the Cotswold Hills, they had drunk mild-and-

bitter at the Mount in Stanton, and Milly had talked
hunting and horses with farming men in leggings and
flat caps who had looked at him contemplatively from
their light northern eyes and politely made room for
him at the fire before they turned again to the

Squire's daughter who belonged to them in spite of

this foreign chap. It was the same excluding

politeness he had experienced at her parents' table.

Obscurely, it satisfied him.71hui standing there in

his correct country tweeds...

Clift presents a picture of wunambiguous social
cohesion, using the most connotative words to set the
Cotswold scene and insinuating the actual language of the
social set to show at once its exclusiveness and its
attraction for the foreigner. She brings the senses into

play and creates the 'idea' of England with 'the sound of

the horn still plangent among the Cotswold Hills'; the
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drink 1is English, the pub is familiarly referred to as
'the Mount in Stanton', without the clutter of the word
'pub' or 'hotel'; even the name 'Mount' connotes horses
and hunting. She uses alliteration, exclusive colour with
'light northern eyes', class distinction combined with
class ease in the juxtaposition of 'farming men' with 'the
Squire's daughter', to create the sense of a settled
gsociety where people know their place. Clift is exploiting
the ideas