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Foreword 

THIS is a story about a family, my family. In that sense it 
is autobiographical for I have seen the family from my point 
of view. If you were able to see the story from the point of 
view of the other ten members, then it might appear 
differently. Also my ideas of how we lived together may not 
tally with theirs. Perhaps if members of this family were all 
able to read the script they might want to alter it at various 
places. On some scores their memories may be better than 
mine, but I stick doggedly to the format I have set out. This 
is how-rightly or wrongly-I saw the family. I am sure that 
every detail may not be meticulously correct, but then I am 
also sure no-one’s memory is perfect. I am just fascinated by 
the way we all grew up, and then, I suppose, grew out! 

 
When a whole world officially espouses a year as ‘The 

Year of the Family’ it obviously has a purpose in mind. I 
must admit my disappointment at the rather trite 
promotion I have seen in this regard and at some of the 
uncertainty as to what ‘family’ means or constitutes. I think 
that most of the world’s population is about ‘family’, but 
then part of it is not at all about ‘family’. Some time ago my 
own family suggested I get down notes about my life, even if 
I could not turn out a full autobiography. A few years ago I 
began this 



 

task and covered roughly a third of that life. The rest 
remains to be done, perhaps in two more volumes. In this 
book I have not sought to write notes or an autobiography 
although much of it is autobiographical. 

 
As I said, the book is about ‘family’. Far from being a 

manual on family living, it is an attempt to explore some of 
the mystery of family such as being man and wife, parents 
and children, brothers and sisters. Nor does the sum of the 
parts make the whole. Not even a study of the sociological 
sciences can really convey the truth of family. We have to 
live in family in order to sense it, share its vibrations and 
resonations, and come to know what it is. Most people have 
little interest in analysing what family means: they are 
content to live in it, or they wish to be free of it. 

 
The family of my parents, brothers and sisters is probably 

fairly typical, but then few families really conform to a type. 
Even so, I hope some of the stories will interest readers, and 
that they may gather a few insights which will help them to 
add to their present understanding of what family means in 
its most intimate, as well as its most universal, forms. The 
book is not intended to be educational, but rather to be 
entertaining, and, as I have suggested, helpful. 

 
 Geoffrey Bingham 
  Kingswood 
South Australia, 1.997 
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BEGINNINGS WITH FATHER 1

CHAPTER ONE 

Beginnings with Father 

I Am asking myself, ‘Why is it that the idea of “family” is 
so captivating to me these days? Why do memories of my 
family keep crowding in on me, bringing me a genuine 
delight, and at the same time a sense of wistfulness, as 
though I have missed something I could have savoured more 
than I did?’ 

 
Sometimes it is as though my heart almost misses a beat 

because a mystery beyond other mysteries I know almost 
reveals itself, and then eludes me. I reach out to grasp what 
may be the most beautiful of all human experiences, but I 
do not succeed in holding it. This intangible revelation slips 
away from my puzzled yet excited mind. I remember being 
in war graveyards where my emotions have brought me 
close to tears. I have somehow been as one with those who 
came to premature death. On these powerful occasions I 
almost grasp the idea of ‘family’ and yet the brothers and 
sisters must lie silent and unresponsive. To me they are not 
wraiths. I somehow see them as they were and so they live 
for me. I stretch out hands to them. They are substantial. 
All humanity is substantial, but it is also elusive. 
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I think afresh of my family. Four of them have crossed a 
border into another realm. I know I am contemplative, yet I 
think most of us ask, ‘What is family?’ Anyway I am 
stimulated. At this moment I am seeing my parents, my 
brothers and my sisters in ways I never consciously saw 
them. Just the ordinary action of looking through 
photograph albums has triggered my mind. The memories 
that crowd are forming themselves into patterns. Images 
are evoked. The family is coming to life. I am coming to life. 

Today I am sitting down to write about my father. 
Innumerable sons have done similarly before me. I hope you 
will bear with me if this description of details seems to be 
tedious: it means a lot to me. I am grateful that I can share 
my thoughts and impressions with a sympathetic reader. 
‘Fellowship’ is a great word in the world of humanity. I am 
looking at my father, trying again to understand who he 
was. It might be the same for you if you were looking at 
your father or mother or both. Perhaps this is because the 
one who really knows his or her father and mother knows 
much of himself or herself. As parents come to life for us, so 
do we come to life for ourselves. 

At the moment I am looking at the photograph of him 
which I have had above my desk for many years. Decades of 
my life have been spent at this desk. The photograph is of a 
person who, I am told, was eighteen years of age, but he 
looks nothing if not twenty-five. He seems so quietly sure he 
is mature and all of a man. It is a studio study: they took 
few home photographs in those days. Standing upright, with 
one arm resting in studied carelessness upon the arm of a 
chair, he 
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is looking slightly to his right, not facing the camera full on. 
He is well dressed in a dark woollen suit, the vest reaching 
almost to his neck; but a black stock is worn over his 
shirt-the shirt shows white at the cuffs with their jewelled 
links-surmounted by a high collar which could be mistaken 
for clerical wear. It reaches almost to his strong chin. His 
left hand is ungloved but holds elegant gloves. He has rings 
on both hands, and his long black coat is slightly open, 
enough to show a golden chain and pendant. Well dressed, 
he is strong and firm. His face and features are not those of 
a fop. He is neatly moustached beneath a strong nose; the 
eyes are strong but they tell me nothing. Strong, thick 
eyebrows, a fine forehead and dark hair that is slightly 
curled: a good head of hair. Everything about his face is 
strong, yet it betrays no emotion. This, then, is the face of 
my father. I can never remember him being like this. I 
wonder how he can be so static. 

 
I have looked at him many times over the years. 

Sometimes I have wished he would move, relax, be himself, 
let me know what his feelings were, whether he had fun, 
whether this formal pose was truly him. So I look at his 
eyes, but they are averted and will tell me nothing. He is a 
young dentist, posing as a professional man. There is slight 
hauteur, and perhaps he wants to give the impression of 
calm dignity, of a man who is self-controlled. For years I 
was just content for his photograph to be there. I never 
looked into it, nor felt the need to do so. It spoke to me of 
fatherhood, and a person always wants to have a father and 
mother in the background. 

These days I am not disappointed-as I was in the 
past-that he did not let his soul show through: it is 
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just that it would have been a bonus for a son who is now 
aged and is looking at his young father. Lately, however, I 
have looked at other photographs of him. Of course I have a 
living, palpable image of him in my mind and in that sense 
no camera can supply that picture. Somewhere in me the 
artist wants to recast the photograph. I want to depict life, 
to show this silent man in the moods I knew him to have. 
Love wants to take colours and bring him to palpable, 
throbbing life. 

 
I have another photograph of him when he was beginning 

to age. Having worked hard in his profession to keep his 
wife and many children, he had become ill and had retired. 
We used to call it ‘nervous illness’ in those days. Much of 
that was before my birth when the family grew as it moved 
from Ashfield in Sydney to the country town of Armidale, 
and then to the Southern Highlands to the city of Goulburn 
where he was highly successful in his profession. This 
photograph was taken after the Great Depression, and he 
had lived much of his life from middle age and onwards. 

The photograph is superb. Something has softened his 
eyes, and he is gazing steadily at the photographer. The 
picture is in soft, warm sepia. His handsome features are 
still there, but the hair has receded. What is there is grey to 
white, and it shows a high, noble forehead. Again he is 
dressed superbly: I can never remember when he wasn’t. He 
seemed unable to dress otherwise. Again the pure woollen 
suit, with its vest, but this time a high-peaked white collar 
and an elegantly knotted tie. In his left top pocket the dress 
handkerchief shows its tip sedately. 

Although the eyes show more than they did in the 
photograph of him when young, they give nothing 
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away. After going through other snapshots and studio 
portraits, I know my father steeled himself for photographs. 
He was going to give nothing away. Take, for example, the 
wedding photograph. He is standing with my mother, and 
he is dressed in a formal, black dress suit which has wide 
and long satin lapels, a white shirt which was the tuxedo of 
that time held at the top by a flowered cravat. His right 
hand is behind his bride, whilst his left hand shows itself as 
gloved. He is older than the man in my first photograph. By 
the time of his wedding his hair has receded somewhat and 
it is thinning on the crown. 

 
When I look at my own wedding photograph I see that I 

am different from my father. My eyes are shining with pride 
at the beautiful woman beside me, and I am smiling. 
Customs had changed and joy was permitted. In my father’s 
wedding photograph he was not smiling. I wondered about 
this for decades until my oldest sister Eileen told me why 
some of the excitement and joy was missing. On the day of 
the wedding my father arrived late from his dental surgery 
where he had been working. The wedding was delayed. 
They were booked on a train to the Blue Mountains and had 
to postpone the photography. It was not until three months 
later that the picture could be taken. By that time my 
mother was pregnant, although this does not show. All the 
glamour and excitement of a breathless wedding day had 
quietened down to this formal studio occasion. I now 
understand the unemotional images. The occasion was 
different! 

Compensation came. In our wedding photograph, taken on 
the church steps, my father is standing at the rear of the 
wedding party, my mother in front of him. 
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He is looking towards the photographer. He is permitting 
himself a smile. A dignified smile, of course, but he was 
genuinely glad for my wedding. Partly controlled emotion is 
showing through. I had been a prisoner of war for three and 
a half years, and in those years he had learned some 
tenderness towards me. He approved of my wife, Laurel, 
and so the occasion was good. 

Yet one other photograph I will mention. It is one taken 
many years later when my brother Ray and his English wife 
Nina were visiting us from England. It was the occasion of 
my parents’ golden wedding anniversary. My father lacks 
none of his former dignity but physically he has shrunk. He 
is again standing well to the rear of the family group. He is 
letting a trace of pride show through. It is no small thing to 
have raised nine children, and to see their offspring and to 
be a patriarch of sorts. Something of this is showing 
through, but I wonder. My father still eludes me. 

I am aware, after years of having been photographed in 
groups-interminable time exposures and sudden 
snapshots-that many folk have an almost unconscious 
awareness that they will be caught at a moment of life that 
will be held forever. Some people hate being photographed. 
They feel compelled to act the fool, poke out their tongues, 
grimace, screw up their features, play the idiot, or stare 
sullenly and glumly as though in protest against the vile 
custom of phototaking. Maybe some are just born 
nonconformists and must express this fact. 

Many cultures have held out against the camera for 
generations. In some religions it is supposed that an artist 
or a photographer catches the soul of a person and locks it 
into his little black box so that his victims 
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are now soulless. Yet to see one’s own image is a fascinating 
experience for some of us. We look deep and long into our 
features and at our figures and wonder at the amazing 
eikon which stares back at us. ‘Stares’ is generally the word 
because we often pose. Maybe we want to be portrayed as 
grave and earnest. This is the effect I find in most of my 
father’s photographs: here is the depiction of a person 
keeping his features neutral, whilst his stance tells me he is 
a man of will and personal ambition. 

He was certainly that: he seemed obsessed all his life to 
accomplish something. As a son who has had much the 
same urge I can understand this driving compulsion. He 
wanted to have a profession beyond that of his own 
brothers, and he accomplished his dental apprenticeship 
with honour. He became a dental surgeon, something a bit 
above straight dentistry in his day. I know his dentures 
were highly regarded. Folk would travel great distances to 
have him look at their mouths, fill their teeth or draw them 
and supply dentures that fitted well. I am sure he was as 
good as any in his day. 

 
Meanwhile I look at these photographic images and try to 

probe them. I measure them up with the memory I have of 
this man. I endeavour to break through to the mystery of 
family. My father holds the key I need. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

More About Father 

MY FATHER, Horace Henry Bingham, was the grandson 
of George Mayhew Bingham who emigrated to Australia as 
a railway coachbuilder to work at the Everleigh railway 
workshops in Sydney. Father was the son of Edward 
Mayhew Bingham, railway ticket inspector, who had a 
coach and four, and an imposing home on Carlton Crescent, 
Summer Hill. Horace set himself to marry Jerome Dowling’s 
beautiful and vivacious daughter Eileen. While he was 
courting her, he was building a two-storey house on the 
block of land next to his father’s home. What her father’s 
profession was I did not find out until many years later. All 
we knew was that he was someone well up in ‘the Club’. The 
Club happened to be Tattersalls and it just happened that 
for some years he was its President: no mean matter they 
tell me. What my puritan mother kept as a closed secret 
from us was that from being a successful commercial 
traveller, he had graduated to being one of Sydney’s leading 
bookmakers. It must have been this that made him a 
wealthy man. His small, vivacious and puritan wife, from 
what I can 

MORE ABOUT FATHER 9

gather, did not approve, but she had to live in the high style 
that wealth brought them. After Mother’s father’s death I 
think my own mother almost died of shame for the legacy 
which had come to her from such ill-gotten gains, for there 
were also brewery stocks and shares. However, her father 
was also a philanthropist, giving well to St Vincent’s 
Hospital and other worthy causes. 

 
I suppose I should take a moment or two off to tell you 

about my maternal Grandpa, because although I did not see 
a lot of him he made a deep impact on my life. An Irishman 
by birth, he ran away from the family in Cork when in his 
teens and made his way to Australia. That is about all I 
know until he appears on my horizon as a white-browed, 
white-haired man of stocky stature, with blue eyes, a 
marvellous smile, an uproarious sense of fun, and a 
full-plumed white moustache-partly yellowed around the 
lips it covered, from the rich stain of Havana cigars which 
he bought in redwood boxes, boxes which we grandchildren 
coveted for our own. I distinctly remember rare gifts of 
sovereigns coming to us when young, as I also remember his 
impatience with children. One story I heard was that when 
some of the family were having lunch at a Sargent’s city 
restaurant, he went and collected a number of bread rolls 
from a shelf and distributed them among his friends. 
Horrified at this act of larceny they protested, but he just 
roared with laughter. 

‘These are my friends, here’, he explained. ‘They don’t 
mind what I do.’ 

He had some kind of franchise on Sargents, because he 
found his wife there in a pretty waitress, Minnie Rogers. 
She and her sister Alice had migrated from 
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Cork, Ireland. I remember Great-aunt Alice better than my 
Grandmother who died at the age of fiftythree. Aunt Alice 
lived much longer. She and her sister Minnie had been 
cheated of their inheritance by a confidence man, a solicitor, 
which was why they had to find work when they reached 
Australia. I remember Great-aunt Alice for her beautiful 
diction. She had lips which pursed to produce those lovely 
vowels sounds. I thought her Irish brogue rather la-di-da, 
but without doubt she was an aristocrat after the 19th 
century model. She eventually married Willie Robertson, 
who was a self-taught anthropologist. He had a sort of 
‘sacred room’ in which he had an amazing collection of 
aboriginal artefacts. He used to talk about the tribal people 
over radio station 2BL. I think they had made him a ‘blood 
brother’ and he was certainly a master at playing songs and 
whistling on a gum leaf. During the day he was a clerk in 
the Australian Gas Light Company at Turramurra. I 
remember being awed by the ‘sacred room’ and its contents. 
I also remember Uncle Willie sitting me down and feeling 
my head. He was a phrenologist of sorts and his wall charts 
seared me. He predicted a great future for me, so I became 
the grand-nephew of a prophet. 

 
After Grandma Dowling died, Jerome went back to 

Carric-Duv, that is, to Black Rock Castle, the place of his 
birth, and brought back a boyhood sweetheart, Lillian, in 
the place of his precious but deceased wife Minnie. Just to 
make the record straight, let me say that our family 
travelled from Goulburn to Hornsby in 1924, where we lived 
for a time in Florence Street, during which time my father 
was buying ground in Wahroonga and planning a house. 
The next year we 
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lived at Grandpa Dowling’s house in Summer Hill, whilst he 
and his youngest daughter Florence were away on their trip 
to Ireland, and when they returned we went to our 
completed Wahroonga house at 1683 Pacific Highway. Its 
name was ‘Allawah’ which means ‘Rest Here’. 

 
My father had persisted with bookmaker Jerry Dowling, 

and won his bride. She came to marriage unable to cook or 
sew or do such things, but she was a great prize to him. All 
his life he loved her fiercely with a possessive and-I would 
think-something of a smothering love. She was a fair colleen 
and, as I discovered late in life, quite beautiful. 

Personal consciousness of my father came to me when we 
were children at Goulburn. I was the sixth of nine and we 
had been trained in succession by those older than us. We 
were warned about Dad: he was always to be kept in mind. 
We must do what he wanted, no matter what we thought. 
So we sat for meals at the long polished table, where he 
presided and portioned out the food. We ate what was set 
before us even if we choked over some of the items. This was 
the only world we knew and we lived in it. I had the 
dreadful conviction that my father could read my mind, and 
since its thoughts weren’t always worthy towards him I kept 
my eyes down so that he could not read them, or rather the 
thoughts behind them. He seemed to demand that we look 
back at him, eye to eye. 

I always had the feeling that he had a particular dislike of 
me. I never saw one gesture of affection, but I guess he 
loved us all, he just lacked the ability to 
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show this generally. Certainly he showed it always to the 
latest baby. He doted on the girl babies, but then since three 
of the four girls were born after me I had no way of knowing 
whether he had liked the boy babies. My sisters Gloria, 
Norma and Valda came in for much affection whilst they 
were small. Somehow my eldest sister, Eileen, never seemed 
to have a share in this. 

 
In some ways he was as I see him in the photographs, 

never restful, but self-contained and emotionally neutral: 
that is, apart from anger. Of course no anger shows in his 
pictures, but in life he would go quickly into anger, his eyes 
blazing, and so you could never say he did not show 
emotion. Of course it was always righteous anger. All of us 
would be scared, but in another way we thought it showed 
us he was strong, and so I suppose we had a sense of 
security in being the family under him. He was a family 
man in that he never wanted one of us to leave the home. It 
seemed to me that he wanted us all around, for ever. 
Marriage would be a poor substitute for living with Father, 
and of course, with Mother, his wife. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Something About Mother 

PERHAPS I had better tell you about Mother at this 
point, because all coins have two sides. My parents were 
certainly opposite sides of the one coin: they formed an 
indissoluble union that seemed often, to us, to lack intimate 
communion. My father was dark featured, almost always 
bronzed by the sun, although his skin was very fair where 
protected from it. My Celtic mother was very fair, and her 
face reddened with being outside. I never thought she was 
beautiful, although I was intrigued by the way she could 
change when she went for her daily walk with my father. At 
those times I would have thought of her as ‘handsome’, but 
she was so strong as a person that my ideas of soft 
femininity were not fulfilled. My father certainly thought 
otherwise. He adored her, although from time to time he 
was harsh with her, but I suspect that came from the fact 
that she did not kowtow to him. She never let him get away 
with things, things that he claimed he had done. Probably 
he had done these things, but I fancy his adjectival 
extensions sometimes bordered on fantasy. Anyway he 
thought her beautiful and would become jealous, even when 
she was quite aged, if a younger man looked at her with 
interest. 
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I had a horror of anything that was not ‘natural’ and was 
shocked to discover, by accident one day, that she wore 
corsets when she considered that the social events 
demanded it. I made up my mind that my future wife-and I 
was certain I would marry-would have to be shapely by 
nature and retain that shape to her life’s end. Strangely 
enough I didn’t object to Mother’s use of cold cream and 
powder which she dusted on vigorously with a soft, woolly 
puff. I liked the particular fragrance of Pond’s Cold Cream 
and her characteristic powder. 

My mother was by nature aristocratic, though also quite 
democratic when it came to other people. She always had 
‘an old lady’ that she cared for. Wherever we lived she would 
visit a specially selected old lady in order to do that one 
good. She would take flowers, sweets and other things, and 
sit long, and listen and talk. 

I am aware that my mother had a special affection for me, 
and she would try to make up, I supposed, for the lack of 
this from my father. Many times she would call me into her 
bedroom and would talk about life and all things. She 
certainly instilled ideas of honesty, truth, gentleness and 
kindness, but she went even beyond these to assure me that 
I was a special person; that I had ahead of me a wonderful 
life, and that one day I would be a great man. This sort of 
talk made me feel uneasy, but it also gave me reassurance 
that I was not what I believed my father thought me to be: a 
fool and incompetent. 

I used to daydream a lot. I dreamed at home and, later, at 
school. I am still not immune to this habit. I would wander 
around, playing games with myself, and 
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when the time came for meals I would seek to drive my body 
towards the dining room, one which I partly dreaded 
because of the high demands of sociality when eleven 
persons were in the one room. My sister Eileen recently 
reminded me of one occasion when I stood outside the door 
and did not come in. My father came to the door and 
demanded angrily why I had not come in. I thought that as 
usual all the family were waiting to laugh at the idiot and I 
was paralysed. 

My father said, ‘And why did you not come in?’ 
I could not tell him I was paralysed with fright for being 

late. Seven decades later my sister Eileen told me that the 
children were stock-still with fright themselves and wanted 
to help but had to watch helplessly. 

I said, ‘I forgot!’ 
My father said, mimicking me, ‘You forgot!’ 
He turned to the family and laughed. They also laughed, 

heartily, obediently, and with immense relief. My father 
laughed and said humorously, ‘Mister Snail!’ 

My youngest sister Valda thought that was wonderful. 
‘Mitter Nail’, she repeated with her delightful lisp. More 
laughter; more relief; and young Geoffrey was admitted to 
the grand meal. After that he was ‘Mitter Nail’. It was a 
kind of protective shell into which he could always 
crawl-pardon the partial pun. 

My mother was sensitive to my father’s lack of affection 
towards me, and would make up for it in many ways, 
though never within his sight. I went through the stage of 
thinking I was a foundling, but I knew I looked like a 
Dowling, and acted like one, and it may be that my 
father-who had no love for the Dowlings other than his 
Eileen-might have had a dislike for me 
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on that score. So until the day I left home my mother 
certainly compensated. She was a kind person. 

 
With all her affection I simply admired her, but barely 

tolerated the physical affection she gave. Already I had 
formed two figures in my mind, the perfect father and the 
perfect mother. The perfect father was just about the 
antithesis of my own. He was warm, affectionate, kind, 
friendly, understanding the pains of childhood and youth, 
and making provision for them. His features were fair. He 
was handsome, eloquent, loved reading and writing, and 
was happy to share with me in my thoughts, though never 
intruding upon my legitimate privacy. In short he was 
young Geoffrey grown to ideal maturity! The ideal mother 
was a soft-featured beautiful woman, most feminine, never 
quarrelling with her husband-they would never have 
occasion to quarrel, being what they were!—and I would 
simply love to hug her and be hugged in return. Together 
we would found a perfect family, and home would be all 
affection and bliss and, of course, most creative. As I played 
I thought of these two images. My younger sisters used to 
play a game they called ‘Families’, and sometimes I was 
called in to help, but for the most part they seemed to 
manage well, and their image of family was curiously like 
mine. As mothers, fathers and children, there was little 
relational and emotional conflict in their games. For 
example, they rarely enacted what often went on in our 
home arguments between strong-minded parents. 

I also had an image of myself as a future father. It was, of 
course, the same image described above, and it was of being 
a father who would not make his son do innumerable tasks 
on a Saturday morning when he 

Something About Mother 17

should be off to sport-cricket in the summer, football in the 
winter. He would allow him to be out early mornings in the 
nearby bush, and at night have time for playing with his 
boyfriends, even on the streets if that were thought 
appropriate. He would not buy awkward clothes for his son, 
clothes that made him feel uncomfortable because, although 
they were of good material, they were bargains from David 
Jones and did not properly fit his boy. So I would ramble on, 
building a fine image. 

I saw myself as a gracious father giving the right amount 
of affection, the appropriate amount of discipline and 
teaching without being moralistic or unnecessarily severe. I 
was positive I would make an ideal father. I simply assumed 
any son of mine would take naturally to such a father and 
the innumerable quarrels we had in our present family 
would not be repeated in the new, wonderful home ahead. 

Those ideas stayed closely with me. On Saturday 
mornings I would go through agonies, cutting-it seemed to 
me-miles of turf edgings, mowing wide lawns manually, 
taking out weeds and doing other tasks. To my childish 
mind no-one else seemed to do any of this kind of work. My 
brothers insisted they did their chores during the week, but 
I was suspicious. During the week I would rise early in the 
morning and make my way, bare-footed, into the beautiful 
bush. Soon the songs of birds, their nests, the wild flowers, 
the scrub and the smooth-boled trunks of eucalyptus gums 
would soothe me. Sometimes I just hunted for insects, 
behind bark, on the ground, on the creamy tea-tree 
blossoms, or I just sat on fallen trees and wrote poetry. The 
last idiosyncrasy I hid 
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from my family. They had enough of my peculiarities as 
grounds to use for teasing without my adding to them. To 
write poetry was sissy, and I was very much a masculine 
boy.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Yet More About Mother and 
Something of Father 

As WE all know, life with its time, circumstances and 
never-ending experiences of relationships, has a way of 
knocking us into better shape-given our reasonable 
willingness to learn. Any reader of these rambling 
reminiscences will know that our images of our parents do 
alter in time. For example, what would make me want to 
look at my father’s photograph year in and year out if I did 
not now love him? I have a host of memories of him which I 
hope to release in this family story, and which will tell how 
we came to have a rich relationship as life proceeded, but it 
was only a few weeks ago that I had a revelation both of my 
mother and father which brought them to me afresh in a 
vivid and wonderful way. If the adjectives seem here to be a 
bit limp, then help me find better ones, but that was how 
the revelation brought them to me. 

 
It all arose out of a simple incident. Each week I have a 

telephone conversation with my sister Eileen from Adelaide 
to Sydney. She fills me in on her dealings. She is six years 
older than me and has never 
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married. No-one could be more alert than she is, more 
crammed with family memories, or more family oriented. In 
later years it has been quite a hobby of ours to fill out, as it 
were, the leaves on the family tree. We go back through 
Binghams and Dowlings to Rogers and Barkers and others. 
We try to get back to Ireland on the one hand and England 
on the other. We regret that our parents are not here to tell 
us all the details. We ask, time and again, ‘Why did they not 
fill in these details?’ It seems they were so busy living that 
they thought little about it. 

 
A certain conversation sprang up. I asked my sister, 

‘Wasn’t there a photograph of Grandpa Bingham? I am sure 
I saw one’. My sister’s memory and family knowledge is as 
close to infallible as any human being’s has ever been. She 
says, ‘We have no photograph of Grandpa Bingham’. 

I say, ‘I am sure I saw one of him, a rather large man with 
thick thighs, seated on a studio chair, holding a little daisy 
flower on his knee. He looked very stern’. 

My sister says bluntly, ‘Grandpa Bingham was not a big 
man. He was of ordinary height. He was not heavy’. 

What can I say? I never met Grandpa Bingham. My sister 
hadn’t either, but she had seen another photograph. Always 
the mystery of photographs! My mind, as obstinate as that of 
my father and of my Irish bred mother, holds secretly to its 
belief in the photograph it surely saw. 

Also I rally at this point: ‘We do have a photograph of 
Grandma Bingham’. 

‘No’, she says. ‘We have no photograph of her. None of the 
Grandparents.’ She concedes that my memory 
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of a large man’s photo may be that of Great-grandpa 
Bingham. A concessive peace falls between us, a sort of soft 
armistice. 

Then I say, ‘I have the photograph of Grandma Bingham. 
She is a woman of dark features, very strong faced. She 
looks a bit like our sister Norma’. 

Oh no! My sister will not have that. ‘Norma looks like 
Mum.’ 

Now I have never thought so but I will not enter into that 
discussion. My sister proceeds. ‘It will be a photograph of 
our mother. Does she wear a lot of jewels around her neck?’ 

Normally we carry on a fine conversation, affectionate, 
studded with jewels of thoughts. I say firmly, even tartly, ‘I 
know my mother. This is not my mother this photograph 
which I now have before me. This person does not have 
jewels about her neck. I see my father’s features in her’. 
Then I deliver the rapier thrust: ‘This is the photograph you 
gave me years ago, and on the back is written, “Grandma 
Bingham, not long before she died”‘. Second rapier thrust: 
‘It is written in your writing’. 

There is silence, then a giggle, then an acceptance; then, 
‘Whatever has happened to my memory?’ 

I assure her that no-one’s memory is perfect-not even 
hers! 

All this led to her sending me the photograph she thought 
I was looking at, as though I had not also possessed a copy. 

I opened her letter, which contained an explanation of her 
momentary mental aberration, and out fell the small photo. 
I read the letter. ‘Mum must have been 



MY BELOVED FAMILY 22

about seventeen. I think it was when she first met Dad. See 
all the jewels around her neck. Grandma let her put on all 
her jewels at that time.’ 

The jewels seem fine, the sort of things that might have 
been brought from Ireland or perhaps they were the gifts of 
Jerry Dowling’s fruitful bookmaking. I scarcely look at 
them. Suddenly I am seeing someone I have never seen 
before. I am seeing my mother as a dark-eyed, dark-haired 
vivacious colleen. Now I know she was always fair-haired 
and blue-eyed, but the photograph, which must be some 
ninety years old, is telling me that my mother was once 
young. This is an immense and powerful revelation. I had 
never thought of her as actually being young, though I had 
known biologically that this must have been SO. 

I looked at her picture and something wobbled within me. 
The face was beautiful, even beyond my description. The 
eyes were lovely, but they were strong. The spirit of the 
young woman could be seen in the life that seemed to 
emanate from her. I recognised the almost roman nose, but 
it was beautiful. All young women are beautiful and their 
features are soft and gentle. The face was aristocratic, but it 
was not haughty. She was very much a young woman 
looking out on life, and determination and expectation were 
evident in all her features. 

 
I suddenly saw why my father could not subdue her, could 

never make her come into line with him. I saw why she 
would let him get away with nothing, even though it would 
have been better for her had she used diplomacy or simply 
let things pass. She was one for the truth. She also had 
ambition of the highest order. 
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Something ahead of her was glorious: that was what the 
picture told me. 

A thought came to me, a memory of being very young, just 
coming into consciousness of life. On the one hand I was 
aware of a presence-a Presenceand on the other hand of 
something wonderful ahead of me. It was something quite 
shining, even brilliant, though I could not have described it 
to anyone. In fact that thought would never have 
crystallised. In these later days of life I would call it ‘a 
mystery’: something you have and live in, but you do not 
know what it is intellectually, and really have no wish to 
know; you just live in it. 

What I could see in this photograph was that my mother, 
too, was looking towards her future, towards that strange 
and wonderful destiny which was uniquely hers. I am far 
from being mystical. Poetic, yes, but mystical, no! But I 
knew at once what she had been talking to me about all 
those years when I thought she was-to put it in blunt boyish 
term swaffling. In a way, for all my poetic leanings, I was 
incredibly hard-headed. I put all things that came to me 
through a mental sieve, for everything had to prove itself 
rational, but-at the same time-another part of me 
disregarded the intellectual sifting. It was as though that 
part of me knew mysteries and would not lock them into 
intelligible mental categories. Doubtless you may say, ‘The 
old English in him fighting against the new Irish in him’. 
Well that could be true, if it would make any sense. 

 
The experience of looking at the photograph time and 

again certainly did something strange and wonderful within 
me. I realised firstly that I would have 
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become conscious of my mother only when she had had at 
least six children. I was eighteen months old when my sister 
Gloria was born, so that the pregnancy which brought her 
forth was close enough to me to divert some of my mother’s 
attention from me. That, of course, would not have 
mattered, but then my mother would have seemed old to 
me. I read her person and character only from that point of 
time. I would never have believed that she was once a 
shining lass with glowing dreams for the future. 

 
Now I was going back to when she was a girl. I knew my 

own wife Laurel when she was a year or two younger than 
the girl in this photograph, and I knew all about what they 
call ‘youth’. I still see my wife as she was then, full of life, 
vibrant, resonating, looking to the great things ahead. She, 
too, was always impatient of pretence. Like my mother, she 
has never been one to ‘play games’; that is, to pretend in the 
place of being honest, to be diplomatic to cover an emotional 
situation, and to work according to the images people have 
of themselves and the demands issuing from those. When I 
saw my mother without my father, as yet without children, 
and just a golden glory somewhere before her, I knew her as 
I had never known her. It made me understand a million 
things. 

It made me understand why my father had seen in her 
such beauty and such vibrancy of life, especially vibrancy 
that sprang out of hope. I knew she would have loved 
fiercely, but as a child I had almost been repelled by my 
mother loving my father. I suppose I thought she was a bit 
too good for him, but I also thought she wasn’t really 
beautiful, and my criterion for human love was stunning 
beauty. I hope no sneaky 
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Freudian is at this point poking around looking for an 
Oedipus complex: that kind of love of my mother would have 
seemed utterly repulsive to me. The idea of sex-especially as 
it is commonly known and obsessively thought about these 
days-seemed about a hundred percent absent. The boys 
were boys, but being boys was enough, and the girls-our 
sisters-were girls, and we boys scarcely thought about the 
matter, except perhaps to tease our sisters. Of course we 
must all have gone through the pains, perplexities and 
ecstasies of adolescence, but when we did we kept them 
strictly to ourselves. They were the matters of deepest 
privacy. Even the crude jokes I sometimes heard never 
made full sense for they contained-as now, so then-no 
mystery. 

 
For me pulchitrude outpaced prurience. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

I Reminisce More About Parents and 
One Uncle 

SO NOW I was given a new view of my mother and it was 
like a key to all the things that had happened within our 
family. My father, who was a private person to a great 
extent, had his secret of love to his wife, his triumph in 
getting her from her father, and in taking her to mother 
nine children and helping to bring them up, often fighting 
him in the process. My father was rigid in his morality, 
would take advice from none and was sure he could cope 
with raising children and, being an expert in his profession, 
that he could not fail as a husband and a father. He had 
grown up with a father whom he made out to be sterner 
than himself. One of his favourite sayings was, ‘If my father 
had seen you doing that . . .’ He left the rest to our 
imagination, but our imagination said that he must have 
been a monster to have outclassed our Dad. I am sure my 
father always lived in the shadow of his father, or maybe 
drew moral strength from his character in order to keep us 
in some kind of control. I rarely heard him 
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refer to his mother, but she must have had some conflicts 
with her husband. I understand that my mother, over her 
married years, had sought to help heal the tensions under 
which her husband had lived as a boy, and that there had 
been conflicts in his home. I doubt whether my father was 
open to any kind of healing. I think he went it alone, quite 
doggedly. There was much of the Stoic in him, but from time 
to time he would have what I later called ‘nervous storms’ 
and these were really emotional ‘crashes’. Our present 
endemic disease of self-preoccupation and self-absorption 
had little vogue or encouragement in those tough days. To 
attend a psychiatrist was sure certification that you were a 
lunatic. 

 
My father’s brother Walter told me a little about my 

father. He suggested that my Dad always had high 
ambitions. These were social, and they were vocational. He 
was of a different order from his brothers and sisters. He 
worked away at his ambitions. Their brother Edward had 
also been a dentist, but Horace was going to do even better. 
Uncle Walter admired my father whilst he also disliked 
him, with what today they call ‘ambivalence’. He would drop 
hints about my father’s pride, and he seemed to think my 
Dad scorned the rest of his family, but occasionally there 
were family contacts on the Bingham side. There had finally 
been some litigation over my grandfather’s will. My own 
father kept out of all that, but the family angers were deep. 
The family grave out at Rookwood was never filled because 
the husband of an aunt took out an order preventing other 
members of the family being buried there. He claimed that 
his wife had inherited the grave! 
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Uncle Walter was a man I loved and admired. He lived 
where other human beings lived. As a boy he was full of 
imagination, and could tell the most amazing whoppers 
with insouciance. On one occasion when he arrived late for 
Sunday lunch his explanation was that at Ashfield the train 
had run off the line, thus preventing him from getting home 
on time. When the family were about to rush out to see this 
great sight he waved them back into their chairs. 

‘Nothing to worry about’, he assured them. ‘Hundreds of 
people came and got it back onto the line. They just got their 
right legs under the carriages and levered it back onto the 
rails.’ 

Uncle Walter had a mercery shop at Woy Woy when there 
was scarcely another shop in sight. He was really the only 
Bingham uncle we continually saw. Sometimes he visited 
us, and on those occasions always brought us gifts. After the 
war when I was still in uniform and visited him at Woy 
Woy, he wanted to give me anything I fancied in his store-a 
whole outfit in fact-but I simply wished to be with him as 
my uncle and I refused the offer. I now wish I could 
remember the stories he told me about the family, but I 
imagine some of them came out of his imagination, just as 
many now come out of the same kind of mind from his 
nephew. 

 
He was very Jewish in looks. My father once hinted that 

way back in our history, maybe in France, there had been a 
Jewish connection. Jewish connection or not, Uncle Walter 
looked every inch a Jew, having what I imagined in those 
days were Semitic features. He had a hooked nose, brown 
skin, deeply set and shrewd eyes, so that everything about 
him seemed a 
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bit foreign. I could never have recognised any links with my 
father’s features. He was clever enough to use this ethnic 
element in his business as my father, also, was always 
clever enough to drop hints about himself being a Mason. 
Both claimed their little worlds of mystery, their links with 
the esoteric and the elite. 

 
Let me get back to my mother. The revealing photograph 

of her linked me up with her as a true human. I have heard 
people say that parents come to us in our early years only as 
objects. I doubt whether that is really true but there is 
enough fact to consider it. My theory is that children need 
warm parental care, but they are rebels enough, at any tick 
of the clock, to defy regimentation. Parents represent 
authority, and every human being wants to feel free to 
make his or her decisions, right or wrong as they may prove 
to be. Thus we make objects of-we objectivise-our parents. 
We do not see them as they are. I once heard a psychiatrist 
say we never know our parents until they die. I suppose it is 
when they die that we begin to think about them: in a sense 
they no longer confront us. Of course I am simple enough to 
think that there have never been perfect parents down 
through the ages, any more than there have been perfect 
children. That being the case, both children and parents 
would lack perfection in themselves and in their 
relationships. This would mean that the interrelationships 
of parents and children, and children among themselves-as 
brothers and sisters-would also be deficient, even when love 
might cover multitudes of sins! 

These last few remarks have enough validity in them to 
set us thinking. When parents-through separation 
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by death or some equivalent-no longer have any semblance 
of authority, we may feel free to consider them in a more 
objective way, and even in a richer subjective way, ceasing 
to see them in any sense as objects. Because humans are 
humans, and because of the way humans relate to each 
other, I strongly doubt whether any person can really see 
another human being as an object, but then death may 
release us from certain self-imposed restrictions in our 
thinking. I wonder how much our brothers and sisters are 
also regarded as ‘objects’ in that we rarely know how each 
sees our parents. How, then, do we see one another until 
that ‘separation’ of death takes place, and we are triggered 
off to think of them in the most kindly and loving of ways. 

I would like to pursue this thought, though not so much 
along the lines of patricide, matricide, fratricide and suicide, 
as along the lines of sheer egotistical consideration of ‘doing 
one’s own thing’ as they call it today. I feel sure we make 
images of others which free us to live more easily within the 
self-image each of us has. Part of the relational strain of life 
could be called ‘the clash of images’. 

I certainly never thought of my mother as ‘an object’. She 
was too vital, too palpable for that. She never seemed to be 
still. Perhaps that was how it had to be when attending to 
nine children and one husband. She did all the cooking and 
sewing and most of the washing and cleaning. She also 
spent time in the garden as a lover of roses and flower 
annuals. She could prune roses too if that were demanded. I 
feel the need to include a story somewhere of her masses of 
flowers, but that may come later. 
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She had her special times when she played the piano. My 
father insisted that she had been a concert pianist, and also 
had had parts in the J. C. Williamson theatre plays. 
Certainly she had learned elocution and sometimes thrilled 
us with sad or romantic ballads and songs-though little of 
them was Australian. When she sat at the piano and 
accompanied her music with songs, then my father would 
seem to gentle down to another kind of person, but the 
sessions were all too rare. My father had a mannerism of 
shrugging his shoulders when he was emotionally moved. 
When times were a trifle stormy she would play classical 
music with great zest and even my father would seem to feel 
outclassed. He would silently shrug away. So then, looking 
time and again at the photograph of her as a girl explains so 
much of her life in our family. 

My father, towards the end of his life, one day took a 
photograph of his mother-Grandma Bingham-and gave it to 
my sister Eileen. He said, somewhat awkwardly, ‘This is 
your Grandma. As the oldest sister in the family, you ought 
to have it.’ The other photograph, that of my mother at the 
age of seventeen, he had kept from before his marriage in 
his wallet, in his heart-side pocket, so to speak, and had 
doubtless looked at it often, much in the same way as I have 
carried in my mind an image of the pert little miss named 
Laurel whom I met in her sixteenth year. Now I have an 
enlargement of that small photograph of my mother taken 
some ninety years ago. In hindsight I wish I had seen it 
some decades before this time, but then I probably would 
not have read it aright. I am grateful that the secret of my 
mother has been unlocked and that I can see her in her 
youth, and realise she fulfilled her 
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destiny as a woman in the stormy world in which she began 
to live when she married my father. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Images and All That 

I IMAGINE a million biographies could be written similar to 
this present one, if sons and daughters were motivated 
enough. Perhaps they ought to be written in the interests of 
‘family’, no matter how lurid some of them might prove to 
be. One of my reasons for jotting down these incidents, 
making observations and writing some sketches, is that I 
have a special purpose in doing so. When I scan 
photographs of the past, or peer into them, or dig down into 
the deepest layers of my memory, it is because I think that 
‘family’ is the reason for, and the heart of, human living. I 
pay tribute to the great work done by anthropology, 
especially the psychological sciences, but whilst saluting 
them and gathering up all their goodies, I still think a dash 
of theology would enliven them beyond measure. I think 
that God, Man and creation are the great mysteries in 
which we live. These three elements together constitute life, 
and at their heart is a thing called ‘fatherhood’, whether you 
spell the first letter of that word in lower or upper case. 

Let me show you what I mean. Suppose I use photographs 
to help me tease out the attitudes and emotions 
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of those who pose for them or who are caught unconsciously 
by someone with a camera. What, then, can we gather from 
photographs? A lot of different elements I imagine, 
especially if I take the example of my mother’s photograph 
at the age of seventeen. If people are cagey about having 
their photographs taken, then they will also hide much in 
their living of life that we might hope to discern from their 
photographic images. Do not people, then, hide much of 
themselves all the time? Are they not on guard lest we 
penetrate their depths? Do not all humans want to breathe 
freely without being wrought upon, pressed, confined, 
analysed and assessed? Do we not get the truth of a person 
more from his or her movements in life, rather than from a 
thousand snapshots? Is it not also true that the moment we 
start introspecting or meddling with the interiors of other 
persons, that genuine discernment gives way to many 
images, few of which can be established as immutable, that 
is, as permanent and unchanging: the core person, so to 
speak? 

 
I suggest to you that we all have images of one another. I 

suppose an idea is an image, but a number of ideas go to 
make a full image, one which may stay with us all our lives. 
We have images of God, of creation and of other persons. 
This being the case, we need to develop helpful principles in 
forming our images. We should refuse to come to quick 
conclusions about any fellow human being. We need to let 
them play out their lives on the widest canvas available to 
them. In fact we should let the images form themselves 
rather than manufacture them. We have enough problems 
with our own subjectivity without involving others in it. 
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What, then, are our images? What is our image of God? Do 
we have some snapshots from which we can evaluate Him? 
What is our image of the creation in which we live? Can we 
encapsulate that multifaceted wonder in an objective view 
of it all? What of humanity as a whole-can we form an 
image which is immediately dynamic and not just abstract? 
Do we have blurred pictures of these two things-God and 
creation-let alone of the third element, ourselves? How, 
then, do the three come together and form, so to speak, our 
wisdom about all three, the wisdom which forms itself from 
these three? 

I am fascinated by such images. I read, I look, I listen, I 
perceive life through drama, music, poetry, prose, painting, 
sculpture and-most of all-human conversation, and images 
tumble around me like a juggler’s objects. A simple person, 
by now, could have detected my images of fatherhood, 
motherhood, sonship, daughterhood and the like. A 
thoughtful person would be able to discern some of the 
effects of these images on my life. A wise person might think 
it good to advise me how to go about refurbishing these 
images, or to tell me how to recast them. Alas! We can only 
talk along these lines. The images we hold have a history 
that may precede even our birth. We may have caught 
intimations of fatherhood, motherhood, sonship, 
daughterhood even during our period of gestation in the 
womb. Two brothers-Isaac and Jacob-struggled together for 
supremacy in their mother’s womb. It is said that John the 
Baptist leapt in his mother’s womb when she met Mary, the 
pregnant mother of Jesus, and without his permission the 
foetal John was filled with the Holy Spirit of God. As 
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I have said, images are formed from the womb, and perhaps 
passed on in some measure even at conception. 

 
Our problem with images is that they are not reality. An 

image is a reflection of something. To the degree that it is a 
true reflection it is valuable. Often an image is the reflection 
of a person’s idea of the object it reflects. The reality is not 
an idea: the true idea is the reality. An idea of an idea-an 
idea of a reality becomes an image of that reality but not a 
pure image. Take, for example, the statement that we never 
know our parents until they die, or until some other strange 
experience triggers us off to know them. To some degree 
they have been ‘objects’ or ‘images’ created by us so that we 
protect ourselves from them, and we present ourselves as 
images which comport with this protection. If death or 
separation should release us from fear of interrelating with 
a person, then we are free to see them as they are or were. 
Images do not meet images; only persons can meet persons, 
so we have to go beyond the idea (image) of a person to the 
person himself or herself. This means we must drop our own 
self-image and the other-person image and interrelate. It 
would be an interesting piece of research to examine 
whether our devising of self-images and other-person 
images is not a cunning way of avoiding relationships. I am 
sure this would link with the dreadful matters of patricide, 
matricide, fratricide, genocide and suicide. Images do not 
relate: at best they rest apart from one another and at worst 
they clash and grate. 

 
Take, then, the case of the artist whose business is to 

make images. The true artist-whether with paint 
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or pen, poetry or prose or sculptor’s tools-will seek to 
penetrate to the depths of the object under communication. 
He-or she-will not seek to communicate the idea of the 
object but the very essence. If the artist allows his own 
image to determine the outcome, then unavoidably 
something of his essence is imposed on the object. This is 
what the satirist, cynic or nihilist does, and an image is 
created which is the idea of an idea, and not the reality. 
Paul once said, ‘No-one knows the things of a person save 
the spirit of a person’, but the true artist blends his spirit, 
so to speak, with the ‘spirit’ of the object. The result may be 
called an image but it is really more than an image. 

 
What hit me one day was that the creative Son of God has 

been called ‘the exact imprint of God’s very being’, that is, 
he bears ‘the very stamp of his nature’, and if this is so then 
we have no static image a moment of another’s being, posed 
for, yet frozen for ever-to lead us to the mystery of that 
person. We have the Son as in the Father, and the Father in 
him, as he claimed to be the case. No other religious leader 
ever made such a claim. All photographs are to some extent 
self-conscious ‘takes’ of a person. Put many of them together 
and you will still not ‘catch’ the person. My mother’s 
photograph served as a singular key to unlock the mystery 
of her which I had wondered about all my life. None of my 
father’s photographic images have conducted me intimately 
to him, however many slants of him they may have given 
me. We have had to ‘take’ each other in a relational 
interchange before we could know each other. Only then 
could my father have grasped the mystery of his children, 
their 
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sonship and their daughterhood. Only then could they come 
to him, to the man who hid himself in times of fear, posed in 
times of public show, and felt himself in the silence of 
loneliness when his radar sent out its waves to discover the 
presence of the silent God. 

 
In history we have lived with innumerable images. We 

have looked also to the ones who act as our surrogate 
fathers, mothers, brothers and sisters, to say nothing of the 
whole complex of indispensable relations. The idols promise 
us they will be the beautiful images, the comforting images, 
the images supplying our emotional and relational needs. 
The ideas of them promise much, because we idolise our 
ideas, but to be left for life amongst these multitudinous 
images may ultimately prove frightening, perplexing or 
simply sterile, mediocre and dull. In this case we may plead 
for genuine, living images, or opt for the daily manufactured 
articles of our consumer society addictionarticles which 
clutter our way with every conceivable source of unreality. 

Long ago, amid the confusion of family member images, I 
opted for ‘the exact imprint of God’s very being’. It 
fascinated me then, for I had never known a time when He, 
the mysterious Presence, was not around, and I, so to speak, 
was not around it-or Him. To be given the dynamic palpable 
image of His Son led me to the mystery of true Fatherhood, 
and then back to the true image of Man himself-these 
millions amongst whom I lived and of whom not one was a 
‘look alike’ or the manufactured artefact of some 
celestial-cum-human production line. However, I am here 
pre-empting something of my future. 
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I trust you will forgive this interjection into what 
promised faithfully to be biography and autobiography. 
Believe me, it is part of it all. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Still More About 
Mother and Father 

SOMETIMES I dream about our home at Wahroonga 
where we lived for some ten years. They were strongly 
formative years for me and my younger sisters, to say 
nothing of their effects on my older brothers and sister. We 
lived on the Pacific Highway when it was a twolane road. 
Long ago all the images of it have settled in my mind. 
Sometimes I return in dreams and the flesh and blood 
beings of the past are there, but reality which is always 
behind dreams tells me that what I see are clones of the old 
days. Even so, they are beloved. Beloved, too, are the 
dreams which were then in the making, moving towards 
their ultimate fleshing out in the lives we now live, and the 
graves to which we are going. 

 
So I click open the latch of the front gate and trip down 

the path whilst Biddy, the little Yorkshire Terrier bitch, 
comes running up with twinkling eyes and set grin of her 
moustaches. She nearly bursts with 
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the delight of it, and her little stub of a tail almost rattles 
itself off the plump body. 

 
I look with new eyes at the gardens with their hundreds 

of rose trees, and I remember how my mother would pick 
them late at night or early in the morning, packing them 
into cardboard cartons so that I, of course, could cart them 
to the Wahroonga railway station early in the morning, to 
be sent off to the city florists. There would often be boxes of 
gladioli, asters, carnations, and even dahlias. They would 
make a brilliant mass of colours, but then they would be 
covered with dampened newspaper to protect their fine 
blooms. 

I forget how I-or others of us-got them to the station. Did I 
trundle them in a wheelbarrow or did they make my arms 
ache as I lugged them the long mile or so? At the station I 
became waxy. Would someone see me, and would our place 
in the social scale undergo a sudden change? How conscious 
we were in Wahroonga of social strata! I was no less 
conscious when I gathered animal manure from road, bush 
and dairy sources, knowing I was going beyond the social 
pale to do this nefarious thing. I hoped desperately that 
no-one would see me. 

All of it was, of course, for money. My father had retired 
from dentistry at an early age. He had been successful but 
he had much of what, today, they call ‘burn-out’. His 
dynamic person-being could not tolerate an easy-going 
retirement. He had built his original Summer Hill home, 
had planned our Wahroonga house, and he would travel 
from Summer Hill where we were minding Grandpa 
Dowling’s home whilst he and his beautiful daughter 
Florence were making their 
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pilgrimage to Ireland. My father would come and inspect 
the builder’s work, and sometimes he would take me. It was 
those times when we both had a certain kind of intimacy. 
He would fossick around below the floor joists and find nails 
which had been dropped. 

 
‘These are really our nails’, he would tell me. ‘The 

carpenters don’t bother to pick them up if they fly off when 
hit by the hammer.’ 

 
I loved gathering those shiny, silver nails: it was 

something I could do with my father. He had a way of 
sniffing when he became interested in anything, much like a 
war horse when it is about to go into battle. We would try 
out the uprights as well as the joists, bearers and noggings. 
When we had finished the house we would go down to where 
the orchard and vegetable gardens were being marked out. 

One day he pointed to a section. ‘That is your garden, 
Geoff’, he said, and his words were as sweet as honey to me. 
I knew Grandpa Dowling had grown vegetables as well as 
fruit trees. I had not thought my father was in this kind of 
business. He was: he was deeply in it. No sooner did we 
settle into the house than he was into everything. Fruit 
trees were planted in the deep back of our property, ‘and 
citrus in the near back flower gardens. These latter took no 
time to get fiery balls of orange beauty, lemon shapes and 
lamps of mandarins. Say what you will about my suburban 
dad-born and reared in suburban Ashfield-he had the soil in 
his veins and brains, and this I will shortly prove to you. 

It was he who planted the hundreds of roses, mainly Pink 
and Red Radiance bushes, with velvet-red 
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Black Boy climbers to cover the fences. He shaped up lawns 
and planted the couch runners. He made the older boys help 
him mix concrete for the drive and garden paths. It might 
seem he would never run out of work. 

 
Once, when he had almost finished everything, the house 

next door caught fire and burned to the ground. I remember 
the night that happened, for we were having one of our rare 
family nights of fun and laughter when one of the sisters 
screamed. She had idly pulled up a blind and saw the fire. 
Folk had opened our front gate and were halfway down the 
drive, staring with all the joy of amateur pyromaniacs. My 
father rang the fire brigade and they came with clanging of 
bells, pomp and importance and did a valiant job, but all 
that was left of the vacant house was ashes. 

It was that portion of land my father bought, and all his 
creative ideas went into it-lawns, a croquet court, a 
marvellous fish pond and fountain, more roses, special 
flowering shrubs, and an aviary for birds. The latter still 
comes to me in my dreams. I had thought we were close to 
the poverty line, for why else the sale of flowers to florists 
and why did I have to gather and sell my wares to the 
‘bottle-oh’ to augment my pitiful pocket-money? So my 
father did not die for lack of creative work to do. I think he 
worked out his passions by the sweat of his brow and limbs. 

I had worked my way up from kindergarten to high 
school, the agricultural high school at Glenfield. In the 
latter years of the Wahroonga life I travelled daily, the first 
part of the journey being in electric trains and the last 
section of it in steam trains. I had a secret dread of the 
latter, although I loved travelling in them. 
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I was scared by their heavy panting, and was sure a boiler 
would blow and we would be scalded to death. Even so, I 
passionately liked the rollicking noise of the wheels 
underneath, and the smoke that blew in our faces when we 
poked them out of the window, the sulphurous smells 
setting up latent grounds for future nostalgia. 

My father had cleverly talked me into agricultural high 
school. Amazingly, my Primary Certificate results had been 
good. I had made my way through years of daydreaming, 
unwittingly urged and aided by a reasonable IQ. One night 
my father had sat me down and talked about ‘the land’. He 
knew I loved the bush, and that I revelled in animals and 
gardening. He worked on me, talking about a future farm, 
evoking pictures of land where I could grow great crops, 
master the beautiful Clydesdales, foster sheep, milk cows, 
and keep pigs. I was entranced, won over and immediately 
enslaved. Little did I realise the cunning of my male parent, 
and even less did I understand the look in my mother’s eyes: 
a look, almost, of pity. 

The fact was that my father had been planning such a life 
for some time. He wanted me to use the body and mind 
which were fast developing on his own dream farm. I think 
he tired of his completed suburban work, and longed for 
wider fields. 

He said little about what I learned at Glenfield each 
weekday, but he had an eye to my succeeding. He tried to 
limit my time in weekend cricket and football, and in my 
dawn excursions into the bush and my night excursions 
with a long-poled net to catch moths for my entomological 
collection. Even so, the pressure was not harsh. 
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My brother Stanley Norman was having problems of 
conduct at his North Sydney high school and my father 
suggested he transfer to Hurlstone, my alma mater, which 
he did, thus disturbing my autonomous existence there. He 
was a great boxer and won his way up in the tournaments, 
so that I became known as ‘The Boxer’s Brer’. That was 
about all I was, but I had compensations, like writing 
endless reams of poetry and short stories in a secret book, 
and letting no-one see it. I also had the best insect collection 
in the entire school. 

My mother was not sure about all this. Because I had 
announced in kindergarten, at the age of five years, that I 
was going to be a preacher, she felt that this was my 
vocation. No-one ever knew the agony that haunted me for 
years, never entirely abating. I loved the land and wanted to 
be a farmer. I was obsessed with writing and wanted to be a 
poet and author. I felt a burning to tell the world about the 
Presence that never left me, and suffered intolerable guilt 
as I was torn by these three loves. My mother watched with 
discerning eyes, and fed me secretly, in her bedroom 
sessions, with the exalted calling of the ‘spiritual’. 

My father had no time for poetry, except when my mother 
elocuted. ‘Religion’, as he called the experience of faith, was 
for him the nonproductive obsession of fools, although he 
revered Good Friday and made us live it in strict gloom, 
along with fish for meals. Farming: now that was what 
towered above all, and his sights were set there. So much 
for that well-garbed dentist of tender years: so much for his 
famous ‘cases’ of difficult bridgework, gold-filled gleaming 
dentures, 
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and extractions that released men and women from deadly 
gum diseases. Those years seemed laid aside for the new 
dream he had. 

 
He began to search for a farm: it was to be a dream farm, 

and nothing less would satisfy him. My mother mourned 
over it all. She loved her gardens, and to leave those plants 
she had accumulated would be almost like leaving her own 
children. There was also her ‘old lady’ who was so precious 
to her. I know she kept praying it would never eventuate, 
that my brothers would advance in their jobs, marry fine 
wives, have children, and that Geoffrey would become a 
great preacher. 

 
So there was conflict for some years whilst the two 

brothers did their agricultural apprenticeship. Nothing 
must interfere with that! 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Mother and Father, 
the Ideal Couple 

OUR FILM runs back for a few moments since I cannot 
bear not to speak of that special year in Hornsby, so 
formative it was for my life. As I mentioned earlier, we lived 
in Florence Street of that suburb for about a year. Hornsby 
was a railway junction in those days. The North Shore line 
terminated there and the Main Northern Line, which began 
at Central station, proceeded through Strathfield and 
Hornsby on its way to Newcastle and ultimately to 
Brisbane. In those days of steam trains it was a smoky, 
sooty place, but its shopping centre was the attraction, 
especially on Friday nights when folk came out in large 
numbers, endlessly walking the blocks, going 
window-shopping and generally feeling the goodness that 
comes with a social event. There was, of course, the cinema 
and all that it meant in the way of social entertainment. 
Gosh! We thought it was marvellous. Later, we would travel 
some Friday nights to Hornsby, just to go windowshopping 
and feel the societal warmth. 
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When we arrived in Hornsby gas lights were still in vogue 
in the evenings, and a man with a long stick would activate 
the flaring globes. 

Our street was back towards the rural area, and it had a 
large paddock in which we had a cow named Jinny. Of her I 
was mortally afraid, and what would you expect of a boy of 
five? Once I wandered dream.fully in the paddock and found 
myself far from the house. Jinny, whom I now suppose must 
have been quite friendly, made her way towards me. I tried 
to run but had that paralysis one often has in dreams of 
similar situations. At last I found my legs and ran, never 
looking behind, and making a right mess of my short pants. 
That was one of my bad times. 

There were good times too. An old man by the name of Mr 
Sydenham seemed to like me and we became good friends. 
One day my father asked him and his wife across for a cup 
of tea, as they owned the large paddock. My father dreaded 
cancer and, because the older man was ill with it, we had to 
disinfect the cups and plates the older couple used. 

There is another incident I must relate. It concerned my 
mother. For me, she was never an authority figure: my 
father alone had authority. For some reason or other I gave 
her cheek. She was indignant. 

‘Come here you little monkey’, she said, ‘and I will smack 
you’. 

We had a long fern house and I ran into it to hide. She left 
her washing, which she had been hanging on the long lines, 
and sought me out. I was too nimble, and rushed through 
the fernhouse and then around and around it, tirelessly. 
She could not catch me. I was caught between hilarious 
laughter and internal dread. 
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I realised I was more powerful than my mother, and yet 
for the first time she had become an authority figure. I was 
appalled at this, and also felt guilty because I could not turn 
back the event. I was puzzled about the whole matter. My 
mother never did spank me, nor did she report me to my 
father. I fancy she was laughing even whilst she was 
chasing me. I even dared to think it might all have been a 
game, but I could not be sure. 

 
I first went to school at Hornsby Primary Educational 

Establishment. This was my first social experience outside 
that of the family, and I found it traumatic. The place was 
so large that I could not cope with it. The masses of children 
appalled me, but I began that training which never seems to 
cease in life, of coming to terms with other human beings. 
After a time I became adjusted, and began what I felt was 
my responsibility, to save timid children from bullies. This 
often meant coming home bedraggled and sometimes with 
evidence of nosebleed. I was not sorry when we moved to 
Summer Hill, but again felt compelled to fight for the 
oppressed. 

At Summer Hill the gardens and lawns were in good 
order. I think there might even have been a gardener, or 
that my father and perhaps my brothers tended the lawns: 
it does not matter. At Wahroonga it was different: I began to 
see two different sets of parents. My father had always been 
clothes conscious, but he had to set that aside when he dug 
gardens, planted lawns, and laid concrete garden paths. 
Most of this hard work was done during the day. My mother 
donned a large garden hat so that her face was scarcely 
seen. She also wore a long dress that hid her almost down to 
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her gardening shoes. She always wore garden gloves in 
order to keep her hands for her piano playing. She tugged at 
weeds, planted annuals, and then busied herself with things 
such as washing clothes, hanging them out on the long lines 
that were eventually hoisted high by a clothes prop which 
was forked at the top. These props were made by men who 
cut them from bush saplings and then vended them from a 
horse and cart. Their nasal, yet musical cry was, ‘Clothes 
praaps! Clothes praaps for sale!’ 

My mother would have her mouth filled with pegs as she 
proceeded along the line. She never removed them when she 
talked. Sometimes, when the clothes prop slipped, disaster 
would follow. The clothes would have to be taken to the 
laundry under the house, where the boiling copper would do 
its work, and the wooden-or glass-scrubbing board would 
again be used. 

What I am getting to is the transformation which took 
place in my parents in the later afternoon. 

My sisters and I would have returned from school and my 
parents would be ready for their afternoon walk. My mother 
would be transformed. ‘Handsome’ is the word I used before. 
She would be well-dressed, her face softened by the powder 
puff, her hair well-done, her hands gloved; she would be 
quite unrecognisable as the red-faced working woman I had 
seen. My father would be dressed in full suit, shirt, tie and 
polished shoes. His hat always looked as though new, and in 
his right hand his walking stick-ferrule of brass, but the 
handle veneered with gold-a triumph of his dental surgeon’s 
artistry. 

They would both look as though they knew nothing of 
tending gardens and lawns. We would watch them 
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go, knowing we could count on a break time of one to one 
and a half hours. My father would open the gate for Mother 
and she would walk out rather graciously, if not grandly. 
My father would have planned the direction in which they 
were to go. There was so much to explore in our own suburb, 
and so they would make their way to where there were large 
homes with tennis courts, swimming pools and glorious 
gardens-acres of the same. They would discuss the various 
flowers and shrubs, my father having memorised even some 
of the Latin names. They would talk about the old families 
and about the nouveau riche. I imagine they romanced a bit 
about their own advance in life, and probably chatted about 
us children, though of that I could never be sure. 

In the old days my father had had motor vehicles way 
back to the ‘T’ Model Fords. Here in Wahroonga we did not 
need them. I remember the old buses which ran from 
Hornsby to Chatswood, Chatswood being our main shopping 
centre. The coachwork on the buses was of wood, and so the 
buses looked like boxes on wheels. Never mind: they were 
comfortable, and for a small cost my parents would 
sometimes take a bus to Hornsby or to Chatswood. 
Strangely enough, they never alighted part-way between 
those two destinations. 

They must have felt more free to show their affection on 
these afternoon outings. Drunks were a common enough 
sight in those years of six o’clock closing. One afternoon 
there was a drunk on the Chatswood bus. He was raving on 
in his cups when he caught sight of my parents. They were 
sitting back with an air of tolerance, and communicating 
silently eye to eye. The 
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drunk eyed them himself and then he chortled delightedly. 
‘Secret signs, eh?’ he exclaimed. ‘You both use secret 

signs?’ 
He chuckled over that. ‘I can see’, he told them. ‘I know 

what you’re saying.’ He kept muttering away with 
inebriated joy. 

My father thought-that was marvellous. He told us that 
night. In fact he told us many times down through the years 
and here am I repeating it as though it were of deep 
significance. I think it may be that way, tooof deep 
significance. 

While they were away we would also have times of 
delight. We would make toffee out of sugar and butter 
melted in a hot frying pan. I generally made for the 
forbidden bush to search for eggs in birds’ nests, or build up 
my cache of beer and soft drink bottles, ready for the 
‘bottle-oh’ when he came calling for them. Sometimes I 
would collect animal manure for which I would receive from 
one penny to threepence per bag or barrow-load from my 
mother or a needy neighbour. Usually I just exulted in being 
in the bush with the soft whistling of the Sydney waxbills, 
the chirping chatter of zebra finches, the long calls of the 
whip birds, and the rest of the avian orchestra, not omitting 
the cackle and cries of the kookaburras. Often it would grow 
late by the time I had a collection of tadpoles, but some 
inner clock told me when absence had reached the danger 
point and I would scuttle home, dirty but happy. 

Of us all, my sister Norma, the one after Gloria my 
nearest sister, was the unusual person. I doubt whether she 
ever saw anything dark or menacing in our father. My 
mother she worshipped, and both parents 
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she loved deeply. Even so, she could not tolerate their 
absence. She would sit on the floor a certain distance from a 
wall and softly but deliberately knock her head against it, 
crying, ‘Mummy and Daddy, I’m waiting for you to come 
home’. It was a song, it was a dirge, it was a lyric of love. It 
was a plaintive plea for their company. On occasions she 
went to sleep singing her longing, and her head would fall 
forwards and her parents would find her in that way and 
hoist her up and give comfort. 

To this day, she who is a fine grandmother cannot find a 
hard word to say about my father, and will not listen to 
even the mildest complaint concerning him. I think she has 
the best collection of Bingham memorabilia in the family. 
Her memories of us all are gentle ones. In the light of her 
mind I ask about our other family images. Her gallery is the 
best of all to view, but it surely tells us something about the 
pictures we have drawn in our own memories. She joined 
the Forces during the war, and afterwards married a man 
much older than herself, which some at the time thought 
was a pity, but have since had to change their minds. No 
family marriage could be said to have exceeded hers in love 
and gentleness, and in the loyalty of her two daughters and 
son. 

 
Occasionally my parents carried emotional storms home 

with them from their daily walks and bus rides, but on the 
whole their afternoons were happy affairs. It has never 
struck me until this moment of writing that they may have 
found it a great relief to get away from their children for a 
brief time! Nine children born of such dynamic parents were 
not easily accommodated, especially when the older ones 
were venturing out into 



MY BELOVED FAMILY 54

the world of youth and young adulthood, whilst the others 
were slowly feeling their way towards similar destinations. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

One of the Brothers and 
Sisters in the Family 

I suppose I should fill in something of the family 
picture-that of my brothers and sisters. This is going to be 
difficult as I did not really know the older ones very well. I 
had four sisters and four brothers. The oldest brother Ray, 
whose baptismal name was Horace Jerome, was far distant 
from me in time. He was old to me when I was just 
becoming conscious of being a person in this world. On the 
whole I think he was gentle by nature, although at times he 
wrestled with his next brother Francis Mayhew. They 
generally had their tussles over girlfriends, each accusing 
the other of girl-stealing. They would wrestle from bed to 
bed, often ending up on my bed whilst I cowered, terrified. 
Both were gentle to me, the young kid brother who was a 
daydreamer. 

 
I remember little about my oldest brother when he was at 

home. I know he was our hierophant and passed wisdom 
down the line of our family hierarchy, but the wisdom was 
generally about how to deal with 
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our father. He had inherited his father’s looks and his 
mother’s histrionic abilities. He was an extremely handsome 
man, courteous; and he lived in a sort of social equipoise. I 
remember him arranging a concert in the Hornsby Theatre 
in his late teens to benefit the Men’s Society of the church. I 
can still see him, arms wide and waving, rushing from side 
to side of the stage, elocuting to the gods and us. I think it 
was mainly Australian-Henry Lawson, Banjo Patterson and 
other balladists-but I cannot be sure. It was magnificent. 
There were other items as well as his, but his alone I 
remember. My eyes filled with tears of pride and my heart 
was wrenched with joy. I was immensely proud of his 
genius. Yes, I still see him that way, although now he is 
dead. 

I remember when he was converted to Christianity and at 
the time I could not blame him. All of us children went to 
Sunday school and the Anglican Church, conscripted. All 
were baptised, but none of us had taken up ‘religion’. Ray 
met what seemed to me to be the most beautiful girl in the 
world, and she was from the strict sect of the Plymouth 
Brethren. I am not sure what happened, what caused the 
break in the engagement, but I fancy you could not have 
held Ray within sectarian perimeters. He also had riotous 
friends, one of them being another Ray. My brother also had 
a bit of golden glory ahead of him and he went into training 
out at Mascot aerodrome as a pilot, but finished up as a 
steward on a P&O liner. He had always had a yearning to 
get to England, so sure was he that he belonged there. 
When he arrived in England Ray Phillips was there to meet 
him, and as the P&O vessel drew into the wharf my brother 
screamed 
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out ‘Ray Phillips, you old cow!’, which was not a nice thing 
to say in polite English company in those days, so that the 
whole multitude fell silent for one awfulnever to be 
forgotten—moment. 

I run ahead to tell you of the rise in Ray’s fortunes. He 
had practised being an Englishman from the moment of his 
birth. His accent was plummy. Perhaps this was why we 
had always called him ‘the Duke’. He would have made a 
superb steward. He became head of the Poole Flying Base 
with BOAC and during the war was a civilian in various 
countries, doing undercover espionage work for which he 
later received an MBE. One of his tasks was to be 
vice-consul to Mozambique, a mystery lie never unravelled 
for us. He was later in Cairo when some trouble took place 
there, but somehow he escaped. He was also in the Middle 
East as head of the BOAC in Kuwait at another time of 
international trouble for the dear old British Empire. My 
wife Laurel and 1, along with five children, met him in 
Karachi in 1957 and he bought us masses of bed linen, 
towels, food and water, and set us on the train for the trip to 
Rawalpindi and Murree up in that part of the Himalayas. 
He warned us never to open the door to anyone. We were 
scared to open the door even to the guard! 

I remember our walking with him along the Civil Lines in 
Karachi and a man caught up to us, gesticulating. My 
brother was competent to deal with folk like him. He 
refused conversation. When the man became more 
vociferous, trying to communicate something, my brother 
spoke sternly. How impressed I was! 

He said, ‘Look, we live in these places continually. Don’t 
think we are fools. We know what we’re about.’ 
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So he did. My heart glowed. I had spent years in other 
places also, but here was my oldest brother, looking after 
his 38-year-old youngest brother. 

The man produced a fat wallet, gesturing towards my 
brother’s back trouser pocket. He indicated that it had 
fallen out, and he was returning it. 

He saluted. My brother was crimson. I was halfcrimson. 
The do-gooder bowed with polite gravity, nodded, 
about-turned and disappeared. My brother mumbled a bit 
and made sure his wallet was safe. He would have rewarded 
the man but he had disappeared. Somehow we ignored the 
incident altogether. We had lots of things to catch up with. 

I never quite knew what was going on with him when we 
were boys, but I know he did something almost unforgivable 
in our home-he brought liquor into the house. I was praying 
hard one night when he stumbled over me. I kept praying, 
even harder, knowing how wicked were people who imbibed 
alcohol. I had two uncles on my mother’s side who were 
veterans of the Great War and they were alcoholics. Alcohol 
was banned from our house. I loved those uncles and could 
scarcely believe there was any wrong in them. One of them 
fell in love with a girl in Scotland and married her and he 
ceased being an alcoholic. He was probably in his thirties 
but I thought he was terribly old to get married, and I did 
hope it would work out. 

That night my brother-idol fell, but many things 
happened in life to reinstate him. When I discovered the 
reality of God, he was very gentle with me, and most 
supportive. To the end of our days, when together, we could 
speak of such things and at quite 
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some length. I last did that in 1966 at his home in England. 
If he had lost out on a beautiful Plymouth Brethren lass he 
had found an even more beautiful English girl who was a 
competent companion to him in his many travels, and-I 
imagine-in his concealed cloak-and-dagger exploits. It was 
palpitating for me to arrive in England. It was no less 
exciting to be in his home. He had collected me from 
Heathrow and taken me for my first ride along miles and 
miles of English road until we reached his place. The years 
had taken their toll and he was somewhat weakened in 
body, but insisted on doing the lawns and garden, and on 
repainting his home. Nina, his wife, saw him through to the 
end with loving patience until it was her turn, and her last 
days were lived in a wheelchair in pain. Their two children, 
now married, have carried something rich into their own 
families. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

More About Brothers 
and Sisters 

ONE OF the photographs I have is of Ray and Nina when 
they came to Australia for my parents’ golden wedding 
anniversary celebrations. That was a quiet occasion, in 
contrast to the silver wedding anniversary, when a whole 
host of Dowlings, Binghams and other relatives assembled 
in our Wahroonga home. Much of that time is a blur in my 
memory, but my father really startled me with his 
inexhaustible fund of good will and warm cheer. Grandpa 
Dowling had died, but his eldest son, Uncle Jerry Dowling, 
was there and I am sure some alcohol had been imported 
specially for that side of the family. His wife was a woman 
of exceptional beauty, and her daughter took to me as a 
duck to water. I admit I was lonely at the time, confused by 
so many people being in our place, which was otherwise 
kept exclusively for the family, and I liked her cousinly 
affection. Normally we scarcely dared ask friends to come 
home, but here was a multitude and all deliberately invited. 
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We feasted in a manner usually reserved for Christmas 
parties. My father was as tender to my mother as if they 
had just become engaged, or married, or something. He had 
secretly ordered her favourite dish, suckling pig, and she 
was in sheer delight. The gramophone played the melodies 
of the day, and older songs also. I think my relatives were 
astonished at my father, but no less than we were. 

The day had begun early and it ended late. Not, however, 
without my mother being called on to play the piano, sing 
and recite. We discovered, if only for a time, what a belle 
and beauty she had been, and how popular with all. The 
relatives knew some of her favourite poems by name and 
insisted on them being recited. Some of us children were in 
a bit of a terror lest she falter and disgrace herself, but she 
never wavered. She was borne on strong wings. Her voice 
rang out in rich song, even when she accompanied herself 
on the piano. But best of all were her recitations. I believed 
then that she really had been some kind of an actress in the 
J. C. Williamson shows. 

The magic comes back, of course, as I write. She slipped 
back to her late girlhood and her blue eyes shone with 
beauty and the power that grips an audience. She told us of 
cowards in war and dastards in love, and of rescuing heroes, 
and one chance look at my father told me he was under the 
old spell. He had open adoration for her and his smile was 
rich and proud. 

When it was all over there were endless cries of ‘Thank 
you Horry! Thank you Eileen! A great time! Best in 
memory!’ 

We floated in the rich cigar smoke from Dowling Havanas. 
We loved the attention given to us, and my 
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brothers loved the beautiful female cousins and relatives, 
and the male ones chiacked us about our lives and our 
futures. Some were down from sheep stations and others 
were from suburbs we did not know, and there was enough 
representation from Tattersalls to bring memories of 
Grandpa. 

 
The golden wedding anniversary, as I said, was a quieter 

affair. Strangely enough, it was back in Wahroonga but not 
in the old home. That had long ago been sold and we had 
gone to Box Hill for our farming venture. The golden 
wedding anniversary was after the Second World War. 
Apart from Eileen we were all married and there were 
plenty of children. Ray and Nina had come from England. 
My brother Reg had been a ‘Rat’ in Tobruk and later fought 
in the Pacific zone. My second oldest brother Frank had also 
fought in that zone, never able to forget that I was a 
prisoner in the hands of Japanese. His hatred of these 
people seemed to stir and incite him. So he told me. 

I think war things were forgotten. My mother was loved 
as ever by all her children. My father seemed a little 
withdrawn and he was ageing. He stands at the rear of us 
all in the family photograph, just a little remote. I think 
there is a touch of pride in his eyes as his family had turned 
out well, on the whole. He seems to have drummed up some 
kind of a smile, but my heart goes out in pity for him. I 
think he always longed for love but lacked the general 
ability to give it overtly or evoke it in us. That he loved us 
all I could never doubt, but some of the family would have 
said he had a strange way of showing it. Strictly speaking, 
they were correct: he did have a strange way of trying to 
show it. 
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The contrast between him and my mother was that he 
kept his life to himself for the main part, although he would 
share his dental triumphs and trophies. He had endless 
anecdotes about what he had done, people he had known, 
and he would talk about world affairs with the wisdom he 
had acquired. My mother grew in terms of endearments. 
She could scarcely control her emotions of love and concern 
when we visited her or shared our lives. I doubt whether 
many mothers wrote as many letters to each of her children 
as she did. Week by week the letters would come, in her 
characteristic writing. We would plough our way through 
them, so full of details they were. She would tell us 
something about our father, particularly in the later days of 
his growing sicknesses and pain, and sometimes she would 
slip in a word or two concerning herself. She would always 
appeal to us, ‘Don’t say anything to your Daddy. Don’t let 
him know I wrote about him.’ 

 
Well, certainly, we would never have told him anything. 

Perhaps our letters to him were all too few. Of one thing I 
am sure, he knew more peace in those last years than he 
had known all his life. Perhaps the image of his father had 
lessened in its intensity and pressure on him and, 
correspondingly, he may have admitted to himself the 
genuine love he had for his children. I could tell a story or 
two about that. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Some Departures 
and Life on a Farm 

MY BROTHER Francis Mayhew-who was never to be 
called that to his face-was ‘Frank’ to all humanity. I think 
he was gentle underneath but he displayed a tough exterior. 
I am sure he was shrewd, and he had a laugh that could win 
an enemy. Tall, strong and muscular, he was loose-limbed 
and quick on his feet. He boxed well and took no nonsense 
from anyone. One of my warmest memories of him was 
when we lived at Summer Hill and he would take me to 
school on his cycle, especially if I was lagging along the 
footpath. He would scoop me up and I became delirious with 
delight. He had a passion for birds and animals, especially 
birds. He always had an aviary and inducted me into the 
mysteries of bird breeding. I was his accepted offsider, 
allowed into his avian sanctuary. At times I had to feed and 
water those inmates. 

 
On rare occasions he would take me into Paddy’s Market, 

which was in George Street in the city. If 
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we went on Friday nights by fast electric train from 
Wahroonga then we would see the strange sights of that 
area. We were not far from Campbell Street and Chinese 
folk spilled over from its Chinatown. The mavels of that 
market still live with me, with its cries of spruikers and 
vendors, its clamour for attention, and most of all for its 
animal noises-puppies barking and wailing, yellow-crested 
cockatoos and quarrions talking and whistling, and then the 
enclosed flights of canaries, finches, and budgerigars: 
especially the latter. These born social creatures chattered 
and chortled, and all the time there were the bird and 
animal smells which captured me for life. I was little less 
than an idolater. 

What troubled me on the way home was the drunks. I had 
caught a dread of them from my mother, and a sorrow for 
them that twisted my stomach. There were the 
alcohol-laden returned ‘Diggers’-men from France and the 
Middle East-pleading, ‘A coin for an old Digger, please’. 
Frank was a bit of a cynic regarding them. 

‘Don’t look at them’, he would mutter. ‘Probably never saw 
the front in their lives.’ 

We would carry out shoe boxes of birds, with the lids 
punctured to give them air, and next morning we would be 
out early to free them into the long flight of the aviary. 
Some of them died, and my grief never abated. Something 
about a dead bird or animal horrified me. 

Frank fell in love with a singer, Nina Brewer. She had 
been born of shrewd parents who had accumulated money 
and possessions. They had seen her as one of Australia’s 
leading sopranos and they could have been 
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right. I remember her large, lovely eyes, but her other 
features didn’t appeal to me. On occasions she sang in our 
home and her voice had such volume that I think the blinds 
trembled. It was no discredit to her that my father barely 
tolerated her, and none could deny she was a glorious 
singer. 

I am not sure to this day why they married so quickly. 
They married without money. They lived in a flat over a 
vegetable and fruit shop, and I think they sold the 
merchandise below. I called in occasionally on my way home 
from school, hoping the porter on the railway station gate 
would not see that I was breaking my journey on the ticket, 
which was from Wahroonga to Glenfield. 

It was the first time in my life I had seen actual passion 
between a man and a woman. They had no ideas for 
anyone-not even for the confused younger brother who had 
afternoon tea with them. They held hands, pressed knees, 
used secret language and love signs and seemed to find the 
bewildered boy’s presence a source of hearty joy. I am sure 
they were greatly in love, and that their son Bruce added to 
that joy at that young stage of their life. 

Gradually my brother and Nina found their way in life. 
He was a window-dresser at the time and had the ability to 
design new settings and decors which became classical in 
the trade. Up to the very last he kept, bred and exchanged 
his birds, shot any cat on sight and buried it in his neat 
garden as excellent fertiliser! After the war we would often 
meet, as his firm was close to my favourite bookshop, and 
we would exchange news and talk about our prime topic, 
namely the mother he loved and the father he thought had 
never understood 
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him. Lack of understanding was mutual with these two. 
 
Sadly enough, I never heard his stories of the war. They 

seemed mainly to do with revenge for the things the 
Japanese had done to me. Somewhere along the line he 
earned a Purple Heart, so that he must have fought with 
the American forces. Like my brother Reg, he was an 
infantryman. 

My sister Eileen left home very early. Whilst she is alive 
her story remains safe, but she always seemed a timid 
person, very loving to me and to us all, but for some reason 
my father could not relate to her with responsive affection. 
She worked in homes and eventually became a psychiatric 
nurse. After that she nursed privately, gradually learning 
how to relate to people in need and to move in a wider social 
circle. Later she trained in a college and went to serve as a 
missionary in Papua New Guinea-an epic story in itself, 
which she adamantly keeps to herself-but this time was a 
long way off from my boyhood. 

Reginald Cecil, the brother before Stanley Norman, who 
was closest to me, was a fiery man. He was gentle enough to 
anyone who did not stir him. When angry he could become 
cold and quiet, but when it came to my father he showed no 
fear, so far as I can remember. He would stand up to him, 
always demanding justice. I cannot recall his life clearly 
when he was at home, but I know his motto might have 
been ‘Justice before all things’. I am not sure. Once his 
father sent him off to Sunday school as punishment for 
playing up, and intended to pick him up in the car before he 
reached there, having taught him a lesson. Young Reg, 
sensing this, took to his heels, reached Sunday school before 
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the car and joined the other children inside the hall, thus 
defeating his father. I think he relished victories like that. 

 
He was another who left home early in life. He had a yen 

for farming and trained at Glen Innes Agricultural Institute 
in New England. He worked for our Uncle Frank on the 
Dowling family station at Muttaburra in Queensland on the 
rich Darling Downs. He also worked in dairies and finally 
settled in Tallong in the southern highlands of New South 
Wales. A handsome person, he was never at a loss for a 
relationship, but the daughter of the local storekeeper at 
Tallong finally corralled him. 

I remember that Stan and I would visit him on the fruit 
orchard where he worked, and which eventually he owned, 
and we would help with the pruning and spraying. I did 
some of the cooking, my gourmet triumph being what I 
called ‘Apple Snow’, made from some previous season’s 
dried-up apples mixed with whipped whites of eggs. Reg 
was always nervous about succeeding in what he did, not 
knowing that he had a life before him which would prove his 
abilities, make him the president of a shire and a highly 
respected social figure. I think he was one of the 
hardest-working men I have known, but then we Binghams 
have all been hardworking: compulsively so, it has often 
been said. 

When war came, Reg went on the Queen Mary to the 
Middle East. He was one of the ‘Rats of Tobruk’ and had 
near encounters with death. I think he was glad, on return 
from the war, to settle down with his gentle Lesley who 
turned out to be a competent wife, and a mother of children 
who, themselves, were no 
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less dynamic than their father. Once, when our farm at Box 
Hill was almost burnt out, he returned home to help, and I 
think he and my father developed a closer relationship. I 
can still see him working from dawn to dark, helping to 
renew and replace the miles of burnt out fencing. 

All of the above is to tell you that in 1935 five of the nine 
of us children were left to begin the adventure of moving to 
Box Hill Homestead, which my father had bought. This 
ended his years of travelling all over the state trying to 
discover the ideal and perfect farm. He had found it in the 
Terry family’s old home, the high hill overlooking the 
district with its surround of kurrajongs and pines. The 
Terrys of Box Hill and the Rouse family of nearby Rouse 
Hill had built their homesteads in the days of the convicts 
and I think my father relished the idea of buying into that 
sort of history. 

One section of the homestead had housed convicts in the 
cellars and the strong iron gratings, now scattered around 
the grounds, were proof of this custom, but that wing had 
been burnt out, and a new one built in its place, covering 
the old cellars. My mother was delighted with the spacious 
new kitchen and pantries. My father was just as proud of 
the room which housed our independent lighting system, as 
electricity was not laid to farms in this district. The house 
had a magnificent underground tank from which water was 
pumped through the house plumbing. Behind the house 
were the solid stables, the first floor being built of stone and 
the second of sandstock brick, handmade, so we were told, 
by the convicts. The top floor was something like a long and 
wide hall in which hay and other fodder had 
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been stored. I remember one marvellous family party we 
had there, but I forget what we were celebrating. Yet again, 
behind the stables was the ancient roundhouse, an 
engineering marvel of great rounded posts, joists, bearers, 
rafters and oak shingles. It was there for the storage of hay. 

 
Handmade convict nails were everywhere, along with 

other significant relics of bygone days. My father would 
utter gasps of delight with each discovery. He would stand 
on the front and side stone verandahs and look out across 
his domain. All his suburban days melted into a glorious 
sense of achievement. He wore riding trousers and leggings, 
and even I became equipped with these. My sisters wore 
elegant jodhpurs, and fine they looked on their new hacks. 
My father had an eye for good horsefiesh. 

 
There was no doubt about it, the family had been 

transplanted to a new and delightful environment. How 
much mother would like it was yet to be seen. What it might 
do for father was in all our minds. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

The Mystery of Mystery 

I THINK it is the time in this narrative to backtrack and try 
to explain the matter of mystery as I was always meeting it 
in life. I think I can remember back to the age of four, but I 
am not certain. What I do know is that there was never a 
time when I was not conscience of a presence which was not 
that of my parents or of our family, or of other human 
beings for that matter. I think this presence both delighted 
and worried me. In hindsight I think it delighted me 
because it told me there was more to this world than our 
family and other people. It worried me because it caused 
fear and made demands upon me, much the same as did my 
conscience. I am quite sure, now, that it was not my 
conscience, although I imagine other people might 
experience such a presence and call it ‘conscience’. 

From time to time I would think this presence should be 
spelled ‘Presence’ and perhaps be called ‘God’. The term 
‘God’ worried me somewhat because my father obviously 
had no affinity with such a Deity, and my brothers and 
sisters seemed to think that any 
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God who existed was confined to our local church, St Paul’s, 
situated on Pearce’s Corner at the intersection of the Pacific 
Highway and the Pennant Hills Road. What He did during 
the week we did not know, but on Sunday a lively 
congregation worshipped Him, held Sunday school, had a 
warm evening service and then departed from Him until the 
next Sunday. Whilst women’s, men’s, boys’ and girls’ groups 
were held during weeknights, God was not really the centre 
of their activities. Almost all professional and trades people 
attended the Sunday services as nothing was to be lost by 
this, and perhaps much was to be gained. Sunday was the 
Sabbath and my father thought we ought to respect it. 

I was never really uneasy about the presence (or 
Presence), except that I loved wandering in the bush on the 
Sabbath. After lunch my parents took a nap and I would 
make my way to the bush. Summer and winter we wore 
woollen suits. Between wearing short pants and long pants 
we wore knickerbockers. I loved these because they put me 
in a higher class than a mere boy, and I rather fancied 
myself as being a bit handsome. Even short pants were a 
problem in the bush, what with high kangaroo grass and 
other native grasses whose seeds became embedded in the 
wool, but on the whole I did well, keeping some semblance 
of tidiness up to the time when the first bell for Sunday 
school rang across the bush. Then I would have to scoot as 
fast as possible. Arriving red-faced, I would slip into the 
Sunday school liturgy with the others. 

‘Lift up your hearts’, Mr Jones, the Sunday school 
superintendent, would intone. 
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‘We lift up our hearts’, was the response to that versicle. 
I would add, sotto voce, ‘And now we put them down 

again!’ 
Somehow I had to protest against this formality. Whilst 

the presence was there it seemed to me it was more 
extempore than we imagined. 

My conflict lay between the presence in the bush and the 
one in the church. They never seemed to coalesce. 
Sometimes the presence seemed to be powerfully present 
when I was writing poetry or chasing a rare butterfly, but 
again, in church, it took on more solemn forms and then I 
wondered whether it really approved of the birds of the bush 
and my poetry about daisies, trees and birds. This confusion 
dogged my steps for years. 

Sometimes the confusion took forms of rebellion. For 
example, below the chancel, in a narrow room, we pumped 
the bellows of our magnificent organ, and had to watch a 
small lead weight reach a certain mark. We had to keep it 
there, and whilst we did the music was fine, enough for our 
choir with its strident sopranos and solemn male voices. The 
organ would groan if we did not pump regularly. We also 
discovered that a small pebble inserted at the base of one of 
the pipes would cause unusual, and even ridiculous, sounds 
to emerge. We dared not experiment during morning and 
evening services but in the afternoon at Sunday school time 
it seemed fair enough to bring amusement to the children. 
When the sounds began, a knowing teacher would dive 
towards our organ cellar, but even before his arrival we 
would remove and hide the pebble, 
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and begin pumping again with serious and concerned looks. 
 
The outcome of a lot of this tomfoolery was that I was 

expelled from Sunday school. Disgraced before all, I 
nevertheless went home with some confidence. I felt very 
much at one with my father about religion, for I considered 
he was not one for God. Also I had recently graduated into 
long pants, and as my brothers had all left Sunday school at 
a similar point, I was confident my father would grunt his 
approval. 

How misplaced was my confidence! He became quite 
angry. Perhaps my insouciance annoyed him. At the time I 
imagined it was part of the unspoken but running vendetta 
the two of us had. 

‘So you have been expelled’, he said with a voice of 
disgust, ‘and you have chosen to leave Sunday school. You 
have made up your mind on your own’. 

His eyes blazed. ‘Let me tell you, son’, he said, ‘You will go 
back next Sunday. You will apologise to Mr Jones in front of 
the whole Sunday school, and you will resume your class’. 

I was stunned. I was indignant, but at the same time 
something quite wonderful was happening. My father was 
actually standing up for God. I could scarcely believe it, but 
I thought it was marvellous. I had a new view of my father. 
Behind my father was God Himself, and he was making 
himself respected by me. 

I think it is time for me to insert a story. Back, long before 
my birth, brother Ray had his right arm scalded badly, and 
the doctors said he would have to have a skin graft, and my 
father was to supply the skin. He refused to allow medical 
staff to do the transplant. 
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He said he would pray that the boy’s arm would be 
healed. For three days he prayed assiduously and the doctor 
attending Ray was astonished to see the arm healed without 
the skin graft. Mysteriously, new skin grew. I never knew 
this until years after my father’s death. How pathetically 
inadequate are the images we devise. 

Looking back, I have often seen myself as an insecure, 
confused and rebellious boy. I could not settle to steady 
study and would play the fool in class at high school and be 
sent to ‘Old Psych’, our headmaster. He would shake his 
head at my frequent appearing, and I fancied, time and 
again, that the cuts on my hand from his lithe cane were 
less heavy than others had received. Psychology in those 
days was a kind of mental magic, and I suppose it gave him 
some discernment of me. 

The presence I had known seemed to be working me 
towards a crisis of soul and spirit. Admiration for new 
Sunday school teachers who stood for no nonsense, the 
advent of a child evangelist named Alex Brown-whose 
rubber face knew no limits, especially when he was 
dramatising Pilgrim’s Progress, and the ache to be free of 
my childhood load of guilt led to my conversion-all of this in 
my thirteenth year. The presence now became the ‘Presence’ 
and suddenly I knew God was real, and that ‘his nature and 
his name is love’. The confusion about the presence in the 
bush, in writing poetry and in worship services, seemed to 
lessen. 

The results of this conversion experience both delighted 
and appalled me. I was delighted with the sheer freedom I 
had in my heart and mind, and 
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appalled because suddenly people put me into the religious 
category. That category has always seemed dreary to me, 
and not a little grim. I won’t pause to describe it more fully, 
but the confusing of faith with religion is deplorable. 
Whatever my feelings were, and are, I felt a coldness 
between old friends and myself Unfortunately I took it 
personally and resented it, and it became the source of 
conflict. I have seen since that if anyone actually allies 
himself with God-the Presence-in this world he will discover 
that the Deity has plenty of enemies. 

One of my problems was that I had begun to move 
towards manhood: only the first flutters, of course, and I 
was deeply in love with a beautiful girl named Leah Clarke. 
Her brother and I were great friends, playing football and 
cricket together. I wrote her poems which I never sent, and I 
think she rather liked me, but she was out for a good time 
in life which meant, for her, ‘no religion’. Perhaps I was 
overly enthusiastic in my new experience of the Presence 
and wanted her to have the same. I was deeply 
disappointed. 

The family looked on me as having changed but they were 
not all sure it was for the better. My oldest brother, Ray, 
deeply sympathised with me. As I said previously, he had 
had a similar experience, and so on the rare occasions when 
I saw him I was able to find relief in our chats. I began to 
share what had happened with my mother and she came to 
life. She had had what I would call a queer mixture of 
religious experiences, which had come through her 
unwavering Puritan mother and her Catholic father. Her 
father had little time for the church, since they had 
pronounced his marriage to a Protestant as invalid and 
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the priests would tell him he was living in sin: all this 
whilst they enjoyed his cigars and whisky-until he sent 
them off for ever. My mother seemed to have views of a 
supernatural world of celestial creatures, and this, 
cross-fertilised with a high morality, made her an unusual 
person of high integrity and woolly theology. Her beautiful 
youngest sister, Florence, was closest to my understanding 
of things, and when she went to South Australia to nurse for 
many decades with the Bush Church Aid Society in the 
outback at Cook and Ceduna, she sent me letters of 
encouragement and advice. My mother meanwhile had 
found a richer world, similar to the one I knew, and it made 
a great difference to her life. I think it also made some sort 
of a gap between her and her husband, but she played her 
hand quietly. Perhaps she gave him an even better sort of 
support. 

I suppose what I have found most difficult about this 
universal non-recognition of the Presence is that I know 
every human being ‘lives and moves and has his [or her] 
being’ in God. Because I always had a wonderful prospect 
set before me, and so looked to the future, I could not 
understand how people could proceed with life without the 
support of the living Presence. I thought it would be lonely 
to live primarily in one’s own ego. I guess I too have 
mellowed much with the passing of good decades of human 
living. Maybe in those days I excluded, rather than 
included, others who seemed to differ in their ideas of Deity, 
life and death. What I most wanted was to relate to all 
human beings without impediment, and to pass on the good 
things that had come to me about being human, living in 
this world, and having a good destiny ahead. 
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Of course it has been gratifying to see the help many have 
received in their battle of life. Some cases have been bitterly 
desperate, but faith is most powerful. I suppose I really 
mean the personal Presence has been powerful. 

I tell all this in order to set the foundations for some of 
the tales I want to tell-tales that lay ahead of us when we 
took the journey to Box Hill-and the events that began in 
that new era of family life. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Box Hill-The Agony 
and the Ecstasy 

AT BOX HILL we had just about all the farm animals and 
birds you could wish for. There were Muscovy ducks on the 
dam, poultry in the runs, pigs in the pens, dairy cattle in 
the paddocks, Clydesdales in both stables and field, ponies 
and hacks, and cattle dogs who earned places for themselves 
in canine halls of fame. There were ‘other creatures too: 
wistful curlews, groundlarks, mudshrikes, flights of parrots, 
all kinds of finches, birds that lived in and flew up from the 
grass, night birds with mournful cries, and quails which 
inhabited the fields and started up suddenly when we 
cultivated between the rows of maize. Snakes loved to laze 
in our wooded back paddocks and to find a home in the 
ensilage pits. There were foxes whose strange barking we 
could hear at nights, but for the time being they left us 
alone. 

 
My mother had to start from scratch. There was nothing 

but a low maintenance garden of shrubs and trees, but she 
planned to build a garden around our 
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underground tank. I fancy we ploughed a bit of the soil over 
which tough couch had grown. Jerome Dowling’s daughter 
worked away with a hoe and miraculously plants survived. 
She manufactured liquid manure. We men were too busy 
building new dairy bails, pig pens, and cultivating crops-to 
say nothing of renewing fencing-to have much time for a 
domestic garden. 

My father revelled in it all. In suburban days I think he 
woke at nights and brooded over things. Some days he 
would have nerve storms and my brother Stanley seemed to 
be the only one who could listen to him, and somehow pacify 
him. When the mood was almost over he would come back to 
my mother and they would both have a period of affection 
and serenity. At Box Hill he would work so hard during the 
day that he slept soundly at night. 

Even so, he worried. Worry had long ago become part of 
his life. Perhaps it was there from birth and maybe his 
gentle mother had partly protected him from his severe 
father. The photograph of his mother is a fairly closed 
image, but a certain serenity seems to show on her face. I 
know my father loved his mother. I have also heard that his 
mother was a loving person who coped well with her rather 
strict husband. The worry which my father carried into his 
new family grew during the period of what we now call ‘the 
Great Depression’. He was shocked by the collapse of banks, 
yet long before that had withdrawn amounts of silver coins 
and had buried them. Some nights he would walk in his 
sleep and we would have to take him gently back to bed. He 
was worrying that someone might have seen him bury his 
treasure chest. If I remember correctly, it was usually under 
one or other 
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of our valencia orange trees whose lower branches covered 
the ground. 

Of course the Great Depression was a time of horror for 
many families. In Wahroonga we would hear of suicides of 
business and professional men who could not face the shame 
of failure. We would have visiting tramps seeking food, and 
professional men in tramps’ disguise, and sometimes my 
father would stand for a long time talking with them. My 
mother would prepare lunches of sandwiches. Sometimes 
men would refuse help until they had done work in the 
garden, digging, weeding or mowing the lawns. 

Box Hill seemed a long way from all of this, although the 
Depression was still working through to its climax. For ten 
shillings a week, plus board, we could employ migrant 
youths who worked at the Scheyville Training Farm, but in 
the early days we three men shouldered all the farm work. 
The three sisters helped their mother in the house, and 
helped to round up the dairy herd for milking. My father 
watched them closely, not wanting them to make many 
friends, and forbidding them to go any distance from the 
property. He little knew that Gloria and Val would 
sometimes saddle up and meet some of the Air Force men 
from the Richmond Flying Base at a given venue. 

For me much of it was ecstasy. I loved the land, loved 
what ploughing I was permitted to do, especially with a 
single-furrow mouldboard. I delighted to see the swathe of 
turf and soil curl away from the share and mouldboard until 
it lay in one long line of unbroken shining sod. Birds flew 
before heavily breathing, toiling horses, and they followed 
also in the wake, uttering their thin screaming cries as they 
swooped on worms 
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and insects. Stanley-who was more competent than his 
younger brother-would link up the disc cultivators and chop 
the long sods, after which he would couple wide sets of 
harrows and rake the cultivation until it was ready for seed 
and fertiliser. Sometimes we would cover the paddocks 
white with agricultural lime and clouds of it would fly up in 
the wind and we would emerge for lunch as though we had 
come from the snowfields. 

My father worked like a slave. I have come to the 
conclusion that all this is contained in what we call, though 
I consider erroneously, the Puritan work ethic. It seems to 
me to be universal that we work continuously, even as 
though compelled by conscience. Conscience, if some 
theorists are correct, is linked to a kind of universal law 
which determines we shall not be content unless we give 
work all that we have. Those who oppose work have to work 
hard not to work. It seems we have a rise and fall, in 
history, of working generations and generations which, to 
some extent, cry halt to work, and try to find another way, 
or a more moderated way of living. 

We had work arrangements on the farm. We all worked 
during the week. Sunday, however, was sacrosanct. Only 
what had to be done was done. Stan fed the pigs: they had 
to be fed. I milked the cows, and my father looked after the 
separating of the cream, and the washing of the utensils. I 
think I also did the feeding of the calves. Draught horses 
were being replaced by the tractor. My mother was a 
reading person and a woman of prayer. I am sure she was 
glad to let the garden be on that day. My sisters and I made 
our way over the undulating pastures to the small Anglican 
church 
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at Rouse Hill. I was even allowed to preach there on 
occasions. The rectors we had in my time were interesting 
men, though not always as theologically deep as I required 
them to be! 

My father did not work on Sundays. He only potered. He 
did little things that needed to be done around the house. 
He generally worked outside the tall windows and 
verandahs of our bedrooms-just beyond their perimeters. 
We could hear him working. We could see him. He was not 
resting. He was accomplishing something. We were 
innocents when it came to the matter of the working of 
conscience. We would feel guilty. We would sometimes 
wander outside, my books forgotten and Stanley’s painting 
neglected. The sisters were less vulnerable, more like our 
mother. When we wandered outside, our father was either 
in low anger because he alone cared for the farm, or he was 
mildly pleasant because we joined him. 

My brother Stanley acquired a car. It was not much of a 
car, but he was a genius with engines and with chassis. He 
welded two chassis and made a pert sports roadster. 
Occasionally we would go out of an evening, especially 
Saturday evenings. Stan would link up with his special 
friend Barry Braddock, a journalist, a boxer and a thinker, 
whilst I would try to make contact with a golden goddess, 
Joyce, whose parents were very kind to me, and allowed us 
to go for short strolls in the evening. I know my father 
thought this was a sort of escape from the regime to which 
we were committed. He looked on the building up of the 
farm, and its success, as his major theme of life, and since 
one day it was to be all ours he felt we were taking it 
somewhat light- heartedly. 
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So there was the ecstasy and the agony. Much of the life 
we loved deeply: much of it was a burden. Had our father 
been able to take all life in his stride, and good-humouredly, 
then it would have been mainly ecstasy. To do him justice, 
he had sunk all his fortune in the property and there was a 
danger of its not succeeding. He was a man capable of good 
humour when the pressures were not on him. I have seen 
him in uproarious states so I know he did not lack the 
capacity for humour and fun, but then the cloud would 
again descend. A certain tone of teasing ran through all our 
relationships in the family, and provided it was kept in 
control, it helped to ease life. My human reasoning is that 
the image of his father dominated him all his life. My 
theological reasoning is that this was how he saw God, even 
if it could have been argued that there was no such Deity. I 
never saw this at the time, but later it came to me as a kind 
of revelation, the opening of a beautiful-if somewhat 
sad-mystery. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

The Conflict and the Clash 

MY FATHER’S arguments with his children were always 
on righteous grounds. I never did know why it was that, one 
after another, the children left. I think they stayed home 
much longer than children do today in many families. The 
idea of ‘children on the streets’ was wholly unthinkable. 
Many marriages may have been nigh-on intolerable, but 
parents stuck together. Divorces were mainly matters of 
shame. I doubt whether there was more cruelty than we 
hear of in today’s marital and familial relationships but, of 
course, there may have been no less. Who could know? 
Children keep leaving home and keep battling to make life 
useful and enjoyable, and I think my brothers and sisters 
entered their marriages with joy enough. 

I once saw my father shape up to one of his sons, and that 
son refuse to fight, in spite of my father’s demand. Had he 
done so he would have badly hurt my father, and that he 
would not do. Why my father could not perceive his son’s 
love, even if his son did not know he loved him, I do not 
know. I think we all loved our father deeply, but our 
self-made images get in the way 
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of filial-paternal unions, and expressions of the love that is 
deeply within us. I don’t think ambivalence is a 
contradiction in terms. Hatred seems to be love twisted: love 
is hatred reversed and free to be itself. 

 
At nights I studied for matriculation which I had been 

unable to complete at high school. I had to do this with a 
special battery light I had bought. I covered the bottom of 
the bedroom door because my Dad would walk along the 
passage to see whether we were asleep. Often I would sleep 
from tiredness and then wake up. My mind was set on 
eventually studying theology. I wondered how I could make 
it to college, but that was part of the agreement God had 
made with me as a boy of five years. I was to be a preacher. 

Some nights, after locking the milking cows into the night 
paddock, I would stand looking at the sun setting in the 
west. Rarely have I been in a place in this world where 
sunsets flamed so much, and died whispering such intense 
beauty, so to speak. They often triggered poems, and if not 
poems, then tears. I would think of a world which did not 
know the glory I knew, nor the love that had come to me on 
the night of my conversion and which had never departed. I 
knew there was something brilliant ahead for me, and for 
others who would open their eyes to see it, so I used to pray 
that I would one day be sent into many countries and so be 
enabled to tell many people. It was not an obsession: it was 
just a conviction that it would happen, and later it did 
happen. 

I am sure that, behind it all, my father knew of my 
vocation in life, and that he despaired sometimes of my 
staying on the farm. He was a shrewd person and discerned 
much more than we believed he could. 
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I forget how he came to discover my intention to go to 
college. Perhaps he saw some of the mail from the 
correspondence courses, and perhaps our local rector 
chatted about the future. Of one thing I was sure: my 
mother had set her heart on my training for the ministry. 
Long ago we had given up the bedroom chats, but chats 
went on, sometimes in the garden, sometimes in a chance 
meeting in the house, and sometimes as she gave me letters 
to read which came weekly from my Aunt Florence in South 
Australia. Those letters were certainly memorable. 

I have also forgotten the incident which triggered off my 
father’s confrontation. 

He said to me, ‘You have to make up your mind whether 
you are going to stay here and work the farm with me, or 
whether you are going to be a minister’. 

The moment had come, and in a way it was a sudden 
relief for me. ‘I certainly do want to be a minister’, I said. ‘I 
have always wanted that.’ 

He stared angrily and said, ‘I bought this farm for you and 
Stan, and for the girls who would stay. I didn’t buy it for 
myself’. 

Since I didn’t know the truthfulness or otherwise of that 
claim, I kept silent. 

He said, ‘You can’t study and work at the same time. You 
either give up your studying or you go on with it and leave 
the farm’. 

I had not consciously been prepared for that, but I 
suppose I had always known this was how he would see it. 
He was probably correct: you can’t work from 5.00 a.m. to 
dark, and even after dark, and still have time to study. It 
must have seemed a sort of rejection of a call to farming. 
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His anger was still there. ‘You make up your mind, now’, 
he said. ‘You either stay on the farm or you go to college.’ 

I had not thought of going to college at that time. I was 
only nineteen years of age, but I knew it was ‘now or never’. 

‘Then I must go to college’, I said. 
A number of times I have looked back over that event and 

regretted the clash between two strong personalities, but 
what maturity does a boy of nineteen have to declare his 
deep love for his father, his longing to be a true son, and yet 
not to lose his integrity for his life’s calling? 

‘Well, I guess I must go’, I said. 
My father was shouting. ‘You go now or not at all’, he 

said. 
I found myself also shouting. I think I felt like some 

martyr, fighting for what was right. I was also hurt. I 
cannot remember what I said, but my father went off to tell 
the family, and I went to pack my clothes. The incident is 
still indistinct in some of its parts. I cannot remember 
whether I carried my bag to Riverstone railway station or 
whether Stan drove me-that is, was allowed to drive me-to 
the station. 

I remember my mother’s eyes. I saw a certain sorrow in 
them, but I also saw triumph. She was not allowed to 
console, and of course she wept, but she gave me her kind of 
blessing. The family were taut and the girls tearful. 

So I went. I had something in my bankbook but it was not 
a lot. My mother had given me a parcel of food. On the train 
I let it lie on my lap whilst I fought the battle all over again 
with my father. Even 
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then I could not believe it. I knew his arguments were 
flawless. He had said nothing that was not correct. It was 
just that our two lives were moving on different tracks. 

It was dark when I arrived at Normanhurst, and knocked 
on the door of the home of the Lewis family. Jack was 
surprised to see me, but his father, a First World War 
Digger, was most understanding. He read my face like an 
army map. 

‘Come in, Geoffrey’, he said, and he flicked a glance to his 
plump, matronly and motherly wife. Hugs were not the 
order of those days and so she sat me down and went off to 
prepare food. 

I suppose the tears were mainly of self-pity, and I poured 
them out, sobbing about it all and gathering immense 
sympathy and pity. I was surprised at my own hunger, and 
suddenly everything seemed like release and full freedom. It 
was a strange, new thing for me. I guess I had been in as 
good a home as most, my father’s idiosyncrasies and those of 
us of the family notwithstanding, yet here I was sensing 
myself to be in an undreamed-of liberty. 

The Lewis family was a poor one, but Jack was brilliant 
and they had somehow got him to University where he was 
majoring in economics, whilst his first love was philosophy 
and psychology. How many hours we spent arguing the last 
two, mixed with the theology we thought we knew! 

Arthur Lewis, the father, was a casualty of war gassing. 
He was on some kind of a pension, little enough as it was, 
but his wife washed clothes and somehow they made out. 
They were all intelligent and their house was a home. A few 
doors down the same 
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highway lived the golden goddess, Joyce, whom I had visited 
on Saturday nights with boxes of chocolates and youthful 
passion. Socially the two families were poles apart, but I 
was relaxed and I was at home. Nothing of the future 
seemed to matter in this haven of warm security. 

Jack’s father listened to all I had to say and then he began 
his own warm philosophy of love. My father faded as a 
persecuting tyrant and my hurt dissolved in the Aussie and 
Digger humour of the indomitable, gentle patriarch. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

Interlude with a Tyrant 

IN A LONG life one must be discerning as to what one 
records. Throughout this book I have really only been 
interested in fatherhood, motherhood and familyhood, and 
have tried to link up the events which coupled me to the 
great discovery that then lay ahead, and which is not, even 
now, behind me. 

I had time to fill in before I would be admitted to college, 
so I lived with the Lewis family, trying not to be a drain on 
them, but also trying not to deplete my resources. I took a 
job of work up in the Dorrigo, on the north coast of New 
South Wales, with a dairy farmer. He was a grim man and a 
hard taskmaster. My father seemed like an angel by 
contrast. I had taken my portable typewriter with me, much 
to his contempt. He wondered sarcastically what I would do 
with it, and I soon discovered why. I didn’t have to use my 
imagination to write a story of the event which happened 
later: it made itself. 

 
We worked hard in the Dorrigo heat and we milked all 

cows by hand. The dairy-farmer even showed a sign 
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of surprise that I could outdo him in the milking, so he 
tried, unsuccessfully, to strip one or two of them after I 
finished. That didn’t endear him to me, but I had to suffer 
him. 

We worked down on the hot flats digging potatoes and 
pulling corn cobs. We cut lucerne and pulled it up the steep 
hills by horse and slide. We worked from early dawn to late 
at night. His wife gave us good meals, but I fancied he 
thought she was overdoing it. Sunday, apart from the two 
milkings, was my day. The pay was ten shillings and 
keep-about the usual thing for dairyhands. 

One or two folk in the town heard about my working 
ability and offered me better pay, but I stuck to the man. In 
a way I admired him, skinflint though he was. Things were 
hard for dairymen in those times, and he, though tall, was 
thin as a lath, and morose with life. I suppose I blamed the 
Depression and the conditions for his state but, all in all, he 
was a cunning man. 

Perhaps it was because he did what my father had done 
and worked around my hut on Sundays which triggered me 
off. The Sunday he asked if I could help with the branding 
did not improve things. I had set my heart on writing stories 
and having the freedom of spirit to write poetry, and this 
pressure to work was destroying that creative liberty. 
Branding is no small thing on a dairy farm, and he had 
already rounded up the unbranded stock. There were plenty 
of poddy-calves but also some older stock, up to two years 
old, one of which was a mean-looking young Ayrshire bull. 
He was pawing in the stockyards and throwing up a bit of 
dirt with his sharp horns. I felt uneasy about him. 
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We worked and I suppose my anger gave me a certain 
amount of strength. I would grab the animal, slip my finger 
into its nostrils, twist the head whilst the farmer twisted 
the tail and so we would throw the animal. Sometimes we 
would reverse the procedure. I would always have to hold it 
whilst he branded. It took hours to whittle down the mob, 
and one or two attempts to get to grips with the Ayrshire 
bull were unsuccessful. Unfortunately we left him until the 
last and he had unbounded energy with which to evade us. 
By this time he had both a frightened and nasty look in his 
eyes. 

I told the boss he could get it by the horns and nostrils 
and I would twist the tail. He caught hold of it but I knew 
he was already in fear and that the young bull also sensed 
it. I found an immense anger within myself as I saw my 
Sunday time was being eaten away, and that this man, 
instead of being the epitome of a dairyman’s strength, was 
weak within, and even incompetent in his work. As he let go 
of the bull’s nostrils and horn, my hand on the tail gripped 
like a vice. The young animal bellowed with fear and he 
made a leap at the gate, which gave way before him, but he 
had this terrifying human creature welded to his tail, 
exerting all his physical strength so that something had to 
give. What gave was the skin of the tail which was literally 
ringbarked. The beast was gone and raw skin remained in 
my hand, still reflexively gripped. 

The -farmer looked at the raw tail of the beast now 
bucking, leaping and cantering off into the distance. He 
looked at my angry face. 

‘Gawd Almighty!’ he said, and I saw the fear in his eyes. 
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His wife had been in the background, anxious to pacify 
the dairyhand for the unwarranted theft of his Sunday time. 
She had tea and hot cakes, and came forward to give us 
refreshments. She saw the naked fear on her husband’s face 
and a sort of forced humility towards me. She set the 
morning tea on a stump and went slowly towards the house. 

I noticed the man’s hand trembling as he poured out the 
scalding tea. 

He kept saying, ‘Oh Cri! Oh Cri! I never seen the like in 
my life!’ Respect was all over his face. 

I took the cup he gave me, and the hot cake. This time he 
was not begrudging the luxury. In a way his spirit was 
broken: in a way he had broken out of the hard ghetto in 
which he had always lived. He had entered nakedly into a 
world unknown to him. His admiration was born of fear but 
perhaps he sensed something more even than the love he 
had for his land, his possession and his wife. I would not 
know: I was not thinking along those lines. 

From that point onwards he feared to ask more than the 
unarbitrated agreement of boss and employee. Occasionally 
his cunning would reassert itself and he would make 
demands, but there was always fear with them. The old 
shame at anger reasserted itself in my mind and I kept 
silent when a bit of humour might have transformed our 
relationship. He let me milk an increasing number of cows 
whilst he attended to other things. Amazingly he upped my 
salary a couple of shillings. 

As time drew near to enter college I told him I was 
leaving. He showed his dismay and displeasure and offered 
even more in salary, but I gathered my things 
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together. In Dungog a number of men approached me with 
offers of work and this heightened my sense of wellbeing. I 
turned down the jobs. The farmer was on the platform when 
the train was due to go. His wife was standing with him. We 
shook hands and there were rare smiles. 

 
I can still see him looking after me as the long North 

Coast Daylight Express rattled out of the station. His wife 
raised her hand and waved. After a time he did the same. 

I sat back in the train and sensed freedom again. I hadn’t 
sensed a story in what happened. It was all so raw and 
indigestible at that point. One day I would write the event 
as a story, ‘Men Without Make-up’, but for that moment I 
was dreaming of the future. 

 
I was on my way to the Lewises and college. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

The Fervour and the Fire 

WHERE the Lewises lived at Normanhurst the smoke of 
the terrible fires reached us. All Sydney was in a haze. 
Wireless reports were coming in of horrific fires in the Blue 
Mountains. Short of the mountains and in the west the fires 
were spreading from Kellyville to Windsor. In between were 
Riverstone, Rouse Hill, Box Hill and the Vineyards. There 
were fires also out at Maraylya. We listened with a sense of 
sickening dread in our hearts. I suppose I was a little 
heartened by the fact that my father and Stan were 
competent people. They would know what to do. 

 
All they did was to help save the house. Most of the rest 

was consumed in the holocaust. Nothing would have 
prevented me from returning home so I travelled by train to 
Riverstone, walking the few miles to the main Windsor 
Road. The country was totally devastated. Fences had 
collapsed, the posts burned to the ground, or remnants of 
them were left, leaning awry on the twisted wires. The 
strange acrid smell of burned trees and undergrowth was a 
sensual background to the black skeletons of trees and 
shrubs. The fire had 
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run up hundreds of feet into the tall tree giants and they 
were crowned with dead leaves that hung limp. Some rain 
had come to flatten the ashes of the pastures but nothing 
green showed through as yet. To my mind the silence was 
mournful as though nature were a still funeral, without 
signs or movements of a wake. 

 
As I reached the Windsor Road I could see the dark acres 

of Box Hill. All fences had collapsed or were awry. Most of 
the trees around the house seemed to have escaped, only a 
few being scorched. The old homestead was like a lone 
sentinel, guarding its history in silence. I could see vehicles 
parked near the house. 

My father must have seen me walking up the long drive 
and he came down. I had expected him to be steeped in 
gloom, but as on other occasions of crisis, the tragedy had 
enlivened him. He nodded briefly, shook hands, and said he 
was glad I had returned to help. Stan and the sisters were 
quiet but they were also glad to welcome me. I was puzzled 
by my mother. Affectionate as ever she hugged me, but I 
detected a gleam of hostility in her eyes. 

‘You won’t be staying long, will you?’, she asked. 
My father looked a bit exasperated at that, shrugged his 

shoulders and walked off. There was plenty to do. I looked 
around at the family but they were neutral, eyes guarded. 

‘Reg is down in the paddock’, Stan said. 
I went in to our old bedroom where my farm clobber was 

still in a wardrobe. I changed and rushed down to Reg. Stan 
was disentangling half-burnt posts from the twisted fence 
wires, heaping them together, and Reg was making new 
post-holes. They had sawn some of 
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the box-gums which had fallen and had split off posts from 
them. The cattle and horses were locked in a back paddock 
which had escaped most of the fire. We needed to make new 
fences quickly. Rolls of gleaming barbed and plain wire were 
being pushed off the lorry. 

 
Reg and I worked together, sighting the posts. When we 

were ready we drilled the posts with hand augers. The 
barbed wire we fastened to the top of the posts and ran an 
extra strand of it midway, fastening it with staples. 

When Dad went to fetch more coils of wire, Reg nodded 
towards him and said, ‘He’s taken it well, you know’. 

I nodded. He shrugged his shoulders. ‘But nothing has 
changed. He expected us to come and help’. 

He used the crowbar, and I shovelled with the rounded, 
long-bladed shovel. Stan was burning the old posts. There 
was no further risk of fire. The flames leaped up in the 
blackened logs and finally left a glowing heap of coals. 

‘Don’t get caught’, Reg said. ‘He’d have us back under the 
old regime in no time.’ 

I winced with the futility of it all. Yet I felt sorry for my 
father. There had been no insurance on the fences. 

At midday and evening we would all gather in the large 
kitchen-living room and eat our meals in silence. Dad 
seemed to be the most cheerful of us all, but it was the 
program he kept discussing. He was working out how long it 
would be before the eighty-acre paddock would be ready. A 
few days and the new grass would be showing through. All 
the hay had gone in one blast of fire, the ancient 
roundhouse disintegrating in the 
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flames which had gone a hundred feet into the air. It had 
been a beacon for folk to see for miles around. Most thought 
the historic house had gone up in the holocaust. Thankfully 
there was a bit of ensilage in the deepest pit. The snakes 
had fled before the fire and so there was no danger when 
gouging out that fodder. 

Thankfully, too, the dairy and the pig sheds had been 
spared. I helped with the milking and liked the familiar, 
acrid smell of the urine and droppings. It was also good to 
feed the calves with gruel. Those cows and calves which had 
been caught in the fire had been burned before I arrived. 

My mother puzzled me. Her garden had been scorched but 
not irretrievably. Sometimes I would watch her for a few 
moments as she hoed at the soil or watered special plants 
with the watering can. She kept silent, not responding to 
my advances. 

Once she turned and stared at me with deep hostility. ‘I 
just hope you don’t stay’, she said. 

That puzzled me. She had sensed something beyond what 
I was understanding. I was amazed that she had been glad I 
had gone from the farm. It was not like her. What I had 
understood as her love seemed to have turned to dislike. I 
went off to help Reg and Stan with the miles of fencing. 

Reg knew when his time was completed. He had the 
orchard at Tallong and it needed his care. Father received 
his announcement of departure with silence. He may have 
thought that Reg would stay on and see the place through to 
a full functioning. He offered some gratitude, but some of 
his old patriarchal demands 
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were still there: every son should see his father through to 
complete security. 

Reg and I chatted warmly before Stan drove him to the 
station. 

‘Don’t get caught’, he said in his quiet way. He had always 
had a soft, musical voice. It had Dowling intonations in it. 

I nodded uneasily. I was not sure what he meant. I knew I 
was free to come and go as I wished, but perhaps he had 
known more of the three-cornered conflict I had had most of 
my life with the land, writing and theology. 

I stayed on for some days, but there was a cold wind 
blowing between me and my mother. I looked at her with 
curiosity, and wondered whether she was the woman I had 
previously known. I suppose we all have sudden 
‘sea-changes’ in relationships, and in appreciations of one 
another. I knew my mother had anger, but I was not sure 
who was the object and target of it. That object seemed to be 
me, but the more the hostility showed itself, the warmer my 
father seemed towards me. I think he was on the verge of 
speaking to me, but that never happened. 

One evening I drove the herd to the night paddock after 
milking. The double gates closed behind them and I leant on 
the top rails, looking into the paddock which had missed the 
fire. The cows grazed among the fallen box and ironbark 
trunks. There was something beautiful about those old 
timbers with their black bark and grotesque shapes. I knew 
there were rabbits whose burrows were deep and cavernous. 
Snakes belonged, too, to that hinterland of skeleton trees. 
For some reason the confused plot of Crime and Punishment 
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came to me, the strange mix of human relationships, 
tortured thinking and dark spirits of the society of the late 
19th century, and I wondered about my own vocation and 
destiny. I think it was in that moment that there was born 
in me a desire to write a novel of depth that would be an 
Australian equivalent of Dostoyevsky’s writing. 

That was when colour shot up into the tumbling light 
clouds to the west. At first it was a rich pink but it changed 
to gold, and pulsated so that the old magic of beauty and 
glory suffused my mind and spirit, and I remembered the 
prayers I had made in the face of such sunsets-that I would 
travel to many countries and tell the remarkable 
understandings of all things which had come to me since the 
first days of becoming consciously a human person. 

Something within was startled. It was like the uprushing 
of wings, a fluttering and a clashing, and then smooth flight 
that moved away to its own distant destination. I lingered 
until silence came and then that peculiar sound every dairy 
farmer knows and loves, of the deep breathing of cows as 
they tear the grass, faintly twisting their heads and then 
thrusting them forward as they swallow the roughage. With 
the heavy breathing was the rich, sweet, bovine scent of the 
milking dams. I left the sunset dying without a gasp and 
went to have the evening meal with the family. 

It was the next morning that I told my father I would 
have to be getting back. 

He just looked at me steadily. ‘You’re sure it is what you 
have to do?’ he asked. His tone was neutral. I thought of Reg 
and his last words, and nodded. 
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He nodded back, and I helped with some chores before I 
went to pack. It was Stan who took me to the station. I 
didn’t talk about the future. We had discussed it endlessly 
in the old days. He seemed to be content enough with life, 
what with his tobacco, his top-class meerschaum pipes, his 
innumerable books, his roadster and his paints. Of course 
he loved the land but somehow he had settled for the things 
he knew. 

The girls had tears, but my mother’s eyes were guarded. 
She had a large parcel for me and handed it over silently. 

My father thanked me briefly. He even hinted I might like 
a little cash to help me in the days ahead, but I hastily 
reassured him. As we drove down the long, orange, gravel 
drive I noticed the paddocks swathed in green. A few 
skeletons of maize stalks, missed or merely charred by the 
fire, had their limp heads bent as I passed, a sort of faint 
departing salute. We were just in time for the train, and I 
slumped breathlessly at a window seat. 

After a time I opened the parcel and there were good 
things to eat, and best of all my mother’s rich, sweet 
fruitcake. It was evocative of Christmases and birthdays. I 
opened a letter. It contained some pound notes, a small wad 
in fact, and a gentle letter. I sat back and the tears came. 
There had been no enmity. Even a fool could see she wanted 
me to be about my life’s business. Her outward hostility 
had, in her way of thinking, saved me from being recaptured 
by my father. 

 

THE FERVOUR AND THE FIRE 103

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

Another World: 
Ordination in the Offing 

WE WERE a boisterous bunch of boys who lived at the 
Moore College hostel for matriculating students. Its name 
was ‘But-Har-Gra’, the collation of the first syllables of 
three surnames, names of those who had helped to donate a 
commodious old home in Croydon Park for the use of young 
men who were seeking ordination to Holy Orders. One or 
two of the students were aided by their parents and a few 
bad developed some kind of bank balance, but most of us 
were bone poor. We would walk from Croydon Park to 
Ashfield station rather than pay the couple of pence for the 
tram fare, but then we used more in cost of leather than we 
saved by walking. Still we were a merry bunch. I have 
forgotten the name of the housematron who cooked for us, 
and superintended our cleaning of the house. She was a 
lady of foreign extraction, as we would say in those days, 
but her history was a mystery. I remember Norman Gelding 
was one of our bursars. He kept us in 
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order, but at little expense of his time. He was a university 
student who had recently been ordained. He rallied us for 
forays into grounds, gardens and lawns, so that the place 
was kept in order. 

On weekdays we would travel to Wynyard station, alight 
and make our way via Dally Alley to the Metropolitan 
Coaching College where we took up again what we had left 
off doing at secondary training level. One or two subjects I 
loathed but English and History became fresh delights. 
There were a few females in our class, one of them being a 
pert young lady named Laurel Chapman, and although I 
secretly admired her spirit, and more than her spirit, I 
knew her to be a child. She was four years younger than my 
two decades of living, and so I passed her by. I was still 
loyal in my mind to the golden haired Joyce, though it 
seemed impossible anything could ever come of that 
relationship. What puzzled me about Laurel was her 
attachment to. one of my fellow students, Gordon Gerber. 
He was a person of strong character, but we thought of him 
as a mummy’s boy. His mother would ring him at all times 
of the night to make sure he was wearing his heavy 
underwear, or had good auxiliary supplies of food and other 
commodities. It wasn’t his fault any more than his 
pestilential humour, but I called in question the young 
lady’s discernment of a companion. 

We went through the crazy round of student pranks, of 
false phone calls, of helping one another in our economic 
pressures and even in cutting one another’s hair and so 
saving the fortnightly sixpences. We also had to attend 
Moore College chapel a couple of times a week in addition to 
our own services, and do a couple 
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of theological subjects. I had a struggle between the secular 
and theological themes when it came to balancing the time 
given to them. 

On the weekends most would go home. A couple of us 
stayed because our homes were in the country. On Sundays 
and on one day of the week we would have to work in a 
parish. Mine was the vast country area from Eastern Creek 
near Rooty Hill to Kingswood near Penrith, and it took in 
such places as Plumpton, Mount Druitt, Log Cabin, St 
Marys and Llandilo. I would have no less than a few schools 
for scripture class during the week, and some five or so 
Sunday schools and church services on the Sunday. I had to 
buy a motor bike and travel the thirty-odd miles to St 
Marys, where the Goodwin family occupied the rectory. My 
first bike-an AJS-cost two pounds. I am sure the man was 
glad for me to take it away. Something was wrong with the 
selector and I rarely made it into second gear. I graduated 
to better models, especially when my Aunt Florence sent me 
gifts from South Australia. I never dreamed it was all fitting 
me for my dispatch rider’s-Don R’s-licence in the AIR That 
was something mercifully hidden from me. 

Looking back I am not amazed that I failed to make 
matriculation that year. I failed in two subjects, but the 
amount of study, preparation for sermons, participation in 
college activities, two full days in the Parish and the 
infatuation with theology were beyond my capacity, eager as 
I was. Towards the end of the year I had an accident which 
should have been fatal, but it left me with concussion and a 
wrecked motorbike. It was the first time in my life that I 
had had to see a doctor, and he prescribed pain-killers and 
stimulants 
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for when I woke from sleep. I suffered for months with 
headaches. 

More demanding even than this were my visits to what 
was known as ‘The Relief Camp’. Not far from the Church of 
St Mary Magdalene was an area where impoverished folk 
had settled. I think you could buy a block of land for a 
matter of shillings or, at the most, about five pounds. 
Homes were humpies erected from tin road signs, chaffbags, 
cornsacks and cement-soaked hessian. I think I was as 
emotional as my mother, and I would weep over the 
conditions. The folk themselves seemed half-stunned with 
the life that had come to them. Some of the shacks were not 
waterproof, and often the floors were of earth and damp. 
There was little furniture, though most had wirelesses-their 
only compensation for an otherwise spartan existence. 

Most received me warmly. The small amount of dole or 
relief money they were given was pitiable. The degradation 
of unemployment seemed to sap all self-respect. Care 
agencies seemed to be about nil, although in the cities there 
were soup kitchens and a little clothing was handed out. A 
few of them received the message I brought with interest, 
but some-like the POWs who later returned to our 
Singapore camp from the Burma-Thailand railway-had 
frozen into deadly silence, their eyes sunken, and most of 
the life gone from them. When, later, I worked in a 
Darlington parish, then known as ‘a slum area’, I never saw 
things as terrible as I did-amongst the tea-tree scrubland of 
St Marys. I was being shaken out of my former ecclesiastical 
comfort of a Wahroonga church congregation. 

One night I sat pondering the many things that had 
rushed up against me in the first months since the 
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fire. The scene of my father and me arguing with each 
other-he with white anger, and me with high indignation 
that I was being martyred for my faith-came with appalling 
clarity. I was going to go on in life with the heart-warming 
message of divine love, it was to be my raison d’être, my 
vocation and my destiny, yet I had carried such 
self-righteous anger about my father’s treatment. 

For a long time I sat in misery and tears. I would have 
given much to recall the event that had happened, but I 
could not. I knew of my father’s ability to rationalise things 
his own way-something we children had all developed over 
our years with him-and that if I said I was wrong he would 
say I should return and do the right thing. The misery was 
not a passing element: it seemed to cloud over the 
exhilarating freedom of that night of my conversion. 

I sat down and wrote a letter to my father, making no 
excuse for my behaviour but asking forgiveness for it. I told 
him that I had always loved him deeply, and as I wrote I 
was surprised by the understanding of this fact as it rushed 
up within me. I think that even in those days I knew the 
difference between remorse and repentance. It was the 
latter, and when the letter was finished I felt former 
freedom return. I went off to post it. 

Some days later a letter came from my father. His 
calligraphy was unmistakable, neat and precise. I had never 
received a letter from him, and I was almost too terrified to 
open it. The actual words he wrote I cannot recall, although 
I kept that letter for years. I wasn’t ashamed to weep, the 
relief was so immense. It was a simple letter of love, of 
acceptance of what 
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I had written, and of the assurance of his continuing love. It 
was one of those times when love shows itself gently as a 
mystery in which to live. What I had always thought of as 
my ‘first love’ came flooding back. I was reassured of 
vocation. 

We had planned a special 1939 Christmas service at the 
Rooty Hill church. Thinking of it fifty-eight years later I 
remember the work we put into that planning. My rector, 
Clive Goodwin, gave me special permission to dispense with 
the liturgy. Carols and readings are common enough these 
days but were not in those times. Even so, I had planned a 
sort of narrative service and we had special solos by some of 
the congregation who could sing tolerably well. Rarely had 
the church been packed to the doors, but this day it was 
jammed to the gunnels. Dressed in cassock, surplice and my 
magnificent black and crimson catechist’s tippet, I stood 
there with heart swelling, watching the growing crowd. 

Then, unbelievably, my father and mother entered. This 
was the first time, since our baptisms, that my parents had 
been to church. Of course I hurried down the aisle and 
received their greetings with pride. My father was 
somewhat embarrassed but folk seated them and began to 
tell them in glowing terms all about their son. I knew my 
father would dread a liturgical service and would worry 
about what should be done, what he would have to do. There 
was no need for that: there was no liturgy, not, anyway, of 
the more formal kind. I knew he felt at home and that he 
rose to this kind of occasion. At the same time it was a kind 
of hour of triumph for my mother. I supposed it was a 
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fruit of the letters father and son now occasionally wrote. It 
was not the last time my parents attended services which I 
conducted. 

One memory of earlier in that year of 1939 was the night I 
saw, with delight, Joyce, the golden goddess, and her 
parents seated in the congregation at St Marys. Never was 
a young man so eloquent and, afterwards, never was a 
young lady so proud and congratulatory. 

It was not long after that when Neville Chamberlain 
began his trips to Europe, promoting his policy of 
appeasement. Europe was beginning to show wide cracks as 
the Nazi movement gathered momentum in Hitler’s 
Germany. Benito Mussolini, successful in Ethiopia, was now 
flexing his muscles, and I began to remember my father’s 
special interest in what had long been called ‘The Battle of 
Armageddon’. He had spoken of yellow hordes pouring down 
from Asia. That sort of talk had often been the background 
of his prophecies, even when we lived at Wahroonga. On one 
of those Wahroonga nights I had a strange dream in which 
armadas of planes and other aircraft were battling one 
another. I swear I saw the equivalents of modern jet 
bombers and fighters. It was all so real. The idea of 
Armageddon was there, in the background. 

At the end of 1939 1 was worrying about the 
matriculation examination and so full entrance into Moore 
Theological College. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

An Alma Mater, a New 
Mother and the Army 

ALTHOUGH I missed out on matriculation, I was 
admitted into Moore College. I just had to do some theology 
and catch up on my weak subjects. Of course I was excited 
to be amongst theological students, to wear an 
undergraduate’s academic gown, to use a library, to talk 
theology endlessly and to have a room to myself. That was 
one of the most thrilling events of my life. I had just turned 
twenty-one and when I stacked my books along the shelves, 
I realised I had accumulated a really decent library. To sit 
at my own desk, in my own room, was a luxury no-one in 
the family had known at home. Even at Box Hill I had 
shared a room with my brother. 

 
Introduction into the college was quite an event. Freshers 

were invited to certain social occasions, and induction into 
First Year was not the riotous thing it had been at 
Hurlstone Agricultural High School, where initiation was 
little less than cruel. We had an evening with the Principal, 
Archdeacon 
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T. C. Hammond, whose Irish humour had us in fits. His 
lectures were aimed at developing our critical faculties until 
they were razor sharp, and I think I was a reasonably apt 
pupil on this score. The Vice-Principal, Marcus L. 
Loane-later the Archbishop of Sydneyentertained us one 
evening in his home at the opening of term. Other members 
of staff were there and children of some of the lecturers. 

I suppose I had been a moody person for some 
time-perhaps for much of my youth-but all the warm family 
life within the college campus, strangely enough, increased 
a sense of loneliness that had begun to grip me. I had 
reluctantly bid farewell to the St Marys parish and had 
begun work in the Darlington one, which was situated on 
the doorstep of the college. Box Hill was a long way away 
and I had sold my motorbike. Some sort of restlessness 
acted as a brake on consistent study. I knocked on doors in 
Darlington and our church congregation began to grow. My 
rector, Ken Shelley, was a man of aesthetic sensitivity; he 
had a great love for music, was a fine organist and wrote the 
music for the first hymn I had written and tune I had 
composed. It was a hymn about the Cross which had always 
been, and still is, central to my thinking and theology. 

 
One of the families invited me to a meal during a weekend 

when most students had returned to their families or had 
been invited to other homes. The lecturer was a prominent 
clergyman, one deeply involved in the affairs and activity of 
the diocese. He not only possessed theological depth but also 
had a gift for teaching pastoral ministry. His children were 
highly 
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intelligent, and all but one were studying at tertiary level. 
It was a new experience for me to be part of a family 

which was full of wit, fun, music, intelligent conversation 
and good theology. I suppose I had not seen family from this 
perspective, and the experience was bittersweet. The wife of 
the lecturer was a beautiful woman, affectionate, warm, and 
so open in her relationships that I felt unusually drawn to 
her. I suppose I saw in her what I considered to be the ideal 
mother. I wanted to be as a son. I desired that in a different 
way to that of being filial to my own mother. 

It was not long before she was acting as a mother to me. 
Because she had been mother to so many students, the 
family accepted the relationship freely. I doubt that they 
even gave it a thought. They were as kind to me as she was. 
I think I wrote a few poems to her, but my memory does not 
serve me well on this score. Certainly we became very close. 
There was a bit of teasing from the students who had their 
eyes on the two eldest girls and fancied this to be my reason 
for becoming part of the family. 

About that time the disaster of Europe fell upon us. My 
brother Reg had joined the Australian Imperial Forces, and 
was in training camp. Stan Winn, my closest friend of those 
days, was talking to me about joining up. We talked long 
into many a night about our duty, whether we should go on 
reading theology or enlist. A couple of the students also 
talked intimately with me about it. The college council 
invited speakers who told us we would be doing the best 
thing if we first finished our theological studies and gained 
ordination before we joined the Armed Forces. 
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I spent night after night pondering the matter. My heart 
was in theology, but not in my matriculation studies. I 
coveted opportunities to preach, and I suppose I had 
accumulated a little wisdom regarding human relations: 
students dropped in to chat about things. Even so, the crash 
of nations across Europe really alarmed me. For years I had 
read history and contemporary books on international 
political movements. My father was a reasonable 
commentator and my brother Stan and I would talk about 
such things into the night. Stan Winn and I would get 
together to discuss the responsibility which was ours, in 
principle, to keep Hitler from our shores. I had been. a 
convinced pacifist and at the outbreak of the European 
hostilities had refused to believe war would solve anything. 
The running wounds left by the Great War were now 
bleeding the nations afresh. 

I would like to say that Stan and I had a clear mandate 
from God to join the Army. Had we not knelt and prayed 
about it? Well, yes, but I have never been convinced that the 
Presence gave me an unmistakable ‘Yes!’ any more than a 
categorical ‘No!’ The day after our prayer Stan and I joined 
a long queue in the city and signed up for the AIF. Our 
papers were collected, signed by an officer and we were told 
we would be called up. 

I returned to college, full of the matter. I had enlisted 
without talking the matter over with the principal. The 
students were moved by what had happened: the days were 
feverish, talk of war being in the air. They were also days of 
patriotism which our present generation would find difficult 
to understand. 
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A couple more students went the next day to enlist. It was 
the talk of the body of staff and students. I think some 
lecturers feared the men might enlist almost as a body. 

When I went to tell the college family about the event, 
they were warmly responsive. The mother said, ‘I have seen 
this coming for weeks. I sensed a restlessness in you and I 
knew this would happen’. With that she gave me a long, 
warm hug and sat me down beside her on the couch. We had 
tea, cake and biscuits and a lot of excited conversation. Box 
Hill was a long way away and I doubted that that kind of 
affection would have been displayed. 

When the letter came ordering us to present ourselves, 
Stan and I went together. It was as though we had to enlist 
all over again. They wanted our birth certificates, our 
occupations and other details. Stan was twenty-three years 
of age, but he looked little more than a boy. I was 
twenty-one and looked older than him. 

The recruiting officer looked at Stan and said, ‘Son, go 
back to school. We don’t want kids here.’ 

I grinned because he had accepted me and not Stan. He 
said to Stan, ‘Get your birth certificate and come back. If 
you are as old as you say you are we’ll enlist you.’ 

‘Go for your life, Stan’, I said, ‘I’ll be waiting’. 
The officer looked at my papers. ‘What is your occupation, 

Bingham?’ he asked. ‘It says here that you are a theological 
student.’ 

I nodded. He gave me back my papers. ‘Reserved 
occupation’, he said briefly. ‘No hope of you getting into the 
Army.’ 
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I saw red. ‘I don’t want to be a theological student any 
more’, I said. ‘I want to fight for my country.’ 

He was not impressed. ‘Sorry’, he said, and looked 
towards the next recruit. 

I said angrily, ‘If you won’t enlist me I’ll join up under 
another name. You might as well let me do it this way.’ 

Stan had gone off to get his birth certificate and now we 
might miss each other in the shemozzle. 

The officer seemed to like my anger. 
‘Look, son’, he said kindly, ‘you go back to your college and 

get your principal to write permission, releasing you from 
your occupation, to the Army’. 

I took the papers and scurried to college. The principal 
was shaving and his wife said I’d have to wait. ‘It’s urgent’, I 
said, ‘and the Army has sent me to get some papers signed’. 

The principal’s face was lathered and he had a cutthroat 
razor in his hand. He gave me his shrewd Irish look, face 
half-sideways. 

‘What is it, Geoffrey?’ he asked. 
Suddenly I realised what I had done in trying to enlist 

without consulting him. He picked up the look and nodded. 
‘News had come to me that you had enlisted, but don’t you 

worry. These are strange days.’ 
He had sometimes spoken of ‘the troubles’ in Ireland, of 

the days of the ‘black and tans’. ‘I know what it is, Geoffrey, 
when your blood is up. Now what do you want of me?’ 

I thought of him as a father: that was the strange thing. I 
wanted to hug him, lather and all. He wiped his razor and 
signed the papers. 
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‘Now be off with you’, he said warmly, giving me a 
handshake. ‘And the good Lord use you amongst the men. It 
won’t be as easy as you might think.’ 

That evening-the 24th of June 1940-Stan and I were 
billeted in a hut in the Sydney Showground. Our palliasses, 
were close together. We had wanted to enlist in the Survey 
Corps, a noncombatant unit, but they drafted us to a signals 
unit. Life in the army had begun. 

Of course the whole event had catapulted us into a world 
we had never known. Comparatively protected in the ways 
of life we had lived, Stan Winn of Winn’s Five Big Friendly 
Stores and Geoffrey Bingham of Wahroonga and Box Hill, 
had never met the riffraff of life, including the helpless and 
the hopeless of the Great Depression, let alone the criminal 
elements of our cities who wanted an opportunity for a new 
life. Nor had we met much of the superb breed of men from 
farms and stations who had come with ideals that stretched 
back to the Boer and Great Wars, rallying with their love of 
Britain and the Empire, to stand against the Axis powers 
who had in their sights world conquest and the imposition 
of their Nazi-Fascist ideology. 

I remember quietly placing my Bible on the pillow of my 
palliasse. I thought I would let them know about the 
Presence which always went with me. The other new 
recruits certainly got the message. When I returned that 
night the air was not only blue with cigarette smoke, but 
was as thick with blue jokes. I began to understand there 
might be a battle ahead. I was careful not to show any 
reaction to their reaction to me. I had asked for it, and had I 
been more 
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mature it would not have happened like that. Now, in 
hindsight, I know I could have acted with more maturity 
and wisdom, yet, even now, I do not regret the impulsive 
gesture. 

 
In fact, quite a good life was ahead of me. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 

Goodbye to Family 

MY MOTHER Must go down in history as the woman who 
wrote more letters to her children than any other mother. 
That was how it seemed to me. Certainly she was a prolific 
writer, and her ideas poured out onto paper. She was newsy 
about the rest of the family, keeping us in touch with one 
another, and she was hortatory in a gentle way, bordering 
on the sermonic. When parents die, some children regret 
that they were slack in writing their responses. In my mind 
was always the picture of my mother praying at her bedside. 
She prayed aloud, softly, but at times her pace of praying 
almost left her breathless. She would stop, take in more air, 
and again accelerate in her worship and petitions. I always 
had that scene in my mind when I read her letters. Even so, 
the mystery of my mother was not revealed to me. 

 
The gentleness of the second mother-the one at 

college-filled my mind continually. It was as though I had 
found a gift I had never expected to receive. I revelled in the 
warmth of it, in the ethos of a family life I had set as an 
ideal familial eikon, but had not 
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supposed I would see, let alone be accepted into its midst. 
Within weeks I was given corporal’s stripes as a physical 
training instructor. My years of sport, athletics and tough 
farm life had paid off. I developed a good NCO’s roar, and a 
smartness that kept me in the commanding officer’s eye. He 
kept me away from recruiting drafts to units going overseas. 
I also developed a natty moustache which would have been 
more impressive had my hair not been fair. 

On my visits to the college family I found some were 
knitting warm socks, balaclavas, and-the prize of all-my 
new mother was making a polo-neck jumper of thick cream 
wool that would set me up in my PT work. Warm love was 
lavished. I had a visit or two to Box Hill, and the last one 
was to store the sports sweater, which I considered was too 
good to take overseas. I also stored other treasures, 
including the personal mementoes I had accumulated, books 
of my poems, stories I had written and special letters I had 
kept. 

My father was almost reverent in his handling of these 
things. 

‘You will find everything intact when you come back’, he 
said. 

There was a note in his voice I had not previously heard. 
It intrigued and puzzled me, seeming to come from a person 
other than my father. He was speaking tenderly, and I 
think it was the first time I heard him unguarded. He was 
helping me to hang suits I would not need, and to pack into 
drawers some of the presents I had lately received but 
which I could not use. 

‘I’ll make sure no-one touches anything’, he said, and then 
he turned and looked at me. ‘We are really 
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going to miss you. It is going to be hard; Reg gone and now 
you.’ 

 
I knew in that moment that he loved my brother and me, 

and indeed, all the family, but that saying he did was 
somehow beyond his power to articulate. I had a momentary 
picture of him trying to train us all into mature adulthood, 
but also feeling that he had failed. It surely was not that he 
had failed, but that he couldn’t see he had succeeded: at 
least in some measure he had succeeded. I suppose, now, 
that we never really got to the depths of our male parent. I 
am sure he never got to the depths of himself. It was many 
years later when I learned that human beings live by 
eikons-images they have of one another and because of this, 
fail to come into personal and intimate communion with one 
another. Tucking those treasures of youth away and talking 
to my father left a deep impression on me, although it was 
later in life that I really understood this unusual tenderness 
of him whom I had always called ‘Dad’. 

I was drafted from the Showground to Bathurst Training 
Camp. We shivered in the frosts of the winter, had dispatch 
rider’s licence training in the spring, tramped on endless 
route marches, learned how to use weapons, carried out 
bivouacs, shared life in our sections, had hassles with 
officers and men, wrote innumerable letters, took spasmodic 
leave, and finally took our last hush-hush leave before 
departing overseas. 

That final leave was a curious one. My own mother was 
very emotional. The family were quiet and gentle about 
their farewells. My surrogate mother was deeply 
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affectionate, and I wondered at the unusual depth of our 
relationship. Her son and daughters were equally warm in 
expressing their feelings. As in all wars, the normal 
inhibitions regarding emotions and relationships dissolved. 
I had written to Joyce and her parents, but never dared to 
propose marriage. I was only twenty-one and felt younger. I 
remembered the limbless men who returned to wives and 
families after the Great War and had resolved I would never 
impose this on a woman. Over the past few years I had had 
girl friends but, wonderful persons though they were, I 
knew I would not marry anyone apart from Joyce, and I 
sensed that would probably not take place. 

Finally we were on the Queen Mary, having been 
entrained at Bathurst station to travel to Darling Harbour 
from which we were ferried to the vessel. I was delighted 
because my brother Reg had previously travelled to England 
and the Middle East on her. Apart from an occasional ferry 
journey to Manly, I had not been to sea. We were all 
overwhelmed by the size of the vessel and vowed to explore 
her depths and heights. I shared a two-bunk cabin on ‘C’ 
deck with Reg Poole, a fellow Corporal. We could not believe 
our luck. Envious ‘J Section’ members who had been given 
quarters on a lower deck dubbed us ‘Corporality Top Bunk’ 
and ‘Corporality Bottom Bunk’. ‘Corporality Bottom Bunk’ 
was quiet, unassuming, but a man firm in his ideas. It 
seemed we were going to have a good time together. We 
illicitly used our blue and white Signal brassards as 
‘Orderly Corporals’ and made our way from deck to deck. 
Many a night ahead we were to sit near the gunners as they 
stared out to sea, and we would watch the escorting vessels 
which made up that 
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historic convoy, making its way to unknown destinations 
and to destinies and fates of death and life. 

The day we departed, a motor-powered vessel circled our 
ship. In it was the much loved singer, Gladys Moncrieff. I 
imagine those of us who were on the vessel that day still 
remember her singing ‘Now is the Hour When We Must Say 
Goodbye’-the Maoris’ farewell song. Maybe it sounds trite to 
say we were filled with emotion, but time and again, in 
memory recall, I hear that beautiful voice, and again 
experience the moving tenderness of it. 

Ours was not the only troop ship, but it was the only one 
going to the Far East. The others were bound for the Middle 
East. After a time we were issued with jungle gear and this 
caused much hilarity, especially the ‘Bombay Bloomers’—
wide-bottomed shorts. One night the vessel made a complete 
turn to deceive enemy submarines that may have been 
following us. Next morning we had a diminished escort. 
Somehow the rumour passed around the troops that we 
were on the way to Singapore, but even on troopships 
rumours could be dangerous. 

 
At nights, Reg and 1, equipped with our Orderly Corporal 

brassards, roamed from fore to aft, from port to starboard, 
and stared down at the great prow as she divided the ocean 
into rolling swathes. Aft, we saw the turbulence wrought by 
the monster propellers, and the long, silver line of the wake 
under the moon. It seemed like a dream adventure but in 
retrospect we knew it was never going to be that. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 

Another Land 
but the Same Presence 

ONLY a chapter or two to cover the period from February 
1941 to October 1945! This to include training on the Malay 
Peninsula, the war with Japan, a heavy wounding by 
machine-gun fire, incarceration in a prisoner of war camp, a 
transformation of human thinking and a return to Australia 
and my family! Had I not covered these few years 
innumerable times in the prize-winning novel Tall Grow the 
Tallow-woods, the prize-winning book of war stories 
Laughing Gunner, and in other essays and books, then I 
would be writing at greater length. 

 
The Queen Mary docked in Singapore Harbour on 

February 18th, much to the delight of our thousands of 
soldiers, but almost immediately we were sent through the 
night, by train, to various destinations. Our Divisional 
Signal Section, known as ‘J Section’, had been allotted to the 
22nd Infantry Brigade Headquarters at Port Dickson. 
Infantry battalions 
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were located at nearby Seremban. Divisional Headquarters 
were installed in Kuala Lumpur. 

We began a different kind of training to the one we had at 
Bathurst Camp. We were taught jungle warfare and 
travelled on the narrow, winding roads from north to south 
and east to west. Climatic conditions were different. The air 
was always humid. Wide open spaces such as we had known 
in Australia had disappeared. Jungle and rubber 
plantations kept the sunlight high above tall forest giants 
and rubber trees. The green of the flora was so intense that 
at times it became oppressive. Skin diseases brought an itch 
to crutch, feet and body. Eating in the heat was a trial. 
Daily rain, which fell heavily or was gusted sideways by 
tropical winds, invaded our quarters. We fought mould on 
clothes, footwear and even weapons. 

Rewards were the new sights, sounds and smells. Most 
things were exotic to us. The people-Malays, Chinese, 
Japanese, Indians, and European expatriates-were 
fascinating to Australians whose culture contained almost 
none of these. The foods were delicious; the fruits were 
different in taste; and the beaches, long, wide and sweeping, 
were romantic, always fringed with coconut palms and 
native kampongs (villages). We made friends with folk in 
the marketplaces and suburbs and were given hospitality by 
British women in amenity centres and in their homes. 

Our Section-forty people including NCOs and officers-was 
already well-trained but we honed up our skills, seeking for 
high expertise to meet the enemy to come. We already 
understood this to be the Japanese, and we were told what 
sort of fighters they would be. 

ANOTHER LAND BUT THE SAME PRESENCE 125

Most of the information proved to be untrue. Training 
took us into strange places, such as the time we travelled 
miles by bamboo rafts on the Keneboi and Triang rivers, the 
exercise taking over twentyfour hours, including a night in 
dense jungle. Usually we travelled by army trucks, and we 
bivouacked in plantations and jungles, using our wireless 
and phone equipment to keep in touch with Headquarters’ 
Signal Office and the HQs of the battalions and the artillery 
regiment. Within our unit there were the domestic 
elements, clashes of personalities, endeavours to gain 
higher rank, nostalgia for home, complaints about the 
climate, and a desire to get into war as soon as possible. My 
brother Reg was still in Tobruk. Brother Ray was 
somewhere in Africa and I think brother Frank had signed 
up for the Army. Stan Winn had been allotted to Corps 
Signals and went to the Middle East, to get caught up in the 
evacuations of Greece and Crete. 

Later in the year we had to up stakes and go south to 
Mersing which was located on the east coast. This was a 
beautiful ocean-front village planned by the British to be a 
garrison. There we built fortifications, intending to make it 
a tropical Tobruk, should that prove necessary. By this time 
I was in charge of the cablelaying team of our Section. There 
were occasions when we had to run in Norton and BSA 
motorbikes, and we had glorious rides for hundreds of miles 
until the engines were ready for fast action. 

On the 8th of December 1941, the Japanese landed at 
three places near the border of Siam. On the 12th, Malaya 
was invaded at Alor Star and Kota Bahru. My 
cable-section’s work was to maintain lines from Mersing to 
Endau, some twenty-six miles away. 
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Japanese planes were incessantly in the air, looking for 
.targets to bomb, and we had to repair lines between 
,bombing episodes. Later, troops on the east coast had to 
withdraw south to Singapore, meshing with -those 
retreating from the west coast. Scottish troops decimated in 
the battles up north-piped the last units across the 
Causeway from Johore to Singapore Island where we 
quickly dug in. After some days the Japanese troops came 
across the Straits of Johore in steel invasion barges, their 
wrist compasses fixed on a small village, Ama Kheng. Our 
machine gunners accounted for a large slaughter of the 
Nipponese soldiers, but finally had to retreat. The Island 
was covered with black smoke from the burning oil wells, 
air power was nil, anti-aircraft fire was small against such 
an armada of planes. The Island was pattern bombed. A 
quarter of a million shells fell in the space of twentyfour 
hours in the area in which we were working. Sanitation 
facilities failed, water was cut off, communication lines were 
fractured. Some sixty thousand civilians were killed and 
conditions became so intolerable that General Percival 
ordered an unconditional surrender, which took effect at 
2000 hours on the 15th of February. Troops were eventually 
marched into what became Changi prisoner of war camp, 
and so prison life began. 

I had been badly wounded in a charge on a Japanese 
machine-gun nest, and lay for a long time in enemy 
territory until rescued by members of my Section. This was 
on the 12th, a few days before surrender, and we were in a 
makeshift hospital until the Japanese entered and had us 
transferred to another makeshift hospital in the Fullerton 
Building, next to the GPO in 
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Singapore City. From there we were transferred to the POW 
camp hospital. Our ward contained the worst wounded and 
the cries of the men were continuous, night and day. 
Pain-killing drugs were insufficient and within a few weeks 
almost all patients had to be denied them. From a weight of 
twelve-and-a-half stone, I was reduced in six weeks to less 
than seven stone. Our ward was filled with what has been 
called ‘the surgical stink’ and sympathetic visitors had to 
hurriedly leave in order to vomit outside. One of my fellow 
students from Moore College, Keith Marr, later apologised 
for rarely visiting me. He literally could not stomach the 
sight of me shrunken as I was to skin and bones and 
smelling to high heaven. 

What intrigued me, especially in the night hours, was to 
hear the cries of these grown men. They were, of course, 
badly wounded, and whilst some cursed God, they were few. 
It was the repetitive cry ‘Mummy! Mummy! Mummy!’ which 
both amazed and intrigued me. I never heard one say ‘Oh 
Dad!’ or ‘Daddy!’ Some said, ‘Oh God! Oh God! Oh God!’ I 
had no inclination to cry to anyone, but then it was the 
presence of the Presence which helped to fortify me. Over 
the years those cries of ‘Mummy!’ have caused me to think 
that these men were primarily oriented to their mothers. 
Why was that? I also noticed, with sympathy, that these 
wounded did not endure as well as some who cursed and 
others who groaned but addressed neither the Deity nor 
other humanity. Many who were not wounded, but whose 
spirits were crushed with the defeat meted out by the 
enemy, simply gave up heart and died. Whilst not wounded, 
most of these suffered the terrible pains of bacillary 
dysentery. 
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One night in bed the memory of my family flooded in. Yet, 
strangely enough, it was my father I was thinking about. I 
knew the confusion of the final days of war and that reports 
of those killed or captured had not been sent home. I 
wondered what my parents would be thinking. I have never 
been one for parasensory experiences but have always had 
faith that prayer can communicate from a long distance, 
and I seemed to see my father in our Box Hill home. 

I said, ‘Dad!’ and then realised he was alert. He and my 
mother were together in bed. He was looking about him, 
having heard a voice. 

‘That sounds like our boy’, he was saying to my mother. 
She seemed to hear nothing. My father peered at what he 

could not see. 
‘What is it, son?’ he asked. 
‘I’m all right, Dad’, I said. I thought I would not tell him 

about my wounded, partially paralysed leg. 
My father nodded. He was saying something to my mother 

when the communication ceased. I sighed with relief, 
believing something of assurance had reached the family. 
Even the pain could not prevent my drifting into sleep. 

One of the strange things about those days was that the 
past seemed as though a blind had been drawn down over it. 
Perhaps the contrast of former good days and the present 
prison conditions was too painful to be made. Even so, some 
sound, smell or incident could cause flashbacks, but for the 
most part we lived one day at a time. I am sure, 
nevertheless, that the past remained as silent support for 
living in the present. At times the future represented 
something fearful. We 
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might never see home. The Japanese might massacre us. 
Had there been no Presence, nothing would have made 
sense. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

The Battle 
with the Presence 

THROUGHOUT this book I have stated simply that I had 
always known of a presence with me. To me, of course, it 
was God, and the presence was intimate and personal. I 
think most human beings-if not all have the sense of a 
presence. For some it is the sense of the absence of the 
presence, as though a presence should be present! I have 
never met a genuine atheist, although I have met some who 
felt themselves to be authentic atheists, but I will not pause 
to argue this case. 

 
The conflict of war, continuous nights without sleep 

during the conflict, the shock from wounding, dysentery, 
malaria, dengue fever and the scarcity of substantial food, 
all took their toll on me. It was the unending, unrelieved 
pain day and night that drained me. I kept faith as much as 
a person feels he can, but sometimes it was as though there 
was no Presence. Reports of the hospital rations and 
medicines being stolen and 
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sold on the black market triggered off a terrible anger in 
me. There were many evidences of loving concern which 
men had for one another, some of which seemed 
miracle-like, but the depravity of human beings stuck in my 
gizzard. Anger is the breeding ground of bitterness and 
cynicism, and I was moving towards this. I began to 
question God and the faith in which I had grown to 
adulthood. Much of my reading was the writings of 
agnostics and cynics and the bitterness grew. The inability 
of one chaplain to relate to us in our pain and his dull 
insistence on traditional worship and teaching without any 
reference to our conditions, and without pastoral love and 
comfort, further angered me. Eighteen months of conflict 
with the Presence began. I called all theology into doubt. 
Some chaplains gave me a wide berth because I argued my 
case against the Christian faith, but others did not. Their 
refusal to argue impressed me in spite of the frustration I 
felt. Their care, concern and affection kept me in some kind 
of sanity. 

At the end of those eighteen months I had an 
extraordinary experience of God. The sense of the Presence 
flooded back-stronger than ever-and has remained with me 
all the years since. Later I realised that there had been no 
absence of the Presence, but rather that the Presence was a 
torment to me, that it made my loss of faith an intolerable 
experience. Had there been a real absence of the Presence I 
think I would have cracked up. When one refuses love a 
dreadful abyss opens up and only mercy-present but 
unrecognised-sustains the fragile human spirit. 

At the end of those days I wrote a poem called ‘Angel 
Wings’: 
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Angel wings, beating my face, 
Forcing me into grace. 
 
Dear eyes, loving my soul,  
Drawing me to the goal. 
 
Red hands, clotted with blood,  
Thrusting me up to God. 

Decades later I added two verses: 
 
Strong Word, piercing my brain,  
Bringing me holy shame. 
 
Pain’s cry, welling within,  
Lifting me out of sin. 

The last eighteen months of prison camp were filled with 
the Presence, but now the Presence meant more than it had. 
I was taught the meaning of divine love beyond all I had 
previously learned. A group of men met together for mutual 
fellowship and friendship, and we hammered out on the 
anvil of those days an understanding of the mystery of the 
Presence which has stood us unfailingly over the following 
decades. We were by no means a sectarian clique although 
possibly some may have seen us as such. We set out to live a 
life which was other-persons-centred, rather than 
self-centred, and I am sure we made many blunders and 
often lacked maturity, but what was unchangeably real to 
us was the personal Presence. We experienced this 
corporately as well as personally. This gave us a rare 
experience of communion, of love for one another and all 
others. We had dreams of taking this back home, and seeing 
it help to change the society in which we would live. I could 
scarcely wait to do this, and thought how welcome it would 
be. My previous anger, bitterness and cynicism were a far 
cry from 
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those last eighteen months of clear sight and gentleness of 
spirit. I can think of no better exposition of what I am 
saying than Ernest Gordon’s fine book, Miracle on the River 
Kwai. With it James Clavell’s King Rat should also be read, 
which is an authentic depiction of human selfishness as it 
was sometimes seen in POW camps. Cynicism is no solution 
to the selfishness of humanity. Bitterness grows like a weed, 
and the bitter and cynical have the seeds of a dangerous 
self-righteousness within them. I can claim to have learned 
that, personally. 

 
The trends of the war were changing. Hitler’s war was 

coming to an end in Europe. In the Pacific war zone the tide 
was turning against Hirohito’s Imperial Forces. Armadas of 
silver Super Fortresses were appearing in Malayan and 
Singaporean skies. Bombs were being dropped. Our secret 
radios were telling us Allied victory was drawing near. 
Some prisoners feared we would be massacred at the end. In 
some cases those fears were well-based. Whatever posterity 
decides about the rightness and wrongness of nuclear 
warfare, the atomic bombs dropped on Nagasaki and 
Hiroshima saved tens of thousands of prisoners of war who 
would have perished had the end of the war been one of 
slow attrition. 

Suddenly the Japanese unconditionally capitulated, as we 
had three-and-a-half years before. Victory was sweet, no 
doubt, but it was the thought of seeing our loved ones, and 
being in our own lands that gripped us. The blind that had 
been mercifully pulled down on memory now shot up, and 
intimate details of our past lives and relationships became 
intensely vivid. 
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The weeks of physical rehabilitation passed slowly, and 
then, unbelievably, we were home, and the reunion for 
many of us was one of almost delirious joy. Adjustment was 
ahead of us, and for many it was going to be 
painful-intensely painful. Some men and women died from 
the effects of incarceration. Others healed and were even 
stronger for having been through it. Some still suffer, others 
who have suffered have found faith, and have come to know 
the mystery of divine and human love in the reality of the 
Presence. 

 
For all I had learned I still had to make my way through 

the maze of suffering. I was only an apprentice even though 
I considered I had a maturity at the age of twenty-seven 
years, which would see me through to the end. I had much 
to learn and, having learned much, it is still the case with 
me in my late-seventies. More than ever I am grateful for 
the Presence. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Home to the Beloved Family 

THE LINES of the Dutch luxury cruiser Oranjie were 
smooth, slim and beautiful to behold. This was especially so 
because she was our hospital ship and could do twenty-four 
knots. She would be the first ship to arrive in Australia, 
returning POWs from the Far East’. Other vessels had gone 
to Borneo to rehabilitation camps. We had been left in our 
convalescent hospital camp at Kranji on Singapore Island to 
effect our own reconstruction, rehabilitation and adaptation 
to freedom. We had been fed well, had put on weight at a 
dangerous rate, a few men dying even from this action. At 
the last I had another attack of my recurrent renal colic and 
had to be carried on board on a stretcher, having been 
heavily dosed with morphia. The sister in charge of our 
ward was both vivacious and beautiful. She put herself out 
to attend my needs-though she mainly imagined my 
needs-so we became warm friends. 

 
The ship’s crew were Dutch, most sympathetic, and in the 

galley the artificial cow was kept busy churning 
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out milk, whilst the bakery worked twenty-four hours a day 
producing bread. The men ignored the exotic menu; bread 
and milk were what they wanted. It was not long before we 
reached Darwin and, being the first of the Japanese POWs 
back, we were feted with great ceremony and affection. We 
stopped at Brisbane to unload Queenslanders, and then it 
was ‘straight for Sydney’. What we met there still remains 
vividly in my memory. 

 
A line of ambulances was waiting at Circular Quay and 

George Street, and with them the massed crowds reaching 
even back to Broadway and on to Parramatta Road, waiting 
to welcome the heroes. The ambulances threaded their way 
through the crowd of people so thick that they had spilled 
onto the road. Ahead of us massed service bands played for 
the victory parade, but none of us was strong enough to 
march. From overhead ticker tape floated down in a white 
mass until the onlookers seemed to have come from a 
snowstorm. The cheering, singing and even screaming never 
died in volume. Two lovely young women scrambled onto 
our ambulance, one sitting in my lap, and both hugging me. 
I thought they were beautiful strangers but they were my 
sisters Gloria and Valda. Further along the way were Reg 
and his wife Lesley. Stan and his wife Joan were also 
watching and waving. 

Having woven around streets to show the waiting 
watchers the prize of the returning men, the ambulances 
then made for the 13th General Hospital at Concord. My 
father and mother were waiting and with them my sister 
Norma and her husband Percy. There was much hugging 
and kissing and showing of affection which was unusual for 
our family. I thought my father 
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seemed so gentle, and of course my mother wept with the 
emotion of the reunion. The medical staff quickly covered 
the details they wanted, granted us immediate leave, and 
we were on our way to Box Hill where a family reunion was 
celebrated in a grand feast. The tears were barely kept 
under control as we shared what had happened over the 
past few years. News of Ray and Rank and their families 
was recounted. My father was wonderfully gentle, and a 
stranger would not have suspected he could ever have been 
otherwise. 

Long ago Stan had left the farm, and it was no longer a 
dairy. Fat cattle were being agisted, along with my father’s 
good breed of Herefords. My sister Norma had married into 
the Reynolds family at ‘Hobartville’, Richmond, and in those 
days they were the doyens of Hereford breeding. My father 
now had more opportunity for relaxation and seemed very 
much to be at peace. 

After the family departed my father took me to my old 
bedroom. What moved me deeply was that he went over my 
possessions quite lovingly, pointing them out to me as 
though each was precious. I had a slight interest in my old 
books of poems and stories, but they seemed a world away 
from my present mood. I had worked much on writing in the 
prison camp, and, without knowing it, was just about to be 
launched into a successful writing career. 

My father opened up a cardboard box, decorated and with 
the inscription ‘Precious Promises’-verses from the Bible. In 
it were tiny scrolls. There was a tiny pair of tweezers for 
extracting rolls. My father bent over the box and said, ‘Let’s 
see what we have for this special occasion’. 
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He looked up at me and smiled. ‘We look at one every day. 
Every day we have had a message and we always thought of 
you in relation to it.’ 

 
I found it difficult to absorb the thought of my father 

using a Precious Promises box when I, myself, had looked on 
it as a sort of verse lottery. I felt humbled and shamed. I 
cannot remember the verse which came up but I am sure it 
was appropriate. Probably every verse would have been 
appropriate. I guess if the lot had fallen on the floor and we 
had read the medley of them, they would still have been 
appropriate! When I thanked him and said I would like him 
to keep the box he seemed deeply moved. The incident went 
into my memory data bank as being a significant insight 
into my father. 

My home base was now Box Hill, but I had to return to 
the repatriation hospital for tests and treatment. I took the 
opportunity to answer the ninety letters I had received 
within a week of returning. My father and mother would 
visit and would chat with other returned POWs. One day, 
when it was not visiting hours, a young woman strode up 
the ward to my bed. Keith Marr and I had been in deep 
theological discussion, but we both recognised her. It was 
Laurel Chapman, the immature miss who had been in our 
matriculation class at the Metropolitan Coaching College. 
She was no longer immature, but had grown into a mature 
no-nonsense woman. She was graduating as a nursing sister 
in the Royal Sydney Hospital. 

Keith, who was generally shy of women, took to her 
immediately. She had written me a letter, received a reply, 
and now wanted to renew friendship. Later she told me she 
had been sure I would return and had 
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years ago set her mind to marry me. As I listened to her talk 
I decided she would make a better wife for me than for 
Keith. When Keith drifted off we chatted until it was time 
for her to leave. In pyjamas and dressing gown I walked 
with her to the gate. She slipped her arm into mine and the 
simple movement brought a sense of warmth which I would 
now describe as ‘communion’. Returned men and women of 
the forces were lolling about on the lawns, but, apart from 
my family, I had not met a woman who attracted me. My 
brother Stan and his wife Joan had introduced me to 
various women, but I was looking for someone who could 
understand some of the pain I was feeling as I tried to adapt 
to the society to which we had returned. 

Even now it is difficult to explain the anguish some of us 
were going through-we who had battled out moral, spiritual, 
relational and character issues in our prison days. The 
pleasant society into which we returned seemed to be a 
community which had been largely untouched by the war. 
Certainly they had not even thought there were issues other 
than the one of winning the war. For some of us it was 
similar to what was later called ‘culture shock’. I ached to be 
back with the men who had shared the human dilemma of 
dogged human selfishness and sacrificial love. I would have 
given anything to be with the group of over thirty men who 
met nightly in the blacked-out X-ray clinic in Kranji Camp. 
I sensed Laurel had more than an inkling of what we had 
been about in our camp friendships. I just knew she was a 
person of the Presence. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

New Family Situations 

At that time I reacted with shock to two happenings. The 
first was that my surrogate mother who—with all members 
of her family---had received me back with warmth and deep 
affection, seemed utterly unable to understand the 
pilgrimage I had gone through in the camp. She wanted to 
see me as the person she had known almost five years 
before. She wholly misunderstood my new ethical 
sensitivity, regaling me with stories of how she had been 
able to help her husband during the wartime with items 
that were rationed but which she obtained by various 
means. She was light-hearted about these manipulations, 
and that startled me even more. In hindsight I realise I 
should have let her have her say and left it at that, but the 
selfishness that seemed to me to be unforgivable brought 
deep anger. I was seeing this everywhere and could not 
accept it. In POW camp I had obviously seen issues which to 
me were basic to true morality and genuine love, but others 
had not seen these. 

Nor did I find it easy to hear that folk were pitying me.  
`Geoffrey has lost his old simple faith’, some were  
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saying. Others thought I needed psychiatric treatment. 
Keith Marr and I would share the tensions we felt, and 
derive some comfort from doing so. My relationship with 
Laurel grew and I was sure she understood the pain these 
conflicts brought. Sometimes she would have to wake me 
out of moods of silence which came because of the failure of 
others to see what I had seen.  

The second shock was that my mother had uncovered 
some old poems written to my second mother, and she had 
taken the love expressed there to refer to herself. One day 
she said how deeply she had been moved by them, never 
dreaming I had such love for her. I was at a loss to tell her 
the truth, but by some accident she found out, and her 
disappointment was dreadful to see. Later  

I was able to tell her that this kind of affection for the 
other woman had died, and to some degree she was 
comforted. I think, also, that I understand, more than ever, 
her conflicts as the wife of my father and the mother of nine 
children. Her married life had been a difficult one, but her 
love for us all was unaffected by these sufferings.  

Laurel and I married and we went to a small farm in 
Eungai on the north coast of New South Wales. I had 
purchased this with money that had accumulated during 
our prison days, and the gratuity we received on discharge. 
By this time my writing had received some recognition, so 
that with a bit of general farming and a reasonable income 
from stories we were able to live. Our first child Richard 
was born in 1947 and we began to learn the art of being 
parents as well as lovers. Some time later we moved to 
Woodhill at the southern end of the Kangaroo Valley on the 
south coast where  



MY BELOVED FAMILY 142

my brother Stanley had purchased a farm and he and his 
wife Joan were carving out a remarkable house. Stan was 
quietly persisting with his painting. We had leased a farm 
and I helped my brother with milking his herd, which 
grazed on our land as well as on his own farm. Most of my 
time was spent in writing.  

 
At Eungai we were seeking to live as I had learned in the 

prison camp, as selflessly as possible, taking opportunities 
to help others in their work and to bring the principle of 
practical love to the community. I had frozen against the 
church because it seemed to me that its message and 
practice were not what I had learned in the days of our 
suffering. I wrote to former POW chaplain friends talking 
about those erstwhile days and they were sympathetic, 
understanding something of my anguish, yet trying to 
advise me to have caution and gentleness in my ethical 
judgments of others. The Eungai days stand out in my 
memory, and in Laurel’s memory also, as almost idyllic 
times. Pain was submerged in joy and the delights of 
farming and writing. Later I wrote a book on those days 
called Days and Dreams of Arcady. 

An old friend of mine, Clive Steel, now ordained, who had 
been a close friend in the But-Har-Gra days, continually 
wrote to me. Perhaps he did not understand my mental and 
emotional conflicts but he showed a persistent love, 
whereas, I think, others had given me up as too badly 
distorted by the POW experience to do useful work as a 
minister. I heard that the archbishop had said, `Poor fellow. 
His mind has been changed by his war experience’. Clive 
came to see me at Woodhill and we talked for long hours. 
The vocation set out for me when a boy pressed in on  
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me again and I felt at peace with the Presence when I 
applied to read theology. 

In 1950 I re-entered Moore Theological College and was 
ordained into the Anglican ministry in 1953 and became 
rector of the Garrison Church in Millers Point, Sydney.  As 
a small family we had spent the years of theological training 
at Beecroft, where we were allowed to use the home of a 
former bank manager, Mr Allnutt, who was a patient in a 
psychiatric hospital, but whom we brought home and tended 
by permission of the Master in Lunacy.  Laurel loved and 
cared for him, and our children---by then three in number: 
Richard, Carol and Anne---also had a deep affection for him.  
We watched him awaken from an almost catatonic state to 
some joy in life as we shared the life and message of love 
with him. 

In 1956 we were sure we were to go to West Pakistan. We 
now had five children, Elizabeth and Ruth being added to 
the score.  

Before we left for Pakistan, Laurel had again become 
pregnant, and in Pakistan Mary Grace, our youngest 
daughter and last child, was born at Lahore. My parents 
had sold the Box Hill farm and had returned to Wahroonga, 
though, of course, to a new house. We exchanged visits with 
them from time to time.  

It was when we lived at Beecroft that I began to study my 
father closely. We would often visit my parents, and they 
would visit us. We appeared to be good friends and I was 
always at ease with him, listening to his long discourses, his 
feats and his opinions when my own ideas did not always 
comport with his. He seemed comfortable with me, and on 
certain issues even asked my advice, which was a departure 
from his  



MY BELOVED FAMILY 144

old self-sufficiency.and seeming infallibility. One day he 
confided in me that of all the people he knew I was,  in his 
opinion, the most trustworthy.  

 
On another day my parents visited me, and my father 

gave me a substantial gift of money. When I looked 
surprised he said it was something which would have come 
to me had I stayed on the farm. He meant that he was 
reimbursing me for the work I had done when my wages 
had been a pittance. This was another helpful insight into 
his way of thinking and his ethics. I wanted to refuse the 
money but both my mother and father insisted I take it, as I 
had earned it. Of course it was a most welcome and useful 
gift. After their departure it took me some time to absorb 
the significance of the act. I was, of course, deeply moved. 

We accomplished two tours of Pakistan, `tours’ meaning 
`terms’.  We had a furlough in 1961--62 for a period of 
eleven months and we lived at Pennant Hills with Francis 
George, a woman of extraordinarily strong mind, who had 
been a communist but had become a Christian under my 
teaching, and was to look after our three oldest children 
when we returned to Pakistan.  By this time my father and 
I had grown quite close.  My mother had always been that 
way.   

When we left to return to Pakistan, \mbox{Laurel} and I 
walked to Thornleigh railway station with them.  We all 
embraced strongly, as though we knew this might be the 
last time we would meet.  My father had shrunken 
physically.  He kissed me with emotion.  In fact he would 
kiss me on every occasion we met, and when we parted. 

I remember watching him walk down the ramp to the 
station and I knew I would not see him again. I was  

New Family Situations 145

deeply moved, even to a mild melancholy, but I was aware 
how deeply I loved him. Some members of the family still 
had problems with the upbringing he had given us.   

One day in Hyderabad, Pakistan, I received a letter from 
my brother Ray who was in Kuwait. He  mentioned, almost 
in passing,that it was sad that our father had died. For a 
short time I went into emotional shock. My mother had 
written a letter to us in Hyderabad, India, and I never 
received her letter. I had had a dream one night of my 
father standing beside my bed and giving me a message of 
love. He indicated he was going somewhere, and I woke 
with a sense of elation. The shock from his death was 
momentary and that feeling of elation returned. I was sure 
my father was in peace and joy and that was what 
mattered. Some years before, he had entered hospital for 
needed surgery and a nursing sister told me that my father 
was a dear, a gentle person who continuously read his Bible. 
I had been surprised to hear that but later I was given that 
Bible in which he had inscribed,  

`My God is always with me’. For him it was also `the 
Presence’.  

My mother continued to live in her Wahroonga home. Her 
sister Florence retired from her matron’s work with the 
Bush Church Aid Society at Ceduna, South Australia, and 
she and my sister Eileen came to live with her. My mother 
seemed to spring into a new experience of living. She now 
attended church which she had longed to do all her married 
life and she took part in the house group studies. She prob-
ably knew the Scriptures better  
even than the clergy, so long she had read them and soaked 
herself in their  
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ethos. When we returned from Pakistan I tried to discern 
what had happened. In some things the shadow of her 
husband was still over her, for she would sometimes wonder 
what `Daddy might think’ about certain decisions she had to 
make. Her sister and daughter found her almost dictatorial 
at times, but then her love and good humour would reassert 
themselves and warm relationships would again prevail.   

 
 
We moved to South Australia where I became principal of 

the Adelaide Bible Institute at the old Mt Breckan mansion 
in Victor Harbor, one of South Australia’s favourite tourist 
resorts. From our vantage point we could look towards the 
South Pole over a sea that changed its colours and moods 
with every hour. A fresh, fascinating era of our lives had 
begun.   
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

A Transforming Experience 
of Fatherhood 

THE THEME and purpose of this book is coming towards 
its climax, and that has to do with a revelation of the 
Presence, which is not merely a numinous thing, a product 
of the wishful thinking of a person who would want to be 
comforted by never feeling alone, but an understanding of a 
personal presence which is Divine Fatherhood, and which 
has ever had at its heart an irresistible love. 

When we were at Millers Point in the early 1950s we had 
rich interaction with people who attended our church. Some 
of them came from considerable distances on Sundays and 
other evenings when we would have meetings. One of these 
was Ruth Crawford, who worked at the Prince Henry 
Hospital at Malabar. She was a simple sort of young 
woman, but had an instinct for truth, and deep devotion to 
the vocation she believed had been mapped out for her. This 
finally entailed going to Israel and becoming a university 
student, studying Hebrew. There she met a Christian Jew 
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from the United States, and married him. In giving birth to 
her second child, she died. 

 
Sometimes she would stay with us. Often she would pray 

well into the night. Once when I was passing our lounge 
room to go into my study, I saw her praying. For a moment I 
stood and watched. She was seated on the floor, but her 
head and right arm were resting on a lounge chair. It struck 
me that it was as though she was seated on the floor with 
her head on God’s lap. She was unaware of my presence, 
and as I listened I heard her say in tones of deep wonder, 
‘Oh, Father! Oh, Father!’ I had never heard a human being 
express such love and such adoration, both mingled. It was 
as though she momentarily opened to me a dimension I had 
never known, and a mystery in which I had never lived. 

Later, in speaking to Moslems who do not know Allah as 
Father, and to Hindus whose all-embracing God is Ram, but 
far from that intimate, personal Father to whom Ruth was 
speaking, I found our Christian message a difficult one to 
communicate. Many of the Christians of India and Pakistan 
had received the same message with difficulty. A number of 
circumstances had drawn them to the missionaries and 
their teaching, and often the motives were understandably 
self-centred. 

I suppose in my work in Millers Point I had met with 
some sort of success, although ‘success’ is a difficult idea to 
state. In Pakistan I soon realised that what seems to be 
effective in one culture may prove impotent in another. 
Soul-searching is probably helpful, and I did plenty of that. 
As the founder and principal of a Bible college where men 
trained for ordination, 
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I had my theology well-honed to help men become good 
pastors. I was in demand as a speaker throughout Pakistan, 
some of India, parts of Ceylon and even as far away as 
North Borneo. I also attended international conferences. 

Early in 1965 1 was a speaker at a convention in Calcutta. 
Whilst I could preach fluently in Urdu, most of the audience 
spoke Bengali, and a fine Indian pastor from Assam 
translated messages for both a Madras preacher and me. 
One night, after the meeting, the translator, whose name 
was Subodh Sahu, talked with me. We went long into the 
night. He confided with me that my message had not been 
easy to translate. The matter of my English, my words and 
my pronunciation presented no difficulty. 

He said, ‘It is your message of the Cross which is hard to 
communicate. I know and believe all you say. Indeed, it is 
the heart of my own life and the substance of my theology, 
but human beings of all races oppose this Cross. As Paul the 
apostle said, it is a scandal to the religious and foolishness 
to the intellectuals.’ 

We talked until we were weary. Subodh and I prayed 
together and he then went to his room to sleep. Restless but 
yet elated, I knelt on the floor, leaning against the bed. It 
was then that something of a remarkable nature happened 
to me. It came unbidden. Something like waves of 
extraordinary peace and joy flowed over me. My whole being 
was so lightened that it seemed as though all my previous 
life had been lived in a sort of heaviness, which was not at 
all the case, for I had known the Presence even in the 
darkest times, such as had come upon me in the prison 
camp after those first six months of trying to cling to faith. 
With the 
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lightening of my spirit came enlightenment I had not 
sought. It was what I can only call a revelation of the nature 
of God as Father. 

I found myself crying, ‘Oh Father! Oh Father!’, but it was 
not the painful cry of the wounded soldiers who had cried 
‘Mummy! Mummy!’ and who knew as they cried that their 
mothers could not give them solace and freedom from pain. 
It was not a petition to the Father to reveal Himself but the 
ecstasy which had come to me because He had revealed 
Himself. So light and peace and joy continued to flow over 
me in successive waves. Also there came a release from all 
the problems and pain associated with innumerable 
relationships with my own father, mother, brothers, sisters 
and the whole company of mankind, which I had known. I 
had long ago recognised that those problems were not 
primarily of their making, but came from my reactions. The 
knowledge that the presence was Godwhat I now knew in 
its fullness-was no new idea to me. That He was Father was 
the new understanding. Nor was it simply an intellectual 
understanding I had now come to know, for that I had 
previously known. I suppose the word ‘communion’ is the 
only one which covers what was happening at that time. 

How long I had knelt there and cried, ‘Oh Father!’ I do not 
know, but when I felt I should now rest and perhaps have 
some sleep, I rose and lay on the bed, but I could not feel the 
mattress and sheets beneath me. It was as though I had 
been swathed in a cocoon of light, peace and joy, and had 
lost the physical sensation of touch. Of course this was not 
so. In a way the whole experience could not be classified by 
calling it ‘supernatural’. Later, contemplating what had 
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happened, I recognised that this was a relationship with the 
Father that Ruth Crawford-quite unconscious of me-had 
manifested that night I had come upon her at prayer. It 
echoed the sheer delight Blaise Pascal had known in his 
enlightening conversion, and it was of the quality of Praying 
Hyde’s communion with the Father in his prayer tent at the 
early Sialkot Convention in the Punjab. I also felt it to be 
the same as episodes Jonathan Edwards had from time to 
time, when the beauty of God and His glorious 
transcendence were so sweet, that views of Him were almost 
intolerably exquisite. I knew it to be an experience of the 
ineffable, but one which had stamped itself upon my being 
in an interiority which would henceforth be 
inextinguishable. 

 
I think the significance of this episode was that I now saw 

that everything-yes, everything-lies in the Fatherhood of 
God. I sincerely hope the reader does not feel he-or she-has 
been led so far by staying with the narrative, only to find 
that some kind of a literary trick or deceit has been 
fashioned to confront him-or her-with God. What I have 
discovered is what I believe to be an immutable fact, that 
every person ever born has been continually confronted by 
God. Not all theologians would agree with me, and many 
persons would not accept this as an undeniable fact. I have 
no way of proving it, and my sight and understanding of it 
all will always remain unproven. Yet I believe it to be so. I 
see that the continuous confrontation of the human race 
with the Presence is its most painful experience. Each of us 
must work, every minute of the clock’s ticking, to deny the 
reality of the Presence. Just as a person would 
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be terrified if the Presence were suddenly to dissolve or 
depart, so also one never knows cessation of attrition if the 
Presence is not held at bay. This reality is common to us all. 
Autonomy of spirit, of living, and of accomplishment, would 
be destroyed if communion with the Presence were forced 
upon it, and in one sense the Presence never forces 
itself-Himself—on anyone and, more than that, never 
abandons any person. What happens between the person 
and the Presence is dependent upon the will of the subject, 
but many influences may come the way of us all to bring 
that will into its action of choice, and its choice of action. 

I suppose the most remarkable thing about the revelation 
of that night was that I saw all relationships are healed 
when once the matter of Divine Fatherhood is settled. Until 
that is settled nothing is permanently settled, especially in 
the matter of human relationships. I doubt whether some of 
the sociological sciences would agree with what I have said, 
but one reads of intimations, even within these 
sciences-which I call ‘horizontal’-of the significance and 
power of fatherhood. I am not by any means relegating 
motherhood to an inferior position, especially because I 
think it is complementary to fatherhood and indispensable 
to its full operation. It has its reality in what has been 
called ‘one-flesh union’ of two persons-husband and wife, the 
father and the mother. What is yet to be written in this 
present book will show my high view of motherhood as well 
as of wifely vocation. I have seen countless transformations 
in human relationships when Divine Fatherhood is 
experienced. I have just spoken of the healing of the human 
spirit by that Fatherhood, and 
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it is such healing I have seen innumerable times. It is the 
healing of relational rifts, the dissolving of anger and 
bitterness which have arisen from these rifts, and 
accompanying emancipation from lifelong heaviness of spirit 
which children-some of whom have grown to their three 
score years and ten-have been carrying without relief from 
the time of childhood. 

For myself, the unusual experience was transforming. I 
have since carried indelibly in my spirit the notion and 
reality of Divine Fatherhood. It may not have altered the 
form of my theology but has transformed my understanding 
and living of it. It has given a different tone to my teaching 
and to my relationships with others. I had thought that my 
view of my father in later years had been as good as a son 
could have, but seeing Divine Fatherhood melted any 
reserves of thought concerning him that I might have 
retained. In a few moments my understanding of my mother 
was also transformed and no less of my brothers and sisters. 
In fact it helped me to experience affinity with all the 
human race, stretching back through the past and reaching 
forward to the future. I have to admit that since 1965 fresh 
revelations of Divinehuman relationships have been 
tumbling into my life. These have unveiled the brashness of 
my spirit, the critical appraisals of others I have persisted 
in making, and so have made me seek a humility of being I 
would have supposed I had always possessed but which 
could not have wholly been the case. 

Realising that, universally, the Presence is a perpetual 
threat to the autonomy of each person, I know why there is 
such anger against the Deity. When Leah had avoided a 
relationship with me on the basis of my 
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being ‘religious’, I know it was because she thought such 
religion would spoil her enjoyment of life and her pleasure 
in living. I also saw that my father’s persistent dislike of 
church was really his dread of God and his backing away 
from the Presence which would never let him come to peace, 
until finally he was worn down and he capitulated. My 
mother’s leap towards the truth of the Presence was her 
acceptance of Divine love and care. I suppose she was one of 
the richest women in spirit whom I have known. She gave to 
us something my father was unable to give. I suppose his 
eikon of God derived from the eikon of his father which had 
formed during his childhood. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 

The Purpose of the Presence 

WHEN, some years ago, my sister Eileen sent me the 
photograph of my mother at the age of seventeen, I was 
startled into a new understanding of her. For many months 
I had been researching the matter of Divine and human 
law. This was mainly because I wanted to see whether God 
ameliorated law for weak and defective human beings. In 
prison camp, when many of us obviously broke the moral 
law in seeking to preserve our lives, I had been troubled as 
to whether the law human beings follow was man-made or 
God-given. I came to be certain that it was God-given, so 
that our breaches of it were culpable, that is, the breaches 
brought us under guilt and into an anticipation of ultimate 
judgment. From that point onwards I saw that the coming 
of the Son of God into the world was a loving act of God, 
intended to liberate human beings from their heaviness of 
guilt. Through him relief was to come. 

 
My studies and writing over these last years have been to 

determine for my own understanding whether marriage was 
dissolvable or inviolate, and whether 
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damage was being done to the human race through the 
breakdown of marital relationships and the practice of 
divorce. This led me to contemplate the unity that exists 
between the three Persons of the Godhead. I have added a 
relational and theological postscript at the end of this book 
to explain this unity to those who are interested, and so I 
will not impose my ideas on readers at this point. What I 
saw was that the three Persons are one in communion, and 
it is the quality of this communion that they give to the 
human race. In particular this communion is called a 
‘one-flesh’ unity which was given at the birth of the human 
race, but the desire of the first couple to go it alone without 
the presence of God broke their own inner communion. The 
history of the human race has included painful conflicts 
within marriages and within family living. 

The sight of my mother’s youthful face and figure was a 
revelation of her beauty. As I said at the commencement of 
this book, I never saw my mother as beautiful. Of course she 
was ‘old’ to me in the early twenties of this century when 
she was in her early thirties, for she had been born in 1889. 
Now, when I look at her photograph, I see her as young, 
smooth-faced, well-featured, and alive with an eagerness to 
get into marriage and to be a mother. Perhaps I am reading 
some of these things into that photograph, but I think that 
in the main I am probably correct. I suddenly saw that her 
spirit did not change over all the years. She loved my father 
and admired him. She bore child after child and loved each 
one. She worked with my father and worked for her 
children. At times she stood up for them vocally, and at 
other times remained silent 
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for them. It seems to me that at seventeen she had a strong 
spirit, and rich resources-call them youth or what you will. I 
realised that the features of her face and figure I first knew 
as a child were the same as I now saw in the photograph. It 
was then I realised she had always had beauty and it was 
my childish ideas which had led me to miss it. Perhaps we 
are always demanding a more beautiful image of one 
another, and so are never satisfied with what another 
person is. 

My last memories of my mother were in the few years 
before her death, when she had had a cerebral 
haemorrhage. This stopped her speech, and speech had been 
one of the gifts she had used most powerfully. Her body was 
weakened and she needed my Aunt Florence’s help as well 
as that of my sister Eileen. She tried to help herself but had 
to be dependent on others. This reversal of her life must 
have been most painful. She was deeply conscious of all that 
was going on around her. In her own way she was a leader 
among women and I knew it irked her to be so helpless, 
especially as the eldest sister and the mother of her 
daughter. 

When people come to this weakened state we tend, 
unthinkingly, to treat them as invalids and almost as 
helpless children. I could see this frustrated my mother. I 
saw the pain and perhaps the anger in her eyes. One day, 
when we were alone and she was lying propped up on her 
bed, I talked to her. I talked slowly, deliberately, forming 
my words clearly but without any trace of condescension or 
patronage. I am sure my mother sensed the sensitivity of 
love. 

I said, ‘Mother, I know you are frustrated. You want to 
speak but cannot because of your illness. You are 
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as strong a person as ever you have been, but you are not 
able to express what you are, or what you wish to say and 
do. 

‘I know you feel you are being treated as one who can do 
nothing. Folk want to help, but what you want is dignity. 
You want to be honoured for what you really are. I see you 
as a full person but hindered by this disability. You are my 
mother and I love you. I am grateful for all you have done. I 
will always see you as you really are’. 

My mother had clear blue eyes that had great depth. 
Whatever may have happened to her body with the draining 
away of normal movement and health, nothing had changed 
in her eyes. I saw the tension within them fade away. She 
looked at me with, unwavering clarity, and delight began to 
glow and it increased to joy. With difficulty she gave a faint 
smile and there was a slight pressure from her hand on 
mine. She seemed happy, her old contented self. She was at 
peace. Her son understood, and that was a grand thing for 
her. If what she had had was frustration, then it had 
evaporated. She was trusting the Presence for the dreadful 
thing that had happened to her. 

On one occasion, after I had prayed for her, she spoke 
some words, and we were surprised and grateful. Not long 
after that she died. The family, with the exception of Ray, 
was at her funeral. The minister was a gracious man and 
spoke highly of my mother’s life and her deep spirituality. 
We sat silently listening, but having thoughts which were 
beyond his. It was a day of strong winds and heavy rains, 
and the minister must have thought we would be distressed, 
in such weather, to see our mother buried alongside 
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our father’s remains. He suggested that he could go with the 
undertakers for the committal, saving us that pain. 

My brother Frank was incensed. He stood in the middle of 
the aisle and said with rage, ‘She is our mother and we will 
be with her to the last’. There was intense love in his voice, 
and respect for her. All his married life he had visited her, 
although he carried a certain anger regarding my father. 
Now he was the senior person of the family and voiced our 
thoughts. None of us would be absent from the burial. 

We went to the Northern Suburbs Cemetery. The hole dug 
for the grave had a depth of water, and we lowered the 
coffin. The committal had scarcely been said when we broke 
out into singing ‘Amazing Grace’ as the rain poured down 
around us. I am sure Mother might not have anticipated the 
family breaking into spontaneous singing but she would 
have been thrilled because of the event, had it been possible 
for her to have known it. She had a particular love for that 
hymn. The end was not defeat but a victory: she was deeply 
loved for what she had been and for what she had done. It 
would be difficult for us to think of a more remarkable 
woman. In all of our family I have never heard one word 
said against her. 

So I have my photographs-those humanly made eikons of 
our mother and father. The mental eikons we make of one 
another are never sufficient, but they determine our 
attitudes and relationships. Images are simply ideas of the 
true idea, the true being of a person, or of God. The Father’s 
living eikon was the Son who came to show the Father, and 
supremely so in 
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his painful but liberating death on the Cross. The Son was 
not an idea of the Idea which was the Father, but the true 
idea of the Idea. He was one with the Father because he, 
with the Spirit of the Father, lived-and lives-in the Father, 
as also the Father and the Spirit in him. Far from being an 
idea of his Father’s idea, he was the idea of the Father in 
that he was called ‘the Word’. He lived ‘face to face with 
God’. He was the communication of the idea, the very 
presence of the Presence. 

As I look at my mother’s photograph I now understand my 
father in an even richer way. He was a man of many faults, 
as are we all, but she persisted with him. He must have 
sensed how that would be before he married her. He 
confronted Jerome Dowling for his daughter and he won 
her, but it was she who had won him. I can see now that her 
union with him was a demand for communion, which he 
could only give in a faulty way, for he did not know how to 
live in the heart of the Presence and draw on its resources. 
Even so, she never gave up on her love. I can see the sad 
tragedy in which many of us live. We take the selfish way of 
seeking only pleasure in relationships. We want to receive, 
but we fail to give, and fail to understand that in giving is 
the richest pleasure of all. 

I suppose many of us do try to give, but are often at a loss 
to know how to do it. We experience rebuffs. We react, are 
hurt, withdraw and settle for protecting ourselves, living 
the defended life. When, in the course of writing this book, I 
have looked at those photographic images which have 
caught just one moment of a person’s life, I am deeply 
moved. Two brothers, Ray and Frank, have died and so have 
their wives. I have been 
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very little of an uncle to their children. The rest of us 
brothers and sisters live on and I think we have warm 
enough relationships. None of us has lived an ideal life, but 
I am sure all of us have known life beyond the mediocre. 
Always the common factor has been the presence of the 
Presence, whatever we may have done about that! 

Our spouses, our children and our grandchildren may 
never accuse us, but they will know what our selfishness 
was, and our selflessness. They, too, will have been selfish 
as well as, at times, selfless. The Son of the Father, who 
became a human being in the vast human race, draws all he 
needs to be the Son from his Father, both as the Divine 
person he always was and as the human person he became 
for our sakes. The Father endlessly gives out of His eternal 
being. The Son takes these gifts and distributes them 
among us faulty but forgiven human creatures, and we 
have-resources of love and wisdom for richer relationships. 
He is the living eikon of the living Father. In him lies the 
mystery of familyhood. All ages of community and all 
persons of those communities have needed to draw upon the 
Father to live out the goodness of familyhood. We have 
always needed to know the Presence and His true love. We 
have always needed that love to know the true Presencethe 
Father! 

I suddenly realise I am preaching. I am somewhat uneasy 
about this, but then I think, how can I do otherwise? 
Human beings are not empty and are not fools. They need to 
have someone—even an old manspeak out of the wisdom he 
has been given. There are enough of our race who give their 
lives to entertaining 
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us. Let us occasionally have a person of faith to tell us the 
Presence is good and to lead LIS to joy in that Presence. 
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A Non- Theological Postscript 

WRITING this book has been an interesting and 
stimulating exercise. When one writes autobiographically 
something quite remarkable happens. All sorts of memories 
stored away in the nooks and crannies of one’s brain start to 
emerge. When one talks with members of one’s family other 
reminiscences are evoked. Memory leads to memory and, 
through recall, a flood of events results. 

 
In the account of this book I have deliberately not referred 

to my own children, except to speak of their births. I 
suppose fathers should not expose their children to what we 
call ‘the public’. It is for them to record their impressions of 
their parents and one another. In speaking of my own 
family I have sought to respect them, but in tackling our 
family life I may have disclosed more than I ought to have 
done. Of that I cannot be sure. I suppose I wanted the 
outcome of the exercise to be helpful to the family of 
humanity to which we all belong. I hope my family will 
understand and bear with me. 

 
One of the weaknesses of the book may be the eikon of 

myself which I have presented. Just the writing of the 
account of our family has brought surprises to me in regard 
to myself. One seems to think that one’s 



MY BELOVED FAMILY 164

ideas as a child, and one’s impressions of others, are all 
correct and even infallible. That, of course, springs from our 
egoism. We seem to think our discernments are wise, and 
that our reactions to experiences are valid. In short, we 
think we are good people, competent to evaluate other 
persons and the events through which we pass. 

One of my most devastating experiences was in Kranji 
POW camp. A fine physiotherapist by the name of Ken 
Topliss once said to me quietly, as he was massaging my 
partly paralysed right leg, ‘You must be about the most 
egotistical man I have ever met!’ 

I restrained myself from sitting bolt upright, but inwardly 
I was shocked. My mind said, ‘Me? Egotistical? Of course 
not!’ I was numbed by Ken’s words. I did not dare ask him 
in what ways he thought I was egotistical. I knew that what 
he said was true enough to him. He was a man of fine 
character and no carping critic. 

For weeks I wandered around quite lacerated by his 
critique. Slowly I began to see something of what he meant. 
Of course I was egotistical: I was essentially self-centred. In 
one sense I was self-centred in not being self-centred. I went 
out to others, tried to help folk who were mentally and 
physically suffering, and I think my actions were sincere 
and genuine, but behind those actions I was living up to my 
self-devised eikon of myself. That eikon was pretty close to 
being selfrighteous. Becoming self-conscious I then tried to 
be other than this. The curious thing is that, when years 
after the war I met Ken through some chance circumstance 
and talked with him about it, he was puzzled. 

‘I can’t imagine myself saying such a thing’, he told 
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me. ‘I always had a high opinion of you. I would have 
thought of you as self-giving and not egotistical.’ 

 
Even so, he had been correct in what he had said. Also, he 

was not the only one in those days who was critical. We had 
a chaplain whose name was Aubrey Pain. His criticism 
came out of deep affection for me. We often talked. His 
churchmanship was of a different colour to mine, but we 
were firm friends. He would call all my brilliant ideas into 
question. I suppose I thought he ought to accept them as 
they were. I benefited greatly from his wisdom, and after 
the war he took a special trip from South Australia to meet 
my fiancée, Laurel, in Sydney, and to make sure she would 
be a fitting wife for me. We corresponded profitably for some 
years before his death, and one of his curates, Ben Jones, 
told me that he was always talking about me. He never let 
me get away with anything, yet he was never hypercritical. 

Whilst writing this book, I rang a surgeon who had been 
in our Kranji prison camp. He was in his nineties and 
physically and mentally quite active. I had not seen him 
since 1945 and he was surprised, and delighted, that I had 
rung him. 

‘I remember you well’, he said. ‘You were a person who, 
when you got an idea in your head, could not be talked out 
of it. You would press it, never letting it up. You would 
carry everything before you.’ 

I was momentarily stunned. Recovering quickly, I 
chuckled a little and said, ‘Well, I guess I have mellowed a 
bit since then. I suppose I have matured somewhat.’ 

When I told my wife she was the one to chuckle. ‘I 
wouldn’t think you have changed much.’ 



MY BELOVED FAMILY 166

I have been chewing the cud on that. I talked to the team 
with whom I work, and they also chuckled, confirming my 
surgeon friend’s estimate of me. After all these years it has 
dawned on me that from when I became conscious of life I 
have been a person who has been driven by what I believed 
to be right and drawn by what I have seen as the goal of life. 
Seeing this, I also have been chuckling. 

This has led me to see that as a child I must have been a 
pest in many ways. I judged my father according to my 
ideas of what he should have been. I can now see that I was 
an individualist, a person determined to do what he would 
do, and I would let nothing stand in my way. Certainly I 
was a dreamer, a daydreamer and a nightdreamer, and yet I 
was fashioning situations and things my way, as far as I 
could. I can now see what a problem I must have been to my 
father, when all the time I thought he was the problem. I 
tried to put myself in his place and to look at me as I was. 
The outcome was that I saw his eikon of me, the one I 
presented. 

Then I thought of my brothers and sisters. I understood 
that difference which always seemed to be between us 
because of my way of thinking and theirs. I often assumed, 
wrongly of course, that their thinking was somewhat 
deficient. I then remembered things friends have said to me 
over the years, and things my enemies have said. They 
added up to one thing: I considered my evaluations to be 
valid. Where, then, did that leave theirs? 

I thought on all this and remembered critical things 
which had been said by my wife and children. So all 
critiques add up to something responsible. Going back 
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to my mother’s photograph I realised that she was a woman 
of immense enthusiasms and strong dreams. She was a 
woman with high goals. It made me temper my 
self-criticism. All of us are self-centred and we criticise 
whoever and whatever impinges on us, and so not all 
criticisms are wholly valid. At the same time, they may not 
be wholly invalid. All members of our family have been 
strong-minded, each in his or her own way. I doubt whether 
any was less strong-minded than I was, and am. We might 
all be called ‘ambitious’ in some measure. I think that to 
some degree we have matured and mellowed as the years 
have passed, but the drive is still there. It was strong in my 
mother, and also in my father. The way of the present 
‘laid-back’ generation is not for us. We can understand the 
reaction of the hippie generation to our puritan approach to 
life, though we would never agree with their estimate of us. 
As for ‘yuppies’ and ‘baby boomers’, they draw no 
admiration from us. 

All of this discussion tells me that every one of us had 
better be careful in criticising others. In essence no-one is 
really ‘puritan’, ‘hippie’, ‘yuppie’ or ‘baby boomer’; those 
phases are passing mores and elements of the ebb and flow 
of our cultures. Each of us is a creature and not a god. Many 
things may contribute to our drives and enthusiasms and 
plans for our lives. The fact still remains that as persons we 
live in the Presence, and our responses and reactions to the 
Presence help to determine the attitudes we have and the 
lives we live. 

I personally take comfort from the life of Jacob. As a babe 
in his mother’s womb he fought his twin brother Esau for 
the supremacy in the birth order. As 
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a child and young man he highly valued the covenant 
birthright and the ultimate inheritance, but he went the 
wrong way about achieving his goals. Even so, the Presence 
was with him and he knew it. Esau did not have the same 
value regarding these things: he had other values. Jacob’s 
name means ‘deceiver’ and God once called him ‘a worm’ 
and told him he had been a rebel from birth. He seemed 
driven by endless ambition, but one day the angel of 
God-God Himself in an angelic manifestation-met him and 
there was a tussle. Though his thigh was put out of joint in 
the wrestling, Jacob would not let the palpable Presence go 
until he understood the nature of the Deity who fought him. 
No eikon, as such, would satisfy him. This determination 
and insistence was typical of Jacob, but it brought him a 
transformation of life. He was no longer a deceiver but a 
prince. He achieved his life’s ambition, but then not on the 
grounds he had set out for that achievement. He got to the 
heart of the One who had loved him, and went on loving 
Him. 

In writing this, a memory comes to me of a story my local 
general practitioner once told me. He had been delivering 
babies in the country hospital where he had worked: ‘One 
day we had an unusual birth. The baby we were delivering 
suddenly seemed to rush out into life. He was screaming 
and kicking and yelling. He was so much a conscious person 
that I was startled and forgot to sever the umbilical cord. 
He seemed anxious to get into action and the matter of birth 
was almost an impediment to him.’ 

The doctor then went on to tell me that ‘as they are born, 
so they live and develop’. When I told that story to a 
meeting one night, an old midwife came up 
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to me and said, ‘You were absolutely right. I lived in the 
one country district most of my life and delivered just about 
all the babies in the area. I could predict with certainty just 
what kind of persons they would be, and generally I was 
right.’ 

A favourite idea today is to put the blame for our 
deficiencies on heredity or parental upbringing, to say 
nothing of environment and circumstances, but an old 
prophet gave the simple message, ‘Every man shall bear his 
own sins’. Whilst the four things we have just mentioned do 
have their effects upon our lives, at core we are responsible 
persons. We make our own decisions and we can make 
them-if we will be strong-in the face of those four elements. 
In life we really have no excuses, and this makes life a rich 
adventure. I suppose I was born a reasonably lusty child, 
but that does not excuse me in regard to the decisions I have 
made. 

I certainly do not think my life has been wholly 
egocentric, or that everything I have thought and done has 
sprung only from me. I am sure I have always known love 
for people, however awkwardly or badly I may have 
expressed it. Of course I have driven roughshod over some, 
without even being conscious of doing so. I have been 
critical and even censorious where I ought to have been 
understanding and-without any desire to excuse myself-I 
think that that has been the case with most of us. These 
things matter, but they should not crush us. The fact that 
we can see our failures, sins and shortcomings must mean 
much. The fact that we can laugh at our foolish egotisms is 
surely a hopeful sign. 

I must say that I am not at all ashamed of the strong 
drive I have had since birth. Drives are no discredit to 
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us, though the use and execution of them may often be 
called into question. A listless, ‘laid-back’ person may only 
be excusing himself from the adventure of life. No: I am not 
critical of the drives of my father, my mother or my family. 
Indeed, I am impressed by them. 

So I say quietly that I love all members of my family. I 
think I have always done that. I say I am proud of my 
parents, my brothers and sisters, my wife and my children, 
without exception. I accept the disappointment they have 
had in me from time to time, but I am not crushed by it. On 
occasions we have all disappointed one another, but none of 
us should ever accuse another. By the same token we should 
not smooth over evil or tolerate what is wrong, We are to be 
neither judges nor excusers. 

Above all I am grateful for the Presence which-or who-is 
insistent on training us in integrity, and gives us beauty, 
sweetness, love and joy to be our companions in this life and 
the next. Most of all He gives us Himself, so that we can 
give ourselves to others and receive them also into 
ourselves. The fountain of life is inexhaustible. 

My gratitude runs along the line that family is good. It 
can comprehend within its functional being the acceptance 
of all others, and understanding of them in their 
weaknesses. It is a training ground, designed to fit us to live 
in the wider family of the whole community of humanity. 

On a lesser note I am grateful for the exercise of writing 
this book. It has not only helped to clarify my thinking to 
some useful degree, but it has helped me to hilarious 
laughter when I see myself in my various 
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stages of life, and to humility when I see what the Presence 
has accomplished in me. The stages of my life are not 
altogether unlike the stages of others’ lives. To laugh at 
ourselves delivers us from morbid self-preoccupation. Again, 
I agree with Browning’s Rabbi Ben Ezra when he said, ‘The 
best is yet to be’. That is the glory ahead. 

 
So, at the last, I say, this is my beloved family! 
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A Postscript -Relational 
and Theological 

PERHAPS some of us will part company here. We may be 
interested in things relational but not things theological. We 
may even reject the latter. The word ‘theological’ may be too 
heavy for us: we may not even know what it means. Roughly 
speaking it means ‘the study of God, thinking about God, 
formulating ideas of God’. The fact is that all human 
creatures think theologically. They may not recognise this 
fact but their lives are wholly coloured by the reality of ‘the 
Presence’. I doubt our ability-in the ultimateto confine the 
matter of relationships within a nontheological framework 
of thinking. If my premise is true, that all relationality finds 
its primary source in God, then we will never understand 
the mystery of that relationality apart from a genuine 
experience of God. 

 
Every day every person has an experience of God. I have 

used the mild expression ‘the Presence’ to speak of God 
without sharply confronting the reader with the term ‘God’. 
It has not been out of timidity or out of a desire to tone 
down the reality of God. The word ‘God’, after all, is an 
almost meaningless term. It is not really a name so much as 
a designation, a generic 
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word to cover any entity to which we give deity. This goes 
for all our lords and idols. To invent a word, we eikonise our 
gods: we devise them but they have no essential reality. We 
have always needed gods, but have not wanted them to 
dominate us. We have worshipped them-given ‘worth’ to 
them-for the need to worship is with all of us, and with us 
all the time. Yet there are no authentic gods but God, the 
true God. Israel, it is said, had the name of God, but it was 
so holy that it was written with consonants-YHWH-and its 
vowels were said, by some, to be known only to the high 
priest. The word was never uttered. In practice, YHWH has 
been set out under the term, ‘the LORD’. 

The LORD created all humanity and His love is towards 
all, but it is a holy love. The primal couple lived in 
innocence within the presence of the LORD. Created by 
Him, they had total affinity with Him, and knew the law of 
His being. This law was of holy love, of utter unity, of 
‘other-person centredness’. Tempted by a brilliant creature 
to withdraw from affinity with their Creator, the couple 
dreamed the dream of autonomy, of living by their own law. 
In thinking they had freedom they discovered a sudden 
dread of God. That is the dread all human beings have, and 
they must cope with this daily, every moment, though they 
may never think this to be the case. 

This LORD announced that He would defeat the evil of 
autonomy and restore full communion between Himself and 
His beloved humanity. All history, rightly understood, was 
to prove to be ‘salvation history’. In this saga of the 
generations and of human living lie the ideas of Divine 
holiness, Divine wrath and Divine love, which provides for 
the relief of the human race from its 
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guilt and the oppression it feels within its conscience. Part 
of the mystery is the matter of sacrifice, which is meant to 
deal with guilt and to liberate human creatures to personal, 
intimate communion with God, and so to a renewing of their 
personal beings. 

Being human is not a light thing. By creation, Man1 was 
to be ‘the image and glory of God’. He was to be this as ‘male 
and female’, for the male and female were to be joined in a 
‘one-flesh’ unity. Thus unity of the couple-and hence of all 
the family-was to derive from the unity of the three 
Persons-the Father, Son and Spirit who were, and ever are, 
One. That unity was to be the source and power for true 
relationality. The Divine Persons each have differentiations, 
and give to one another of those differentiations, thus 
constituting a complementarity which is their One-ness. 
The Father is the fountain of Godhead, and the Son is 
perpetually ‘the Son of his love’, whilst the Spirit derives 
from the Fatherhood and the Son. Embraced by both in 
intimate communion, the Spirit seeks to reveal them both, 
and to give their gifts to the human race. 

The Presence is not malignant, though the human will 
often interprets it as such. Humanity is attracted by the 
source of being, and at the same time repelled by the 
presence of holy love. Hence its devising of religions, 
philosophies and moralities, all of which are linked to laws. 
In the midst of these the conscience 

                                            
1 By using the term 'Man' and not just the word for the male person, i.e. 'man', I want to 

represent the human race as a solidary body. Humanity is not simply an aggregate of all 
human persons, but is the race or family which is one; that is, one wholly interrelated unity 
of being. 
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operates to keep Man in the acts of self-justification. Man 
fails, of course, to achieve this. In his depths he knows God 
is Father, knows the Father’s laws are not oppressive, but 
he cannot afford to know God as He is, and so the conflict 
continues. It expresses itself in the ways of relationality, in 
good and bad aspects. 

At the right moment of history, the Father sends His Son 
as His living eikon, the eikon that becomes human to reveal 
the Divine. That is why Jesus said at the last, ‘I have made 
known to them your name and will make it known’. The 
name YHWH was henceforth to be understood as ‘Father’. 
The Presence was to be understood as ‘Fatherhood’. The Son 
came not as an idea of the Idea which was the Father, but 
as the Idea himself, as the utter Word of God, always 
face-to-face with God and always revealing His mystery. 

This revelation by the living human eikon-the man Jesus 
who was, and is, the Son of God-was made in and by every 
detail of his life and death, but supremely in the event of 
the Cross and the Resurrection. In those events ‘God was in 
Christ reconciling the world to himself, not counting their 
sins against them’. Man could renounce his autonomy, be 
freed from his dominating ego and its self-justifying 
endeavours, and come to peace with himself in the Father. 
In this way he would be back in the family, the true family 
of the Father. His conscience, informed by the Spirit, could 
cease hammering its host person with law and wrath and 
guilt, and now be the instrument of love, peace and joy. The 
law of the Triune Being-the law of holy love and 
‘other-person regarding’ activity-could now be the true law 
of liberated living. Such liberated living is the proper life of 
the family. The ‘Presence’ 
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no longer represents a threat and an interference to human 
autonomy. It is now the source and life of the beautiful 
communion with the Father, the Son and the Spirit of love. 

As a boy in my teens, I came into a revelation of the living 
Presence. That revelation was indelibly printed on my 
being. It fixed an interiority of being that sought to express 
itself in good human relationships. I admit to innumerable 
failures, to the intrusion of my ego into many relationships, 
and to an ambitious spirit which confused friends and 
enemies concerning my intimacy with God. Even so, I knew 
a holy awe of God, the obligation to show Him to others and 
to live by the innate law of His being. That represents both 
my joy of life and my pain in failure. 

My sisters recently told me the story of ‘Geoff and Major’. 
Major was a large horse who was probably a cross between 
the Clydesdale and Shire breeds. This huge draught gelding 
was as cunning as he was dangerous. He could lash out with 
his rear legs. He often made himself out to be mild but at 
the same time would do the meanest things, quietly. One 
day when I was harnessing him, he deliberately placed a 
front hoof on my foot and leant with all his weight. I was 
stung into anger and swore at him. I don’t think my sisters 
had ever heard me swear. They were amused when I 
immediately apologised to old Major. Apologise to a horse! 

I have never been at peace when I have not been at peace 
with all. Reconciliation with the Father means 
reconciliation with all. Because my life in this world is 
drawing to a close, I feel free to witness to all that 
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reconciliation with all and communion with all is the true 
law of the Triune Being. It is intended to be the human law 
of life. I won’t sermonise about the tragedy of our human 
conflicts. Homicide in all its forms is deadly enough, but the 
frightening tangle of human relationships and the 
lacerations of human spirits is no less lethal. Apologies to 
horses may be a subject for humour, but the forgiving of one 
another is a dire necessity. Recognition of our being of one 
originfirst of the Divine Father, then of our father Adam 
and our mother Eve, and finally of our own fathers and 
mothers-is indispensable to loving human living. The 
renewal of the human race in the Son, who is the new and 
second Adam, and in his spouse, who is the Church and ‘the 
mother of us all’, is something we need to learn and is the 
environment in which we need to live, for it is living in the 
Divine Family. 

I was recently directed to some words of the great 
theologian and philosopher Jonathan Edwards. If I was 
moved by the photograph of my mother as a girl, then I was 
even more moved by the words of that New England 
preacher. They showed me that the uniting of man and 
woman in the beginning to be ‘oneflesh’ was really prophetic 
and protological-a foretaste and a forecast-of the climax of 
history which will be the glorious wedding of redeemed 
humanity to the Son of God-the Divine Bridegroom and so 
the incredible uniting of God and Man in the mystery of the 
Divine Family-God and Man becoming one forever. A 
statement such as this covers a vast canvas and I have 
contracted it into a few sentences. Perhaps some of 
Edwards’ quotations in a book by Robert Jenson may help to 
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expand the sentences above, and simplify them to the mind: 
The end of the creation of God was to provide a spouse for his Son Jesus Christ, 
that might enjoy him and on whom he might pour forth his love ... heaven and 
earth were created that the Son of God might be complete in a spouse ... There 
was, [as] it were, an eternal society or family in the Godhead, in the Trinity of 
persons. It seems to be God’s design to admit the church into the divine family 
as his son’s wife.’2 
My statement, ‘the uniting of man and woman in the 

beginning to be “one-flesh” was really prophetic and 
protological ... of the climax of history which will be [a] 
glorious wedding’, means that the purpose of history is the 
ultimate marriage of Christ the Bridegroom and his Bride 
the Church. This puts human marriage in a category of the 
highest importance. It explains to me why my heart leapt at 
the sight of the girl in the photograph who was to be my 
mother. It helps to explain the disappointment that comes 
when a wife is not the living eikon of the archetypal Bride, 
and when, as a mother, she is not the eikon of ‘the mother of 
us all’. As for the woman, so for the man: disappointment 
comes when a husband is not the living eikon of Christ, and 
when a father is not the living eikon of the Father. It helps 
us to understand why, as members of a family, we are 
ashamed when, as children, we are not living eikons of the 
Divine Family. Sociologists need to 

                                            
2 America's Theologian: A Recommendation of Jonathan Edwards, Robert W. Jenson (Oxford Uni. 

Pr., New York, 1992), pp. 42-43. 
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know that the roots of human being axe in the Divine 
Family of the Trinity, and that, though people experience 
the tragedy of wrong human relationships, they can have 
the exquisite joy of true human relationships when they 
draw from the Presence, from the living God and Father 
Himself. 

 
It is never too late for a human being to do just that. 
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