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Saskia Beudel 

City of Skies 

I have long associated landscape with passion and solace, and with 

the urge to record it - my grandmother with her paintbrush, my 

father with .his camera. Both of them were amateurs. My father was a 

migrant who saw the place with a newcomer's eyes. It surprises me to 

do the maths, and to realise he had been living here just seven years 

at the time of my birth, setting up a family in a new country with 

my Australian mother. It wasn't planned that way. My parents moved 

from Australia to Den Haag in the early 1960s, and it was my mother 

who, pregnant with me, had planned to begin a family in an unfamiliar 

place. Not the other way round. Trained as a physiotherapist, she was 

teaching herself Dutch from children's books, and had found work 

at a hospital. Upstairs from their apartment lived an old Indonesian 

woman, Moesje, who'd fled Sukarno with her Dutch husband, and 

who befriended my father because he spoke her language, learned from 

his Indonesian childhood. It was she who first detected my mother's 

pregnancy, so my mother tells it, observing an extra pulse in her neck. 

Before I was born, my mother was called back to Australia. Her father 

was dying. A couple of months later he was dead. Shortly after, I was 

born. My parents remained. Somehow, I'm not sure how intentionally, 
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the plan to settle in Holland dissipated. My mother felt responsible 

for her mother who lived in Melbourne. Her brother was farming in 
Esperance, Western Australia, so it fell to her to stick around. There 

was no love lost between my grandmother and my father, neither then, 

nor for the ensuing three decades. They died within two weeks of one 

another, and in the final year of their lives they formed a tentative 
truce, a tentative civility, on the heels of numerous years when they 

neither spoke to nor saw each other. 
After her bid at a new kind of life in Den Haag, my mother 

returned to the bayside suburb she was brought up in, a few blocks 

from my grandmother's house with the sea at the end of the street, and 

has stayed there since, forming the kind of local attachment that in 

these days of mobility is not as typical as it used to be. My childhood 
was spent between the two houses: my parents' and my grandmother's, 

large, spotless, full of antiques, paintings, china, silver, and rooms held 

in memory to those who'd departed them. Each week my brother and 
I would stay with her. I would sleep in my mother's former bedroom, 

with its deep windowsills, a discreet wallpaper on one wall, with 

minute twists of pale pink flowers, a dressing table with a mirror and a 

white fabric skirt hitched to tiny metal hooks. Each morning I used my 

mother's childhood hairbrush and comb which lay carefully arranged 

before the mirror. Her books were still on the bookshelf, and lying 

awake in bed in the mornings, I often stared at the spine of Under Milk 

Wood, imagining a forest of pallid trunks and foliage, and wondering 

how one could get under it. On the inside cover was an inscription from 
my grandfather to my mother, for her birthday. On the northern side of 

the house was a sunroom, and after lunch my grandmother would stand 

at a lightweight portable easel and paint. My brother and I would play 
with toys that had belonged to my uncle and mother: miniature lead 

farmhouse figures; a small black pony named Antonioni, with wheels 

under its hooves and a real hide coat, harnessed to a yellow wooden 

cart; soft toys stuffed with straw, a Mickey Mouse, a golliwog, tiger, 

duck, a rabbit made of blue gingham. Or we would read books on 

my grandmother's swing-seat, which made a soft metallic screech as 

it swung, lulling me into afternoon drowsiness. On the wall opposite 
was an Albert Namatjira watercolor of a tree with silver-white bark and 
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black stumps of broken limbs, sparse high-key green foliage framing a 

purple-orange-blue range in the background. Half in torpor, I would 
gaze at the colour in this landscape, and the precise furrows of rock 

formations which were both naturalistic and somehow stylised. It was 

puzzling and slightly disturbing in a way I could not name, because 

of its clarity, and because it seemed otherworldly, a landscape of such 

key and hue. It is with slight shock that I realise that the image lacked 

chiaroscuro, but I cannot say whether this knowledge comes from 

memory of the image, or from my later familiarity with his highly 

recognisable works. At the time I didn't know it was a Namatjira, it 

was only subsequently that I recognised it as such. 

My grandmother sold her family home when I was in my early 

teens, and because she moved into a much smaller place she sold most 

of her belongings. The Namatjira image did not move with her, and 

I'm unsure whether it was a print or an original. When I asked my 

mother recently what she knew about it, she could not recall it at all. 

My grandfather worked for a while as a jackaroo in the Northern 
Territory in the 1920s, and there's a chance he could have picked it up 

from friends who lived there, whom he kept in touch with. Namatjira 

began painting around 193 5, so he could not have purchased it at the 

time.l There were other objects around the house that my grandfather 

gathered during his stint up north: spears bound with sinew, a polished 

stone axe-head, a shield made from a solid piece of wood with a handle 

carved into its back. Its curved front, painted in concentric ovals of 

yellow ochre and black, bore indentations that look to be those of spear 

tips. I don't know the provenance of these objects, the changing of 

hands and transactions that delivered them across cultures. 

My great-grandfather wanted my grandfather to become a 

doctor. My grandfather was schooled at Xavier College, but once 

finished had no interest in medicine. The story goes that his father 

disowned him for his disobedience, sent him into the world to fend 

for himself. And so he left Melbourne and worked as a jackaroo for 

two years on Victoria River Downs, Wave Hill, and Mataranka, all 
large pastoral stations now recognised as contested sites at the fore

front of colonial encounter in the early twentieth century. Two of 

these places gave rise to important Australian literary works, which, 
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in quite different ways, broach racial interaction in the north of the 

continent- We of the Never Never by Mrs Aenaes Gunn and The Unlucky 
Australians by Frank Hardy. For one anthropologist, who has worked 

extensively with Yarralin people in the Victoria River district, Hardy's 

novel introduces readers to the compelling humanity and individuality of 
Aboriginal people in a way that very few ethnographers ever do.2 

A couple of years ago my mother's brother came to visit. He 

made a special detour from Sydney on a driving trip from Cairns where 

he'd been visiting my cousin, to his home in Esperance. Sitting in his 

hotel room, 1 asked him about my grandfather's days as a jackaroo, a 
tradition he'd followed himself: school at Xavier, followed by a couple 

of years as a jackaroo in the Northern Territory. But then he branched 

out and began farming, opening up uncleared land north of Esperance. 
'He was shot in the hand up there,' my uncle said, 'and that's how it 

all came to an end.' My grandfather was fired at during a confrontation 

with cattle rustlers. The bullet lodged in the fleshy base of his thumb, 

and couldn't be removed. After a few days the wound became infected 
and he was flown to Darwin hospital. Delirious, he struggled with 

the anaesthetist, creating havoc in the operating theatre. The surgeon 
couldn't remove the bullet either, so he carried it for the rest of his 

life, a lump of lead sealed in his hand. He returned to Melbourne to 
recuperate. 

Two generations later, 1 think of that bullet as a material 

remnant of a larger colonial history, hidden from view as my grand

father's life unfurled; it remained invisible but palpable throughout his 
years as a businessman, his urban bayside life, a period of time spent 
in England. 

At her easel, my grandmother sometimes pinned snapshots of land

scapes as reference points for her paintings. After one of her regular 
visits to my uncle's farm, she pinned shots of heathlands and marshes. 

For a stretch, she worked on a painting of saltbush rimming a dry salt 

lake. She painted on masonite, and was trying to render the subdued 

purples of marsh samphire against whitened salty ground: a difficult 
landscape to paint, composed mainly of horizontals and quiet murky 

tones against an almost empty sky. She took up painting quite late in 
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life, and her taste was conservative: Cezanne, Renoir, Monet, Pissaro, 

Manet still lifes, Van Gogh's landscapes (more so than his interiors 

and portraits), Turner, Whistler, William Dobell, the Heidelberg 
School. Colour, light, atmosphere and the natural world were what 

interested her. Despite her conservatism and the fact that she remained 

a hobby painter, her endeavours embodied, for me, a delight in her 
surroundings - an ability to stop and take in, appreciate, the play of 

light on landforms, architecture, vegetation and cloudscapes. I spent 
a lot of time with .her as a child. Without our parents, she took us on 

annual summer holidays to her holiday house on Westernport Bay, on 

outings, and driving trips to central Victoria, or up the Hume to Sydney 
to stay with old friends in Pittwater, where I was beset with a series of 

blood noses in unfamiliar humidity. My brother and I collected small, 

densely round jellyfish, like transparent medallions, from the fenced

in piece of water at the bottom of the garden steps. The garden itself 

seemed dense as jungle, roped through with vines covered in enormous 

yellow flowers whose petals had not unfurled, cupped together like 

fingers, and larger than my own hands. Currawongs called. I'd never 

heard them before, and their cries looped, zigzagged, rose and fell in 

what seemed an impossibly exotic way, zany and expressive. There are 

currawongs in the city I now live in, and I have learned more of their 

habits. Before rain they sing wildly among themselves, as if relaying 

rapid excited messages in anticipation. 

My grandmother's friend had been injured during the war and 

walked with a limp. We sat through formal dinners with him and his 

wife, during which not much was said. Afterward, while the adults 
nursed their whiskies on the deck, my brother and I leaned over the 

railing, peering at still water through treetops, unsure whether we 

were being disapproved of. During the day my grandmother took us 
swimming at Palm Beach. She bought me a yellow-and-white striped 

cotton dress from a seaside boutique. For years she drove the same white 

Fiat with red upholstery, and I can still see the play of her hands on the 

indented steering wheel as she headed up the highway, her Siamese cat, 

Satchmo, caterwauling in a wicker picnic basket between my brother 

and me on the back seat. She took us to the gallery, for formal morning 

teas, once to the ballet to see Swan Lake, a theatre production of The 
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Wizard of Oz, and to my first film, Walt Disney's Fantasia. On these 

expeditions, she would often point out with pleasure and enthusiasm 

the aesthetics of our surroundings. My mother worked full-time and 

didn't have time for these kinds of activities. My father was in and out 

of a series of low-paid jobs, and she was the steady wage earner. Now 
that I'm a parent myself, there is something of what my grandmother 

offered us, an atmosphere of calm and order, and of ordinary adventures, 

that I want to be able to offer my own daughter. But on the surface of 
it, there is very little resemblance between my life and hers. 

My grandmother's was a formal house, and she was a formal 

woman, beautiful, well-dressed and restrained. Her garden was 

very English, shaded by a mature poplar and liquid ambers. By the 

front door stood a full-grown crabapple tree in which, she told me, 
a mopoke once used to roost. The mopoke had ceased visiting many 

years earlier, but at night I strained to hear it, as if it might make a 

charmed reappearance. Above the front door a trellis was festooned 
with wisteria. Along fences grew beds of azaleas, rhododendrons, fuch

sias, thickets of wisteria and other vines; in the back stood citrus trees, 

an almond tree, and one of the largest cumquat trees I've ever seen. 

A bed of red geraniums flanked the gravel back driveway, opposite a 

rose garden set among trimmed rosemary hedges and narrow pathways 
meandering like a miniature maze. Scattered throughout were bulbs: 

jonquils, daffodils, freesias, bluebells, crocuses. There were very few 

indigenous species - a correa and a white cedar are the only ones I 

can recall - and it was not a garden you could eat from, apart from 

the almonds, limes and lemons, and cumquat jam. Giuseppe, the 
Italian gardener, came in fortnightly, trimming and edging, tidying, 

turning over the soil. Now that I'm establishing my own first garden 

(very different from my grandmother's), I recognise his quiet, diligent 

labour, and how it made her garden what it was. She raked, swept, 

weeded, pruned. We always ate with a vase of fresh-cut flowers on the 

table. But beyond that Giuseppe managed the place. He came in for 

morning teas my grandmother prepared on a tray, and at Christmas 
brought her homemade wine. 

While staying at my mother's house recently, I answered the 

phone to an old school friend of hers. We spoke at length. 'My mother 
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was cruel like your grandmother,' she said some way into the 

conversation. I was taken aback. She mentioned difficult times my 

grandparents had been through. People referred to my grandfather as 

a ladies' man. His photographs show a Clark Gable moustache, dark 

wide-spaced eyes, thick expressive eyebrows. In the photos, he is often 

engaged in some sporting activity: wearing leather driving goggles and 

gloves in a car he used to race; standing next to marlin strung up by 

their tails, which he'd caught off the coast of Bermagui; trout fishing 

in Canada; sailing the boat he kept moored at Williamstown. I'd heard 

tell of a woman in England from the time he spent there during the 
Second World War, exempted from service because the company he 

managed produced munitions for the war effort. He'd once brought 

her to dine at home with my grandmother when she was visiting 

Australia, and my grandmother referred to her quite often to me over 

the years as 'his great friend' who helped him during convalescence 

after a heart attack in London. Only recently I pulled his copy of The 
Leopard from my mother's bookshelf, and began reading it in bed. 

Between the pages I found an embossed Christmas card in matte ink, 
and penned inside: 'Are you coming to the Seattle Worlds Fair this 

summer? It's going to be wonderful!' No signature accompanies the 

inscription and it has the air of a solicitation. In London he became 

friends with the author Rebecca West, and owned a number of her 

books. In his copy of her Black Lamb and Grey Falcon is the dedication: 

'With all good wishes for your recovery from Rebecca West, or to use 

her more distinguished name, Cicily Andrews. January 14 1954.' Then 

below: 'We are thinking of you with friendship and affection on Peta's 

birthday. Henry.' Next to this is the single word 'Peta'. Peta was my 

grandfather's great friend. 

But to hear my grandmother summarised as cruel didn't fit the 

woman I knew. 'I had a different kind of relationship with her than my 

mother,' I replied to my mother's old friend on the phone. 'She was very 

good to us as children.' I know too, though, that she was domineering, 

austere, thoroughly an anglophile, sometimes a snob, and probably a 

racist. She couldn't tolerate my father's Dutchness and the fact that he 

didn't have money. 
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Our house was small, dilapidated, and, when I look back on it, tainted 

by my father's alcoholism, and the uncertainty and melancholy that 

emanated from him and his drink. Our roof leaked, the paint was 

peeling, the backyard full of a rhizomatic weed with roots like ropey 

vines, which grew up fences, round tree trunks, and overran all the 

other grasses. Later our botanist neighbor removed the weed by hand, 
and planted species indigenous to the bayside. My mother referred to 

it as potato weed, and I've never come across it since, but at the time 

it was rampant. My father couldn't, or wouldn't, keep a job. As a new 

Australian his Dutch qualifications as a navigation officer on deep-sea 

ships went unrecognised. If he wanted to continue his profession, he 
was told, he would have to retrain from scratch within the Australian 

system. My father was outraged at this injustice, and too proud to bend 

to it. He remained angered and slighted always. 

He told only a handful of stories of his time at sea on ocean-going 

tugs. They salvaged shipwrecks and towed oil rigs. Certain anecdotes 
he repeated over the years: being chased by a knife-wielding Arab 

through the streets of Cairo; travelling up the Suez Canal not long after 

it had opened; sailing into the port of Hiroshima in the early 1950s 

and the place was still in ruins, they had to negotiate a harbour filled 

with half-sunken ships; suffering toothache at sea, one of his crew mates 

filling the cavity with concrete; another time having teeth removed by 

pliers, without anaesthetic. He said he told his friend, just pull them 

out, these perfectly healthy teeth, because he didn't want to suffer more 

toothache. I find this hard to believe, thinking back on it, but I do 

know he had a full plate of dentures for his top teeth. He towed one 

of the first oil rigs into Kuwait, the place then like a village, people 

in white robes and donkeys watching frorri dusty streets. In Gibraltar 

his captain, known to be a drunk, ordered them out to sea when the 

weather and tides were wrong. My father thought it too dangerous and 

refused to leave port, somehow wresting control from the captain. He 

and a friend jumped ship, and hitchhiked through Spain into France, 

planning to join the Foreign Legion. They went into a police station 

to sign up, but ended up sleeping rough instead. I lose track of what 

happened from here. 
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When searching a few months ago for patrol reports made by the 

Welfare Branch of the Northern Territory Administration during the 

late 1950s, I stumbled across my father's immigration records held at 

the National Archives of Australia. It was a vivid shift in perspective, 
both on the historical period, and in my attitudes to archival sources 

themselves. To suddenly be examining the records of someone 

intimately known, my own parent, awakened me to how partial such 
traces are when we_ att~mpt to glean vestiges of individual lives - of 

how people lived and felt those lives embedded within a broader 

historical time and place. There was also a dovetailing of the years in 

question. I was searching for a particular report from 1957, a period 
during which the Northern Territory Administration was increasing 

its interest and reach towards Aborigines still living in the deserts of 

central Australia. 1957 is the same year my father arrived. Until then, 

I hadn't known exactly when he'd immigrated. 

The report I was searching for documents a patrol on the border 
of the Northern Territory and Western Australia. The purpose of 

the patrol was to make contact with Aboriginal people living 'fully 
rribalised lives' away from settlements, to gauge their numbers and 
state of health during an extended period of drought. I was researching 

the settlement history of central Australia, and changes wrought on 
the arid environment, for the book I was writing and hadn't been 

thinking about family history. I'd become fascinated by this particular 

patrol, and the people who'd converged in this piece of desert landscape 
during such a late phase of colonialism. Protectionism was on the wane 

and assimilationism strengthening. 
My father's first port of call in Australia was Fremantle, and 

his impressions were of tin: a city of corrugated-iron fences. Here 

in this simple coincidence of dates - my father arriving in a country 
of tin fences and high white light, and the Northern Territory 

Administration making contact with Indigenous groups whose history 

archaeologists trace back for the arid regions of central Australia to 

around 25,000 years- I sensed something of the question I was trying 

to form in my work. How do settler cultures understand the land

scapes they inhabit? How do we not only comprehend, but approach 

imaginatively, colonised land? 
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From my father, and also my grandmother, I learned that the 

landscapes of our everyday lives are shadowed by other landscapes - of 

memory, other places, and other continents. These landscapes can track 

you across years, and across generations. They can materially shape 

the places we humans make when we find ourselves faced with the 

unfamiliar. In a culture such as Australia's, imported from elsewhere, 
our built environments, gardens, agricultural practices and water use, 

often override the ecological systems that existed before settlement. 

Like many others, my grandmother created an English garden within 

view of the bay just a few minutes walk away. The foreshore of tea

trees, acacias, banksias and groundcovers was erased. Yet, in her 

painting, she grappled with local rather than idealised or imagined 

landscapes, empathising with them. Likewise, my father came to haunt 

particular localities, photographing them repeatedly over many years, 

drawn to them again and again - the mangrove flats around Tooradin, 

the Strzelecki Ranges, the marshlands under the Westgate Bridge, 
the You Yangs and Wilsons Promontory. Throughout my childhood, 

I watched these places emerging beneath the red light in his darkroom, 

surfacing across photographic paper in chemical baths. They hung on 

strips of negatives above our bath; they lay sheathed in large orange 

cardboard envelopes. For some reason he never hung them on the wall. 
These were the places he came to feel at home. They held some kind 

of emotional charge. 

I requested a digital copy of my father's files and when they 

arrived, rapidly skimmed them. Here were the facts, providing frame

works for my fragmentary knowledge of his past. And certain things 

leapt out at me. One of the standard questions on the immigration 

forms asks: 'Prospects of assimilation?' · Good, comes the penned 

response. The person filling out the form summarises my father: 

A good healthy type of lad of good appearance. Normal intelligence. Presently 
completing a course in agriculture which will finish in farming. Certain to 

go to Queensland. On another form an immigration official comments: 
He has a great perseverance. He seems a little slow, but knows what he will. 
Here, in a few words, one of the sustaining family myths I've had 

recourse to over the years was demolished. The myth is, or perhaps 

was, that my father was highly intelligent and creative, but thwarted 
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by circumstance. Not just personal circumstance, but historical 

circumstance. But here, on the brink of arrival, he is characterised as 
a bit slow. And as for the predictions of his prospects at assimilation, 

I would say they failed miserably. In leftist immigrant fashion, he railed 
against Australian society. Bloody Aussies, he would say at the least 

provocation. He sometimes aimed this dismissal at me. Every Friday 

afternoon my brother and I were meant to dust and vacuum the house 
while my parents did the. weekly shopping. Once, when they returned, 

the cleaning was still not finished. I was vacuuming when my father 
walked in. 'Bloody Aussies,' he said. 'Do everything backward. Why 

are you vacuuming when the dusting hasn't been done? ' He ranted on. 

I was vacuuming because my brother had refused to dust, and after 
waiting for him to start, I'd finally got going regardless. Fridays were 

often like this. My father wouldn't hear any of it. Instead he netted 

me in among the racists and incompetents. He frequently typecast 

Australians as conservative, intolerant, small-minded, unimaginative 

and ungenerous to those in need. And as merely stupid. To be tagged 
an Aussie was not a compliment. My father was white and educated, 

and even he, on many levels, failed to assimilate. 

I remember when my Dutch grandmother died. We were all 

sitting at the table eating dinner. The phone rang, and as my father 

rose to answer, he said, 'That's mother.' It was his father calling out 
of the blue - he hardly ever called - with the news she'd died of a 

stroke. I met her only once. My mother took my brother and me to 

meet our grandparents in Nijmegen when I was about to turn twelve. 

It was the Australian summer I finished primary school, and was 

dreading beginning high school, on the threshold of new beginnings. 

We arrived to a European midwinter. My grandparents lived in a self

contained flat in a building that provided care for the aged or people 
with disabilities. My grandmother was a paraplegic. She'd lost the use 

of her legs in Indonesia after a hand grenade was thrown at the jeep 
she was travelling in. The war was over, but Indonesia was fighting for 

independence. 
Their flat seemed suspended high above the ground, with views 

across a park and the streets of Nijmegen. It also seemed curiously 

silent, as if noise of the outside world failed to penetrate walls and 
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windows. My grandmother would sit in the middle of the living room 

in her wheelchair, and my grandfather would attend to her. Softly she 

would call, 'Joseph, Joseph,' when she needed something from him. In 

Dutch his name sounded like, Yusoof, Yusoof I can still hear the low 

plaintive tone of that call. He would sigh. He was tall and lean and 

tight-lipped. Once he took the three of us out riding on heavy black 
bikes. We went through woods that were like an archetypal forest from 

a fairytale, with columns of trunks, very little undergrowth, wads of 

fallen leaves, and empty grey branches. Then we rode out along the 

edges of flat ploughed fields, fallow at that time of year. He was in 

the lead, drawing steadily farther ahead of us, his tall body upright 

over the handle bars in a dark coat, never turning back to check on us. 

I was struck by the lack of fences around this stretch of worked land, 

the posts and barbed wire I was so used to. Up ahead, my grandfather 

stopped without warning and, to my mother's great embarrassment, 

peed right out in the open into the roadside ditch. On the way back 
through the woods, two young girls rode horses, one white, one chest

nut, again as if in a fairytale. There were little heaps of soil on the 

lawns, which my grandfather explained were left by moles. I spent 

our whole visit longing to see a mole, standing motionless whenever 

I saw these little conical piles of dirt, waiting for a nose, or tiny paws, 
or blind eyes to emerge into daylight. Sometimes, my grandfather 

said, you could see the soil and grass rippling on the surface, as the 

moles tunnelled beneath. We stayed with my youngest uncle in a 

small fishing village of brick-paved streets where many people from 

the TV and radio industry lived. My uncle was an actor, part of an 
experimental theatre company. He also hosted a music show on TV, 

and worked on radio. At the bottom of the narrow garden ran a broad 

canal. My brother and I slept in an attic room up a steep stairway with

out banisters. For a couple of nights a huge storm blew in, and the attic 

was buffeted. Old iron lampposts were blown down. Ships were lost 

at sea, and I imagined that in this reclaimed land we were about to be 

inundated, the dykes about to burst. After the storm had abated, we 

walked along the sides of the canal. Barges and houseboats moored to 

the banks were half-submerged because they'd taken in so much water. 

The Australian summer seemed a long way off. Midway through our 

130 



CITY OF SKIES 

visit a plane was hijacked. The plane with its hostages was kept for 

days on the tarmac, and the TV footage came to haunt our stay, of the 

inaccessible pale bulk of the aircraft, and its shuttered oval windows. 

I kept imagining those people without food and water, without proper 

beds, the air becoming stifling. 
We visited a childhood friend of my father's in Rotterdam, 

and he showed us the wharves where my father would have set sail 

when he worked on the oeean-going tugs. I recall the deep rich reds 
of the steep ships' sides, the metallic beauty of cranes and docks. We 

visited my father's favourite Indonesian 'grandmother', who'd married 

a Dutchman. My father always said she was more like a mother to 

him than his own mother - a number of these maternal figures pepper 

his past, none of them blood-related. We sat at a huge Indonesian 
meal she cooked us, eyes streaming from chilli and spices. It was 

this same woman who had detected the beginnings of my mother's 

pregnancy with me, twelve years earlier. She wore her hair high off 

her head, lacquered and immobile. Then we went to England to stay 

with my other uncle who'd married an English woman and settled 

in Eastbourne. He'd become an industrial relations and economics 

journalist. He took us walking on the downs, and ran downhill holding 

my brother and me by the hand, running so fast that we became 

airborne, and I felt I was flying. In the distance we could see the cliffs 

of Dover. The first night we stayed there, I walked into their lounge 

room after the lights had been put out. The room had old-fashioned 

Tudoresque windows, cross-hatched with several panes of glass. I stood 

still in the dark for quite some time, watching the filtered street light 

from beyond a low stone garden wall, furniture casting shadows across 

the floor. Somehow this place was deeply familiar to me, reminiscent, 
I suppose, of my maternal grandmother's house. It was familiar, also, 

from all the English children's books I'd read. 

A few years later, after my Dutch grandmother had passed away, 
my grandfather came and stayed with us for a while. He was still a 

silent man, and still tight-lipped. But now and then he would quietly 
make a studied little joke with my brother or me, as if in conspiracy. 

His small slightly watery eyes would become mischievous, and his 

upper body would shake until I realised that this was his way of 
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laughing. Without any sound. He carried with him a tiny diary, and 

every morning and evening he wrote in it with a very fine retractable 

lead pencil. Mter some days I said to my father, 'What is he writing?' 
'He records the weather,' my father said. 'Why?' I asked. But my 

father didn't really have an explanation. Once I peeped into the tiny 

book at the fine pale writing, so small it was almost illegible. It was 

all in Dutch, and the only thing I could make out were temperatures 

recorded in digits. But according to my father, he had observed this 
practice for decades, detailing types of cloud cover, patterns of heat and 

cold, rainfall, fluctuations throughout the day, wind. Each morning 
he would stand by the radio, carefully listening to the weather report, 

head slightly inclined towards the English which was not his first 
language, and we would be sure not to disturb him. In adulthood, 

I wonder whether he began this habit during his years in the prison 

camp of Changi, charting his days and surroundings. 

My father refused until the last to become an Australian citizen. 

Despite frequent threats to leave, he remained here until the end of his 
life, unsettled, dissatisfied. But he was enamoured with the continent's 

landscapes. It was here that he became animated, enthralled, shedding 

his discontents. The moments he spent photographing landscapes 

are the moments that I recall him suddenly, spontaneously, happy. 
It was as if there was succour for him here, in the natural world. 

When the writer Rebecca Solnit, in Wanderlust: A History of Walking, 

refers to nature as 'that nonbeliever's paradise', I recognise both my 
maternal grandmother and father- two people who had so little else in 

common- in this sentiment. My fat~er and his family were nominally 
Catholic; my maternal grandfather also. My grandmother and mother 
were nominally Church of England, and I was baptised the same, 

but brought up as nothing in particular. So I recognise something of 
myself, also, in Solnit's articulation. When I went to art school, and 

practised for several years afterward as a painter, it was landscapes 

that I grappled with most consistently. For grappling is often what 

painting felt like for me; and in the end I recognised that it was not 
my medium. Living just across the road from the beach in inner urban 

Melbourne, I worked on an extensive series of seascapes, focusing on 
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horizon lines, either where sea and sky meet, or the industrial skyline 
of Port Melbourne, Williamstown, and the Westgate Bridge. I often 

made drawings, watercolours and gouaches outdoors, prior to working 
on canvas in my studio. I also made a series of drypoint etchings on 

copper outdoors, and a few times worked on zinc plates, drawing into 

bitumen. During the nineties it was an old-fashioned way of working, 
and I don't think I succeeded, but when I glance across my work now, 

years later, it is these more immediate works that are most interesting. 
Not the labored, and often unresolved works from the studio. In the 

latter, I became enmeshed in a nowhere land that wanted to register the 
natural world, but was also dealing with the flat picture plane that is 

the world of canvas and paint. Here I moved sometimes into a kind of 
lyrical minimal abstraction; sometimes into a gestural chiaroscuro that 

positioned obsolete, or near-obsolete urban landmarks against the fast

changing skyscapes of Melbourne, affected as they are by weather that 
comes in off the Antarctic. For a while I tried screen-printing photos of 

the same landmarks onto canvas, and painting around and into them, 

working against the naturalism I kept veering towards and wanted to 
resist. Whenever I return to Melbourne now, I'm struck, always, by 
how it is a city of skies. And back then skies and water and mood were 
what I was captivated by, held in their thrall. 

During art school I lived with a group of musicians who were 

studying jazz and improvisation. There was a pianist, a double bass 

player, and later two trumpeters. Others came to practice, rehearse, 

and jam: drummers, violinists, saxophonists. We held a lot of parties. 

The house was just across the road from the beach, weatherboards 
impregnated with salt, and decaying, the tin roof rusted. A huge 

morning glory vine grew among the eaves, with tendrils probing 
into the kitchen. I would sit drawing and painting at the beach in all 
weathers and seasons. Sometimes, in winter, when the northerlies blew 

softly offshore, the whole bay became a panel of silver, still enough to 
reflect clouds. Other times, a band of moisture hung like an expanded 

horizon out at sea so that the meeting point between water and sky was 
indiscernible, creating a third panel of color. Or a sea mist would come 

in. Or southerly gales churned the sea floor until the whole bay turned 

turgid and green-ochre with sand granules in suspension. Sometimes 
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I drew in the night, seated in the sand, not wanting to see what my 

hands were making. The Melbourne painter, Clarice Beckett, has best 

captured the stillness this stretch of urban coast between St Kilda 

and Ricketts Point can bear, when water, cloud and atmosphere come 

in close, wrapping streets and buildings, so that single simple forms 

loom with some kind of portent through enveloping mist, or the pall 

of evening. Even her sun-struck beachscapes retain a signature subdued 

tonalism. I have hung a print of one in my daughter's bedroom, 

of Brighton Beach, which I frequented throughout childhood and 

adolescence. In it she achieves one of the most difficult juggling aces, 

where panels of subtle colour resonate as colour, and simultaneously 

signify forms in space. Her paintings can be read as material objects 

- bands of flat pigment - and as subtle, almost haunting, and also 

reverential evocations of a place intimately known and felt. 

'City of Skies' is an excerpt from a work in progress about the shifting under
standings of desert landscapes in central Australia. An amalgam of memoir, 
travelogue, and cultural and environmental history, it explores what it is to 

encounter the unfamiliar in the natural world, and across cultures. 

1 Namatjira's interest in painting was sparked between 1932 and 1936, 
with various accounts of his first watercolour. Alison French, Seeing the Centre: 
The Art of Albert Namatjira 1902-1959. Canberra: National Gallery of 
Australia, 2002, pp.4-6. 
2 Deborah Rose, Dingo Makes Us Human. Cambridge University Press, 2000, 
pp.25-26. 
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