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About the Book

‘Beatrice Faust’, said Helen Garner, ‘is not scared of anybody.’

Faust was the transformative feminist activist, writer and intellectual who founded the Women’s Electoral Lobby in Melbourne in 1972. She campaigned for abortion law reform, and thought, talked and wrote about sex and feminism, from the sexual revolution of the 1960s through to the neoliberal 1990s, always with her own demanding body as her guide. She was a force to be reckoned with.

She also endured a miserable childhood, and suffered chronic ill health as well as a later-life addiction to prescription drugs. Her letters reveal a complex, troubled inner life that belied the confident charisma of her public persona.

Fearless Beatrice Faust celebrates, explains and questions her struggle to change both herself and her world. Drawing on public records and private writings, award-winning biographer Judith Brett creates a compelling and psychologically nuanced portrait of a gifted, argumentative woman who refused to be a victim.
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INTRODUCTION

BEATRICE FAUST’S POLITICS were driven by her body, its needs and pleasures, and by the body of her mother, who died twelve hours after her baby was born. A Catholic, she had refused contraception; when advised not to proceed with a dangerous pregnancy, she had refused an abortion.

The death of her mother was the defining fact of Beatrice’s life. It left her with a visceral hunger for love, ‘a scrappy nestling waiting with open beak for a mother who never comes’. The motherless child was sickly, and Bea later came to believe that some of her many physical ailments, as well as her androgynous sexuality, had begun in the womb of her anxious mother. She believed that her father blamed her for his wife’s death and that she was unwanted and unloved. A stepmother arrived when she was about four, and Bea hated her.

Bea grew up to be a stirrer. The pioneering political psychologist Harold Lasswell said of political activists that they try to solve for others what they cannot solve for themselves. There was nothing Bea could do about her mother’s death, but she could agitate to ensure that other children were not born unwanted, as she felt herself to be. Repeal of the laws that made abortion illegal, easily available contraception and better sex education were her core political missions. She also agitated against the wowserish censorship regime that limited what adults could read and see in 1960s Australia; and she publicly celebrated and privately enjoyed the pleasures of sex. She is best remembered, though, as the founder, early in 1972, of the Women’s Electoral Lobby.

Women’s liberation was already in full swing by then. Betty Friedan had published The Feminine Mystique in 1963, arguing that many women found life as a full-time housewife and mother unfulfilling. Denied meaningful work, bored and frustrated, they were trapped in an ideal of domesticity. Young women were forming consciousness-raising groups to explore how patriarchal assumptions limited their lives and self-understandings. Campaigns for equal pay, for childcare, for abortion law reform, were underway. In 1970 Germaine Greer, who had been at Melbourne University with Bea but now lived in Britain, published The Female Eunuch with its attack on the consumerist suburban nuclear family. When Greer visited Australia in the summer of 1971–2, Bea chaired her first press conference in Melbourne.1 A few weeks later she invited ten carefully selected women to meet in the upstairs room of her Carlton terrace, and the Women’s Electoral Lobby was founded.

The idea behind WEL was simple, as many brilliant ideas are. It was to survey political candidates for the 1972 federal election as to their position on various issues of central concern to women, and then to publicise the results. American feminist activists Gloria Steinem and Patricia Carbine had surveyed the candidates for the forthcoming US presidential election and rated them according to their responses. So why not do the same here? After twenty-three years of Coalition government, sixteen of them with Robert Menzies as Prime Minister, momentum was building behind the Labor party and its dynamic leader, Gough Whitlam. Labor had enjoyed a large swing in 1969 and now that the bumbling William McMahon was Prime Minister, victory seemed within reach.

WEL did not share the libertarian and utopian strands in Greer’s feminism, nor the revolutionary goals of the more radical end of women’s lib. A reformist project, it was not attempting to overthrow the patriarchy, revolutionise gender relations nor advance socialism, but to position women’s concerns high on the mainstream political agenda and to achieve practical progress. Scores of women joined that first year, and for many it was life-changing.

That is the reason this book has been written. At the end of the first long COVID lockdown in 2020, when my days were running into each other like collapsing blancmanges and I had no big project on the go, I received an email from Iola Mathews who had been at the first meeting of WEL. Bea had died in October 2019 at the age of eighty, living far longer than she had ever expected, and a group of women were looking for someone to write her biography: Iola, Ros Smallwood and Jocelyn Mitchell, all early WEL members, and Lesley Vick who had worked with Bea in the Abortion Law Repeal Association. To them she was a transformative feminist political activist: smart, feisty, funny and compelling. Mary Crooks of the Victorian Women’s Trust organised some fundraising to help with research costs, and many of Bea’s feminist friends contributed. This book is the result.
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 I was born in 1949, a decade after Bea, and have long been interested in the women half a generation or so older than me, who left their girlhoods in the late 1950s and early 1960s under one set of expectations, carefully groomed and marrying young, put up with the condescension of their male peers and the unequal opportunities of the workplace, then broke out as adult women. They became feminists, left their marriages, fought for change, forged careers and reputations: women like writer Helen Garner, or Hilary McPhee and Diana Gribble who published Garner’s first book, Monkey Grip, or the photographer Ponch Hawkes, whom I met during a holiday job at the PMG Research Laboratory Library when she was called Lorraine. By 1970, when I turned twenty-one and graduated, the early 1960s seemed like another world—one where freshers with lacquered hair wore twinsets and the student union held contests for Miss University. Brought up under one structure of feeling, these women created a new one. My peers and I were the beneficiaries.

I was drawn also to the fact that, like my biography of Alfred Deakin, Bea’s was a Melbourne story—but this time it was a Melbourne I knew. Abortion, the issue that drew Bea into political activism, was a matter for the states, as were many of the issues on which women campaigned in the 1970s. While the women’s movement in Australia at this time shared many goals and ideas, it also took slightly different shapes across the six states and two territories. With air travel and long-distance telephone calls both much more expensive than they are today, and with powerful newspapers in the capital cities and regional towns, much feminist politics was state-based and local.

These reasons are personal. This was my remembered world and my town. As I got into the research another reason emerged. Some of the questions that preoccupied Bea—rape and consent, pornography, paedophilia, child sexuality and age of consent laws—are still with us. Perhaps a biography of Bea could contribute to them.

The release of the contraceptive pill in early 1962 hastened changes in sexual behaviour that were already underway as young women—better educated than their mothers and wanting more from life than marriage and motherhood—began to question society’s expectations about women’s roles. Changes in sexual possibility and gender-based opportunity were intertwined. Both promised new freedoms, but they also created new problems. There were ructions, for example, in the anti-war movement when feminists reacted against their comrades’ expectations that they would do the chores and share their beds; and the drive against censorship was complicated by feminist critiques of pornography. Had young women become subject to undue sexual pressure? Did these liberal reforms make the world a more dangerous place for women and children? What should the law do to regulate sexual relations? What can it do?

Bea became a civil libertarian in the early 1960s, before feminism arrived at the end of the decade, and her thinking evolved in the tensions between them. Writing to her feminist friend Barbara Wertheim in 1978, Bea quoted George Orwell:


Each generation imagines itself more intelligent than the one before and wiser than the one that comes after. This is an illusion…one ought to stick with one’s own world view, even at the price of seeming old-fashioned…to abandon it is to kill one’s intellectual roots.



Many people read history through biography, so writing Bea’s life was a way of exploring changes in understandings of sex and gender since the 1960s, and the debates they continue to provoke. Bea never swam with the tide. She relished an argument and was never afraid to say what she thought, no matter the cost to her friendships and job prospects. Mostly I have resisted arguing with her. I see it as my job as an historian to set out her thinking in the context of the time, and leave the reader to engage with her from their own historically shaped values and experiences. Especially, I hope, younger women will engage with Bea, testing their ideas against hers and gaining a deeper understanding of the experiences and debates that created the feminism and the sexual politics they inherited.
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Bea was more than a political activist. She was also an intellectual who wrote books, articles and reviews, and commented frequently in the media. She had hoped to be a literary academic, but when this prospect dissolved she decided, around 1970, to become a freelance writer and public intellectual. Newspapers were becoming more hospitable to freelancers, especially new weeklies, like Nation Review, that rode the waves of various protest movements. For the next three decades, ‘Beatrice Faust’ was a regular by-line in the press; her voice and face became familiar on radio and television. Because of her unusual openness about her sexuality, Bea was a go-to media commentator as public discussion of sexual matters became less constrained. She wrote her last column in the Australian in October 1997, as digital technology was sending newspaper readership into freefall and fragmenting the once taken-for-granted idea of the public.

Political activist and intellectual are public roles and leave their traces in the public archive. Bea also left a private archive. In December 2020, with the permission of her executors, Iola Mathews and I travelled to Bea’s modest three-bedroom brick-veneer house in Churchill in the Latrobe Valley, where she had moved in 1990 to take up a position at the Monash University campus there. We took away extensive diary and correspondence files, a few notebooks, photographs, papers on the early years of WEL, clippings files on abortion and photography, her MA thesis, an unpublished manuscript on the prolific romance writer Barbara Cartland, and some family papers. But these were far from comprehensive. The diaries and correspondence mainly covered the 1970s and 1980s, petering out when she bought her first word processor. And there was little from the 1960s when she emerged as a public figure, nor from her university days. She had moved about a good deal in those years, and presumably culled as she went. There were few clippings of her many articles, reviews and interviews or the news stories about her, though I found enough material trawling through microfilms to be confident about her views on the issues that mattered most to her.

The quality of a biography depends, in part, on the quality and extent of the sources. Bea’s diary and correspondence files proved a rich source for understanding her inner life and its relationship to her public advocacy. There were copies of letters from Bea to close friends, in which she described and analysed her feelings and experiences, including those of her childhood and youth. For discussing intimate matters, she much preferred letters to phone calls. Especially revealing were the letters she wrote to her friend Brian Elkner, an erstwhile French lecturer at the University of Melbourne who was in prison in Ararat for rape and assault. With him she felt she could be honest and let off steam, since he was not in a position to gossip about her with friends.

From the diaries and letters I was able to reconstruct sequences of events, as well as gain insight into her emotional, sexual and intellectual life. All biographers are voyeurs on the life of another, but few would have such open access as I did to their subject’s sexual desires and disappointments, nor to their deep fears and insecurities. Bea had begun a memoir, though I did not find the manuscript, and she wrote a frank account of her sexual development in The Half Open Door, a book of essays on women’s experience of Melbourne University, in which she described having orgasms before the age of three. I had no qualms about unwarranted intrusiveness into her sex life. For her many lovers it is a different matter, and I have respected their privacy.

At high school Bea slowly realised she was more interested in sex than her friends were. Her sexual style, she concluded, was masculine, giving her an androgynous perspective that made her as sympathetic to men as to women, and which informed her perspective on pornography, rape and paedophilia. She rejected the misandry she believed informed feminist separatism, and argued in her book Apprenticeship in Liberty that second-wave feminism was succumbing to the same sexual puritanism that had weakened the first. A passionate advocate of sex education, Bea believed that men and women must better understand their own and each other’s sexuality. This, she thought, would both increase sexual happiness and decrease sexual crime.

Unlike many in the women’s movement, Bea did not think differences between men and women were the result only of social roles and conditioning. The social constructions of gender built on biological foundations, she believed, and if a woman was to live as an autonomous social being then she needed to understand her body, and how it differed from the bodies of other women and of men. For her and her mother biology had been a sort of destiny, so when the women’s movement started mocking biology, she felt, in both her body and mind, that it was wrong.

Although it was not a description she ever applied to herself, Bea was queer according to the definition formulated by American writer bell hooks:



Queer is not about who you are having sex with but about the self that is at odds with everything around it and has to invent and create and find a place to speak and to thrive and to live.2



Bea’s diaries and letters reveal how unhappy she was for much of her life, as she struggled with feelings of worthlessness, depression and the temptation to suicide. People’s unhappiness can tell us a lot about the social tensions and conflicts they were struggling to resolve—much more than the lives of those who find their niche and snuggle in. But this is not a misery narrative. Bea was often happy and there were many things that gave her pleasure: talking and laughing with friends; the springtime elms on Royal Parade near Melbourne University; French films, Japanese prints and art photography. She had a keen aesthetic sense and a disciplined eye, which informed her work as photography reviewer for the Age during the 1970s and 1980s. She turned to her diary or to intimate letters when she was enraged, unhappy or depressed, not when she was happy. In 1973, in a variation of Tolstoy’s much quoted opening sentence of Anna Karenina, she wrote: ‘You don’t have to come to terms with happiness. You must come to terms with misery.’

A poem by Bea was included in Kate Jennings’ 1975 collection Mother I’m Rooted. Bea wrote it in 1968, when she was in Western Australia with her toddler Stephen. She’d moved there in the hope that the drier climate would be good for her lungs.


On Her Strength

I do not cry: I merely bleed.

They who march look not aside

to see it;

and would not hear

because the blood is silent—

the gnawing inwards


Perhaps—

like the Spartan boy with the little fox—

my loving comrades will not sense my pain

until my heart

is eaten

out,

and at last I fail them.



The poem is about a self divided between the marching activist the comrades see and inner pain. This book is about both of these selves: the public and private, the outer and inner, and their intersections and divergences. There is the civil libertarian, the campaigner for abortion law repeal, the feminist founder of WEL, and the public commentator on all matters sexual: censorship, contraception, abortion, sex education, rape, pornography, paedophilia. And there is the private, suffering self. Her competence, she reflected, was like a lobster shell built up to protect the vulnerable insides when there is no other way of coping.

‘The personal is political’ was one of the big slogans of the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s. It brought into public view what went on in homes and bedrooms, and in the hearts of men and women chafing against expected gender roles. Feminism gave women confidence to take charge of their lives, decriminalising homosexuality lifted a burden of fear from gay men, single motherhood became socially accepted. But political and social change could only go so far in making a person happy. Bea believed that the personal is also psychological, and it is up to you to sort it out. Bea never saw herself as a victim—of her miserable childhood, or the patriarchy, or her imperfect body. She worked hard to learn how to be happy with the tools available to her in the 1970s and 1980s. She sought out psychotherapists, and applied the insights of Eric Berne’s transactional analysis to her own life and the lives of her friends and lovers. She did yoga to counter her arthritis and Transcendental Meditation to soothe her anxiety and help her sleep. She did use drugs to alleviate symptoms, but she did not medicalise their cause. When, in the 1980s, she inadvertently became addicted to benzodiazepine she was furious. It led her to write her last book, Benzo Junkie. Today she would likely be seen as suffering from trauma-induced mental illness, but that was not how she saw herself. Suffering is always experienced in historical time.

As a young woman, Bea was extraordinarily attractive. She had presence. With her dark bobbed hair, alert eyes and sparkling conversation, she radiated a confident, energetic intelligence. The husband of her youth, Clive Faust, told me that, of the crowd they hung round with at Melbourne Uni, she and Germaine Greer were the two most intent on going places. He also said that growing up without a mother, Bea had no one to guide her into the world, that she had to learn how to be a woman, and he did not mean primarily in bed. She was always good there. Rather she had to learn how to be a person in the world. In 1982 she wrote a review for the Sydney Morning Herald of Odyssey, April Ashley’s book about her sex change, and observed that although changing the corporeal state may be a prerequisite for happiness, happiness itself can only be wooed with patience, courage and cunning.3

Those who worked with Bea in the women’s movement or to reform abortion law rarely saw the self-doubt that gnawed at her, but it is there in her diaries, and in some of her letters. These the biographer sees. It makes her tender with admiration for the bravery of this frail, super-smart woman, born with a demanding body into a poorly educated lower-class family, who founded the Women’s Electoral Lobby and campaigned to decriminalise abortion, working to make the world a safer, happier place for women and men. This is the story of that bravery.




MOTHERLESS CHILD

BEATRICE WAS BORN on Sunday 19 February 1939. Among her papers are photocopies from both the Age and the Argus for the previous Saturday. Prime Minister Joseph Lyons welcomed the breaking of the drought in Victoria, there were intimations of the coming war in an Argus article on the men in Hitler’s circle, and the women’s pages of the Age were filled with photos of smiling brides in long white dresses and flowing veils. These were the last newspapers her mother could have read. On the Sunday, twelve hours after giving birth to her baby girl, she died.

In interviews and articles, in letters to friends, in diary notes and in sessions with psychologists, counsellors and psychiatrists, Bea returned again and again to her mother’s death and its consequences for her.



My mother was a nervous person—all her family were ‘highly strung’. She married late and against her mother’s wish. She was a Catholic and probably felt bad about sex. She was told not to get pregnant because of her age, weight and a pre-diabetic condition. She had a history of fibroids and menstrual cramps, and had had a D&C for ‘women’s troubles’ (she was 36). She refused contraception, and when she became pregnant and was advised to have an abortion, she refused that too. I believe that her pregnancy was very anxious and that I was born anxious. The placenta didn’t come away and she died of heart failure after bleeding for twelve hours after I was born.’1



Beatrice Eileen Vera Kempson, known as Bevy, married Frederick Fennessy at Holy Cross Church South Caulfield on 7 July 1937. Both were thirty-five, though the bride dropped a year on the marriage certificate to give her groom seniority. By the standards of the day they were an old couple and it had been a long courtship. Born in Dimboola in the Wimmera where her father was the station master, Bevy, the youngest of her parents’ five children and their only daughter, had been expected to stay home to care for her ageing parents. On her marriage certificate her occupation is ‘home duties’. Frederick had not married until after he inherited his father’s farm. ‘My father was very Irish,’ said Bea, ‘and the Irish tradition is that a man selects which son he will leave his property to, and the sons can’t get married until the property is divided up.’2

Fred’s father, Thomas Fennessy, was an Irish emigrant and the dominant presence in Bea’s understanding of her extended family. Fred, the third son, was everybody’s white-haired boy. He got the farm when old Tom died in 1935, along with the responsibility for his mother, two brothers and a sister. ‘They looked to my father for everything—even to changing the element in the toaster—because he was the head of the family.’

 The family Bea was born into had dark secrets. Her grandfather Thomas, known as Fen, ‘Old Fen’ in later life, was a vigorous man and his adult children told and retold the stories of his exploits: that he was awarded the Police Valour Badge for arresting a couple of crims with only his handcuffs for a weapon; that he made a fortune on the Melbourne Cup and sank it in the Easter Rising; that he founded the Lang Lang branch of the Labor Party; that he was a friend of Labor’s second prime minister, Andrew Fisher; that he supported King O’Malley’s campaign for a Commonwealth Bank and was present at its opening; that three prime ministers had sat at his kitchen table. Bea cherished these stories and when she later described herself as a stirrer, she would attribute it to her Irish roots. She applied for a copy of her grandfather’s police record, and her papers include several photos of him: a stern-looking man with a full moustache. But Old Fen was a far more problematic character than this colourful hero of family legends

Born in the village of Ballylooby in County Tipperary, Ireland, he arrived in Brisbane in 1886 aged twenty-one. Early in 1893 he joined the Victorian police, giving his occupation as soldier. A few months later he married Emma Boole, who was born in Tarnagulla, Victoria to an English father and South Australian mother, the third child in a family of eleven. The newlyweds settled in Port Melbourne, where Fennessy was a constable. Their children were born there: Thomas, David and, in 1901, Bea’s father Frederick, followed by a daughter, Kathleen, in 1905.

Port Melbourne was a rough working-class suburb of seamen, wharf labourers, carters and factory workers, and the epicentre of Melbourne’s underworld. Criminal gangs ran smuggling operations from the docks and wharf labourers and carters supplemented their wages with opportunistic thieving. There was plenty of work for a police constable, but also plenty of temptation. Thomas, supporting a wife and four children on a constable’s salary, did very well indeed.

In 1893, the year he married and started in the police force, he had fulfilled every Irishman’s dream by becoming a landowner, buying around 400 acres in Lang Lang, Gippsland, where he could raise and keep horses. He later acquired four cottages in Melbourne which he rented out. By 1922 he was wealthy enough to travel home to celebrate the birth of the Irish Free State, and when he died in 1935 he left an estate of £3,594. Whether he was on the take has to remain a matter of speculation. Family lore was that he made his fortune in the Melbourne Cup, but the racetrack is a great place to launder the proceeds of graft. Less speculative is his propensity to turn a blind eye. Fen was transferred to Malvern East police station in 1909 and then to Caulfield where, in 1913, he was subject to a police enquiry, accused of advising a man whose son was on bail to send him away and ‘thus defeat the ends of justice’. The accusation was dismissed but it sounds like the sort of advice which would have been par for the course in Port Melbourne.3

Not at all speculative is his domestic tyranny. In 1918 Emma sued her husband in the Richmond magistrate’s court for maintenance for herself and her daughter Kathleen, and the scandal sheet Truth gave a full account of the proceedings.4 Thomas had accused Emma of ‘misconducting herself’ with one of the farmhands, twenty-six-year-old Hobart Bonny. After a party at the farmhouse Fennessy pressed his marital rights.


They slept in the same room that night but she had to go out one time for some clothes. Her husband then said ‘What is the—game? Where is Bonny?’ She replied, ‘He is asleep. Go look for yourself.’



Next morning Fennessy called Bonny into his office and dismissed him. Bonny asked, ‘What is the matter? Is it Kathleen?’ ‘No it is her,’ Thomas said, pointing to Emma, whom he told to follow Bonny out the door. He hit her and refused to give her the fare to Melbourne, so she borrowed the money from friends. On Monday she left for Melbourne with fourteen-year-old Kathleen, and they went to live with Hobart Bonny’s family in Richmond. Thomas advertised that he would not be responsible for her debts.

This was not the first time Thomas had accused Emma of infidelity. Eight years earlier they were living separately, she in a large house in middle-class Malvern and collecting his rents, and he in Lang Lang. Suspecting her loyalty, he ordered her to move to Lang Lang where he dictated at gunpoint her confession that she had misconducted herself with a man called McDonald. In court she admitted this. ‘McDonald was a passionate man’, she said, but the confession was only partly true. ‘My husband is not a temperate man,’ Emma told the court: he frequently used bad language and kept numerous guns and plenty of ammunition in the house. Asked if her husband ever hit her, she replied, ‘Yes he had, and I have hid it from the world.’ She also told the court that her husband ‘was an ignorant man and I used to do his office work for him. I wrote his reports for him when he was a constable.’

Both Bonny and Kathleen were called as witnesses. Bonny denied that he had misconducted himself with Emma, and Kathleen supported this. In fact, Emma told the court, it was the fourteen-year-old Kathleen whom Bonny loved. He was twenty-six and said he would wait for her. The bench dismissed Emma’s case, as her admission of prior adultery nullified her husband’s obligations to support her. On leaving the court Thomas ‘seized hold of his daughter who thereupon raised a great outcry which lasted for some time’.

This detailed report of the proceedings in the Richmond court is the only record we have of Emma’s voice, and we hear her defending herself against her violent, possessive husband. I suspect she was also defending her daughter. Truth’s report ends with Thomas seizing hold of his daughter, while she screams and struggles to get away. Perhaps it really was Kathleen whom this was all about, as Bonny thought. Perhaps Thomas was a sexual abuser as well as a violent husband.

Thomas died in 1935. A 1922 will had divided his estate equally between his four children but a codicil added in 1931 favoured Fred. Presumably the two older sons had failed in some way. Perhaps they had already taken to the drink and Thomas had decided that the youngest was the most capable. Fred inherited a three-hundred-acre farm in Gippsland, the stock, household furniture and equipment, and shares in the Glen Iris Brick Company. Each of the four children got a weatherboard cottage and Thomas also left vacant land in Teak Street, South Caulfield, where Fred later built a duplex, two matching three-bedroom red brick homes with art deco leadlight in the front windows.5 There was nothing for Emma: ‘I exclude my wife from all share of my estate because she has been guilty of misconduct and we are living apart from each other.’6 Farming was tough during the depression, and in 1936 Fred moved to the city and worked as a builder. He sold the Lang Lang farm in 1938.7
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The motherless baby Beatrice was brought home to Teak Street, to be cared for by her sixty-nine-year-old grandmother Emma. Frederick’s sister Kathleen was on the other side of the wall with her husband and two children. Later the two unmarried older brothers would join the household. Tom, the eldest, was a nasty alcoholic; David, the middle brother, was a bon vivant who loved drinking, gambling, women and flash dressing.8

Baby Bea was sickly. She had congenital asthma and by the time she was twelve months old had developed bronchiectasis. Nevertheless, under her grandmother’s care she grew into a plump, playful infant. Then, just after she turned two, Emma died.9 This second death was devastating and the child never felt loved again in the family home. Nor could she turn to her maternal grandparents for love. Bevy’s father died a year after Bea was born10 and his widow took little interest in her daughter’s child. Bea thought this was because her anti-clerical father was not raising her as a Catholic. Whatever the reason, it meant that there was no one to tell Bea about her mother, what she had been like as a child, her sayings and habits: the sort of stories children love to hear about their parents. She was taken to visit once or twice a year, to a house with many beautiful things she was drilled not to covet. Her own home by contrast was ‘a drab cold house of grey and dun and olive green and dusty black. I knew that life didn’t need to be so drab…So I developed a real hunger for beauty’.

Little Bea yearned for things her mother owned, but her father had got rid of them all. For a time she believed that a Japanese lacquered sewing basket had been her mother’s: later she learned Fred had picked it up at a clearing sale. A photo of her mother at nineteen, pretty and slight in a short tasselled dress, holding a bouquet of flowers, hung on Bea’s bedroom wall in the house where she died, and was the only family photo displayed.11 The only childhood photo of Bea is of her at around three standing with her father: a small, anxious child, fists and body clenched, eyes averted. Look at it closely. It is heartbreaking.

Fred, who was working night shift, employed a series of senile housekeepers to care for toddler Bea. According to Bea, she was barely spoken to. She said she learned to speak by listening to the ABC, acquiring a careful cultivated English out of keeping with the broad Australian of her lower-class household. This can only be partially true, as the household radio was usually tuned to the races. But the ABC gave Bea a model of pronunciation to emulate: one that differentiated her from her origins. Later she studied elocution.

When Bea was about four her father acquired a de facto wife ‘as ill-tempered,’ Bea said, ‘as she was stupid’. Hannah Wardell moved in, ostensibly as the housekeeper so she could keep her war widow’s pension. Ann, as she was known, became Bea’s stepmother. Bea called her ‘Mummy’ and did not learn that her father and stepmother were not actually married until just before her own marriage when she was twenty. Bea hated her.


After my stepmother moved in, I lost my appetite, my sleep became fitful, my asthma worsened and I stopped growing for most of the years I was at primary school. I lived in a state of intense anxiety because I was frightened by her ungovernable, apparently irrational rages.



As an adult Bea never tired of enumerating her stepmother’s faults: her vulgarity, her stupidity, her dirty habits (like leaving her corsets rolled up for days among the racing pages of the Herald) and her stinginess—such as insisting Bea use hankies instead of tissues for her chronic sputum.


Her standard answer to my childish ‘Why’ was ‘Because Y’s a crooked number and it can’t be made straight’. She was forever saying, ‘If you were my child I’d hit you…if I said I wish, and I often did, she would cut me off with ‘Wish in one hand, shit in the other and see which hand gets filled the quickest.’12



Ann was a poorly educated woman, a working-class battler with a shocking temper. She had two married children of her own and a teenage son to whom she was devoted, and Bea suspected she was after her father’s money, once his sickly child died. By then, Fred’s older brothers Thomas and David were also living in the household. Bea said neither they nor Kathleen next door ever accepted Ann. It must have been difficult for Ann, keeping house for three men and a child, but Bea never showed a skerrick of sympathy for Ann’s domestic servitude.

Bea’s earliest conscious memory was of being ill in bed.


The light is bright in my room, I can see all the way to the window. I look through the slats of my cot. Not painted. The bright leaf green carpet stretches for miles—all the way to the window. No curtains—just a pulled down blind. The lampshade is horrid. White. Glass. Like a little chinaman’s hat. Nothing in the room beside my cot and me. The door opens and there is Dr Mute: I must be sick.13



Bea’s childhood was dogged by illness, as her adult life was to be. She developed the concave chest and high, hunched shoulders of the chronic asthmatic, and was deaf for the first six years of her life, which led her family to believe that she was mentally defective as well as sickly. As well, by the end of primary school she was developing scoliosis. A regime of exercise was recommended to strengthen her spine, but her stepmother was, according to Bea, too stupid or too lazy to implement it. Her mother’s brother was a hunchback, and they just assumed she would be too: a mentally defective hunchback who would be carried off young by asthma. When she discovered transactional analysis in her twenties, Bea decided that her childhood script was ‘Drop Dead’, and that Ann and her father were disappointed when she was saved time and again by the newly available sulphonamides: ‘they resented me for needing doctors and they resented the doctors for saving me to make more trouble’.

The worst thing about being unloved and unwanted, she remembered, was that not only do you not have parents to give you things, but you have no one to give things to either. She didn’t even have a pet on which to lavish her unwanted affection, though she craved a kitten. Everything she asked for as a child was ‘too dear, or too foolish, or they just didn’t want me to have it’. So she had to make do with scrounged bits and pieces, making boats from the tops of Clag bottles, or using leftover house paint to decorate a cigar box. ‘If I initiated any action it was frustrated, negated, derided or dried up from lack of resources, lack of know-how, lack of encouragement, or repression.’ Seeds she planted died, tadpoles went putrid, rats ate the green fronds on the carrot tops she placed in a saucer of wet cotton wool, and when she tried to make a raffia wastepaper basket from scraps, her father judged it ‘a rotten job’. She didn’t have the courage to tell him that if she had had more money and material she could have done a good job.

Bea knew her family was not poor, just stingy, and resented being treated as if they were. Her father, having lived through the Depression, was tight with money and always pretended they were worse off than they were, though he did later buy her a typewriter and a sewing machine, useful things he approved of. He would call her ‘Givis’ and treated her as a bundle of wants. Ann called her ‘her ladyship’. Whenever Bea expressed doubt that her father loved her, her stepmother would say, ‘Of course he does. He feeds you doesn’t he, and pays your medical bills.’

Before the baby boomers, growing up in greater comfort and with more educational opportunities than their parents, nurturing a child’s self-esteem and enriching their cultural capital were luxuries. A parent’s core duty was to meet their children’s material needs and, if possible, to teach them some practical skills, like carpentry for boys and knitting, dressmaking and cooking for girls. Bea did leave home able to knit and sew; she was still making some of her own clothes in the 1980s.

A lonely, sick little girl child growing up in a house of warring adults, there seemed no one to whom she mattered. She felt worthless and unwanted, and whatever she did was wrong. When a neighbour saw her at the tram stop and commented to her parents that she seemed morose, her stepmother upbraided her for embarrassing the family by looking unhappy in public. Yet she was also not allowed to be too cheerful; that was frivolous. She had a powerful angry glare from her black eyes and her stepmother would say, ‘Don’t look at me out of those eyes.’

Bea later told Eve Mahlab that she couldn’t talk about her childhood without crying and that she couldn’t forget things. She developed the acute recall of a highly sensitive, anxious child who had to remember lots of things to prevent them happening again. To Brian Elkner she wrote, ‘My early life was very much lived as if in one of those collars with iron spikes that prick your neck if you move and could kill if you moved vigorously…(e)verything I did was likely to lead to me being ridiculed, punished or just tongue lashed’. The only relief from this bleak emotional world was provided by second cousins Blanche and Freda, and great-aunt Vera, all from her grandmother Emma’s side of the family. The three women, a spinster, a divorcee and a widow, lived together in nearby Carnegie, and Bea wished she had been given to them to raise, or, better still, that her father had married Freda, the divorcee.

With an unknown and unknowable mother, a father she thought hated her and a stepmother she despised, the child desperately needed some good family members: ‘As I struggled to make sense of my own life, I buttressed the sense of self that my father and stepmother attacked by looking to the grandfather I had never met and the grandmother I had forgotten.’14 Her grandmother Emma had been an early member of the Labor Party and active in the Country Women’s Association. Bea described her as a feminist, and her second cousins said that Bea’s later political wheeling and dealing reminded them of her. And she identified Irish Old Fen as the model for her political activism. These idealisations may have helped her to make some sense of her own life, but they also damaged her understanding of her father.

Intergenerational trauma was not yet a common interpretative tool for personal suffering and dysfunction, and Bea never reflected on how her much-admired grandparents produced her withdrawn father, ineffectual alcoholic uncles and her timid, alcoholic aunt who married young and pregnant. Seventeen-year-old Fred was in the kitchen when Tom banished Emma, and it was presumably not the first time he had witnessed his father’s violence towards her. Kathleen was fourteen when her parents fought over her outside the courthouse. In one of her few sympathetic comments on Fred, Bea notes that he was strongly in favour of women’s education and against domestic violence, always prone to believe the woman. She looked to economics to explain the emotional dysfunction of her father and his siblings.


I suppose my father lost hope—as he lost his potatoes, sold his lambs at tenpence, gave up the farm and saw it sold, lost my mother… Life was easier in my grandmother’s generation, more food for less money for the middle class who just wanted to be comfortable, not put on side…By my birth they were alone in a capitalist metropolis with no alternative but to snib the flywire, lower the blinds and live frugally—economic pressures were increasing.15



 Another explanation is that they were the defeated, traumatised children of an overbearing and violent father and an abused mother. Much later in her life, when she was well into her forties, Bea thought she may have done her father an injustice. He was an intelligent man and she now thought that what she had experienced as rejection was in fact the result of his depression. She was also able to acknowledge some positive influence.16 Being Irish, her father and his brothers loved to talk—about their shared past, politics, the news and local gossip. They were agin the government, and agin the wowsers, though they were fatalistic about anything ever changing, and they liked jokes and stories with a bit of innuendo. ‘So I grew up in an easy going atmosphere of drinking, smoking and masculine talk.’ It can’t have done much for her asthma, but Bea later credited her sense of humour and love of words, as well as her scepticism towards authority, to her father.17
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Bea told everyone who knew her well that she had been having orgasms since before she was three, and she later included this information in published memoirs and interviews. ‘I am one of a group of women, which Kinsey numbers at three per thousand of his sample, who can remember masturbating to orgasm before the age of three.’ ‘I remember crossing my legs in my high chair and using the high chair as a sort of brace. It was as much part of me, it was a sort of breathing.’ Later she tried to teach a girl at school how to do it, but without ‘the inside impetus’ crossing one’s legs and squeezing was not enough.18

What are we to make of this memory? Bea herself was satisfied with Kinsey’s report of other such small girls, albeit not many of them, and she later speculated that her mother’s anxiety during her pregnancy may have overactivated her adrenal glands, virilising the temperament and sexuality of the foetus that became Bea. When she became a sexually active adult she observed that she experienced her sexuality differently from many of her women friends. Her sexual style was masculine, she concluded. She was an initiator who treated sex as an enjoyable physical experience easily separated from emotional expectations and, unlike most women but like most men, she was aroused by visual stimulation.

These explanations may well be sufficient, but they do raise the possibility of sexual abuse. Bea was so open about her sexuality that I don’t suspect shameful secrets knowingly withheld. Perhaps there was some interference with her as an infant or toddler from one or both of the alcoholic uncles, or they thought it a good joke to frighten her. She was occasionally tied up by her crazier uncle, and though ‘nothing florid or traumatic ever happened’ it did leave her with strong bondage fantasies, she told Elkner. In the late 1990s, when the shocking extent of child sexual abuse was becoming a matter of public knowledge, she reflected on whether she had been a victim. Twice when drunk a family friend had grabbed and tongue-kissed her—‘in, out, in, out, in, out—amazingly quickly for one who could barely speak’. She thought this was dirty, and made a mental note to steer clear of the inebriated. ‘I thought tongue-kissing was something oldish men did when drunk, as drunks do a lot of unsanitary things like puking and pissing in telephone boxes.’

A few years later when she was fourteen, a man put his hand up her school tunic when she was at the old Natural History Museum in Russell Street, hunkered down looking at taipans in a floor-level display. He asked, ‘Do you ever have a strange sensation between your legs?’ and then drifted off. Her family had warned her about Dirty Old Men, as well as the risks of being kidnapped for the white slave trade. She says that her main response was relief that something they had told her was actually true. ‘Meeting a real Sex Fiend in the library was an adventure. It showed my family didn’t always talk nonsense about the hazards of life.’19

Bea was subject to regular attacks of panic: as a student at Women’s College at the University of Melbourne; in Perth after her son was born when she would collapse into a catatonic state; when her second husband Shane left her to sleep in another room. Sometimes when speaking publicly, her outer self could go on while she was frozen inside. She called it the Fear, and the Horrors, and described it in her diary in 1973: ‘It is still, silent, solid and cold as if the vertebrae that support the skull had been frozen in a block of dry ice, heavy, imploding. The only imaginable relief seemed to be to have it severed with a steel.’ Her first memory of the Fear was when she was four or five, sitting on the cabinet lid of her stepmother’s treadle sewing machine at night, looking through the uncurtained window at the arc of light from a streetlamp.


A man came out of the shadows, crossed the cone of light and disappeared. He looked at me in my lighted square and I looked at him. My heart began to palpitate and to the fear of the figure in the cone of light was added the fear that I might implode. I could not explain my feelings to my family.



An experience like this does not come out of nowhere. Four-year-old Bea would have had it before, and the body remembers.20 For incidents that happen before the development of language, the body is all that is available to remember.

Bea’s explanation of her fear was that, like her androgynous sexuality, it too began in her mother’s anxious womb: that she had fear from the moment she was born. But like so much else in her childhood, her family dismissed the experience and if she tried to relate her fear to anything external she was punished. When she was walking along the wooden pier at Port Melbourne and was afraid she would slip through the planks, her pants were pulled down and she was spanked, and it was brought up as a joke at family gatherings for years.
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Although he was not an active member of the parish, Fred initially sent his only child to Holy Cross Parish School in Glen Huntly Road, Caulfield, thinking it would be a gentler environment for her than the local state school. Because of her deafness the nuns thought her stupid and disobedient, so after three years he shifted her to Caulfield South Primary School. Once her deafness was treated and she started to do well at school, a perceptive teacher, Dorothea Brennan, insisted that she must go to MacRobertson Girls’ High School, the selective school in South Melbourne that prepared clever girls for university. As it did not begin till year 9, Bea did the first two years of secondary school at one of the old central schools that ran to year 8. Caulfield North Central was run down and shabby, and she cried when she saw the litter strewn around its asphalt wilderness. It was here too that she had her first experience of blatant sexism, when her science teacher refused to believe that she was the B. Fennessy who had come top of year 8 science—she must have a brother.21

When she was still at Caulfield South, Bea decided that as she would never be loved for herself alone, perhaps she might be loved for being useful. She and some other girls held a bazaar to raise money for the annual appeal for Kew Cottages run by Melbourne’s afternoon newspaper, the Herald. Kew Cottages was the branch of the Kew Asylum for intellectually disabled children and some orphans.22 Bea had visited it as part of her class’s social commitment and been shocked by the terrible things she saw, and by the smell of stale excrement. Her father, she felt, mocked her efforts.

From a book she was reading at the time, she got the idea that it was good to be trusted and confided in, so she set about looking for people who needed someone to confide in. She was friendly with a girl who was in the Church of Christ, and in her early teenage years she participated in the congregation at Bambra Road, Caulfield. Even though it was one of the narrower of the Churches of Christ, Bea found it socially broadening, exposing her to a social world outside her clannish family.23 The belief that one had to do Good Things for God and Jesus by helping one’s neighbour gave her a moral as well as emotional justification for what became a compulsive need to help, though, as she later learned, she couldn’t write other people into the roles she needed them to play. She went to Sunday School, participated in the youth group and gained some experience in public speaking. Although there were no women ministers, the church taught that men and women were equal in the eyes of God, and they participated equally in many of the church’s activities. She craved the comfort of religion, and she envied the peace and popularity it brought her friend, but intellectually she was never convinced. And the Christian belief in original sin fed into her unstable sense of self-worth.

As well, her religious fervour had to survive her father’s anti-clerical scepticism. When she made a confession of faith in Jesus so that she could be baptised, and, on the urgings of the minister, revealed this to her father, he said he was reminded of the testimony of Happy Dinah, a well-known character around South Melbourne in the 1920s. She testified at Salvation Army meetings that she had slept in the arms of chinamen and lascars and dagoes, but that now she was sleeping in the arms of Jesus. One of the toughs who was there for the tea and biscuits after the service called out from the gallery, ‘That must have been a chuck in for Jesus’, whereupon there was a riot between believers and non-believers and two men were killed. ‘I hated my father for telling me this not unfamiliar story, and I hated him the more because I couldn’t help laughing.’24

Around the same time she started reading the heart balm columns in Women’s Day, a popular weekly magazine which her stepmother brought into the house. She learned that other people had problems too, but that their behaviour could usually be understood and they were able to change. She concluded that she was not doomed to lifelong unhappiness, but that she had to be open to growth.
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MacRobertson Girls’ High School saved her life, as it did for many clever girls from poorer homes. Mac.Rob, as it became known, was named after the wealthy confectionery manufacturer, Macpherson Robertson, who in 1934 donated forty thousand pounds towards building a selective high school for girls in Albert Park. Compared with the heavy redbrick of Victoria’s primary and central schools built in the late nineteenth century, its modernist architecture was light and airy; and compared with home where she was always guessing how to please, it was predictable. Intelligence and hard work were rewarded.

Bea attended Mac.Rob from 1953 to 1956 and for the first time she began to feel confident about herself. She thought herself lucky to have arrived at the school in the last year of Rubina Gainfort’s period as headmistress when the emphasis was on preparing the girls for roles of high achievement. That emphasis continued with her successor, Daphne Barrett, but with the first stirrings of youth culture Miss Barrett also expended a good deal of energy promoting ladylike behaviour and policing the girls’ uniforms: gloves and hats on the trams, no bobby pins on the hair, tunics of correct length, and so on.25

At Mac.Rob Bea’s world opened out. The school had many Jewish students, daughters of refugees who had come to Australia before or after the war in Europe—high achievers for the most part, many with professional parents, and English as their second language. To a girl from suburban South Caulfield they were poised, sophisticated and cosmopolitan. In their homes Bea ate capsicum and yoghurt for the first time, and met their educated, talented working mothers who had survived the unimaginable horrors of the Holocaust. In school lunchtimes she and her friends read The Scourge of the Swastika: A Short History of Nazi War Crimes by Lord Russell of Liverpool. Published in Australia in 1954, it included horrifying photos of massacre sites and mass graves, Jewish women and children with their hands in the air being herded by men with guns, and crematorium ovens. One has three naked women with long dark hair and swinging breasts being paraded for ‘medical inspection’.

Her fascination she said, was part political, part curiosity, and part voyeurism:


It took me far out of the world of boiled mutton, greasy carrots and weevilly soup where…on race days, the wireless had to be left on at full volume even when there was no one in the room. If one had to suffer, let it be on a heroic scale and in an intelligible cause, not the meaningless, suburban viciousness that drove me frenetic with boredom and left suppurating wounds.26



I find this an odd response compared with the visceral fear I felt when I learned of the Nazis’ cold brutality and imagined the sound of the stormtroopers marching down Springvale Road, Nunawading and banging on our front door to take away my half-Jewish Methodist grandmother, or my mother and me.

Bea threw herself into Mac.Rob’s activities. She acted in her house play, was her form representative on the Student Representative Council, and joined both her house and the school debating teams. She was on a trip to Adelaide with the school team when the Soviet Union invaded Hungary and spent the night anguishing with a fellow team member over the fate of her relatives still behind the Iron Curtain. She also entered the ‘I speak for Australia’ competition organised by the Junior Chamber of Commerce (the Jaycees, as they were known), in which her wit and vivacity won her a watch. In year 10 she joined the committee of the school magazine Pallas, contributing poems which she also sent to the children’s page of the Argus.27 Through the magazine committee she formed friendships with girls in the year above her, and in her final year, when Melbourne hosted the 1956 Olympic Games, she was its editor.

Her editorial was her first public piece of feminist advocacy. It began by remembering women’s struggle for the vote, but noted that after fifty years of voting female emancipation had only been partly achieved. ‘When one of us accepts the views of her husband or family as her own, whenever she neglects an opportunity to use the education she has received…she defeats to some extent the purpose for which these women accepted humiliation and insults.’ She argued for career or marriage and motherhood as equally valid choices for women, concluding that the ideal was ‘a balance between the forbidding ultra feminist and the amiable but frivolous “womanly woman”’.

In her last term at school she had a thrilling relationship with a man she later thought must have been a paedophile. They met in the domed reading room of the Public Library where she was studying the French Revolution and the First Fleet for her matriculation exams. In the 1950s the library, art gallery and museum were all housed in the same neoclassical building between Swanston and Russell Streets. It must have been a beat of sorts for paedophiles, as this was the site of her earlier encounter with the Sex Fiend who put his hand up her dress when she was examining the taipans. At sixteen Bea was just above the age of consent, but she was small for her age and undeveloped, and was always in school uniform when they met. He never took her out or bought her more than a milkshake, but he gave her the affection and attention she craved. He would drive her home and they would kiss and cuddle in his car parked near her house, and they talked a lot about the wide, wide world. ‘It was much more satisfying and less stressful to me than being a wallflower at school dances or being mauled about by blind dates. It was a secret erotic idyll’.28

Bea did very well in her matriculation exams at the end of the year, sharing the Exhibition in Literature with Dinny O’Hearn (later the subdean of Arts at Melbourne University and host of a book show on SBS). Results were published in the daily papers, and winning an exhibition was a named public honour. She got second-class honours in both Modern and British History and in English Expression, and a pass in French. With her achievements at school, her father had relaxed towards her a little, and occasionally praised her. When she won the exhibition he gave her five pounds. In her last year at school Bea had visited some older friends who were living at Women’s College, away from home and their parents’ eyes. This, she realised, was a way to leave home, so she sat for and won a residential scholarship.

Catherine Dwyer, who interviewed many women of Bea’s generation for her documentary Brazen Hussies, calls it the Mac.Rob Paradox. At Mac.Rob the girls were told they could do anything; when they left they met barriers and condescension in a society that still saw a young woman’s destiny as to be a wife and mother, and which was far more interested in her body than her brain. This was Bea’s experience. Where at Mac.Rob virtue was its own reward, at university life was far more complicated.




BECOMING NOTORIOUS

THE UNIVERSITY BEA joined in 1957 was a man’s world. She was unimpressed with the antics of orientation week, which seemed all about schoolboy horseplay in a place she saw as a dignified intellectual sanctuary where the neo-Gothic architecture and the stately elms on Royal Parade promised culture and centuries of European learning. Bea had done a lot of public speaking during matric and in her first year she was asked to speak on a panel which included Professor David Derham of the law faculty who argued that because most female law students treated the place as a marriage bureau, the logical solution was to exclude women. But he couldn’t find enough people who were logical to agree with him. Perhaps he was being ironic, perhaps not; but Bea was shocked by the blatant sexism.1

The first issue of the student newspaper Farrago in her fresher year had a tongue-in-cheek article on the question ‘What is Women’s Place in the University?’ in which she would have read that it was mainly to provide interest and entertainment for the men. An advertisement for a part-time secretary for the office of the National Union of Australian University Students (NUAUS) asked ‘Are you pretty? Can you type?’2 On the front cover, under the heading ‘Get Oriented: These you should know’ were head shots of eleven men and three women. The executive of NUAUS was six men with collars and ties and short back and sides. Women’s presence was strongest in the theatre reviews, though as actors rather than reviewers. With more than a dozen theatre groups across the university, including the colleges, there were plenty of opportunities to perform.

Its easy assumptions of male dominance aside, other aspects of Farrago in the late 1950s and into the 1960s are very impressive, with long, well-researched articles on politics, South East Asia in particular, critiques of the White Australia policy, and recurring debates on the existence of God. The numerous lunchtime lectures were reported and each issue had pages of theatre reviews, of the productions on campus as well as downtown. Of course there was also much on the triumphs and defeats of the many sporting teams. Reading through the Farrago of these years reveals a lively, intellectually engaged and closely networked student body of confident young people who believed that what they thought mattered to Australia’s future.

Buoyed by her exhibition, Bea enrolled in an English honours degree. Honours students were a class apart from the pass students: ‘We were honours students, first, last and in between.’3 They were in separate tutorials, took extra classes and did a four- rather than a three-year degree. They socialised with the staff in the various discipline-based clubs and drank with them at the Carlton and Parkville pubs, which also had disciplinary identities. The philosophers drank at Naughtons on Royal Parade and left-wing politics staff and students at the Clare Castle in Rathdowne Street.

The Honours English curriculum was far more demanding than anything available in Australian universities today, with students expected to read not only many hefty nineteenth-century novels, but poetry and verse dramas from the Elizabethans onwards. If one did pure English honours, mastery of Anglo-Saxon and Middle English was also required. The pass curriculum, too, was richer and more extensive than today’s undergraduate English major. Students came out of university with a body of shared cultural knowledge and literary references. Just a mention of a fictional character—Casaubon, Smike, Anna Karenina, Madam Bovary, Isabel Archer—could convey a wealth of meaning. They learned to use literature to help understand their own and their friends’ lives, and to enrich their appreciation of the everyday. When Bea gave her friend Prue Gill a cutting of Lad’s Love for her garden, she accompanied it with the poem ‘Old Man’ (another name for Lad’s Love) by the early-twentieth-century poet Edward Thomas.

The choice of honours depended in part on financial means, which added a class dimension to the honours students’ elitism, even though, by 1957, the university had expanded beyond the bastion of privilege it was before the war. Teaching studentships, which provided a fee-free place and a generous living allowance for the three-year pass degree and the diploma of education, enabled many young people from poorer homes to attend university. This would have been an option for Bea had she not done so well in her matriculation exam and won a Commonwealth Scholarship, which waived the fees, but they were limited to teaching subjects, which did not include philosophy, and they did not encourage a fourth honours year. Bea remembered the intellectual snobbery of the honours arts student towards the pass students, who were seen as materialists, engaged in a kind of vocational training, getting just enough education to secure a well-paid, secure job, compared with the honours students’ high-minded dedication to thought. She seemed oblivious to the class snobbery of these distinctions. Many a bright and ambitious working-class student would have joined the exclusive honours cohort if they’d had the means. And, pass or honours, university students were a tiny proportion of school-leavers.

Women’s College (now University College) was a natural successor to Mac.Rob, and to the private girls’ schools where Melbourne’s comfortable middle class educated their daughters. The head of college when Bea joined was Myra Roper, an Englishwoman of formidable energy and talent who had been head since 1947. She was active in public life, serving on the boards of the ABC Advisory Committee and the newly formed Elizabethan Theatre Trust, and as president of the Committee for Australia-China Relations. In 1958, Bea’s second year at Women’s, Roper was a member of the first women’s delegation to China.4 Like her headmistresses at Mac.Rob, Miss Roper urged the girls to be confident in their abilities and to aim high, and her active public life showed them what was possible for a woman. But it was still the 1950s, and families expected that the young women in her charge would be protected from sexual misadventure. Men were not allowed in the bedrooms and the college gates were locked at ten.

Girls, out of home and all together, talked endlessly. The eminent historian of the Soviet Union, Sheila Fitzpatrick, who entered Women’s a year after Bea, remembers the intense conversation of all-female evenings about ‘boys and our awful home lives’, as well as about the metaphysical poets who were a staple of first-year English.5 Bea and her friends, including some girls from Mac.Rob already in second year, were intent on solving the mysteries of sex. She acquired her own copy of Ideal Marriage: Its Physiology and Techniques by the Dutch gynaecologist Theodoor Hendrik van de Velde. First published in English in 1928, and widely circulated in Australia, it advised husbands and wives on erotic techniques to enhance their mutual sexual pleasure. ‘We spent many smoke-wreathed, coffee-spiked hour reading excerpts aloud and discussing the mores of Jacobean drama and premarital sexual intercourse’, Bea recalled. And ‘despite the scrupulous chaperonage of Miss Roper’ they started to put van de Velde’s advice into practice. Bea first had intercourse in her room at Women’s when she was nineteen.6 Very few people had cars, so a bed away from the parental home was a boon for sexually active young women. Contraception was a challenge. Condoms and pessaries were available from chemists, and some doctors, whose names were passed around, would fit diaphragms for unmarried girls who said they were engaged. ‘All of my friends went and got diaphragms’, Bea later told Ruth Ford. ‘We said, “We’re getting married soon and want to get organised ahead.”’

With her long experience of orgasm, Bea found sex easy and enjoyable. She had her first kiss when she was seventeen, and in the following two years of kissing, breast-fondling and leg-crossing, soon learned how to achieve orgasm in company. ‘Petting formed a pleasant transition from first kiss to first fuck,’ she recalled. Bea also realised that her experience of sex was different from her friends’: that her strong physiological sex drive and childhood orgasms were rare. One friend told Bea she was a nymphomaniac ‘living only for ONE THING’; another startled her by rationing her boyfriend to Tuesdays and Thursdays so that she could study on the other nights. ‘When blood and heat flooded the pelvis, the nipples, the lips, and the sexual swoon made clothing seem as painful as Nessus’s shirt, how would a woman deny herself?’ ‘I had not realised how different I was from my friends. Their sexual radicalism was all in the head; mine was in comfortable harmony with my body’s needs.’7 This moment of realisation launched two lifelong quests: to understand human sexuality in all its different manifestations; and to protest and reform the laws that prevented its consensual enjoyment.

The first led her to the Kinsey Report. Kinsey’s two books, Sexual Behaviour in the Human Male (1948), and Sexual Behaviour in the Human Female (1953) were revolutionary. Based on interviews with thousands of respondents about their sex lives—and including questions about homosexual experiences, extramarital affairs and women’s experience of orgasm—they revealed the extent to which people’s sexual experiences breached conventional expectations. Reading Kinsey, Bea concluded that her experience of orgasms before the age of three was rare, and that her body’s needs and pleasures would bring her into conflict with public morality and the law. The illegality of abortion, archaic policies on contraception, censorship of books and films, general ignorance about sex, inadequate sex education—these became the spurs to her activism. Why should others tell her what she could and couldn’t do with her body?
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Bea’s first-year results did not fulfil the promise of her matriculation exhibition. She failed French (a first-year pass in a language was a prerequisite for arts honours), and got an H2A in English Literature and Language. Honours in English had two streams, Literature and Language. Bea had no aptitude for nor interest in the Language component, and she later switched to a combined honours degree in English and History. She would have been wiser to undertake a combined course from the outset. In second and third year she didn’t even turn up for the Language exam.

For students living in college or close by in student houses in Parkville and Carlton, without cars or phones, life centred on the Caf and the Union building, the pubs, and, as exams approached at the end of term three, the library. The intense daily interactions among her talented intellectual friends in her early years at university later reminded Bea of the Bloomsbury circle. They talked and argued about literature and philosophy as naturally as breathing. Groups formed, friendships and sexual relationships developed, and celebrities emerged. Germaine Greer, who was a year ahead of Bea in English Honours, was already a campus celebrity. Striding across the tables in the Caf, announcing her latest lover or out-singing the boys in bawdy songs at parties, Germs was outrageous and one to watch.

Bea first met Germaine when she began dating Clive Faust. A woman’s status on campus depended to a large extent on her boyfriend, and Clive was a catch. He was older than most undergraduates, having been in the workforce for five years, and was already a practising poet before enrolling in an honours philosophy degree. Worldly and confident, he was around six feet tall with wavy brown hair, a high brow and even higher confidence in his opinions and abilities.

Bea’s conquest of Faust triggered a certain amount of bitchy gossip among the tightly knit honours students. A contemporary who learned I was writing Bea’s biography complained to me of her boasting about Clive. So when Germaine Greer, who was in the same honours English tutorial as Clive, introduced herself to Bea with a friendly ‘Oh, you’re going round with Clive Faust, aren’t you?’ Bea was grateful for the kindness. She and Germaine had much in common. Both were driven, funny, sexually adventurous and fiercely intelligent, navigating their way to womanhood with little guidance from their families. They became friends, and when Bea became engaged to Clive, Germaine gave her a rolling pin as a present. It was made of china so that she would think twice before breaking it over Clive’s head. 8

Clive grew up in the northern suburb of Coburg, the youngest of two boys, and his mother was devoted to him. In the family’s small house, one room was given over to him as a study, and when he moved into student digs his mother would come over and tidy up.9 Bea started going out with him when she was in college. At the time she was engaged to her first lover but was getting bored and dropped him for Clive, who was ‘sexually splendid and intellectually superb’ and also ‘a vicious, brutal mixed-up man’. This latter judgment came later, in a 1987 letter to Victoria Rousseau, a friend from those days. At the time Bea was besotted.

They both loved literature, sex and arguing about politics and philosophy. A friend of Clive’s told me:


She was probably one of the few people who could match him for literary knowledge. His was vast. He felt that the fact that they had both gained academic exhibitions meant they stood on equal platforms. He never failed to remind me that Beatrice had read Proust (the complete volumes), not once, but three times. Together they were intellectual royalty.10



Bea and Clive moved in together in the heart of Carlton at 237 Elgin Street, a terrace house between Cardigan and Lygon streets a block from the university. On 30 January 1959 they married. He was twenty-six. She was just short of her twentieth birthday and needed her father’s approval. Bea said he bribed her to elope, presumably to spare the expense of a wedding. When I asked Clive why they had married he said he thought it was because it was expected by their respective parents, although his mother did not really approve of Bea. Although their uni crowd saw themselves as radical, they were still willing to please their parents. At her mother’s urging, Bea’s friend Katy Richmond hosted a kitchen tea, though she and Bea never spoke of it again.

The young couple were married in a registry office, with Clive’s only brother and his wife as witnesses. He could not remember whether they had a reception but thought they must have, as they got presents. Their friend Ben Bodna, who was to become Victoria’s first public advocate and a champion for the rights of people with a disability, gave them a dinner set.

It was just before her marriage that Fred told Bea that he and Ann had never married, which was a complete surprise to her. As a married woman she was now an independent adult in his eyes, and in May he drew up a new will with Bea as his executor. Clive, who met Bea’s father, thought she was the apple of his eye and that he loved and admired her. He was a quiet wit, Clive told me, who found people amusing. Clive was never formally introduced to Ann. One of Bea’s Mac.Rob schoolfriends told her she could never understand why Bea hated her home. She found it warm and cosy and remembered Fred’s sense of humour and his kidding of her ‘in a nice way’. ‘I thought he had real affection for you.’

The marriage lasted less than a year. Clive said he thought of it more as an affair than a marriage and was not prepared to discuss the reasons they broke up when Bea was not around to give her side. Something of her side does emerge, however, in the letters. She seems to have had no career ambitions for herself at this stage of her life, and there was no one in her family to advise her. She later told her friend Eve Mahlab that she was grooming herself to be the wife of an academic. I find this comment revealing of the confusion of many in this generation of educated young women, their ambitions to shine in the world still conventionally mediated through a man’s success. Bea felt that at university she had arrived at the place for her, but that place was at a man’s side.

Bea always credited Clive with teaching her how to argue. Clive said that as a skilled debater she could already hold her own, but living with Clive enhanced her intellectual confidence and her skills in rational argument. Later she believed that he had encouraged her to overvalue rationality and objectivity at the expense of emotion and intuition, and that his logic could be brutal. He could also be emotionally brutal, once telling her he would fuck all her girlfriends so that she had no shoulder to cry on. Their arguments could become violent, with plates thrown about. Perhaps Clive was displeased with her new confidence and saw her as a rival; perhaps she grew sexually restless; perhaps they fought too much and living together lost its shine. He was, she said, more interested in ideas than people and obtuse about their feelings. Whatever the reason, the marriage did little for her university studies. She sat for only one exam in 1959, English Literature II, though she did receive a first, and none in 1960, by which time they were living separately. But the relationship was a landmark in her life, and she mentioned it often in her letters to friends decades later. She took from it her name—and a reputation.

Ian Robinson, who would later edit Farrago, was drinking at the Mayfair Hotel in 1959 with other private schoolboys in their first year of university, when one of them pointed to a diminutive woman and said, ‘That’s Bea Faust, she believes in free love.’11 At the time Bea did not see herself as unusual or interesting, but people kept coming up to her and saying ‘I heard such and such about you’. Had she unwittingly done some scandalous dreadful thing? Or was she just the object of gossip? She later decided she had been too open about herself, and that a bit of old-fashioned reticence had a lot going for it.

 Embarking on life after Clive, Bea supported herself by waitressing, and for a short period teaching at Collingwood Tech where curious boys speculated about her sex life. Was she having an affair with the art teacher? Did they have sex at school?12 Probably not, but the librarian, whom Bea considered to be much too fond of blond, blue-eyed boys, told one of the inspectors that she was co-habiting, and the complaint was put on her file. When she later went for a job interview in the technical section she was confronted with having broken the teachers’ code of setting a good example for the children. She defended herself by pointing out the pederastic inclinations of the librarian who had complained about her, but it didn’t help.

By the mores of the day, her private life was not a good example for schoolchildren. She was engaged in one heady and adventurous relationship with a cad just for the sex, and in another with a man almost thirty years her senior: Jason Gurney, a large bearded Englishman who was a veteran of the Spanish Civil War. Bea thought he looked a little like Hemingway and a little like Ezra Pound. Before joining the International Brigade, he had been a sculptor, living a bohemian life in London’s Chelsea. ‘I delighted completely in sex,’ he wrote in his autobiography, ‘to me it was the logical extension of everything that was wonderful and beautiful about the human body.’13 He was the first man who had everything for her, sexually, emotionally and intellectually, and was a doorway to cosmopolitan life. He became a lover, father figure and mentor all in one, and it was the most complete relationship she ever had, though for him she was just a transient affair.

One night he took her to the lobby of the Australia Hotel where a DS Goddess 19 Citroën was on display. ‘That my dear is the most beautiful car in the world’, he told her, and because he was a sculptor she accepted his aesthetic judgment. The Goddess had been launched in Paris in 1956. In August 1961 a model modified for the Australian market and assembled in West Heidelberg was launched, which was presumably the one Bea saw at the Australia Hotel. The car was a celebrity, with its sleek, modernist look and advanced engineering. When her glamorous older lover returned to Europe, Bea wanted to go with him. He told her to stay and finish her degree and gave her a white terrier as a parting gift. When she bought her first car, it was a Citroën.




AFTER HER FATHER’S DEATH

FRED FENNESSY DIED of a heart attack on Australia Day1962. Bea was with him and signed his death certificate. Her father’s death liberated her financially. Apart from a life interest in one of his four houses for his de facto wife, Ann Wardell, he left everything to Bea. She re-engaged with her degree, moved into her own house, and bought a secondhand Goddess, even though she didn’t yet have her licence. She did get it, but she was never a good driver. She crashed the Citroën three times, writing it off at the third, and gave up driving for good in 1973 after wrecking her third car and becoming uninsurable.

Financially independent, sexually and intellectually confident, Bea sparkled. She attracted men readily, and enjoyed many lovers. The best fucking she found ‘was sheer delight’ though not all men were up to it. Why, she wondered, ‘were some men natural fucksters when others were walking cripples?’1 She had gained a reputation in the close, gossipy world of the university, and was distressed to find, when she returned to complete her degree, that she had become a legend. People meeting her for the first time would say, ‘You’re not Bea Faust, she’s a bitch, is much taller, has blonder hair, is ugly.’

One of her lovers at this time was Peter Blazey, the eldest son of a wealthy Melbourne eastern suburbs family. His father, Alan, had founded the garden supply business Hortico in the 1950s. Blazey was smart, witty, good looking and charismatic, with the confidence and networks of a successful Scotch College old boy together with an outrageous disrespect for convention and an unquenchable libido. He could also be abominably rude, in the way of the entitled private schoolboy. Maxine Barry (Smith) remembers a visit by Bea and Blazey to the Arab, a European-style coffee bar in Lorne that had a bohemian atmosphere and an espresso machine (reputedly Victoria’s third). It was owned by her then-husband and his brothers. When I spoke with Maxine sixty years later, her anger at Blazey’s loud, snobbish, disparaging remarks was still live.

Blazey and Bea were born in the same year, and embarked on what he described as ‘a courtly romance’. She looked boyish, and Blazey hoped she would tolerate his bisexuality. Peter introduced her to one of his male lovers, who was a virgin with women, and she obligingly provided pedagogic sex. For a few months they were a triangle. In his posthumously published autobiography, Peter claims they all went to bed together. Bea, who had spoken at his funeral, denied this, saying instead that they alternated partners, ‘always in pairs, never a threesome’. Peter also claimed that Bea outed his homosexuality to his mother Doone, a claim that distressed her greatly.2 She would never have breached his privacy in this way, and she felt ‘fucked in the guts by his misrepresentation’.

 Bea and Blazey went together to Francois Truffaut’s 1962 film, Jules et Jim, about a triangular relationship between two men and a woman played by the beautiful Jeanne Moreau. She and Peter, she said, saw different films. Where he saw a homosexual bond between the two men and drew parallels between the film’s triangle and their own, she saw no hint of homosexual attraction between Jules and Jim, and rejected the idea that Peter and his male lover were rivals for her affection. She did, however, wear a Jeanne Moreau-style outfit.

Peter Blazey later came out as gay, inherited a fortune from his father and spent the lot on decadent living, including restoring a Hollywood mansion once owned by Barbara Stanwyck. He died of AIDS in 1997. But before all that, Blazey had a career as a journalist, writer and press secretary, including for a short time to fellow Scotch College alumnus Andrew Peacock when he was Minister for the Army. When Peacock offered him the position, Blazey responded, ‘You must be joking, Andrew. You know I’m a member of the Labor Party.’ Andrew replied that that didn’t matter, as it would give him insight into the opposition, then added, ‘I thought that since we’d been to school together, I could trust you.’3 Andrew’s trust was misplaced and Peter did not last long in that position, more because of his outrageous behaviour than his political views, but Peacock’s comment sums up the central role of private-school networks in Melbourne’s class system. Perceptive about so much, Bea seemed peculiarly blind to class, blithely enjoying the pleasures of good taste, holiday houses and well-educated mothers, a world away from the drab, cheerless little house she grew up in. With little loyalty to her lower-class family, the class dimensions of her life’s journey never interested her.

When she embarked on her affair with Blazey, Bea was not yet divorced from Clive. Before Labor passed the Family Law Act in 1975, no-fault divorce required a lengthy separation. A quick exit required someone to take the blame for the breakdown. Private detectives did most of their business uncovering adulterous relationships. As well, lawyers were obliged to direct potential divorcees to marriage-guidance counselling. Bea and Clive did not want to divorce on grounds of adultery nor to subject themselves to counselling, so they staged a claim of mental cruelty. Bea dressed in her little blue weddings-and-funerals suit and tearfully described her travails at the hands of her brute of a husband, confessing that she was now living on money left to her by her dead father. Clive lowered menacingly and his mother testified to his brutal nature. The judge, playing Sir Galahad, rescued ‘poor little me from the fearful Faust’, and she went off to a celebratory lunch with Clive, Peter and his lover.

That same year, 1963, and flush with her inheritance, Bea made a short experimental film in 16 mm black and white called Afternoon House.4 Melbourne in the early 1960s had a vibrant film culture. The Melbourne International Film Festival, which had been running since 1952, and the Melbourne University Film Society formed in 1948, gave film buffs the opportunity to hone their connoisseurship on foreign and art films, and it encouraged some to pick up cameras themselves. Film had bewitched Bea since she was young when, like so many other suburban kids, she would spend her pocket money on Saturday afternoon at the pictures, sixpence for the film and thruppence for lollies. Film-making, though, was a lonely, eccentric activity, with the film makers’ co-ops still a few years away. I don’t know why or how Bea decided to make a film, but it’s in the National Film and Sound Archive and I’ve watched it.

Afternoon House is set in Burreel, a nineteenth-century mansion in Kooyong Road, Caulfield, owned by the family of her friend Peter Alexander. Bea admired his mother, Mrs A, and the entrancing environment she had created in the house and garden. The cameraman was Mike Browning and the music for the soundtrack was by the Melbourne jazz musician Alan Lee. In the first shot, a ball comes over a wooden gate, a small hand creeps round the gate to unlatch it and a beautiful wide-eyed child enters the sun-dappled garden. She is dressed like Tenniel’s Alice, in a short puff-sleeved dress with a pinafore, long white socks and black Mary-Janes. The camera follows her as she strokes the bark of a huge old tree, walks up the path, the verandah steps, through the fan-lit front door and up the staircase into a room with a Toulouse-Lautrec poster on the wall. Evoking Goldilocks, she rearranges some cushions on a bed, then sits in a huge cane chair swinging her legs. The camera then shows her in a mirror going through another door. On this side of the looking glass the house is frightening. The child knocks over a vase of flowers, angry masks loom at her and she flees, down the passage, out of the house and through the garden. But she doesn’t leave. The last shot is of the shut gate through which she entered. It is a charming little film, with an unsettling ending, leaving the girl forever trapped in the enchantments and fears of childhood. The exercise taught Bea just how much teamwork was needed to make a film, and although she wrote a film script when she was in Perth, she never made another one.

In 1963, while completing her degree, she was also writing for Farrago. The student Marlowe Society mounted a season of seven European absurdist plays, including Genet’s ‘The Maids’, Ionesco’s ‘The Chairs’ and ‘Ubu Roi’ by Alfred Jarry. Unlike Sydney, Melbourne had no avant garde theatre tradition, so this was an ambitious project. It required fifty actors and almost as many technicians. Bea reviewed the season with care and erudition, but what is most striking from this distance is the roll call of people involved: Hilary McPhee, Max Gillies, Graham Blundell, Patrick McCaughey, Peter Corrigan, all of whom would become significant players in Australia’s cultural life.5 Although Monash University had started in 1961 and La Trobe would be founded six years later, neither would ever become the proving ground for the city’s cultural and intellectual life that Melbourne University was in the 1960s.

Bea completed her combined honours degree at the end of 1963 and was awarded an H2A. This rankled. She believed she was worth an H1 and that the examiners could have found a few extra marks to give her one. Germaine had suffered the same fate. She too, Bea believed, should have been awarded a first. It mattered. A first marked one out as a prospective academic, and all but guaranteed an offer of a tutorship. Such jobs were more or less in the gift of senior academics. A student might be offered a tutorship before they had even sat their final exams if they were judged to have a first-class mind and had won the patronage of a senior academic.

Bea used her inheritance to buy a ticket to Europe and on 19 December 1963 she boarded P&O’s new liner, the SS Canberra. To go abroad was a rite of passage for educated young people who could afford it, and abroad largely meant Britain. Glimpsing exotic cultures when the ship stopped at Colombo, Aden and Cairo, perhaps disembarking at Naples and travelling through Europe, they would arrive at their ultimate destination—the British Isles, the source of white Australia’s people, institutions and cultural standards. Don Metcalfe, who was on the ship, remembers Bea helping to organise a Robin Hood-themed fancy-dress group. ‘Beatrice was an enthusiastic, affable leader in this endeavour and…a great time was had by all.’ Details of the trip are scarce, though she did visit the village of Ballylooby in Ireland, which Tom Fennessy had left in 1886; and she tracked down other Fennessy relations, including a second cousin who ran a pub in Parnell Square, Dublin, and another who was a Carmelite nun and became a regular correspondent.

While in Europe Bea met a Finnish man called Adam (Aimo) Murtonen, who was an academic in the Semitic Studies Department at Melbourne University. They returned together and set up house in Parkville. Adam, born in 1924, was not as old as Jason Gurney, but he carried similarly heroic associations. As a teenager he had fought in the Winter War in which Finns, on cross-country skis and in white camouflage snow capes, held the Soviets off for five months across the winter of 1939–40. Adam was a clever man, a Lutheran pastor gifted in mathematics and languages, with doctorates in both Philosophy and Theology from Helsinki University, who had published six books on the linguistics of Biblical Hebrew. He also came with a good deal of baggage, in the form of a wife and eight children. The family came with him to Melbourne in 1961, but his wife was homesick and she and the children went home. They later divorced. Adam was to marry twice more before he died, though not to Bea. Bea’s friend from this time, Maxine Smith, described him to me as ‘creepy’, and he certainly shared Bea’s enthusiasm for good sex and intellectual conversation.6

Bea decided to have a child with Adam. His outstanding intellect made him good genetic material, and he was kind. She hoped that their relationship would be like Henry Handel Richardson’s, with an academic husband who supported her talents and relieved her of mundane worries. Instead, it was more like living with Casaubon, the vain middle-aged scholar in Eliot’s Middlemarch. Bea never lost her faith in Adam’s intellectual brilliance, however. In 1975 he self-published a book on the physics of paranormal phenomena, The Bent Key of the Theory of Relativity in Paranormal Stuff. She asked the physicist Alan Roberts to review it, describing Adam as a sort of ‘idiot savant’ with exceptional mathematical ability. Roberts declined. Adam, he said, had ‘bitten off far more than he could chew’.

Bea still aspired to an academic position. She was aware that Germaine Greer had recovered from her disappointing H2A with a first-class MA at Sydney University that won her a Commonwealth Scholarship to Cambridge, where she was now writing a PhD on love and marriage in Shakespeare’s early comedies. Bea hoped to do something similar and in 1965, while pregnant, enrolled in an MA on the Australian novelist Henry Handel Richardson. Bea had the capacity for intense focused work, and she completed her thesis swiftly, with what appears to have been little supervision. It was a substantial piece of work that looked at all the published novels and stories. Bea also contacted Richardson’s literary executor, Olga Roncorconi, as well as her nephew, Walter Neustatter.

Although a major figure with an international reputation, Richardson was not fashionable in the Melbourne English Department. Not only was her naturalism seen as anachronistic in contrast with the fluidity of perspectives explored by modernist writers like Woolf and Joyce, but her hard, unsentimental novels analyse conflict without providing answers. The lack of an authorial moral stance made her work resistant to the morally engaged Leavisite criticism practised by many in the department. The thesis argues that critics who saw The Fortunes of Richard Mahony as an impressive failure were in fact making a judgment about the naturalist genre rather than about the trilogy, and that Richardson’s work should be read in the context of European naturalism.

The thesis did not revive Bea’s academic prospects. She said it went to five examiners, most of whom would have been internal. Some gave it an H1 and some failed it. (I was unable to find copies of any examiners’ reports.) In the end, according to Bea, Head of Department Professor Ian Maxwell said, ‘Give her an H2B’. It’s noteworthy that he did not recommend she resubmit. The reason she was given was that the department did not want to put her to the expense of having her thesis retyped. This is an unlikely explanation.

By today’s standards, Bea’s Masters thesis would easily satisfy the requirements of a PhD as a substantial piece of research and contribution to knowledge. It is based on thorough reading of the primary and secondary literature and some original research, and is very well written. I have two possible explanations for why it fared so poorly. The first is that it fell foul of the ideological battles taking place in the discipline between the Leavisites, whose practical criticism focused on the text alone, and practitioners of older styles of literary scholarship attentive to historical and biographical context. Bea’s approach was very much in the latter camp, and the thesis includes a good deal of biographical material.

The second is the close link between high honours and academic employment. It was an expansive period for higher education. With Monash recently established and La Trobe on the way, there were plenty of positions and some people were getting jobs with just an honours degree. But Bea lacked a patron to fight her corner, and some of the examiners may not have wanted her as a colleague. Her reputation as a sexual adventurer was well established; she may also have been seen as unstable. She remembered an evening of despair when she was knocking her head against the trunk of an elm in Royal Parade and the Catholic poet and doyen of the English Department, Vincent Buckley, happened to pass by. Instead of asking if there was something the matter, he nodded good evening and disappeared into the gloom of Tin Alley. So I wonder if some of the more timid men in the English department were wary of her doing too well lest they be obliged to employ her. As well, her son Stephen was born in April 1965 just as she was completing the thesis—so she was now an unmarried mother, well before this had become unremarkable.

Whatever the reason, the H2B was the end of her hopes of becoming a literary academic, though not the end of her academic aspirations. Even while her MA was being examined, she was accepted as a PhD candidate in the Law school for a thesis on abortion and the criminal law.7 That she would have been accepted for a PhD on abortion and the criminal law without undergraduate training in either law or the social sciences, and with a Masters thesis still under examination, tells us a lot about the rather haphazard approach then taken to postgraduate education.

Despite her disappointing result, Bea felt she had personally gained a great deal of insight from writing the thesis. She was well aware of Richardson’s literary limitations: that despite the modernist elements in the final book of the trilogy, Ultima Thule, Richardson was not completely in step with developments in her chosen craft. That novel shared modernism’s inward turn to subjective experience, but not its experimentation with form. Why then, Bea wondered, had she been so interested in Richardson, despite her own developing modernist aesthetic?8 In 1968 when she was living in Perth, she filled two notebooks on the development of her personal aesthetic. These notebooks show the breadth of Bea’s reading, but more significantly how seriously she took aesthetic questions and the uses she made of literature to feel less alone and to try to understand herself.

Bea concluded that Richardson’s fiction had a neurotic, compulsive, emotional appeal for her because its analytic approach accorded with her own reliance on rationality to gain some control over the chaotic family environment of her childhood. Bea was drawn to books that touched her pain. As a child she had identified with other suffering children, like the ill-treated Smike in Dickens’ Nicholas Nickleby and the ragged chimneysweep Tom in Kingsley’s The Water Babies. The experiences of nine-year-old Cuffy in the last volume of The Fortunes of Richard Mahony drew on Richardson’s own miserable childhood, overshadowed by her father Walter’s growing insanity. Young Ethel, as she was then, was lied to and learned to take nothing at face value as she struggled to reconcile what she was being taught with her own observations. The result, concluded Bea, was a precocious and defiant confidence in her own understanding and an unremitting honesty that shaded into fatalistic stoicism.

One of her notebooks includes typescript pages from her thesis annotated to show the parallels between her own and Richardson’s experiences, and her growing understanding of the neurotic origins of her own compulsive rationality, from which she believed she was now freeing herself. The desire to control, she wrote, was the admission of being adrift in a chaotic world, an admission Richardson never made, but which is evidenced by her compulsive attachment to routine. By contrast, Bea’s own personal and aesthetic maturation had been largely in learning to let go. Proust became Bea’s ideal, because he resolved the tension she felt between the figurative and realist on the one hand and the non-realist and intuitive on the other; and reading him gave her immense sensuous satisfaction.

The most extreme instance of Bea’s identification with victims was her enthusiasm a few years later for The Story of O, a sado-masochistic French novel published anonymously in Paris in 1955. It is the story of a young woman’s transformation into a submissive sex slave through increasingly painful and humiliating sexual acts that gradually destroy her personality. The English translation published in 1965 was a prohibited import to Australia so Bea asked friends overseas to send her a copy. ‘It seemed to have something no other banned book had. It was written by a woman, and it is recommended reading, according to Jean Paulhan of the Académie Française, who should recognise the literary gems of his own culture.’ In fact, it was later revealed, the book was written by his lover, in a series of episodes to prevent his erotic attentions from straying. The Customs Department confiscated Bea’s copy, and only released it to her after legal proceedings that ended with a conference with her solicitor and two representatives of the Customs Department. It was numbered so it could be traced if she sold it, and when it arrived had chips of chocolate and cigarette ash in it. The customs people had obviously read it before handing it over.

Bea found The Story of O one of the most sensitive, complex and disturbing books she had ever read. She later told Susan Chenery,


I was surprised and delighted at how very beautiful it was. The prose writing is exquisite. The capacity to bring in literary metaphor is just so wonderful and so accurate. It is related to Catholic ritual and to martyrdom. I am against violence and sexual domination, so it caused me a lot of conflict.



Bea wrote about the book in Digger, using it to tease out the differences between repetitive, clichéd pornography and erotica, and although it conflicted with her feminism, the fantasies resonated.9

As she does with Cuffy in Ultima Thule, Bea relates O’s torments to her own. ‘The attempt to please by obedience is the story of my life.’ O’s happiness depended on obeying a clear set of rules, however arbitrary, painful and irrational, and for a time she succeeded. Bea never did because the rules were unclear and kept changing. Moreover, she believed that her father did not want her to succeed. The linking of her father to O’s cruel and sadistic lovers seems extreme, but the book helped her to think about her childhood confusion and sense of powerlessness. Years later she attempted to write an erotic novel herself, but could never develop a satisfying narrative structure.
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When her son was born in April 1965, Bea did not give him his father’s name but that of her first husband, which she had kept. He became Stephen David Faust. Clive told me he found this odd. No doubt keeping the European surname appealed to Bea, and Stephen was very much her son.

The labour was short and painless, but ‘a second rate Catholic obstetrician’ gave her ‘a totally unnecessary and painful episiotomy’ and stitched her up without an anaesthetic. The pain interfered with the regular coughing she needed to clear her lungs, and she left hospital with a lung infection that lasted three years. The pregnancy also exacerbated the arthritis in her scoliotic spine, and precipitated a lifetime of pain.10 She soon made an hour of yoga part of her morning routine, to save her kidneys from being destroyed by analgesics.

Bea was an advocate of natural childbirth and later wrote a book with that title for Rigby’s Instant Books series. These were short pocket-sized informative books sold widely in newsagents and book shops during the 1970s and early 1980s, with topics ranging from cooking, pets, crafts and gardening to mental and physical health. Bea’s book was published in 1982, when the series’ popularity was in decline. She had written it during the 1970s, when natural childbirth became part of feminism’s campaign for women to regain control of their bodies from men, in this case the male-dominated medical establishment. ‘Birth should not be a passive affair with a helpless drugged woman being confined and delivered by a doctor and nurses. A woman should be able to carry her pregnancy actively, go into labour consciously and give birth joyously.’11

Bea was no hippy. She recognised that medical intervention is sometimes needed, but she argued that it should not be the norm. The book draft she submitted was sent back by the publishers for a rewrite, not because of its attitude to medical intervention but because it had too much sex in it for a series that included Easy Cake Decorating and Crocheting for Beginners. She argued her case, but she needed the money so, reluctantly, she rewrote it. I did not find her draft manuscript, but the copy of the tiny book I read in the National Library still contained plenty of sex. The original advocate of natural childbirth, British obstetrician Grantley Dick Read, had argued that pain in labour was often the result of tension caused by women’s fear of giving birth. Bea adapted this, in line with her own preoccupations, to fear of sex. Speaking from her own bodily experience, she claimed that, ‘unless there were physical difficulties’, ease of labour was facilitated by a woman’s ease with sex. She believed that procreational and recreational sexuality were deeply intertwined, both physiologically and psychologically. Good sex taught women not to fear their own bodies and regular orgasm was practice for the contractions of childbirth. Suckling the baby was a sensuously enjoyable experience. So, she told her readers, if you have had negative messages about sex or your body, you need to get rid of them, for your own sake, and your baby’s.12

Bea’s labour may have been easy but mothering was not. At home with a baby, unwell and in pain, with a partner who was staunchly traditional in his views on the divisions of household labour, Bea became suicidal. Other contributing factors aside, it is not surprising that becoming a mother precipitated a profound psychological crisis in someone who had never had a mother’s love herself. She would leave razor blades around the house she shared with Adam to remind herself that a way out was available. But she didn’t take it. She had chosen to have a child and she could not abandon him. Becoming a parent had anchored her to life. It also widened her sympathies for full-time mothers. It was their right, she felt, and she could quite understand why they chose to exercise it.

When Stephen was about one, Bea left Adam and moved to Perth, hoping that the drier climate would relieve her asthma. When someone suggested she might like to join a new group for unmarried mothers she was shocked. Labels mattered, she knew, and ‘unmarried mother’ was not a label she would ever apply to herself. To her it implied a young, naïve, incompetent or unlucky girl without marketable skills, who had become pregnant by accident. She was an educated woman who had made a conscious decision to have a child.13

In April 1967 she attended the eighth conference of the International Planned Parenthood Federation in Chile and later that year she transferred her PhD enrolment to the University of Western Australia. Details on this period of her life are scarce, apart from the various addresses on letters to her cousins. Did she go to Chile as a delegate or an individual? Who paid? Who looked after Stephen? What did she do with him while she worked on her thesis? And where was he when she went on long solitary drives in Perth’s hinterland, listening to the Beatles? How did she meet the friends who looked after him when she was seriously ill in hospital and cared for her in her convalescence; and who were they? It’s on the record that she became the secretary of the newly established Western Australian Council of Civil Liberties and undertook some public speaking on its behalf, telling a meeting of the Communist Party that many beliefs about the causes and effects of homosexuality and abortion were myths.14

She was very unhappy for much of her time in the west, sinking at times into near-catatonic states. She underwent primal therapy with a therapist called Ellis Brown. ‘He asked me what it feels like to have an asthma attack, to choke, to cough up green stuff. Then moved from the physical to the emotional experience. I cried gallons and he did me a great deal of good. But I don’t think motherlessness can ever be repaired.’ After fifteen months in Perth she returned to Melbourne.




ABORTION LAW REFORM AND CIVIL LIBERTIES

BEA FIRST HEARD about abortions around the kitchen table. A local woman, who already had three children and whose husband was also supporting his ex-wife and their three children, could not afford another child. All the neighbours supported her decision. Bea knew an abortion was called an ‘illegal operation’, but she had no idea what this meant until around 1960, soon after she separated from Clive, when her contraception (a fitted diaphragm and spermicide) failed and she had to get one herself.

The oral contraceptive pill was not released in Australia until February 1961. As a contraceptive it carried a 27.5 per cent luxury tax and few doctors would prescribe it for unmarried women. Other contraceptive measures were widely used but unreliable, as Bea discovered. In the 1970s a small sample by WEL of ten Melbourne women found they had had twenty-seven abortions between them, all while using some form of contraception. ‘We were all middle-class, well-educated, well-informed, highly motivated feminists, better placed than most of our sex to avoid reproductive mishaps.’1 Yet, in the days before the pill, they happened.

Bea was introduced to the Higginson’s syringe by a woman she met during a vacation job, a grandmother, who was appalled to learn that Bea was getting married without knowing how ‘to bring on a period’. The Higginson syringe—a nozzle, a rubber tube and a reservoir—had been popular since the 1850s for do-it-yourself abortions. It was cheap and easy to use, but it was also dangerous, a vehicle for bacteria or a stray air bubble that would cause an embolism. The grandmother had syringed herself thirty-two times and only had septicaemia twice. Although she nearly died on each occasion, she nevertheless taught the procedure to her daughters.2

Bea gave a graphic account of her first abortion in her submission to the Royal Commission into Human Relationships, established by the Whitlam Government in 1974. Her first port of call was Peggy Berman, who worked as a receptionist for a group of abortionists. After much prevarication, Berman referred her to Dr Alan Berman (no relation). He refused to abort her because her asthma made her an anaesthetic risk, and referred her to Mrs Jean Field, known to all as Gracie Fields. She was a trained nurse who ran a mobile surgery, with a collapsible laminex operating table, steriliser, disinfectant and suitcases of instruments, using various safe houses. Belle Moran (mother of Lewis and Desmond ‘Tuppence’ Moran of the Ascot Vale crime family) was one of her assistants, and Belle’s SP bookmaker husband Des sometimes drove the pick-up car. Abortionists and SP bookies were both on the edges of legality, largely tolerated by the community but relying on blind eyes from the police.


I telephoned a number and was advised to bring sixty pounds, a large bottle of Dettol and a packet of sanitary pads and to await pick-up outside the Sarah Sands Hotel on Sydney Road Coburg [sic]. There was a female driver and three other women in the car. We were driven back and forth around all the back streets of Coburg to confuse our identification of the address. Each woman was allocated a clean bed and given some sort of pre-op injections—possibly tranquiliser or anti-biotics. I was aborted first because I was the only one who had not been there before. The dining room table had been fitted out with a kind of shower curtain that divided the field of vision at the patient’s waist. The anaesthetic was Trilene (Twilight sleep) gas in a very simple jar with a mask attached. One woman stood with the patient and gave the gas as required, two others attended to the curettage… After the curettage I was allowed to rest in my allotted bedroom until the others were done. Then Mrs Field came into the bedroom and gave me the name of a doctor who would prescribe contraceptives. All the patients had coffee and sandwiches and watched TV until Mrs Field’s team had cleaned up in the dining room. Then we were returned to the pick-up point.3



After this first abortion Bea requested something more reliable than a diaphragm. Because the new oral contraceptive pill was untested, the gynaecologist she consulted fitted her, without anaesthetic, with a Gräfenberg ring, which was an early IUD. But as she had a rare bicornate uterus, the ring only protected one half, and a few years later she was pregnant again. The ring also caused intermittent bleeding. She did not know she was pregnant till past twelve weeks, so had to have a late-term abortion, which required an anaesthetic. Again, because of her asthma she was a high-risk patient, and several abortionists refused to help. A sympathetic GP eventually referred her to Dr Heath, an expensive doctor who reassured her that her lungs would not be a problem. Bea was not aware that the practice had no resuscitation equipment and did not employ a qualified anaesthetist, nor that one woman had recently almost died from anaesthetic complications. When she discovered this later she was horrified at the risk Heath had taken with her life.

The operation was in two stages. The first attempted to induce a miscarriage, with interference, castor oil and a handful of iron and QES (quinine, ergot and strychnine) tablets. She was not told what was likely to happen—a painful miscarriage with danger of haemorrhage and infection—only that if complications occurred she was to tell her GP she was having a heavy period. Nor was she told what the complications might be. After six weeks of acute anxiety, she was curetted without mishap. ‘I did not know then how lucky I was. At about that time a young socialite lost her insides and almost lost her life at another expensive address further up Collins Street.’4 Dr Heath charged her two hundred pounds, which was considerably more than the going rate. She thought that the higher fee was because her asthma made her a greater than normal risk, but later discovered that Heath set his fees according to his perception of a client’s means, which he judged by asking them what car they drove. At the time she was driving her Citroën Goddess. Her third abortion, when she became pregnant to Peter Blazey, was uneventful.

Bea published her first article on abortion, ‘Abortion and the Public Mind’, in the 1963 issue of Melbourne University Magazine.5MUM published stories, essays and poetry by staff and students, and the same issue that carried her article included a poem by Clive, who had himself edited MUM in 1961. Abortion, she wrote, is a public secret. Although it was prohibited under the Victorian Crimes Act, tens of thousands were performed in Australia annually yet this was never publicly admitted nor its consequences debated. The frequency, she argued, was evidence that abortion fulfilled a social need, and explained why there were so few successful prosecutions. The police took a pragmatic attitude, doctors did not report suspected abortions, and juries were loath to convict. Hence there was a conflict between the overt culture of the law and the covert culture of what people really thought and did, with the dangers of abortion talked up to frighten people into premarital chastity. ‘Abortions are happening every day, so let’s find out the circumstances and talk about them openly rather than circulate myths and old wives’ tales in embarrassed whispers.’ For this first article on abortion, Bea spoke with anonymous informants—a solicitor, a GP, an abortionist and a member of the police criminal investigation department (CID), though she did not yet write about her own experiences of failed contraception and abortion.

Many of the women I spoke to in researching Bea’s life talked about abortion. With contraception hard to access for an unmarried girl, and also unreliable, if she became pregnant her options were abortion, hasty marriage or a concealed pregnancy ending in adoption. With no government assistance for unmarried mothers, unless they had family support, it was almost financially impossible to keep their babies, and few did. So a great many sexually active young women had recourse to abortions, though few were as open and matter of fact about it as Bea. For most it was a source of great distress and shame, something they hid from their families and all but their closest friends. These emotions fuelled the anger that erupted a decade or so later that laws made by men were controlling women’s bodies.

Bea’s anger about the illegality of abortion was driven not by shame, but by the risk she had been subjected to in 1963 at the hands of Dr Heath. It was this event that tipped her into activism on abortion law reform and it explains her later focus on corrupt doctors. Once embarked on, her activism drew on the memory of her miserable childhood.


I advocate abortion on request because it is the only solution to unwanted pregnancy and because I would not want any child to go through what I went through after my grandmother died and I had to live with a father who had never wanted me. Many people are reluctant to face the fact that, if their mothers had had a choice, they might never have been born. Those of us who can face it often decide that abortion is the more merciful alternative…A very wonderful child psychologist, who had to live through the same handicap as my own, once said bluntly, ‘If a woman dies in childbirth, they should knock the baby on the head.’6
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In her research for her PhD on the medical and legal history of abortion, Bea investigated most of the providers in Melbourne, including Rodney Bretherton who allowed her to interview more than a hundred patients in his surgery. The conclusions she drew from this research informed her later activism on the issue. Married and single women were equally likely to have abortions, but access and provision were socially stratified. Women with money could rely on discreet terminations from their own gynaecologists, many of whom routinely provided terminations disguised as a dilation and curette. One told her he performed as many abortions as he did live births. Other women used ‘specialist’ abortionists, including qualified doctors, midwives and nurses. Sometimes the women would be referred by a sympathetic GP, other times they would rely on the grapevine. Migrant women from conservative communities found it especially difficult to access both abortion and contraception. Sex education barely existed, and the impulse to cover up extramarital pregnancies remained as strong as ever.

As she investigated abortionists Bea found a good deal of corruption and deception among providers, much exploitation of desperate, ignorant clients and a great deal of negligence. Some qualified doctors allowed unqualified practitioners to use their facilities, and no one told the women concerned that the person performing the abortion was unqualified. But there was little political interest in reform. If you wanted an abortion you could get one, men in particular didn’t want to think about it, and the left had other priorities. What interest there was had been mainly on the other side of politics, among Liberals who saw it as an issue of individual freedom and the right to choose, and among women in the Liberal Party who understood the pain and humiliation of abortion. A motion to clarify abortion law passed at consecutive Liberal State Council meetings during the 1960s but Victorian Premier Henry Bolte, whose government benefited from the preferences of the Catholic-backed Democratic Labor Party, took no notice.7

In 1964 Bea and an eccentric young lawyer called John Bennett decided to form the Victorian Council for Civil Liberties, following the formation of such a council in New South Wales by the radical economic historian Ken Buckley. Victoria had had a strong tradition of defending civil liberties since 1936, when a group of progressive Melbourne professionals and artists formed the Australian Council of Civil Liberties (ACCL) to defend the free press and freedom of speech, thought and assembly, and to protest against book censorship. At the time Australians could not read D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness nor Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, among thousands of banned books, and there were fears of further suppression as the political atmosphere grew more hostile to civil liberties. Many were already members of the Book Censorship Abolition League formed a few years earlier. The radical historian Brian Fitzpatrick became a driving force in the ACCL, writing many of its pamphlets and serving as its general secretary. He took the Council to the left in the polarised politics of the Cold War and it became something of a one-man band. By the early 1960s it had lost prestige and authority. When John and Bea approached Brian about establishing a Victorian Council for Civil Liberties (VCCL), he encouraged them. 8

The VCCL was officially constituted in 1966, with Douglas Gasking, the Boyce Gibson Professor of Philosophy, as its first chair and John Bennett as secretary. Bea saw the VCCL as a vehicle for lobbying for reform of abortion law, arguing that it was a civil rights issue. She later told authors Margaret Bowman and Michelle Grattan that she ‘wriggled in an abortion sub-committee’ despite some resistance from the men, who were focused on ending censorship.9 The members of the VCCL’s initial subcommittee on abortion were all women, and included Shirley Cass, the wife of medical doctor Moss Cass, who was running the Trade Union Clinic and Research Centre in Footscray (and was later a minister in Whitlam’s government), and Connie Benn, who was the Director of Social Work at the Citizens’ Welfare Service. The subcommittee aimed to recruit members with particular expertise, including a lawyer, a psychiatrist and a clergyman. Bea offered to make abstracts of the existing information. The subcommittee would then present its findings to the chief secretary, who was the responsible state minister, with the aim of clarifying the law, increasing public knowledge, raising the problem of unethical abortionists and improving women’s access.10 These were modest aims, based on the belief that ignorance was the main barrier to reform.

Developments in the United Kingdom were bringing abortion out of the shadows as a political issue. The British Abortion Law Reform Association, which had existed since 1936, had been revitalised and public opinion was becoming more sympathetic, especially after the birth of babies deformed by the morning-sickness drug thalidomide. In 1965 and 1966 Lord Silkin, a Labour peer, introduced bills into the House of Lords to legalise abortion. This raised awareness of the issue, but the crucial breakthrough was when the Liberal MP David Steele won the ballot to introduce a private member’s bill to the House of Commons. His bill was on abortion, and reformers’ attention shifted to the House. The British ALRA lobbied MPs relentlessly, sending them pamphlets and writing to find out how they would vote.11 Debate focused on the hard cases, pregnancies caused by rape or incest, or where there was a high risk of deformity. Harold Wilson’s Labour government, riding high after a landslide election victory in 1966, backed the bill, and members were given a free vote, with Northern Ireland exempted. The Abortion Act, passed in 1967, legalised abortion up to twenty-eight weeks and made it available through the National Health Service.

Bea thought something similar might work in Australia and she initiated what she called the Parliamentary Abortion Lobby, in which she organised medical students at Monash University into cells to write to parliamentarians to find out where they stood. When lobbying for law reform, Bea later told Susan Mitchell, you needed to know who your opposition and support were in the parliament. Carl Woods, the Professor of Obstetrics and Gynaecology at Monash, was supportive, but the initiative fizzled out when she was unable to interest enough letter writers.12

Civil libertarians were also campaigning for the decriminalisation of homosexuality, again inspired by developments in Britain. In 1957 a British government inquiry into homosexuality and prostitution, known as the Wolfenden Report after its chairman, Sir John Wolfenden, had recommended that homosexual acts between consenting adults in private should no longer be a criminal offence. It took a decade for this to be enacted in law. Many of those who supported decriminalisation still disapproved of homosexuality, but they accepted the liberal argument that what consenting adults did in private was not the law’s business. Gay liberation was still to come: this was liberalism, not liberation.

Bea wrote an article on homosexual law reform in a short-lived Carlton-based magazine, the Melbourne Partisan, one of only two women published in a sea of men. As with her argument on abortion, she challenged the law against homosexual acts as unenforceable in the face of human sexual behaviour. Her impulse was to normalise homosexuality: it was neither uncommon nor unnatural, she argued. Homosexuals were no more criminal than heterosexuals, and in fact were less likely to commit crimes of sexual violence. She debunked the conflation of homosexuality with paedeophilia, since the latter might be directed to children of either sex, but was critical, for tactical reasons, of homophile organisations in the United States that put forward unrealistic civil rights claims, such as for homosexual marriage ‘as a social institution with theological blessing’.13

In the 1966 Farrago Orientation Week issue Bea published an article on ‘sex and the single student’. Using the odd pseudonym Tranquilla Rathmines, she gave advice on ‘the basic but contentious issues of contraception, abortion and venereal disease’ around which there was ‘a great conspiracy of silence’. Her aim, she said, was to provide basic factual information, ‘leaving moral issues, if any, to the student’. The article was reprinted by popular demand in the 17 June issue, opposite another piece outlining various examples of the commercial exploitation of sex in soft porn publications, or ‘masturbation manuals’. The perverted use of sex found in these publications could not be avoided, opined the anonymous writer, without full, rational discussion of all aspects of sexual practice and ethics.

Bea’s article alerted Delys Sergeant, who was teaching human biology in the Medical Faculty, to the likely ignorance of medical undergraduates, and she decided to devote a major section of her course to human sexuality and relationships. A few years later she became the founding director of the Social Biology Resources Centre, which provided further education courses in human sexuality and relationships for a wide range of workers and professionals. These included doctors who had been trained when sex education was confined to the plumbing, and later teachers, when human sexuality and relationships were being incorporated into the school curriculum.14

Bea later claimed that her article attracted the attention of the censor and that she was charged with obscenity.15 But she had misremembered. That edition of Farrago did attract the censor’s attention, but not for her factual advice to freshers on sex. Rather it was for a silly paragraph by ‘Frug’ reprinted from the ANU student newspaper, Woroni, which described various absurdly lewd practices from the good old days when men were men. Ian Robinson, the editor, John Wallace, the director of student publications and the printer, James Hatwell, were all charged with obscenity. The matter went to the City Magistrates’ Court, where the presiding magistrate dismissed the charges on the grounds that he saw nothing obscene in the article. The Crown appealed to the Supreme Court which sent it back to the City Court for reconsideration, and the three men were each fined a hundred dollars in the new decimal currency and put on good behaviour bonds. John Button, appearing for Ian Robinson, said that Robinson decided to print the article to spark discussion on the subject of censorship, and was the victim of the diverse views existing in Australia on the issue since the article had been published in the ACT with no consequences.16

While Bea had misremembered her role in this saga, many people did think that it was her article that caused the charges. The incident showed the legal risks people ran when they wrote publicly about sex, and the reputation she was developing as someone prepared to take them. She was becoming a stirrer. In 1968 Bea was asked on a television panel show if she had had an abortion. Fellow panellist, Catholic priest and member of the university philosophy department Eric D’Arcy, said it wasn’t fair to ask her such a question, she later told Pat Grimshaw. For most women, an abortion was a source of shame, admitted only to the closest of friends. Unfazed, she answered yes.

In June 1966 Bea organised a teach-in on abortion at Melbourne University. Only about fifty people turned up because it competed with a performance by Barry Humphries, but the Herald ran an article on her claim that over two hundred ‘illegal operations’ were performed each week in Melbourne, eighty per cent of them on married women. The Victorian police surgeon, Dr John Birrell, judged her estimate to be ‘very conservative’. The article said she was investigating abortions for her PhD at the University of Melbourne, and went on to report more of her claims: that there were at least twelve abortionists working in or near the city, with more in the suburbs; that doctors charged between $125 and $160 but fees could be as high as $600; that payment was in cash; that some women would be refused an abortion if the doctor judged they risked complications. Doctors were motivated, she wrote, both by the easy money and by the belief that they were fulfilling a social demand.17 It was a detailed account of the reality of abortion, and it used the word itself in the body of the text rather than the euphemistic ‘illegal operation’. The next issue of the Herald reported that the Minster for Health, Mr Pat Dickie, would discuss the claim of two hundred abortions a week with the department’s medical advisers, but was unlikely to consider any changes to the legislation.18

The British debates and the passing of the Abortion Act in 1967 gave new energy to the cause of abortion law reform in Australia. In April 1967 the health committee of the Victorian ALP formally supported legal abortion.19 The Abortion Law Reform Association was founded the same year in NSW, fostered by the Humanist Society, which identified abortion law reform as the next big item on the humanist campaign calendar.20 At the University of Melbourne the following year concerned students determined to follow suit. Farrago ran a series of articles, and Peter Singer, a postgraduate philosophy student and the president of the Rationalist Society, called for a united campaign. One of the clubs, Social Involvement, undertook a survey of student attitudes because ‘The university as a whole is respected on certain issues—aboriginals, education, hanging—and has the power to do something about them.’ So if the Students’ Representative Council was to act on behalf of the students it needed to know their attitudes. It found that 89.2 per cent of those surveyed agreed that there were circumstances under which they would approve of an abortion.21 On 24 April 1968 the Abortion Law Reform Association (ALRA) of Victoria was formally constituted. Although the majority of members favoured abortion on request, the new organisation was realistic about political possibilities and only aimed to secure legislation similar to Britain’s Abortion Act. ALRA had close ties with the University of Melbourne, and both the president and treasurer were men, though Jo Richardson, who later married abortion law reform campaigner Bert Wainer, became the secretary.22

When ALRA Victoria was formed, Bea was living in Perth, with frequent trips back east. Early in October 1968 she was in Sydney to attend the Council of Civil Liberties Convention where she gave a paper on film censorship. Presumably, given her later preoccupations, the focus was sex and pornography. Here she met Thomas Mautner from the philosophy department at the ANU. He was of Jewish parentage and a Holocaust survivor. As a four-year-old he and his older sister had been sent with a group of Jewish children from Czechoslovakia, where he was born, to Norway and later to Sweden. He never saw his parents again. Thomas shared Bea’s interests in civil liberties and feminism, and they became friends and occasional lovers.

On her way back to Perth Bea visited Melbourne where she was interviewed for Accent, the women’s pages of the Age. Nancy Dexter, who had joined the Age the previous year and was steering the women’s pages away from an exclusive interest in matters social and housewifely, took up the cause of abortion law reform. Those against abortion were making a lot of noise, but why, she asked, haven’t we heard from the ten thousand or so women who have illegal abortions in Victoria each year? The next week she reported on the huge number of letters and phone calls she had received, many from desperate married women struggling to care for the children they already had.23

The interview with Bea appeared underneath an article on the celebrity chef Robert Carrier, who was about to visit Australia. Along with Elizabeth David, he was teaching Australia’s middle-class women to add wine and herbs to their cooking as increased affluence enabled them to buy more expensive cuts of meat and leave the drab economies of frugal cooking behind. Bea reported on her research, including interviewing abortionists and patients in most states. Her focus was firmly on the woman’s ‘right to dispose of her body as she wishes’: if she decides she doesn’t want a baby it is a matter between her and her doctor. She was already clear on her preferred model: special centres attached to women’s hospitals, rather than private providers. She called herself Mrs Faust and said that she hoped to remarry and have more children.24 It is impossible to tell if she was genuine, or throwing up a screen of respectability to confuse her critics.

While public opinion generally supported abortion when the woman’s health was endangered, where there was a risk of foetal abnormality, or in the case of pregnancies caused by rape or incest, the Catholic church and its de facto political wing, the Democratic Labor Party, were deeply opposed in all circumstances. Although the DLP only received around twelve per cent of the vote, its preferences bolstered the Coalition state government’s hold on power. In 1965 Inspector Frank Holland, the long-time secretary of the Order of St Christopher, a club of Catholic policemen, was appointed head of homicide. At the club’s annual breakfast and mass, church figures would exhort members to resist society’s moral decay and Holland immediately embarked on an anti-abortion campaign, with raids on well-known abortionists. Gideon Haigh describes the chaos and intimidation in his book The Racket: police rifling through patients’ medical records, semi-conscious young women taken to hospital and subjected to invasive examinations, their mothers and boyfriends held and questioned.25 There were more prosecutions in twelve months than in the previous twelve years. By 1968 eight abortionists had closed down and it was becoming difficult for women to find a willing doctor.26 Desperate women were turning to backyard abortionists and homemade remedies, or travelling interstate.

In the late 1960s in Victoria abortion and police corruption blew up into a full-scale public scandal. Holland’s raids were reported in the media, ending the silence and evasions that had obscured ‘illegal operations’ from public view. Holland, meanwhile, was frustrated by the number of raids that encountered deserted waiting rooms. Sometimes there was even a lawyer waiting. Holland began to suspect that some doctors were being forewarned, as indeed they were. Receptionist Peggy Berman was passing regular bribes to members of the homicide squad, and was also having an affair with one of the bribees, Inspector Jack Ford.

A raid on the East Melbourne clinic of gynaecologist Charles Kenneth Davidson, conducted on the morning of 1 August 1967, was especially consequential. Not only did it lead to the historic ruling by Justice Clifford Menhennitt that found an abortion to be legal in some circumstances, but the raid so incensed Peggy Berman that she decided to turn informer. The police arrived in XP Falcons, led by one of Holland’s Catholic core. The young woman they had expected to find wasn’t there and they could pin nothing on another, but they took Davidson’s patient records and were soon contacting the women whose names were on the cards, along with their partners and parents, threatening to charge them with conspiracy to procure an abortion if they refused to cooperate, and offering indemnity from prosecution if they did. A GP who had referred one of the patients was charged. Inspector Jack Ford promised Dr Davidson he would soon fix it up.

Bea had interviewed Davidson for her research. Unlike many of the other abortionists she had interviewed, she did not consider him a hypocrite. ‘He never pretended he was God’s gift to the proletariat, never said he was doing it for anything other than the money. It was just a means for him to maintain a very desirable life style’.27 Davidson was charged with five offences: four of unlawfully using an instrument to procure an abortion and one of conspiring to do so. Before the trial could proceed and the jury deliberate, Justice Menhennitt ruled on 26 May 1969 that an abortion is lawful when the doctor believes it is necessary to preserve the woman’s life and mental health. If it was possible for an abortion to be unlawful, then it was also possible for it to be lawful, was his reasoning; and so the circumstances in which it could be lawful needed to be clarified.

This was the first ruling on the legality of abortion made in an Australian court, and the reasoning followed the 1938 Bourne case in Britain. It was now up to the jury to determine guilt, and they acquitted Davidson of all charges. By adding mental to physical health, Justice Menhennitt had given doctors considerable room to move. But how much room was not at all clear, as the criteria for legality had not been specified. Doctors remained fearful of being charged, abortionists continued to pay police for protection, and abortions were still barely accessible as a result of abortionists shutting down because of the police raids. Pressure was on the state government to reform the legislation, which it declined to do as it did not want to risk its DLP preferences. Instead it left sorting out the implications of Menhennitt’s ruling to the police and the courts.

Into the breach stepped Dr Bertram Wainer, a Scottish-born St Kilda GP with a strong sense of social justice. He was seeing women in his consulting room desperate for an abortion or damaged by backyarders and was enraged by the raids, and the invasion of women’s privacy. He had joined ALRA but was impatient with its cautious approach of building public support for legislative change. The Australian Medical Association was refusing to get involved, so he decided to act to clarify the law. In mid-June he staged a test case, fronting up to police headquarters in Russell Street with a letter to Inspector Ford, who had just replaced Holland as head of homicide, claiming that he had performed an abortion on a woman as the continuation of the pregnancy posed ‘grave threats to her life and mental state’. After reading it Ford told Wainer that he might have to arrest him. ‘I’ll be waiting’, said Wainer, and left Russell Street to broadcast his actions to the press. He was soon on the front page of almost every newspaper in the country. Two more test cases followed, one in which he justified the abortion on grounds of socioeconomic hardship, and the other provided simply on request.28 It was an inspired act of opposition, even though Wainer had not in fact performed the abortions himself. Bea later told Gideon Haigh: ‘If Bert hadn’t stacked on his act, the Menhennitt ruling would have been a sleeper. The fact he wasn’t immediately charged publicised that Menhennitt existed.’29

Despite Menhennitt, doctors were still paying protection money to police, as were some unqualified abortionists. Wainer soon suspected that there was a widespread racket and his focus shifted from clarifying the law to exposing police corruption. Eventually the government had no option but to investigate, establishing the Kaye Enquiry, which led to four policemen being charged and gaoled, including Inspector Jack Ford.

Bea had an uneasy relationship with Bert Wainer. They first met in mid-1969 during the Davidson trial. Wainer was trying to get the AMA to take some action on behalf of the doctors and was becoming known as an abortion law reformer. Rod Bretherton urged Bea to meet him, and they had dinner at the Iliad, a Greek restaurant in St Kilda. Their memories of this first meeting differ slightly. Wainer, explaining the tension that later developed between them, said that Bea made a pass at him which he rejected. She scoffed at this, saying he was not bright enough for her and anyway she had several sleeping partners at the time.30 Given they both had form it is not surprising that there were sexual crosscurrents. At the time Bert had a wife and two mistresses, and was soon to start an affair with Jo Richardson, the secretary of ALRA, whom he later married.

Sexual tensions aside, Bea and Wainer had different priorities. Wainer’s was to clarify the law as it affected doctors, hers was to repeal it entirely. She later told Julia Freebury, the NSW abortion law reform campaigner, that ALRA died in Victoria when Wainer started the campaign against police corruption and nothing came of it. This is an exaggeration. The focus on police corruption, while it did nothing in itself to make abortions more available, kept public and political attention on the issue, and it strengthened moves to make family planning and contraception more openly available.




LIFE MATTERS

IN 1969 BEA and Stephen came back to Melbourne. The scoliosis in her spine had turned into arthritis. Together with the asthma, she now had two chronic health conditions to manage. In October she bought a two-storey terrace at 843 Drummond Street, Carlton North, for $17,750, with a mortgage of $13,000. Carlton was booming, changing fast from a working-class suburb of labourers and Jewish and Italian immigrants to a neighbourhood of students, academics, professionals and artists with its own sense of identity. The university had always had its student haunts and bohemian hangers-on but these had centred on Parkville, between Royal Parade and Royal Park to the west of the campus, more than Carlton, and on the area south of the university.

By the end of the 1960s the intellectuals and professionals were moving east and north. With its long, straight streets running from Victoria Parade on the northern end of Hoddle’s grid to the long-disused circular railway line, Carlton was being transformed by networks of progressive, educated young people who were buying and renovating the run-down terraces with lean-to kitchens, primitive hot-water heaters and toilets out the back, or living in share houses like ‘the old brown house on the corner, a mile from the middle of the city’ where Nora and her housemates in Monkey Grip ate bacon for breakfast every day of their lives. These were not the baby boomers, but slightly older: born just before or during the war, taking the networks and ideals formed in their student days at Melbourne University into their young adulthood, along with a bohemian identification that distinguished them from the more conventional members of their cohort moving to the suburbs.

The intellectuals of this generation disdained what they saw as the smug conformism of suburbia with its dreary diet of lamb chops and curried-egg sandwiches. Carlton’s visible Jewish history, its Italian cafes, Greek church and small mosque, gave it a cosmopolitan feel. It was in the forefront of the multiculturalism Australia would eventually embrace and living there boosted the cultural confidence of these young Australian-born professionals. The denizens of Carlton felt they were the vanguard of progressive social and cultural change; and there were more eating-out options than the local fish and chip shop. BYO licences were introduced in 1965, making restaurant dining more affordable, and the six o’clock swill, in which pubs stopped serving beer at six, ended a year later. Melbourne’s restaurant boom was about to start. In 1966 Stephanie Alexander, who had been at Women’s College at the same time as Bea, and her then husband Rupert Montague (Monty) opened Jamaica House in Lygon Street; Melbourne’s first pizza house, Toto’s, joined it two years later. Both were precursors of the restaurant strip Lygon Street was to become.

 In the late 1960s, new middle-class Carlton came up against the slum clearance plans of the Victorian Housing Commission. High-rise flats had already replaced a large block of nineteenth-century houses between Elgin and Princes streets, and plans were underway for the demolition and rebuilding to proceed north across Alexandra Parade. The mainly working-class residents protested at their forced relocation, but to little avail and the clearances were set to proceed. In 1969 the Carlton Residents’ Association was formed to fight the Housing Commission and preserve Carlton’s Victorian architectural heritage. In 1970 Ann Polis and Tony Knox started Carlton News as a community newspaper, taking on the institutions threatening residential Carlton, not only the Housing Commission, but the University which was buying up terraces, and the Country Roads Board with its plans for a freeway through the middle of the suburb down Alexandra Parade. Carlton News also covered the suburb’s cultural life, with a What’s On column and reviews and features.1 Betty Burstall had opened La Mama in 1967 as an intimate theatre for playwrights to try out their work. The Australian Performing Group formed, and soon established itself in an old Pram Factory, and a vibrant film culture developed with low-budget experimental films made and shot on the run.2

In 1970 Bea participated in two films. The first, Green, was produced by the experimental Sydney production company, Ubu, and directed by Clemency Weight. It was so experimental that the British Film Festival Panel decided it was not a film at all, having no images except for a pure green colour field projected for the film’s six-minute duration while Bea read Garcia Lorca’s ‘Sleepwalking Ballad’ in a sing-song cadence. I imagined Bea’s voice to be deep and husky, but in fact it is light, floating above the slow beat of the Melbourne New Orleans jazz band. With not a hint of an Australian vowel or diphthong, the effect is mesmeric.3

In her second film appearance, in The Naked Bunyip, she is one of many prominent Australians interviewed by a young Graham Blundell for a survey on sex in its many manifestations. Elegant in a fashionable miniskirt, Bea appears soon after Edna Everage to discuss the difference between pornography and art photography. Some men and women, Bea says, will respond sexually to anything beautiful, but art photography draws attention to itself as a medium in a way pornography does not. She is followed by the gynaecologist Carl Wood and then by quiz champion, anti-hanging campaigner and soon-to-be Labor parliamentarian Barry Jones, who claims emphatically that censorship increases interest in pornography and that were the fruit no longer forbidden, interest would wane. Jacki Weaver, Rennie Ellis, Tony Morphett, Fred Schepsi, John Button, Bert Wainer and more—it’s quite a line-up of Melbourne’s emerging artists and intelligentsia, and Bea is one of them.
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Censorship legislation had not yet caught up with the new medium of television, which could talk more openly about sex than the still-hobbled newspapers and radio. Current affairs programs like This Day Tonight, A Current Affair, Monday Conference and Chequerboard brought the faces and experiences of gay men and women into people’s loungerooms, and discussed censorship, abortion, homosexuality and sex education with a frankness unthinkable a decade earlier. Bea’s reputation for outspokenness made her a go-to person for panel shows on sexuality. She saw it as part of her role as a public intellectual, and over the next decade she was a regular on such programs, talking about her abortions and her sex life on television in the interests of feminism—and of people in general.

 Homosexual men and women were starting to organise politically. In 1970 the Campaign Against Moral Persecution (CAMP) was formed in Sydney, followed by Society Five in Melbourne and the Australasian Lesbian Movement (ALM), a development from the Melbourne Daughters of Bilitis set up the previous year. Bea became the ALM’s Public Relations Officer, and appeared in a 1970 This Day Tonight program on lesbianism. In a bouffant wig and a frilly blouse, perhaps to signal her heterosexuality, Bea imagines future parties in which two women could hold hands, just like a heterosexual couple. Gay liberation was still a few years away and many lesbians were wary of public exposure: it could cost them their job—or their home, if complaints from nosy neighbours led to eviction—so it took bravery to come out.

The episode begins with two brave young women, Francesca Curtis and Phyllis Papps, talking openly about their growing knowledge of their sexuality. A psychiatrist addresses a meeting of ‘the girls’ who sit with their backs to the camera. The interviewees smoke nervously, confess to some difficulties accepting themselves, and say they just want to be treated as people.4 Phyllis later wrote: ‘The program brought with it a flurry of complaints from shocked viewers. Those who weren’t complaining were the women who contacted the ALM after the program.’5 Bea was asked to be the public relations officer partly because of her strong commitment to civil liberties and preparedness to talk openly about sex, but also because, as a straight woman, she was less vulnerable to attack. Still, she came to believe there were repercussions: that the ABC book-review program refused her work because it assumed she was a lesbian. She also missed out on several jobs for which she was well qualified, and believed that her outspoken position on abortion and her association with the lesbian movement were the reasons.

 Bea had a complicated relationship with lesbianism. She saw it as a perfectly legitimate manifestation of female sexuality but, although she prided herself on her sexual openness and curiosity, she never had a lesbian relationship herself. Over the next few decades, as many feminists explored lesbianism and bisexuality, she intermittently asked herself why not. Sometimes it seemed like a personal failing, a result of her timidity and caution; at other times she took the more straightforward view that, for her, sex was about pleasure and desire, not politics.
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Bea’s day job was not nearly so exciting as her public advocacy. On returning from Perth, and failing to land a job, even in the public service, she turned to teaching and studied for the Secondary Teacher’s Certificate at Melbourne Teachers’ College. This was a dreadful comedown for her. If honours arts students looked down on the pass arts students heading for a Dip Ed, Teachers’ College Students were even lower in the intellectual pecking order. She was enraged and embarrassed to be sharing classes with young kids she thought were not very bright, who had gone into teaching because they needed the money. She too needed money, however, and she soon had a job at Sunshine High School in Melbourne’s west. Years later, when she was in the media with the publication of her first book, a pupil from those days wrote to her. ‘You talked to us about male and female sexuality. We couldn’t believe that anyone, especially a teacher, could be so open and honest with us.’ Though Bea had touched her life only briefly, she had had a huge influence on this woman as a young girl, and on many of her classmates.

Some time during 1969 Bea met Shane McCarthy at a party and seduced him. Soon after, he moved in with her and a year later, in July 1970, they married. He was a lawyer with the oil company Shell, tall and thin, with loose gangly limbs and a mop of curly reddish hair. They were an odd-looking couple—she was about a foot shorter than him—but Shane was kind and did not make her feel ugly in bed, or aware of her lopsided breasts and crooked back. They shared a sense of humour and an interest in film and photography. Shane’s hobby, passionately pursued, was photographing the world’s fast-disappearing steam trains, capturing the shifting patterns and light of their plumes. He set up a darkroom in the Drummond Street house and went on regular trips with fellow steam-train enthusiasts, including to India. In 1975 he published a book of his photographs, Impressions of Steam, with Angus & Robertson.6 Not wanting to compete with him, Bea restricted her interest in photography to connoisseurship, at which she became extremely skilled.

Why did she marry again? They did not plan to have children—four months after the wedding she was sterilised. The main reason was Stephen. She wanted him to be spared the full brunt of her personality, and she wanted there to be someone to take care of him if she died before he grew up, which she thought very likely. And she wanted someone to close her eyes when she died, ‘the ultimate act of the significant other whom I have always craved’. I think, too, that, feminist though she was, marriage still seemed to her the proper way to live: in a household with a man, one of a couple hosting people to dinner, going to a film, or eating out at one of Carlton’s new restaurants and talking over the day’s events. They agreed that affairs were permitted, though Shane drew the line at her having affairs with women; and he became anxious if she seemed to be getting too involved with a lover.

Sometimes she was sexually happy with Shane but much of the time she was not. He was less enthusiastic about sex than she was, and she expended a great deal of intellectual and emotional energy on analysing causes and devising remedies. When she thought his inexperience was the problem, she manoeuvred him into an affair with one of her friends, and felt excited for him. She believed that her own affairs strengthened the marriage as she was happier and easier to live with if she was getting good sex. One of her lovers at this time told me that he was ‘right out of his depth’ in being involved with a married woman.

Shane gave her financial security, taking over the mortgage repayments and many household expenses, but a degree of financial independence was important to her, not least because she wanted to send Stephen to a private school and did not expect Shane to pay the fees. She continued teaching for the first few years of her marriage, as well as starting to write more journalism. When she resigned in order to establish herself as a writer, Shane supported her decision.7

She had transferred her PhD enrolment back to the University of Melbourne after she left Perth, but does not appear to have seriously engaged with it. At the beginning of 1973 she told Professor Colin Howard of the Law Faculty that Peggy Berman’s failure to cooperate as promised made it impossible for her to continue with the PhD she had planned, that she now saw it as a sociological rather than a legal thesis, and that Professor Alan Davies would be her supervisor. Although Professor Davies, known as Foo, was a professor of political science, he had broad interests, including in sociology and applied psychoanalysis, and was careless of disciplinary boundaries. He would accept anyone he judged intelligent and with a topic that interested him. But nothing came of Bea’s intended move to Professor Davies.

The failure of her academic ambition was a matter of lifelong resentment. She also worried that without the challenge of those she regarded as her intellectual peers, she would lose perspective on her own abilities. Was she really as clever as she thought, or just vain? But she remained determined to pursue her intellectual ambitions outside the academy, in the public world of books and journalism: to become what would later be called ‘a public intellectual’. The pugnacious Melbourne University academic Frank Knopfelmacher provided her with a model in a 1968 essay on ‘Intellectuals and Politics’.

Knopfels, as he was known, was a campus identity. Born in 1923, a Czech Jew who had fled from both Nazism and Communism, he took up a lectureship in psychology at the University of Melbourne in 1955. As the university had no department of sociology he offered courses in social and political theory. Knopfelmacher was fervently anti-communist, and his frequent lunchtime lectures were rowdy affairs, as he challenged the assumptions of the student left and supported Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War. To him the Australian left, from moderate social democrats to staunch believers in the glories of the Soviet Union, was an undifferentiated body of fools and dupes, oblivious to the threat Australia faced from communism.8

Bea was not particularly engaged by the debates about the Vietnam War, nor by Knopfelmacher’s anti-communist crusades, but his 1968 essay gave her a way to imagine an intellectual life outside the university. Knopfelmacher defined an intellectual as a practitioner of social critique, concerned with broad moral and political questions, who could wield language effectively. This is what she would do. She would puncture bubbles, dispel cant and discuss and promote the public good, at all times writing with the clarity urged by George Orwell in his 1948 essay, ‘Politics and the English Language’. She would write books, and until the royalties started to flow she would write reviews and features as a freelance journalist.




WRITING ABOUT SEX

THE EARLY 1970s was a good time to be setting out in Australia as a freelance intellectual and writer with an interest in sex. Changes in printing technology from hot metal to offset were opening newspaper and book publishing to new players. Offset was cheaper and much easier to operate than hot metal. The pages were pasted up and photographed. One could play around with the typefaces and layout, include cartoons, drawings and photographs; and because it did not require trade skills, editors could bypass the printers who so often acted as pre-emptive censors. By the end of the 1960s the student newspapers were all using offset, adopting design features from counterculture publications like Rolling Stone and Oz and pushing against the limits of the laws on obscenity with explicit writing about sex.

Bea was especially encouraged by the appearance of two new Sunday papers, the National Times and Sunday Review. Rather than relying on salaried journalists, both commissioned freelancers for much of their content. The National Times was launched by Fairfax in 1971 and had the resources for sustained investigative journalism. Sunday Review was Melbourne-based and racier. It was started in October 1970 by the successful businessman Gordon Barton. Generally supporting the Coalition’s domestic policies, he was, however, vehemently opposed to conscription and Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War, and inaugurated a new political party called The Liberal Reform Group, a precursor of the Australian Democrats. Barton also owned the Sunday Observer, which soon merged with the Sunday Review to become the Review. A ferret drawn by cartoonist Michael Leunig became its mascot, and ‘lean and nosy like a ferret’ its slogan.1 In 1972 Barton bought the left-leaning magazine, Nation, from financial journalist Tom Fitzgerald, and the two publications merged to became Nation Review. The changing titles are confusing for historians and librarians, but there was a continuity of spirited iconoclasm across the publications, as well as of writers and cartoonists.

Tom Fitzgerald had started Nation in 1958 to publish voices dissenting from the conservative stodginess of Menzies’ Australia, which seemed stalled, as Donald Horne put it, in ‘a perpetual state of stand easy’, waiting for a generational change that might never come.2 Along with Fitzgerald’s own astute writing on business and finance, Nation questioned Australia’s obsequious foreign policy and slide into the Vietnam War, its regressive racial politics, the mining boom and tax avoidance, the changing nature of our population and our cities, and much more. By the early 1970s, with a more adversarial national mood, Nation was in decline and Fitzgerald gladly accepted Barton’s offer.3

The new Nation Review was edited by Richard Walsh, who had previously edited Honi Soit at Sydney University and then co-edited the Sydney underground magazine Oz with Richard Neville and Martin Sharp. The ferret transferred to the new publication, which was a happy marriage of the critical energies of the progressive reformers of Fitzgerald’s generation with the confidence and spontaneity of the dissenting baby boomers. Stylistically too it combined the spare elegance of the reformers’ writing with the iconoclastic and confrontational prose of writers who learned their craft in the student newspapers of the 1960s.

Also continuous was men’s domination of the public conversation. Bea’s was the only piece by a woman in the first issue of the Sunday Review. It was on prison reform, responding to riots in D Division of Melbourne’s Pentridge, and considered ways to reduce prison populations to an essential minimum, such as by abolishing the crimes of public drunkenness and vagrancy. She also had plenty to say about sex in prison and the sexual crimes that landed offenders there—rape and the still supposedly ‘unnatural’ crime of homosexuality. A year later she published a two-part report on venereal disease, an affliction rarely discussed, as well as a long report on the Heatherbrae abortion case in NSW. Five people were charged under the NSW Crimes Act with performing an abortion on a seventeen-year-old girl. The trial judge, Justice Aaron Levine, made a similar ruling to Victoria’s Justice Menhennitt in 1969, finding that an abortion was legal if there is ‘an economic, social or medical ground or reason’ for the doctor to believe that the woman’s life or mental or physical health was threatened by the continuation of the pregnancy. The judgment also found that abortions did not need to be performed in hospitals, which opened the way for abortion clinics. This greatly increased access to abortions in NSW but, as in Victoria, abortion was still in the Crimes Act.

 Bea wrote regularly for Nation Review, film and book reviews as well as features, but she always felt undervalued. Three times she asked for a column—to be called ‘Wooden Spoon: A Column for Stirrers’—and three times she was refused. For all its rebelliousness, Nation Review was dominated by male writers such as Bob Ellis, Mungo McCallum, John Hepworth, Sam Orr, Richard Walsh, and the cartoonists Michael Leunig and Patrick Cook. In October 1972, in recognition of its feminist deficit, a women’s issue was published, but even then the women were only given half the issue. Mungo McCallum still had his column.

Women were more visible in some of the other new publications of the early 1970s. Bea did have a column in Hussy: The liberated woman’s newspaper, which was launched on 1 November 1971, but Hussy only lasted for five issues. It was edited by Dottie Anderson, described by Bea as ‘a pre-Germaine enfant terrible’ whose friends ‘were all old has-beens or never-weres’. In three columns under the heading ‘The Child’ she drew on her experiences as a tech teacher with ‘kids at the very bottom of the educational heap’, as well as on her own motherless childhood. The first column, on the psychological impact of an absent mother, opens with a small boy soothing himself to sleep with dreams of presents: ‘a shining set of Lego pieces, enough to build a castle or a skyscraper; a bicycle which he can ride as smoothly as a running stream, as silently as light’. But when he wakes there is ‘Nothing, Nothing, Nothing. Empty.’4

She was also a regular in Carlton-based Digger, edited by Phillip Frazer and Bruce Hanford, an American draft dodger, which lasted years rather than weeks. Frazer started Digger in 1972 as a countercultural fortnightly after success with the popular music magazine Go-Set and the Australian edition of Rolling Stone. Later it went monthly, and after Frazer moved to the US it was produced by a shifting collective of talented young Carlton people, many of whom were also active in the Pram Factory, including Helen Garner and Ponch Hawkes. While Bea did not share Digger’s enthusiasm for rock music and drugs, she was on board with its commitment to the frank discussion of all matters sexual. Bruce Hanford, who had worked on Farrago’s abortion survey, took up the cause of abortion. He wrote on the history, and Bea on the contemporary situation. Hanford brought with him from the US an enthusiasm for the new journalism of Tom Wolfe, which eschewed the objective anonymity of journalistic reporting for a personal voice and combined fictional techniques of dialogue, scene-setting and point of view with research-based factual reporting. It was a style particularly well suited to writing about sex and abortion, in which the personal and private were becoming matters of public debate.
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Sexual mores among young people had been changing since the 1950s, with the emerging youth culture, the decline in the authority of the churches, and the privacy provided by the increasing availability of motor cars.5 The release of the contraceptive pill on 1 February 1961 turbo-charged the liberalisation of sexual behaviour and attitudes, and is often taken as the start of the so-called sexual revolution, which celebrated the pleasures of sex and advocated for everyone’s right to sexual fulfilment. The pill was far more reliable and simpler to use than previous methods of contraception, and although it could not be advertised, and was hard to come by for single girls and women as well as expensive, it consolidated the place of sexual pleasure in human relationships. Sex for pleasure, not just for reproduction, which had been promoted as an ideal of the companionate marriage for decades, was now achievable.6 Arguably, the pill’s separation of recreational and procreational sex also helped people to sympathise with homosexual desire and to accept sexual behaviour formerly regarded as deviant.

The emerging counterculture included sex in its head-on challenge to Australia’s traditional structures of political and social authority and its wowserish public culture. On university campuses, student editors tested the laws against obscenity. In Sydney on April Fool’s Day 1963 Richard Walsh, Richard Neville, who had edited University of New South Wales student newspaper Tharunka, and Martin Sharp founded Oz. Its articles on abortion, homosexuality and police brutality soon led to obscenity charges. So, at the time, did four-letter words, sexual references and nudity in the theatre. In 1969 the last line of Alex Buzo’s play Norm and Ahmed, ‘fucking boong’, attracted obscenity charges in Melbourne and Brisbane. Jim Sharman’s Sydney production avoided them by substituting ‘bloody’ for ‘fucking’.

The turning point for Australia’s censorship regime was the appointment that same year of Don Chipp as Minister for Customs and Excise in the Coalition federal government. Chipp largely abolished restrictions on the importation of books and other printed material, and introduced an R classification for film which allowed adults to view films previously banned. State governments still had their own censorship laws and these too were gradually liberalised. The public opinion that had once supported them was eroding under the twin influences of greater sexual freedoms and affluent consumerism. Critics bemoaned the advent of ‘the permissive society’, but within ten years it was the new normal.

In 1967 Neville and Sharp took Oz to swinging London. Germaine Greer, who was in the final stages of her Cambridge doctorate, wrote an anonymous comic piece for the first issue, ‘In Bed with the English’, mocking the abject sexual incompetence of English men. In the second issue, signing herself simply ‘Germaine’, she wrote on British breasts. Germaine was already on the path to celebrity. Within a year of arriving at Cambridge she had joined the student review troupe, Footlights, where she excelled. With her striking looks, flamboyance and clever wit she was soon a Cambridge personality. After graduating with her PhD she took a lectureship at Warwick, as well as a part in a television comedy, Nice Time, and continued writing for Oz. Compared with Bea’s informative, rational writing about sex, Germaine wrote to shock and amuse as she explored the joys of sexual liberation and scolded those afraid to be free.

By the end of the 1960s feminist ideas were percolating among the politically radical women of the New Left who were bridling at the gendered division of labour in the revolutionary struggle against oppression and the military-industrial complex, where charismatic men made the speeches and wrote the pamphlets while women made the tea, stuffed envelopes and shared their comrades’ beds. In 1970 on the lawns outside Sydney University before a Vietnam moratorium march, the writer Kate Jennings made an incendiary speech, calling out the men of the New Left for relegating women to the kitchen and the bedroom. Standing before a crowd of thousands in a long Indian floral dress, fuelled by rage, she told the women, ‘Next time you are put down or fucked over, tell them to go suck their own cocks!’ The crowd was shocked. The self-righteous men of the New Left were shaken to be seen as arseholes, and the women were energised.7

This moment has been widely seen as the start of the women’s liberation movement in Australia. Women formed consciousness-raising groups to share their experiences and frustrations, and the concept of the patriarchy became a powerful tool for understanding both personal experiences and structured gendered inequalities. Inevitably many of the sentiments the women shared were hostile to men, and some women embraced the radical possibility of living without them. Bea always stressed that she was a humanist before she was a feminist, and men were half of humanity, so she had no sympathy for the strand in feminism which saw men as the problem and advocated separatism as the solution. The women’s liberation movement in fact embraced a wide range of views about relations between men and women, but Bea always associated it with its more radical anti-male strand, in contrast with her reformist feminism.

In October 1970 Germaine published The Female Eunuch and became a global celebrity in the English-speaking world. Racy and accessible, the book argued that women have been denied sexuality and agency, rendered passive objects of male sexual desire and handmaidens to men’s domestic needs. It was structured in short sections: personal anecdote and reflection intermixed with literary and historical examples and detailed discussions of women’s anatomy. The characteristics praised and rewarded in women, Greer maintained, are those of the castrate or eunuch: timidity, plumpness, languor, delicacy and refinement.


The vagina is obliterated from the imagery of femininity in the same way that the signs of vigour in the rest of her body are suppressed… the castration of women has been carried out in terms of a masculine-feminine polarity, in which men have commandeered all the energy and streamlined it into an aggressive conquistadorial power.



With statements like these, women were exhorted to liberate themselves in joyous, energetic struggle.

Shortly after the book’s publication, Bea wrote to Greer that she was ‘thrilled, envious, shamed’ by the success of The Female Eunuch. She reminded Greer that they had graduated with roughly the same academic history, but she ‘had not been able to get on top of things academically, which is terribly galling’. She had no book but she did have a child and her foot in the journalistic door.8 Bea was hurt that Greer didn’t reply, but consoled herself that, according to gossip, Germaine would rather have had a child than a book.

Germaine Greer’s visit to Australia in the early months of 1972, her first since she left in 1964, was a catalyst for the media to discuss women’s liberation. Within six weeks of her arrival Australians had bought 120,000 copies of The Female Eunuch and Greer was heavily booked for public engagements.9 One of her first was a forum on sexual liberation at Sydney University, with gay activist Dennis Altman, who reminded identifiable gay activists in the audience that they risked arrest—homosexual acts were still illegal—and chided Greer for her misrepresentation of homosexuality.10 Altman had published Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation in the US the year before, in which he argued that homosexuals wanted more than just tolerance for their private lives. They wanted acceptance that theirs was as valid a form of human sexuality as heterosexuality.

Altman’s was the first book to come out of the very new gay liberation movement, which was born in 1969 after a police raid on a gay bar in Greenwich Village led to the Stonewall riots. It was published in Australia in July 1972 and the subject of a Monday Conference on ABC-TV in which twenty-eight-year-old Altman argued his case calmly against the conservative Liberal parliamentarian and Quadrant editor Peter Coleman, and Methodist minister and radio and newspaper columnist Roger Bush. Altman’s book was as seminal to gay liberation as Greer’s was to women’s. Both provided a focus for public debate and popularised the radical new ways of thinking about gender and sexuality developing in the social movements. As Robert Moore said on Altman’s Monday Conference, ‘I’m sure there are lots of people watching this program who don’t really know the meaning of straight and gay.’11

Greer was besieged with requests to speak. Headmasters wanted her to address their schools, clergy their congregations and journalists and TV shows wanted interviews. She debated abortion and sexual mores with Methodist minister Alan Walker on Monday Conference, was interviewed by Mike Willesee on A Current Affair, and was the subject of a segment on This Day Tonight in which a group of girls from Sydney Girls Grammar School discussed their reactions. They were interested and receptive, compared with many of the vox pops from older women in the street who either knew nothing of women’s lib or were content with their lot.12

Bea chaired Greer’s first press conference in Melbourne and wrote a long article for the January issue of the Review, which ran the banner headline ‘Welcome back Germs’ on the front page. Half-reminiscence of their shared undergraduate days and half-review of The Female Eunuch, Bea’s piece began like a love letter: ‘Germs…long as a yard of pump water, iridescent, opaque. She was always doing the most extraordinary things with her face’ and moves from a long evocation of her appearance to memories of her various scandalous exploits. It ends with praise for her character: ‘she had the masculine virtues she recommends to all women—magnanimity, generosity, courage’. The book, she said, was ‘the most exciting piece of women’s lib writing ever. Makes you proud that she is ours’. 13 But of course she wasn’t anymore. She had left Australia, and the shared past Bea was evoking was now more than ten years old. Likely she found the resurrection of her undergraduate nickname to claim it rather tiresome. Reviewing the book for the Australian Humanist, Bea was far more critical, admonishing it for its ideological incoherence and its marked ambivalence towards feminist action. She recognised, though, that Greer’s visit had achieved a great deal in raising general public awareness of women’s issues.14
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In a long article on pornography in the third edition of Digger, September 1972, Bea argued, as she was to do many times, that there was little evidence that exposing people to material depicting sexual activity changed their behaviour.15 The pornophile and the pornophobe have much in common, with their interest in smutty sex, she claimed; both probably have frustrated sex lives. The article on pornography attracted the attention of the police and this time her words really did lead to obscenity charges, as did an anonymous article three issues later by a teacher, on discussing sex with her first form class. For an assignment on Ancient Greece, the teacher had handed round copies of a book called Looking at Ancient History and asked the students to turn to page 51.


Rustle, rustle. A moment of silence as we all stare, transfixed, at the defacements which other classes have perpetrated on a picture of a Greek athlete: in all but a few of the copies a monstrous cock has been added in heavy biro, with a colossal stream of sperm hitting the bull’s eye, the cunt of a woman on the opposite page who is modestly demonstrating the folds on the Ionian chiton.



There was worse to come, a picture of two Greek wrestlers fucking, and the teacher abandoned the Ancient World for a discussion of sex in which she told the students they could ask her anything. They duly did, writing questions out for her till she had a pile of paper on her desk. Can a man’s dick get stuck in a woman’s cunt? Does it hurt to have sexual intercourse? Can a girl ask a man for a fuck? And a host of other questions from curious, ignorant boys and girls on the cusp of puberty with little sex education.16 A few issues later the teacher outed herself as Helen Garner. Knowledge of the class had got out to parents and other teachers. The principal, who was not overly concerned, suggested to Helen that she ask for a transfer to ‘one of those trendy joints’, but the department took a different view and she was sacked.17

At first Bea cursed Helen for her naivety. She believed that scandal retards change, and that rescuing casualties bleeds energy from the main cause. Later she took a kinder view, recognising that the scandal contributed to making the education system more responsive to the push for sex education coming from the Social Biology Research Centre at Melbourne University and the Family Planning Association.18 In April 1974 Digger reported that it had been fined $1350 for Bea’s article on pornography and for a teacher’s account of her conversation with her class about sex.19

A few issues after her piece on pornography, Bea wrote a long article on the sex lives of two elderly women she knew, Beryl Henderson and Charlotte Wells. She had met both of them through the abortion law reform movement. Charlotte was a German-educated psychiatrist who did many referrals for abortions. She saw sex as natural, and had put her granddaughter on the pill. ‘Gigi, do what you want, except don’t come home with a baby. It’s so old fashioned.’20

Bea was fascinated by Beryl. With a gentle manner, upswept silver hair and the general appearance of a storybook granny, she was a forthright woman who shared Bea’s enthusiasm for sex and for talking about it. Her sexual history did not fit the narrative of patriarchal sexual oppression being told by many feminists. To Bea, she was proof that one could be both a feminist and an enthusiastic heterosexual. Beryl had been born into genteel poverty in northern England in 1897. Her father died when she was young and her widowed mother took in lodgers to support herself and her daughter. Together they attended suffragette meetings. Presumably young Beryl would have married, but her young man was killed in World War One. ‘So many men were killed—it meant women would never marry. It meant we had to go virgins to our deaths! And I think a lot of us did.’

Beryl was thirty-two when she met her first lover—a married man ‘of course’. It was the beginning of a very happy ten-year relationship, and it completely changed her thinking about sex and men. Previously she had felt a bitterness she sensed now in some women’s libbers. ‘I am women’s lib but I can’t agree with a lot of what they say about men. There is a lot of sex hatred in their talk.’

In London after the Great War, Beryl joined H.G. Wells’ Progressive League, which brought together various civil liberties and secular humanist organisations dedicated to various progressive social reforms: contraception, ‘free love’ and abortion law reform, as well as nudism and vegetarianism. In 1936 she became a member of the first executive committee of the British Abortion Law Reform Association, along with other free-thinking women such as Dora Russell and Frida Laski.21 She came to Australia in the mid-1960s, and set up the Canberra branch of the Abortion Law Repeal Association. She was active in the Family Planning Association and women’s lib, and well-loved by Canberra feminists who named the first women’s refuge in the ACT after her. Bea urged Beryl to write her memoir: ‘It is uncommon to meet a female who has never depended on a male in the whole of her long life,’ and women needed to read about it. She taped some long interviews with Beryl, but eventually she grew impatient with Beryl’s diffidence, and their friendship cooled. Her life, though, remained for Bea a piece of living feminist history, more richly realised than that of her scarcely known grandmother, and without the hostility to sex of so many of the first-wave feminists.

In 1975 Beryl published a translation of the court proceedings in the 1972 Bobigny trials, so named after the district in Paris where they took place. The trials arose from an abortion performed on a sixteen-year-old schoolgirl called Marie-Claire Chevalier. Sydney abortion reform activist Julia Freebury brought a copy of the French publication of the trial proceedings back from Paris and suggested to Beryl that she should organise a translation, which she did.22

The facts of the case were pitiable. Marie-Claire had become pregnant and had an abortion after being raped by a classmate. She was then reported to the police by her rapist, a young petty criminal, as part of a plea bargain. Abortion was only legal in France in strict medical conditions. Women of means travelled abroad to obtain them, but this was not possible for Marie-Claire, who was the daughter of an unmarried mother with a poorly paid job on the Paris Metro. The girl, her mother, two of the mother’s fellow women workers who had helped her find an abortionist, and the abortionist (another woman) were all tried. The four women were tried by four men.

Feminist activist lawyer Gisele Halim took on the cases. Women demonstrated in central Paris and outside the courthouse as Halim went beyond the details of the case to put France’s abortion laws on trial. She called a wide range of expert witnesses to argue for women’s reproductive rights, including doctors, politicians, psychiatrists and intellectuals. She demonstrated the inequity of the law’s enforcement with middle-class witnesses who admitted to having procured, endured and performed abortions without attracting police charges. The jurors acquitted Marie-Claire and her mother’s two fellow workers, and imposed a minor fine on her mother and a suspended twelve-month prison sentence on the abortionist. A year after the trial, sex education became compulsory in French schools; and a year after that, France changed its law on abortion, permitting voluntary termination before the end of the tenth week.23

Beryl’s translation was published by Wild and Woolley in 1975, along with Simone de Beauvoir’s introduction to the French edition. De Beauvoir was the president of Association Choisir, which campaigned for free contraception and repeal of the oppressive and ineffective abortion laws, and had been a witness at the trials. As de Beauvoir pointed out, the French law against abortion was broken every year by almost a million French women. Australian feminists contributed to the publication costs and Halim visited Sydney to launch the book during International Women’s Year. Beryl had invited Bea to write an introduction; she declined, but did review it for Nation Review. Welcoming the book, she had one quibble. She wished that Beryl herself had written an introduction, ‘in her elegant and whimsical style’: ‘The perspective of 50 years of concern for birth control, and 40 working for abortion, would have been valuable for newcomers to the campaign.’24 Despite this minor caveat, Beryl was relieved. What a joy to see your review, she wrote, ‘I was full of trepidation for you can be so scathing’.

Journalism was not Bea’s only activity as a public intellectual. She joined Joan Saxton’s speakers’ agency, which provided speakers at a fee for luncheon clubs, conferences, and community organisations like Rotary and the Country Women’s Association. Joan Saxton, herself a gifted speaker, had started the agency in 1965, charging for what had hitherto been mostly free. She managed it from the loungeroom of her Glen Iris home with a carbon copy docket book, ‘one pink booking sheet for the speaker, a copy for the client and another for her’.25 Joan was efficient and highly effective. Bea joined a list of speakers which included Phillip Adams, Patsy Adam Smith and her old head of Women’s College, Myra Roper. She spoke often in country towns, seeing it as an opportunity to open people’s minds to liberal ideas about sex and gender, though she was always careful to tailor her talk and her self-presentation to conservative country mores. She wanted to meet people where they were, not to offend or shock them, and was annoyed with herself when she occasionally misjudged her audience. She also wrote notes for the Council of Adult Education, on literary topics, and on matters of sexuality and gender. And she wrote educational material on Australian women and the history of feminism.
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But more than any of this, Bea wanted to make her name with a book, as Germaine had. Gordon Barton, who had taken over the publisher Angus and Robertson in 1970, in 1972 appointed Richard Walsh as its chief executive. Walsh knew Bea’s writing from Nation Review and gave her a contract for a book provisionally titled The Female Primate. A few years later, she decided to hive off the discussion of women and pornography into a separate book which she could finish quickly. After being knocked back by Nelson, she tried a new publishing company called Outback, started in 1973 by Morry Schwartz and three friends from Melbourne University, Fred Milgrom, Colin Talbot and Mark Gillespie. Inspired by the small independent presses in the US which had become the voice of the American counterculture, Outback seemed youthful, daring and go-ahead—and duly offered Bea a contract.

Bea was a fast reader and writer and she worked hard, starting early and only taking phonecalls at lunchtime and after five in the afternoon. She would complain that people thought you could be interrupted at will if you didn’t have a regular job, and she regularly reminded her friends of the rules around her availability. Together with rental income from the houses she inherited from her father, she earned enough money from journalism and public speaking to maintain some financial independence from Shane but would certainly not have been able to support herself and Stephen had she been alone. It was a cottage industry and a major distraction from her main goal, which was to write a bestselling book on women, sex and feminism.

She was to spend the 1970s writing her first book, but the need to earn an income was not the only reason it took her so long. In 1972, when it looked as if, at last, Australia might have a Labor government, she threw herself into political activism. She became president of the Abortion Law Reform Association; and she founded the Women’s Electoral Lobby.




FOUNDING THE WOMEN’S ELECTORAL LOBBY

THE IDEA BEHIND the Women’s Electoral Lobby was to find out the positions of parliamentary candidates on a range of issues relevant to women, and then publicise them in the lead-up to the election. It was an adaptation of the strategy Bea had attempted a few years earlier with the Parliamentary Abortion Lobby, when she organised medical students to write to parliamentarians asking them their position on abortion law reform. The strategy also gave her the name, the Women’s Electoral Lobby, which clearly indicated the organisation’s purpose, and was a useful acronym for slogans. The burgeoning women’s movement promised willing hands, and she suggested the survey to one of the early Melbourne meetings of women’s liberation. According to Bea, she was howled down: perceived as an old-guard believer in elections and parliamentary politics by younger women, many of them students, intent on revolutionary change. So she turned to her own networks of slightly older women already in jobs and marriages, and what might have been just a temporary project became a long-lasting lobby group.

Early in February 1972 she hosted a couple of meetings at her home in Drummond Street to talk about women-friendly reforms, but the real beginning was at ten o’clock on the morning of Sunday 27 February 1972, when Bea gathered with nine hand-picked women in her upstairs room. The terrace faced east and the sun was already streaming in the window. It was going to be a hot, muggy day, so it was good to meet early. Bea had a plan, and hoped they would be part of it. She already knew some of the women, including Sheila Wynne, who was an active member of the Abortion Law Reform Association. Others, such as Sally White and Iola Hack (later Mathews), she had cold-called. Both were journalists at the Age with by-lines. Getting publicity was part of the plan and they would be crucial to its success. The other women at that first meeting were: Carmen Lawrence, a tutor in the psychology department at Melbourne University (later the Labor premier of Western Australia and then a federal MP), Jan Harper, Diana Heath, Sue Fisher, Gail Hobbes and an unknown member of women’s lib who was never seen again. The importance of this first meeting of ten can be overstated. Five dropped out early on and other women stepped up to key roles, among them Helen Glezer, who was instrumental in the design of the questionnaire, and La Trobe sociologist Katy Richmond, who initially took on the position of secretary/treasurer and then much of the coordination. Because she had a job, an income and a car she could afford the phonecalls and the petrol to set up country and suburban branches after WEL took off.

 But this 27 February meeting was where Bea first laid out her plan. A federal election was due at the end of the year and change was in the air. The Coalition government, in power since 1949, was tired and flailing. Prime Minister William McMahon, easily mocked for his big ears and squeaky voice, was struggling for traction against the man of the moment, Labor’s leader Gough Whitlam. Gough was on a roll, propelled by the party’s hunger for office after its wilderness years and by the youthful energy of the new social movements. This included the women’s movement, though internal Labor Party research indicated that Whitlam had not yet broken through to Australian women. The forthcoming election was an ideal opportunity to lobby for practical, achievable reforms to improve women’s lives.

Bea brought to the meeting a xeroxed copy of a US article that rated the candidates in the primaries for the presidential election due in November. It came from a feminist insert in the December 1971 issue of the New York Magazine—a teaser for the launch of Ms magazine the following July by the feminist activists Gloria Steinem and Patricia Carbine.

The Ms candidate rankings were based on a wide-ranging questionnaire, with follow-up interviews and a survey of the candidates’ voting records and statements. Ms wanted to know not just what the candidates thought about women and their concerns, but also how dependent they were on their ‘masculine’ role, and their track record on legislation that affected women. Candidates were rated according to how seriously they took women, whether they had the courage to challenge the status quo, and their investment in machismo, including their attitude to militarism and peace. The US was at war in Vietnam, and whoever was president would be head of the armed forces.

I have been unable to discover how Bea obtained a copy of the article, but a fading monochrome photocopy is still in her papers. The survey results are impossible to read because colour was used to distinguish good and bad results, but the profiles are legible. Nixon, who was the defending president, ‘seems to be nowhere when it comes to women’s issues.’ ‘Let me make one thing perfectly clear,’ he said, ‘I wouldn’t want to wake up next to a lady pipe-fitter.’

The ten women sat in a circle on the floor, and after a few pleasantries Bea got down to business, setting out a plan of action. Sally White remembers how small and frail she was compared to the other strong healthy young women, but she laughed readily and was very clear about what needed to be done. Australian women had had the vote since 1902. So how could they use that vote to advance their demands—for equal pay, equal opportunity, day care, abortion and contraception?

The meeting came up with a three-part strategy. First it would produce a ‘form guide’ based on a questionnaire and interviews with as many candidates as possible. Second, it would publicise the initiative and publish the form guide close to election day. Third, it would campaign for the candidates who made ‘the best offers in return for that vital commodity—the Women’s Vote’, though this last later fell somewhat by the wayside.1

Beyond the women at the meeting, Bea had been building a network of left-wing feminists from the Abortion Law Reform League, the Victorian Council of Civil Liberties and women’s lib, as well as from more traditional organisations such as the Young Women’s Christian Association and the National Council of Women. She had also re-established links with women she knew from Mac. Rob and Women’s College. Katy Richmond, whom Bea knew from Women’s, remembers that after a long gap in their friendship Bea contacted her out of the blue in late 1971 and invited herself and Shane to lunch at Katy’s house in Eltham. Looking back, she thinks that Bea was checking her out as a suitable collaborator. Katy had written a master’s thesis on married women in the workforce and was lecturing in sociology at La Trobe where the inaugural Professor, Jean Martin, was creating a supportive environment for women’s academic endeavours. Jan Harper and Sheila Wynne, both at the first meeting, were graduate students in her department.

A second meeting was held at Bea’s house a month later on 19 March, with a wider invitation list. A small survey-construction committee was formed: Carmen Lawrence, Helen Glezer and Pat Strong, who was a student counsellor at RMIT. Sally and Iola would handle publicity. Bea had an ambitious plan for small action groups to research issues of special concern to women: community childcare, fertility control, local government, Aborigines, education, welfare, industry, finance, legal guarantees, divorce and alimony, and pollution. Only some of these eventuated. Bea placed great importance on women being on top of the facts and the early newsletters were somewhat didactic, with instructions on how to write to your member of parliament and basic information on the operations of parliament and the nature of the major parties.

Bea herself was always on top of the facts and her self-confidence irritated some women. Challenged at WEL’s first meeting in Sydney—‘Why is it that you are always right?’—Bea later told Barbara Wertheim that she replied, ‘Because I do my homework and keep my cool.’ ‘These are male chauvinist characteristics’ hissed her challenger. Bea was adamant they were not. She herself never expressed an opinion unless it had been formed through long deliberation and she wanted other women to do the same. Others found her confidence and focus inspiring.

WEL’s first public meeting was held at the Women’s Liberation Centre at 16 Little Latrobe Street, on 30 April. The centre, established by Zelda D’Aprano and other members of the Women’s Action Committee to provide a place for women to meet, was barely two months old. The meeting was advertised in Nation Review and the Age and scores of women turned up. Mostly they were young and tertiary educated. Some were already committed feminists and women’s libbers, agitating against the patriarchy and exploring their oppression in small consciousness-raising groups, such as the South Yarra Women’s Lib Group, which included Diana Gribble, Jocelyn Mitchell, Judy Morton and Sandy Turnbull. Jocelyn had lived in the United States with her husband for five years and was outraged to find when they came back to Australia that she could not open an account at Myers, let alone a bank account, without her husband’s signature. She was a shy person, but the outrage made her a feminist.

Intrigued by the new feminist ideas, the women who turned up wanted to know more. There were mothers of young children, frustrated by the scarcity of childcare and unwilling to accept the home-centred lives of their mothers and grandmothers; and older women like Joyce Nicholson, born in 1919, who was managing the family-owned publishing firm D. W. Thorpe and bridling against the constraints of motherhood and marriage.

For many of the women who joined WEL it was their first engagement with the women’s movement and it changed their lives: new friends, new confidence and sense of purpose, new understandings of who they were and who they might become, along with the realisation that they were not alone. Joyce Nicholson remembered the exhilaration of ‘finding other women with the same feelings, experiences and fears, willing to admit that they had been “had” by the system.’2 Bea had no idea who would join WEL, but she did have the firm conviction that there were plenty of women who had sufficient confidence to get up and do things if they were given the opportunity. She was well aware of women’s difficulties juggling their many responsibilities, but thought many could find a few hours for discrete tasks like collating a newsletter, stuffing envelopes, making some phonecalls, or attending a candidates’ meeting. Breaking down the work into small manageable tasks was one of the secrets of WEL’s early success, and membership grew rapidly.

The first formal meeting decided on a modest membership fee of one dollar to pay for printing and postage. Diana Gribble, Joyce Nicholson and Jocelyn Mitchell took responsibility for the newsletter, Broadsheet. Anyone involved in politics in the 1960s and 1970s—probably anyone who was alive then—will remember how onerous communication and publicity were compared with today’s lightning-fast political communications through social media. Photocopying was slow and expensive. To produce a newsletter or flier one first typed it onto a wax sheet, which was run through a roneo machine one page at a time. Then the newsletter had to be collated, stapled and put into envelopes for bulk posting. By August WEL’s Melbourne members were producing a thousand Broadsheets per issue. Katy Richmond estimated this involved ten or more days of work.3

If the survey was to be national, WEL would need to reach beyond Melbourne into the other states and the regions. Bea flew to Canberra, Sydney, Perth and Brisbane to establish branches, again using her networks and paying for the expensive airfares herself. She asked Barbara Wertheim to establish a branch in Brisbane. Bea knew Barbara and her husband Peter from Melbourne University circles. They had moved to Brisbane when Peter was appointed to a position in philosophy. Barbara coordinated the Brisbane part of the candidate survey, and was transformed into a feminist activist.4

 The first Sydney meeting was in May in the home of Julia Freebury, whom Bea knew through the Sydney Abortion Law Reform Association. Feminists Eva Cox, Jan Aitkin, Ann Summers and Wendy McCarthy were there; also, for a time, an unwelcome Bob Ellis. Richard Walsh had asked him to write a book on Germaine Greer and he wanted to further his understanding of what women want. Bea remembered that he tried to take the meeting over for his own purpose and soon left.5 Bea ‘talked hard and fast’ but the assembled women were only mildly enthusiastic, and some thought she was too critical of Greer. It all seemed like a lot of work. But after a successful public meeting in June, membership and enthusiasm increased at breakneck speed, and Sydney WEL was on its way.6

There was a lot happening that year. Protests against the Vietnam War continued, young men dodging the draft played cat-and-mouse with the police, and a burgeoning counterculture was attacking everything associated with the conservative establishment. In Sydney a full-frontal assault on the censorship laws was underway, led by libertarian journalist Wendy Bacon and writer Frank Moorhouse, with the full support of Sydney’s bohemian Push. Wendy Bacon, who had edited UNSW’s Tharunka which transformed into the underground newspaper Thorunka, and later Thor, was charged with obscenity and spent eight days in prison.7 In 1972 Thorunka published large slabs of The Little Red School Book. Written and produced by two young Danes, this was a simple, accessible book for schoolchildren, with information about sex and drugs. The title’s reference to Mao Tse-tung’s Little Red Book shouted its radical political sympathies, and the book included advice on political organising and how to stand up to authority. Liberal Minister for Customs, Don Chipp, who was dismantling Australia’s censorship regime, cleared it for importation. Although Bea had little sympathy with the libertarian and anti-authoritarian impulses of the Sydney push, as a liberal committed to frank and open public discussion of sex she welcomed Chipp’s decision. Knowing that many of WEL’s middle-class members were a little nervous about being associated with anything too radical, she explained in Broadsheet why the freedom to read The Little Red School Book mattered to women:


The truth is that until women are completely free to learn and know all about contraception, until they can have an abortion, until, in fact, they can gain complete control over their own bodies, and only become pregnant when they want to, and at the same time enjoy their own sexuality, they will always remain dependent and easy targets for discrimination.8
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Bea was an inveterate networker. She saw the capacity to network as a traditional strength of women: in church communities, for example, women ran the social networks on which parish life depended. And so it was with WEL. Bea mobilised her networks, and asked other women to do the same: to invite friends and acquaintances to a meeting, or to pass on the Broadsheets. Personal friendships were the basis of WEL, but as it expanded beyond the early members, arguments erupted over organisation and procedure. Many in the women’s movement were committed to consensus decision-making. They were suspicious of leadership and regarded constitutions and formal meeting procedures as inherently patriarchal, acting to oppress women and silence their voices. Bea was well aware of the phenomenon of ‘the staircase witch’—a woman who would attend a meeting, say nothing and then recount what she had wanted to say as she went down the stairs. WEL should be a place where women felt able to speak, non-hierarchical and flexible enough for women to follow up on an idea—like organising a demonstration in a hurry—without needing the approval of a formal meeting. However she did think that WEL needed a constitution. Without a constitution, it could not sign a lease, operate a bank account or endorse electoral material, nor could it affiliate with other organisations. The issue drove some of the more radical women away from WEL.

By June Bea’s views had prevailed. The anti-organisation women’s libbers had left, the lawyer Eve Mahlab had come on board, and a constitution was drafted and agreed to.9 It was also agreed that WEL would not stand candidates at the forthcoming election but confine itself to lobbying and advocacy. It was to be non-partisan, with no party alignment. Whether members knew it or not, earlier feminist political organisations had also striven for non-partisanship. In a party system originating in the class-based conflicts of the workplace, first-wave feminists had stressed women’s gender-based solidarity and the particular needs of women and children. The non-partisan strategy was difficult for active ALP members, but Bea hoped to forge alliances with more conservative women’s groups like the YWCA and the National Council of Women. WEL would tell women which candidate would be the best in terms of furthering women’s interests, but it would not tell them how to vote. Bea was also adamant that WEL should only be concerned with women’s issues: discrimination, equality, and women’s sexuality and reproductive rights. An issue like pollution, although of special salience to women with young children, was not in itself a women’s issue.

As well as the survey, Melbourne WEL women were busy that first year. They wrote to politicians and the press, and attended political meetings where they asked questions about family planning, sex education, abortion and equal pay. And they participated in three successful campaigns. The first, in cooperation with women’s liberation, was to secure women’s right to sit for the Victorian public service exam. At the time, women were only accepted into the fourth division (technical and general), where they mostly worked as clerks, typists and switchboard operators. Entry to the third division, the career division, was by an exam after the completion of the Leaving Certificate (year 11). The date of the exam was advertised in the newspapers and the ad specified it was ‘For Males Only’. For twenty years the National Council of Women had been asking politely for change. Bea decided a more direct approach was needed and arranged it fast. After her contact in the public service, ‘Sam the Source’, told her the date of the next exam, she telephoned for application forms and contacted every woman she knew with a daughter of the right age. Seventy applied and three with ambiguously gendered names like Hilary were accepted. They turned up with their letters of acceptance at Melbourne’s Exhibition Building on 24 June, greeted by a demonstration of women there to ensure they were allowed to sit, along with ABC-TV, alerted by Bea. Flummoxed officials allowed the three young women in, and the demonstrating women followed to ensure they took their seats. Two of the three did sufficiently well in the exam to be offered positions, but subsequently failed the medical on the grounds that they were not male.

The exam stunt and demonstration attracted lots of publicity. WEL members were urged to write to the new Liberal Premier, Rupert ‘Dick’ Hamer, who had already promised Dorothy Goble, the Liberal member for Mitcham, that he’d ‘take the matter up’. Hamer was a very different sort of Liberal from the man he replaced as premier, the hard-boiled farmer Henry Bolte, who had held government since 1955 with the support of the Catholic-backed DLP. Bolte’s government had defied huge protests in 1967 to conduct Australia’s last judicial execution, the hanging of Ronald Ryan, had pitched the police against the anti-war demonstrators, and had resisted pressure to relax the state’s censorship regime and to reform abortion law. Hamer, a city-based lawyer, was more a liberal than a conservative, and responded to WEL’s pressure. By September the Public Service Board had changed its discriminatory policy and at the next exam in October women were permitted to sit. Hamer wrote to WEL that he personally welcomed the decision, ‘as the former policy was not supported by law, equity or common sense’.10

In a second campaign, for women tram drivers, WEL women were supporters rather than initiators. Although there were many women tram conductors, pushing through the crowds with their leather bags to sell tickets, the unionised male drivers refused to train women. Women tram conductors had been asking to be eligible for the better-paid position of driver for years. Management was supportive, but the union was obdurate. Women in the Workforce Action Group (WAC), took up the cause. WAC had been formed in 1970 by Alva Geikie, Thelma Solomon and Zelda D’Aprano after the failure of the equal pay case in the Arbitration Court the previous year. Famously, D’Aprano had chained herself to the doors outside the Commonwealth Arbitration Commission building in protest at the court’s decision. A bronze statue of her holding her chains now stands outside the Victorian Trades Hall. WEL staged a WEL Day on Trams action on Friday 25 August, handing out leaflets and talking with passengers. Eventually the male unionists gave in, and on 5 December 1975 Joyce Barry became the first woman to drive a Melbourne tram.11 WEL also campaigned for the advertising of contraceptives, which was a responsibility of state governments. Melbourne WEL women marched on the Victorian Parliament waving condoms on sticks. It made the nightly news, and Jocelyn Mitchell’s mother was shocked to see her well-brought-up daughter involved in such antics.

As the federal election approached, media coverage of women’s issues increased. Nation Review published its women’s issue on 14 October with Botticelli’s Venus on the cover and Minister for the Army Sir John Cramer’s answer to the WEL survey question on sex education issuing in a bubble from her pubes: ‘A woman must be taught that virginity is the most valuable thing she possesses’. There were still plenty of pieces by men in the issue, but it did have more women contributors than usual in this male-dominated publication. Bea had an article: ‘Nice Girls Do! They do have sex and they do enjoy it. Sexuality needs to be seen as a normal part of life and freed from guilt’.

The issue also published a confessional advertisement: ‘We have had an abortion and are willing to admit it in the interests of legislative change’ above handwritten signatures, including of the novelist Glenda Adams, writer and folk singer Glen Tomasetti, and feminist activists Eva Cox and Wendy McCarthy. The simple, direct wording was Bea’s.12 There was to be nothing apologetic or defensive and Bea’s signature was first, with a 3 after it. Julia Freebury, who was the President of NSW ALRA, followed her signature with a 4.13 There were precedents for women outing themselves like this: women in the United States, France and Germany had taken similar actions. The issue also had a centre-page spread taster for the WEL survey, promising that the full survey would be released before the election, which it was. The survey was the biggest achievement of WEL’s first year and the one that has lived longest in collective memory.
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A pilot survey was drawn up with fourteen short questions. It was a market-research-type survey with structured responses in which politicians were asked to respond as if they had a free vote on a piece of legislation. An example: ‘would you propose, support, support with amendments or oppose a bill to subsidise setting up of day care centres for all mothers.’ In early May the questionnaire was mailed to all sitting members of the House of Representatives and the Senate with a covering letter explaining what WEL was all about.14 Only two responded, Moss Cass and Tom Uren, both Labor members. This poor response was not publicly admitted at the time. In fact, in a piece Helen Glezer and Pat Strong wrote the following year, they pretended there were far more. A different strategy was clearly needed. Candidates would be interviewed in person by pairs of WEL women, one to conduct the interview and the other to take notes.

This ambitious plan would require many more women, including in regional and country towns, and many expensive long-distance phonecalls (then still connected through an operator and timed). City-based members used their family and friendship networks to recruit members, and by the end of 1972 there were seventy-five WEL branches across Australia.15 Some training was provided before the interviewers set out, but it was a formidable challenge for many of these young women to front up to a crusty old politician used to calling the shots.

Realistically, interviews could not last for more than an hour, so the interview schedule had to be tight. It aimed to reveal candidates’ knowledge and attitudes and how prepared they were to commit to action, such as supporting women-friendly legislation. Bea’s insistence that women do their research and be well-informed was evident in the schedule, as was her focus on achievable legislative reform. The questions were very specific and many were prefaced with a short explanatory sentence. Some examples:



At the moment the display and advertisement of contraceptives is illegal in the Australian territories. How would you vote in a bill to remove the prohibition from:




	The advertisement of contraceptives?

	The display of contraceptives?




At the moment unmarried mothers, deserted de facto wives, the de-facto wives of prisoners and fathers rearing dependent children are not entitled to the Class A Widows pension and the benefits which go with it such as concessional fares on public transport. Would you support or oppose any attempts to amend the term ‘widow’ in the Commonwealth Social Services Act (1947, Section 59, to include—




	Unmarried mothers?

	Deserted de facto wives with dependent children?

	The de facto wives of prisoners with dependent children?

	Fathers rearing dependent children alone?



Some were shorter: ‘Would you support or oppose any moves to make the cost of child minding tax deductible? If oppose, Why?’

By the middle of the year, there were WEL groups in Perth, Sydney, Brisbane and Canberra, as well as Melbourne, and the draft questionnaire was sent to the state convenors for criticism and feedback. Sydney had established a survey committee, which included Eva Cox and Jan Aitkin—whose husband Don, a political scientist, was a pioneer in the use of surveys on Australians’ political affiliations and attitudes. The Sydney committee drew up its own survey, which crossed the Melbourne survey in the mail. Sydney had designed a more conventional attitude survey, without the explanatory preambles, and criticised the Melbourne-designed questionnaire for its leading questions. It was not, in their view, an objective instrument for measuring attitudes. Helen Glezer and Pat Strong visited Sydney to persuade the objectors. They stressed the questionnaire’s educative function, for both the women doing the interviews and for the man being interviewed. Many of the young women interviewers would have known little or nothing about the limits to widows’ pensions, or the laws governing the advertising of contraceptives, but now they would, and be inspired to further political action. Glezer and Strong succeeded, though Eva Cox did later publish a critique of the survey’s methods in Henry Mayer’s Labor to Power. Mayer in fact devoted almost thirty pages to WEL in his collection on the 1972 election, indicative of both its novelty and its astonishing achievements.16

Victorian WEL members managed to interview seventy-five per cent of the 120 candidates standing in that state, though only six DLP candidates accepted the invitation. Joyce Nicholson gave over her large Hawthorn home to the work of the survey. Once the interviews were returned they had to be coded. This task fell to Helen Glezer, Carmen Lawrence and Pat Strong. Candidates were rated in four areas: planned parenthood, childcare, equality in work and education, and general awareness of women’s issues and cooperation in the interview.

By the time the election approached, Bea’s decision to draw skilled journalists Sally White and Iola Hack into WEL from the outset had paid off handsomely. Professional communicators with good contacts, they knew how to write and place stories and they helped others to do so. The Australian media, which had generally treated women’s issues rather flippantly, gave WEL extensive favourable coverage. During 1972 there were more than a hundred and fifty press articles on WEL, only three of them hostile, as well as a Four Corners program ‘The hand that rocks the ballot box’.17 This ran on 7 October as excitement was mounting about the possibility of a change of government.

 Sally White convinced the assistant editor of the Age, Creighton Burns, himself a former academic political scientist, to run a four-page lift-out. The ‘Women’s Electoral Lobby Guide to the Polls’ was a special feature on green paper on Monday 20 November1972, twelve days before the 2 December election. White’s lead article, ‘Think WEL before you vote’, explained the background to the survey, and the middle pages scored the Victorian candidates, as well as the cabinet and shadow cabinet. Labor candidates did notably better than Liberal and Country Party candidates, most scoring in the thirties out of a possible forty. DLP candidates had mostly refused to be interviewed. Prime Minister Billy McMahon scored one, and opposition leader Gough Whitlam thirty-three.

For conservative men the questions about contraception and abortion were confronting. Country Party leader Doug Anthony complained that there was ‘too much emphasis on the Germaine Greer area where sex seems to be a very predominant feature. Not that sex isn’t important—it is—but all the earliest questions they asked me related to sex.’ Anthony was not scored as he only answered two questions. Sir John Cramer, the Liberal member for Bennelong and one of very few Catholic Liberal MPs, refused to cooperate. WEL’s efforts even made the New York Times: ‘Australian women, long considered a passive element in a largely male-oriented political scene, have emerged suddenly as an organised and formidable factor in the campaigning for the election’, wrote Robert Trumbull in an article titled ‘Women Emerge as a Force in Australian Elections’.18

Whitlam had been preparing his reform program since 1967, when he became leader of the ALP, doing detailed policy work on a national health insurance scheme, urban planning, federalism, public-sector reform and foreign policy. As the women’s movement fired up in the early 1970s he added many of its demands, and after Labor won, nearly every reform WEL asked for was achieved. The equal pay case before the Arbitration Commission was reopened and won, funds were put into family planning, the various imposts removed from contraceptives. This last was a direct result of action by WEL Canberra, which, with the assistance of experienced tariff lobbyists, prepared a submission to the Tariff Board arguing for the tariff to be removed, as a precedent for the removal of the sales and luxury taxes. The ALP adopted it as policy, and when Labor won federal government not only were the tariff, the luxury and sales tax removed, but contraceptives supplied on prescription became free.19

As well, Labor introduced no-fault divorce, created family law courts and established a single mother’s benefit. A women’s affairs section was installed in the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, and a special women’s affairs adviser appointed. The abolition of university fees, though not overtly a women’s issue, enabled many older women to attend university without affecting the family budget. Later, a Royal Commission into Human Relationships was established to look into relations between the sexes, though this last was salvaged from the failed attempt to reform abortion law in the ACT, which will be discussed in the next chapter.

Many of the reforms followed the specific wording of WEL’s questionnaire. It was a remarkable achievement for a lobby group less than a year old to have government act on almost everything it advocated. Views on women’s role were shifting fast, not least among younger women, but too often political change lags behind public opinion. The survey was a political weapon to skewer the patronising, ignorant views of the complacent old men who ran the country, and it focused some of Labor’s pent-up reforming energy on women’s issues, just as Bea had hoped it would. But Labor still had a long way to go as a party hospitable to women. Tellingly, there was not a single Labor woman in the House or the Senate. The two women in the Senate were both Liberals.

In January 1973 WEL held a National Conference in Canberra. Indicative both of the networks Bea mobilised, and of the significance of abortion as an issue for many women, a fifth of the delegates had been members of the various state-based abortion law reform associations.20 WEL’s centre of gravity was shifting from Melbourne to the Canberra branch which was closer to the centre of federal government power and Canberra took over responsibility for the national newsletter. Melbourne’s WEL branch was still very active, however, and there were many state laws and policies crying out for reform. Before the 1973 Victorian state election, Eve Mahlab organised a public forum at Dallas Brooks Hall on the question ‘Why should women vote for you?’. Hamer and the leader of the opposition, Clyde Holding, were both there to answer, along with the leader of the Country Party. A savvy businesswoman, Mahlab had sold the television rights, and it was broadcast twice.

Helen Garner attended for Digger, arriving late because her small daughter was slow to settle. The first thing she noticed about the predominantly female crowd was the make-up; there were even a few strings of pearls and some hairsprayed coiffures. She found it all very mild-mannered, and remarked that the women were not much good at heckling. A male journalist saw a very different event, full of ‘screaming, hysterical women in wobbling T-shirts’ (presumably because they’d burnt their bras, or he imagined they had: the extent of feminist bralessness was frequently overstated). Still, the event had its desired effect: Hamer committed, if re-elected, to advancing anti-discrimination legislation and removing the ban on advertising contraceptives.21

Today, early Melbourne WEL members remain jealous of their foundational role in WEL’s first year, and notice when Sydney or Canberra fail to acknowledge it. Bea always called herself the founder of WEL. She had the idea for the survey and called the first meetings, but more than that, she shaped the organisation according to her own intellectual style and reformist political goals. Its focus was to be on achievable, practical change, not large-scale social transformation; on demands for particular equalities rather than a vague, generalised ‘equality’. There was nothing utopian or revolutionary about WEL. It was to be a respectable organisation, so that conservative women would not be frightened away, and its policy advocacy was to be well informed and evidence-based, so that it would be taken seriously. Which it was.

Bea’s initiative unleashed a wave of activist energy. The success of WEL empowered women who had been housewives to study, work, organise and stand for office, especially in local government, and so continue to work for the improvement of women’s lives. Bea herself moved into the background and returned to the wellspring of her political activism: the decriminalisation of abortion.




ABORTION LAW REPEAL

IN MARCH 1972, just as WEL was getting going, Bea was elected president of the Abortion Law Reform Association, with a young doctor, Gary Joslin, as vice president.1 The Menhennitt judgement, which found that there were circumstances in which a doctor could legally provide abortions, had created the illusion that the problem was solved. But it wasn’t.

Abortion was still a criminal act carrying risk for doctors and shame for women. Many doctors were reluctant to provide women with referrals, and the ranks of competent practising abortionists in Melbourne had been thinned by the police raids and criminal trials of the late 1960s. It was especially hard for rural and migrant women to gain access to an abortion. And because it was criminal, it was not well-regulated. Greedy or negligent doctors took advantage of the legal confusion, charging high fees, withholding receipts, and cutting medical corners.

In April 1972 the Victorian Abortion Law Reform Association published a book, The Unenforceable Law: The reality of unwanted pregnancy and abortion in Australia, with contributions from prominent gynaecologist Carl Wood, law academics Peter Brett and Gareth Evans, Anglican clergyman Peter Hollingsworth, and three from Bea. The title summed up the major argument of abortion law reformers: whatever the law, some pregnant women will seek and find abortions so the law must be reformed to reflect social reality. Bea had one piece on what the law should do, one on what it can do, and an annotated bibliography of relevant literature. She argued that the current law was a bad law. It failed in its purpose to prevent, police and punish the crime, and it created a black market in abortions, which encouraged high prices and poor service, discriminated against the poor and the ill-informed, and encouraged public and private corruption. Its sole function was to denounce abortion as an evil, a view held by only about ten per cent of the population.2 The current situation was detrimental to women’s health and wellbeing, she argued, and corrupted both police and doctors as they negotiated the contradictions between the world as the law would like it to be and the world as it is.

After Bea became president of the Victorian ALRA in 1972 the ‘R’ in the acronym changed from Reform to Repeal. The aims were no longer to clarify the conditions under which abortions were legal but to remove abortion from the Crimes Act altogether. Thus all women would have access to abortions, not just the middle-class few who knew how to work the system. This more radical aim was accompanied by a shift in the focus of the newsletter from information and argument to political action.3

After Bea became president, the newsletters show her attempting the same strategies of political mobilisation that were proving so successful with WEL: a leaflet on how to write to your MP and set up a telephone tree to inundate them with letters if the occasion arose; training workshops for speakers and a roster to respond to requests from community groups; letter-writing parties and pyramids; preparation of simple information pamphlets; car stickers and buttons to raise money.4 Much of this was run from the front room of her and Shane’s house in Drummond Street, where members would meet to assemble and mail out the newsletter.

As with WEL, Bea was keen for ALRA to affiliate with more conservative women’s organisations. The first issue called for two delegates and two proxies to attend meetings of the National Council of Women, ‘preferably middle aged and tolerably presentable’. The next had a list of fifteen small ways to help, aimed at those with a little spare time and energy going to waste.5 Under Bea’s leadership ALRA also established links with family planning activists and organisations that focused on contraception and sex education. Prevention of abortion was less confronting to many reformers than its legalisation, though this was still the core aim. She even reached out to church groups, including Catholics, to solicit information on their various policies on abortion, and to explore ways of winning their support for reform of the law.6

When she became president, Victorian ALRA had 154 members. Most were financial only and did little. With her eyes on the federal election due at the end of 1972, Bea was trying to build a larger fighting force by mobilising the same focused organisational energy and strategic thinking that had kickstarted WEL, but to far less effect. Where WEL went from an initial meeting of ten to thousands in a few months, ALRA Victoria’s membership crept from 154 to 230 in the same time. Katy Richmond described Bea’s role in the formation of WEL as carefully setting the firewood in place before she lit the match.7 Then the wind of women’s pent-up frustrated energies caught Bea’s flame and turned it into a blaze. ALRA, in contrast, sputtered along as a small organisation focused on a single issue many women were reluctant to think about. Much of the day-to-day organisational work thus fell on Bea. She handled most of the correspondence, chased membership renewals, solicited contributions for the newsletter, and organised selling and distributing literature, badges and car stickers.

ALRA, as Bea saw it, had three distinct roles: counselling, educating and applying political pressure for reform. Educating was not always easy. To inform the general public ALRA drafted a leaflet: ‘Democracy gives you rights to Abortion—Know your Rights’ and sent it to Peter Brett, professor of jurisprudence at the University of Melbourne for checking. Brett advised against circulating it. It was misleading, he said, to speak of a woman’s right to an abortion; nor was it true that abortion is lawful if a doctor believes on reasonable grounds that social or economic factors will harm a woman’s mental or physical health. Any attempt to reduce general principles requiring careful application to the facts of particular cases to a set of short propositions about women’s ‘rights’ was bound to mislead.8 Brett’s response shows how unclear the situation still was, and why many doctors were wary of providing abortions. ALRA also held a symposium for doctors on outpatient methods of abortion, such as vacuum aspiration in the first trimester. Attendance was disappointing.9

Mid-1972 ALRA set up a referral service, the Problem Pregnancy Centre in Fitzroy Street, St Kilda, using volunteer counsellors. Volunteers also billeted women from interstate and the country. For a short time this was organised by Helen Garner. Sheila Wynne remembers meeting women at the airport, wearing her red coat for identification. Bertram Wainer had come to a similar conclusion: that the only way women would gain access to safe and affordable abortions was to provide that access himself, and in November 1972 he opened the Fertility Control Clinic in East Melbourne.10

Initially ALRA and Wainer’s referral services were cooperative, but tensions soon developed. Bea and Bertram had strong personalities and were wary of each other. Wainer mainly referred patients to one specialist practice operated by Peter Bayliss. ALRA, however, did not agree with relying so much on one practice. In early October 1972 Bayliss rang Bea to ask why ALRA never ‘sends any customers’. Bea explained that ALRA’s counselling policy was to send women to a GP, eliminating the need for a psychiatrist and giving them the protection of a referral. This was the policy, but it was also the case that ALRA distrusted Bayliss, and criticised him for refusing to issue receipts so that women could claim a D&C from their health insurance provider. According to ALRA, Wainer refused to consider any criticisms of Bayliss.11 So early in 1973 ALRA placed an advertisement in the Age formally disassociating its Problem Pregnancy Centre from Wainer’s Fertility Control Clinic.12

In January 1973 Digger published two anonymous letters critical of Bayliss, and of Wainer for referring to him. The first, from a girl whom Wainer had referred to Bayliss, described Bayliss as ‘an arrogant inhuman monster’ and complained that Wainer had misled her about the availability of alternatives. The second was from an anonymous Melbourne psychiatrist who wrote that following her hunch that Bayliss & Co were a racket ‘I dropped them like a hot potato after two referrals.’13 The psychiatrist was Charlotte Wells, one of the two elderly women whose sex lives Bea had written about in Digger. Wells did many referrals for abortions, but she refused Bea’s request that she go on the record with her doubts about Bayliss.

ALRA republished the letters in its newsletter. In May ALRA members met with Wainer at his request, to ‘clarify my position regarding the lies that have been freely spread by a member of the ALRA Victorian Committee’.14 ALRA told Wainer that its problems were not with Wainer himself but with his associates, and that some doctors were still taking advantage of the legal confusion ‘to overcharge, withhold receipts and give less than perfect service.’15 Wainer was not convinced, and subsequently he and Bayliss issued Bea with a cease and desist letter which carried the threat of a defamation action. Bea complained to her friends about this. She thought that the Victorian Council of Civil Liberties ought to cover her legal costs, though it is not immediately obvious why it should have. The anonymous letters clearly defamed the professional reputations of Wainer and Bayliss, and Bea was foolish to publish them in a newsletter, no matter how small the circulation.

So apart from two strong, opinionated people rubbing up against each other, what was the tension between Bea and Wainer about? Bea told the 1974 AGM, the conflict was between Wainer’s short-term, piecemeal approach versus wholesale reform.16 It was also the difference in perspective of a doctor and a law reformer. Wainer was first and foremost a GP responding to the immediate needs of the desperate women who appeared in his surgery. From his perspective the best way to protect these women from harm was to provide access to safe abortions rather than to pursue legal reforms that might never happen.17 Bea’s focus was on changing the future situation for all women. Both were valid perspectives, as Bea knew when she distinguished ALRA’s welfare and counselling services from its political aims. Still, Wainer’s refusal to countenance criticism of Bayliss, a fellow doctor, got Bea offside. Since her second abortion, when she believed Dr Heath had risked her life, she was hyper-alert to doctors’ potential for negligence and malpractice.
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After Labor won the 1972 federal election, the attention of abortion law reformers shifted to the federal sphere, and a campaign began for abortion to be dropped from the criminal code of the territories. The federal government only had direct jurisdiction over the ACT and the NT, but success there could be a model for state legislation.

Although the new Labor government responded swiftly to many of the issues WEL had raised, such as removing the tax on contraceptives, abortion was another matter. Catholic members of caucus would demand a conscience vote on any legislation that treated abortion as a legitimate medical procedure, whereas others would argue that a caucus vote should be binding in this, as in all other matters. Moss Cass and Kep Enderby were keen to introduce a private member’s bill but, as both were ministers, Whitlam forbade them. Instead two brand-new Victorian backbenchers took on the challenge: David McKenzie, member for Diamond Valley, and former pharmacist Tony Lamb, member for La Trobe. McKenzie had achieved the highest possible score of 40 on WEL’s candidate survey, with Lamb not far behind at 38.18 In the end the Medical Practice Clarification Bill only applied to the ACT. It allowed abortion on request for the first twelve weeks of pregnancy, made it compulsory for the woman to be advised about contraception, and allowed doctors to refuse to perform abortions.

McKenzie and Lamb gave notice of the bill on International Women’s Day, 8 March 1973, when women were marching for their rights all over the country. But there was not one woman in the House. Those who would vote on the bill were all men. Soon after the bill was announced Bea rang Judith Pugh and asked her to write to the Age saying she had had an abortion. Judith was married to the artist Clifton Pugh and was well connected in the ALP. According to her account, Bea told her that ALRA had had no warning of the bill so had not had time to start a campaign, and that she was now asking as many women as possible to write to the paper about their own abortion experience. Despite her misgivings as to the political wisdom of raising the issue so close to the upcoming Victorian election, and despite Age editor Graham Perkin warning her of the pressure she would be subjected to, Judith agreed. Her letter was published under the heading ‘Present conditions terrify’: ‘I have had two abortions, and I suspect that most of the other abortions are performed under the same sleazy and terrifying conditions’. Hers was the opening letter in a number of letters to the editor on the abortion debate, including supporters and opponents of reform. One was from Brian Sherman, PhD, Secretary of the Noble Park Right to Life Association, arguing for the life of the unborn child, and another from Bernadette O’Hanlon who believed that the unborn child belonged to God, not the mother. But there were also letters from Catholic women who supported reform.19

People opposed to abortion were becoming alarmed. Margaret Tighe, who went on to become the face and voice of the Victorian branch of Right to Life, started meeting in her Essendon lounge room with a few other concerned women. Some people who opposed abortion on demand did support it in cases of incest, rape and deformity of the child. Tighe, however, did not trust that these limitations would hold and thought the law would soon descend the slippery slope to abortion on demand. ‘I was like a dog with a bone, I couldn’t let it go.’20 And she didn’t, going on to become an indefatigable activist for the next fifty years, organising, lobbying, publicising and getting arrested for the cause. Had she pursued a different cause, her energy, determination and success would have made her a feminist hero.

 The Human Life Research Foundation was established in Melbourne around the same time by doctors and academics, mainly Catholic, who were worried about the growth of more liberal attitudes to abortion. Anti-abortion groups were also forming in the other states.21 The McKenzie Lamb bill galvanised opponents of reform into action, triggering the formation of a national organisation, the Right to Life. The name came from the National Right to Life Association in the United States, which had been formed by the National Council of Catholic Bishops in 1968 as state legislatures started making abortions more accessible. When I interviewed a very sharp ninety-one-year-old Margaret Tighe about the campaign, she emphasised that Right to Life was grassroots and not in any way under the direction of the church hierarchy. ‘We would have applied to people at the churches, but the orders were not coming from on high.’22 Many Catholic parishioners were no strangers to political activism. They had been mobilised in the 1950s during the fight in the labour movement over communism; and when that resulted in the split in the Labor Party and the formation of the DLP, they had provided the latter party with solid electoral support.

In the lead-up to the parliamentary debate on the Medical Practice Clarification Bill, the men who would decide its fate were subject to intense lobbying: from the state-based Abortion Law Reform/Repeal associations, from WEL, from women’s liberation groups and from Right to Life, which mounted a skilful, well-resourced campaign against it. On Easter Sunday pastoral letters were read in churches denouncing the McKenzie Lamb bill, and petitions were circulated on this and other Sundays. On 6 May, the Sunday before the bill was to be debated, 20,000 people attended an anti-abortion March for Life in Melbourne, where they were addressed by the Catholic bishop of Sandhurst (Bendigo) and urged not to vote Labor in the forthcoming Victorian election because of its policy on abortion.23 Opponents sent five times as many letters to members of parliament as ALRA—and these were personal letters, not pro forma. The day before the bill was to be debated twelve petitions were presented to the parliament, all opposed, and 2,500 telegrams were delivered.24 Margaret Tighe emphasised to me how important the personal lobbying of parliamentarians had been, and said they got behind-the-scenes help from some Labor politicians. She mentioned Kim Beazley senior, a Protestant who had been involved with Moral Re-armament, and Fred Daley, an old-school Catholic machine politician from Sydney.

On the day itself, Thursday 10 May, two rival groups camped on the lawns opposite old Parliament House. The ACT Abortion Law Reform Association had pitched an orange tent and called it The Women’s Embassy, borrowing the idea from the Aboriginal Tent Embassy pitched there the year before.25 The Women’s Embassy could not make the same claim to supplanted sovereignty, but it did nevertheless draw attention to the fact that a hundred and twenty-five men would be making laws to govern women’s bodies. One of the women inside the tent was Beryl Henderson, now seventy-six. When a Right to Lifer spat on her, it did not trouble her in the least, though Bea was outraged and thought it evidence of their barbarism.

Along from ALRA’s orange tent, Right to Life supporters, who had arrived in Canberra by the busload and even chartered a plane, gathered at a large marquee. They vastly outnumbered ALRA and WEL supporters.26 Bea estimated that the RTL had spent two to three hundred thousand dollars on its campaign, of which the Church only admitted to donating twenty thousand.27 In Melbourne, on the crucial day, a group of women roped themselves together in the City Square on the corner of Collins and Swanston Street with placards reading ‘I have had an abortion’ and ‘I have broken section 65’. This was Bea’s idea: she thought that something more dramatic was needed than just another demonstration. Police refused to take action, and merely told them to present themselves at Russell Street.28

Don Chipp described the Right to Life’s campaign as the most cohesive organised pressure campaign since he had been in parliament.29 Its efficacy led some parliamentarians, especially those in marginal seats, to overestimate anti-abortion sentiment. It was clear before the debate began that the bill was doomed, and it was defeated ninety-eight to twenty-three. Bea wrote a long analysis of the parliamentary debate for the WEL papers, describing it less as a debate than a series of prepared monologues for the grandstand in which members showed themselves unaware of public support for reform.30

Barely a year after its formation, the Right to Life could claim similar dramatic early success to WEL, and would have similar longevity. This was a turning point in Australian politics. Progressive organisations were no longer simply pushing against inertia—the passive resistance of respectability and conservativism. They were facing organised opponents who did not believe that history was against them.

Bea was dismayed. Unlike when ALRA was formed in the mid-1960s, abortion-law reformers were now facing a well-organised and effective opposition. Bea saw the Catholic Church, the DLP and a Catholic men’s organisation called the Knights of the Southern Cross behind the Right to Life. She came to believe that the McKenzie Lamb bill had been a huge mistake because it had brought the beast to life. But opposition was already forming in the late 1960s, and it would stay the course as the movement for reform returned to the main game in the states.

Bea was only half right about the role of the Catholic Church. Right to Life Victoria was not formally affiliated with the Church, nor with the DLP. Its constitution declared it to be non-denominational and non-partisan, open to people of any or no religion who shared its absolutist stance on abortion. But the parish structure did give it an organisational base for efficient and effective recruitment and mobilisation. This was the same advantage that the DLP, and before it the Movement, had used so effectively. But this did not mean that the people mobilised were dupes, as sectarian critics of Catholic political action liked to believe, nor that the organisation was under the direction of the Church hierarchy.

The success of Right to Life shifted the debate about abortion to territory that was much more difficult for reformers. In a piece she wrote for the Australian Humanist, ‘Of Foetuses and People’, Bea reflected that over the past ten years the nature of the abortion debate had changed. In the 1960s much of the opposition was based on arguments about the dangers of abortions to women’s lives and reproductive health. These were pragmatic objections which had been largely met by increasing the scope for medical abortions. Abortion reformers’ arguments were also largely pragmatic: women will have them anyway; the law is unenforceable; illegality encourages corruption and risks women’s lives from medical negligence and misadventure; unwanted births lead to miserable and neglected children. The objections of the Right to Life were moral, that the foetus is a baby and abortion is murder. Social facts ‘are meaningless to foetophiles’, Bea wrote, as indeed they were. 31 For Right to Life activists like Margaret Tighe, abortion was killing, and you don’t kill people. She was also opposed to capital punishment and did not buy the argument that abortion was primarily about a woman’s choice: ‘It’s not about choice, it’s about killing,’ she said. ‘It’s not religion that drives me, but the consciousness that it’s a child inside you.’ Unlike contraception, which she regarded as a private matter, abortion was to her a matter of public morality: where politicians pass laws to protect human life, in the case of abortion the law allowed it to be taken.32

The activities of Right to Life gave Bea a new target. Sandra Goldbloom Zurbo had had two abortions in the early 1960s and they were ghastly, strapped to stirrups in a dentist’s chair with a tea towel shoved in her mouth to stifle her screams from the pain. She met Bea ten years or so later, and one day received a phonecall from her.


She says there is going to be this gathering of Catholic children at a church in Glen Waverley and what we are going to do is go there and, after all the speechifying, we’re going to stand up and say ‘I have had an abortion and I challenge you to arrest me under section 65 of the Crimes Act’…There were busloads of teenagers at this enormous Catholic church. Maybe six of us. Beatrice told us we had to dress like matrons. No jeans, no hippie bullshit—had to dress like respectable citizens. We drove out there. Bon Hull was one of the people. We scatter ourselves in twos through the crowd. A young man with a guitar gets up and sings an ode to the unborn child. All these lyrics about being torn from mother’s womb and the steel pulling me out. It was just revolting. There was lots of weeping and kids really upset. It’s one of the worst things I’ve seen in my life. Then an adult comes on to the stage—and he’s got a slide show. Starts with all these beautiful babies and happy mothers then a sudden cut to a foetus in a bucket. And it went backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards for about twenty minutes. By now girls are hysterical, boys are crying. So then Beatrice stands up. They know who she is. When she says ‘My name is Beatrice Faust’. They say ‘We know who you are Beatrice’. She delivers her script. The place goes wild. We stand up, but you couldn’t hear us, People were screaming, we’re going to kill you, you fucking bitch. One man grabbed hold of Bon Hull and said he was going to make a citizen’s arrest. She said to him—how many abortions have you paid for, and he dropped her arm. It was pandemonium and we beat a hasty retreat.33



It is hard to know from this distance just what Bea hoped to achieve by this disruption. Perhaps she was after publicity, though Sandra does not remember any media presence. Perhaps she wanted to show the Catholic children there were alternatives and to make them think about the issue from the perspective of the pregnant women.

On Saturday 30 June 1973 twenty-five women, accompanied by sixty supporters, marched to Russell Street police headquarters and demanded to be arrested. They presented statutory declarations that they had broken section 65 of the Crimes Act by having an abortion themselves or helping someone else procure one. The message was that even though the McKenzie Lamb bill had been defeated, abortion law was still unenforceable, that you can’t arrest everyone who has had an abortion. When police required each woman to be photographed before accepting their statutory declarations, nine refused, including the prominent anti-Vietnam protester Jean McLean. Twelve were accepted but the Assistant Commissioner for Operations, Mick Miller, said that whether the police proceeded depended on the contents of the affidavits and whether the women were prepared to be interviewed. He did wonder, though, whether the main purpose was propaganda and grandstanding rather than intent to commit a criminal offence.34 How perceptive of him.

Parliamentary supporters of the defeated McKenzie Lamb bill did not abandon the field. Race Mathews, recently married to Iola and now a federal Labor MP, proposed a Royal Commission to enquire into abortion and unwanted pregnancies. His proposal was defeated, but one with widened terms of reference was accepted with bipartisan support some months later.35 This became the Royal Commission on Human Relationships, which was established in August 1974 with a wide remit: ‘To inquire into and report upon the family, social, educational, legal and sexual aspects of male and female relationships’.36 Hundreds of Australians made submissions, telling the commissioners about their most intimate and private experiences of what were still taboo topics in Australia’s suburbs and country towns: abortions, homosexuality, rape, domestic violence and child abuse.37

Bea wrote a thirty-thousand-word submission to the Commission, titled simply ‘Abortion’. The result of more than a decade of her research and advocacy, it argued for the establishment of public abortion clinics staffed by salaried doctors to replace the entrepreneurial abortionists who were still the main providers of abortions. Her submission does not push for the removal of abortion from the crimes acts of the various states but for its safer and more accessible provision, given that women will seek abortions whatever the law.

The clinics she proposed would solve what she saw as the problems with abortion in contemporary Australia. The first was that it was not equally available to all women, especially ‘the very young, the very poor, the migrant and the woman who lives outside the capital cities’—although she believed this problem was diminishing with the establishment of referral services. The second, its varying and unreliable quality, she saw as more intractable. Here the problem, she argued, was not the incompetent backyard abortionist of popular imagination but negligence and malpractice by qualified doctors. The fifty-two-page submission has twelve pages on abortion and the police, and twenty-eight on abortion and doctors—including sections on inflated prices, commissions and kickbacks, qualifications, quality of service, anaesthetics, after care, late abortions and resistance to vacuum aspirations—copiously illustrated with case studies of things gone badly wrong.38 She also wrote the WEL submission on contraception.

Although Bea did admit that some abortionists had a social conscience, she believed most were motivated by money. Providing routine abortions was a simple procedure, she pointed out, that enabled non-specialist doctors to earn the income of specialists without undertaking their years of training. The high prices were only possible because abortions were illegal. As well as case studies of malpractice, the submission included in an appendix a transcript of an interview Bea had done with a woman aborted by Dr Bayliss, illustrating the way doctors charged women and the failures of follow-up care. It also included statutory declarations about the various malpractices women had been subjected to, including one from Bea about visiting a pregnancy-testing service in Melbourne’s CBD where she was told she was pregnant and referred to a doctor in St Kilda, even though she was sterilised.

When Bea reflected at the end of the 1970s on the results of her abortion activism, she felt she had been an effective publicist, helping make abortion a respectable topic of conversation compared with the days of the euphemistic ‘illegal operation’, as well as advocating for family planning and sex education. But she had not achieved her goal of abortion on demand in publicly funded clinics, and access to legal abortions was still difficult for many women.
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Early in 1973 the government advertised for its advisor to the prime minister on women’s issues. Bea applied and was one of eighteen shortlisted women, along with Anne Summers, Eva Cox, Lyndall Ryan, Danny Torsh and Elizabeth Reid. It put her on the front page of Melbourne’s Truth (a tabloid weekly specialising in scandal and salacious gossip) with a photo and the headline ‘Gay libber may be Gough’s super girl’. The article (by-line ‘The Whip’) was placed next to a nubile woman in a bikini. Bea was described as ‘an attractive young woman with controversial attitudes to sexual practices’ and an advocate of tolerant community attitudes towards lesbianism and bisexuality. According to the Whip she posed a challenge for Whitlam. Would he ‘duck Miss Faust and opt for a politically safer, stodgier appointment’, or ‘risk another witch hunt from the DLP which has had a political picnic with a number of the government’s unorthodox staff appointments’.39 There’s no doubt the DLP would have attacked Bea’s appointment, though more for her advocacy of abortion law repeal than for her attitudes to bisexuality. Bea had other factors going against her, however. It is doubtful with her various health issues that she would have had the stamina for the job, nor, with her strong personality, the interpersonal skills. Elizabeth Reid, a philosophy tutor at the ANU and a single mother, was the successful candidate.

After the 1972 elections, Labor had a majority in the House of Representatives but did not control the Senate, where Liberal, Country Party and DLP senators proceeded to block the government’s signature policies and to threaten supply. Early in 1974, after only seventeen months of government, Whitlam called their bluff with a double-dissolution election. Bea stood as an independent candidate in the federal seat of Flinders, running against the deputy leader of the Liberal Party, Phillip Lynch, a Catholic and vocal anti-abortionist. Her campaign flier, ‘A Woman’s Place is in the House’, does not mention abortion or even family planning as she stripped the flamboyance from her public image and played up her respectability. ‘She was a schoolteacher when she married but switched to freelance journalism because it was easier to combine with looking after a husband and son.’ As the founder of WEL, it continued, she had a solid knowledge of the problems facing women both as workers and mothers.40 Few, however, were convinced. She received a mere 639 votes, which was 0.9 per cent of the vote. Like most single-issue candidates, her aim was to publicise her cause, but it was the first and last time she stood for public office.

At ALRA’s AGM at the start of 1974 Lesley Vick became the president and Bea vice-president. Struggling with her chronic poor health, and working hard to earn money as a freelancer, Bea found her organisational energies had waned. She was avoiding meetings, but stayed active out of a sense of duty and concern for the principles of loved, planned children and free choice for women. The struggle for abortion on demand continued, though with less force. Feminists’ energies were dispersed over a range of causes and many activists were taking on paid positions in organisations established to further feminist reforms. The Right to Life, by contrast, continued with its single-issue focus. It had some successes, such as at the 2010 Victorian election when seven of the ten candidates it lobbied against lost their seats, but by 2023, when I interviewed her, Margaret Tighe was resigned to having lost the struggle and was expending her still-considerable energy on lobbying against the voluntary assisted dying legislation.

Disentangling herself from ALRA and WEL was a great relief to Bea. She concluded that she was not cut out for committee work. Although she could be gregarious and sociable, she found interpersonal relations difficult, and was impatient with people who did not see things as she did. Her books, she decided, must henceforth be her major contribution to feminism.




THE FEMALE PRIMATE

ALTHOUGH BEA HAPPILY described herself as a feminist, she had a complicated relationship with women’s liberation. When the feminist filmmaker Catherine Dwyer requested an interview for Brazen Hussies, her film about second-wave feminism, Bea refused. She had no interest, she said, in participating in a film about women’s liberation, since it had given her such a hard time for being a reformist.1 Bea was wrong to refuse. Brazen Hussies canvasses the range of Australian feminist thought and action, from the radical separatist end of the women’s lib movement to WEL. But Bea’s response shows that fifty years on, the criticisms of WEL made by women’s libbers still rankled. The hostility, which began at the meeting where her proposal for a survey of parliamentary candidates was howled down, had many layers. It was partly about personal and generational differences, partly disagreements over strategy, and partly theoretical.

 The metaphor of women’s liberation implied a self trapped by laws and regulations governing sexual behaviour and reproduction, as well as by social expectations of politeness, respectable behaviour, decorous dress and a life centred on marriage and motherhood. Polite young women didn’t swear and women’s bodies, as they were lived in by women rather than gazed at by men, hardly figured in the media. While the tabloids and the student newspapers included photos of big-breasted, scantily clad women, respectable broadsheets like the Sydney Morning Herald didn’t even use the words ‘virgin’, ‘pregnant’ or ‘abortion’ until the early 1970s. Breaking through these conventions took courage, but it was exhilarating. In consciousness-raising groups women could smoke and drink and talk about sex, as well as vent over the insults of everyday life, patronising put-downs to ‘the little lady’, or the inability to open a bank account. Joyce Nicholson remembers marching down Bourke Street in the first International Women’s Day March in 1973. Passing the theatre screening Alvin Purple, a sexist film about a serial womaniser played by Graeme Blundell, she shouted ‘Fuck Alvin Purple’, along with all the others. It was the first time this nice private-school-educated woman from Melbourne’s eastern suburbs had said ‘fuck’.2

Not so Bea. She already swore, though not a lot, talked about sex in both public and private, and had had many lovers. She had grown up surrounded by the masculine talk and blue jokes of her father and uncles and their friends from the racetrack. Crucially, she had never had a mother’s voice in her ear telling her to be ladylike, criticising her attitudes and her grooming, warning her not to be too clever lest she scare off eligible suitors, hoping she’d marry well and settle down. Her father left her upbringing largely to her stepmother, whom she disdained: ‘I was lucky my stepmother was not middle class—I only had to contend with her rages and vulgarity and could write her off as a fool.’ So Bea did not share the exhilarating emotional release of liberating herself from the conventional expectations of society or her elders, nor the bonds this created in the sisterhood.

Nor was she attracted to the casual style of the counterculture. This was about both generational difference and class. Years later, explaining why she’d been shouted down at that women’s liberation meeting, she replied, ‘I spoke with a posh accent and was well-dressed.’ The meeting was probably in early 1972 when she was almost thirty-three, with a settled public identity she was proud to own and almost a decade of experience as a political activist. She liked clothes, was a good dressmaker, shaved her legs and armpits, and wore make-up. Lacking hostility to feminine glamour, she even defended the Miss Australia contest: ‘I get a great deal of pleasure looking at beautiful people’.3 Bea had worked hard to erase her lower-class origins and could now pass for a product of one of Melbourne’s eastern suburbs private girls’ schools, with an accent and public persona that were all her own work. Many of the students in women’s lib were playing with a very different class trajectory: private schoolgirls dressing and identifying down to fit the revolutionary talk of the universities and the social movements. In a 1972 essay contributed to a book on the disenchantment of the young, Bea came down firmly on the side of civility and against violent protests as the road to change, and was dubious about the motives of the student rebels.4

On strategy, she judged much of the women’s lib vocabulary and tactics to be imported from the United States and not suitable for Australian women. Australian women were not as trapped by feminine stereotypes as American women, she thought, and many who would otherwise support achievable reforms were turned off by the rough language and confrontational radical lesbianism of some of the women’s libbers. Bea distinguished between expressive and instrumental politics. She saw women’s lib as expressive—what we would today call identity politics—and it didn’t interest her at all. Nor did she believe in either the possibility or desirability of social revolution and the overthrow of capitalism. Her focus was on practical, achievable reforms to the law, so that the person she already was could live freely, and so could others.

To her mind much feminism was driven by ideology rather than reason and evidence. In a 1996 essay, ‘Reflections of a Sceptical Feminist’, she wrote,


I am not an ideologue. I do not believe in feminism. Rather I practise critique—the intellectual’s discipline. I study feminism, I think about feminism and publish my thoughts. I do feminist things.’5



For her, the main game was expanding women’s choice and she felt that some feminist orthodoxies in fact restricted them, especially for heterosexual women happy to be mothers and wives. ‘Emancipation is not simply a choice between freedom and unfreedom, but between different ways of being free.’6

Bea’s distinction between expressive and instrumental politics was an argument about both strategy and political style, but her most fundamental argument with feminism was theoretical, over the balance between biology and social conditioning in explaining men and women’s sexual behaviour. Sex is a biological category and gender a social and cultural one, laying down socially acceptable and desirable conduct for both sexes. Bea did not dismiss the importance of socialisation and cultural expectations in shaping men’s and women’s lives and senses of themselves, and she stressed that there was a great deal of variation within each sex, as well as overlap.


Much of the political uneasiness about biology could be dispersed by an appreciation of variability. Most feminists fear that admitting any biological component in sex difference is tantamount to saying that they are inevitable, immutable, monolithic and mechanistic. In short, they see biology as inimical to change. In fact biology is variable at all points of sexual differentiation.7



Some women were as strong as many men, and some men as gentle as many women, she pointed out; biology is not a simple determinant and can be encultured in a variety of ways. Nevertheless, she argued, the social constructions of gender are built on biological foundations. Some of the differences between men and women are grounded in biology and so cannot be explained purely as the manifestation of social roles and conditioning.

Bea believed that if a woman was to live as an autonomous social being, then she needed to understand her body, and how it differed from the bodies of other women and of men. She believed that, for her and her mother, biology had been a sort of destiny, so when the women’s movement started mocking biology, her gut reaction was that it was wrong.

Bea was not interested in all the posited differences between men and women, such as men’s greater spatial and mathematical abilities or women’s superior verbal skills. What she was most interested in was how they experienced sex, and here Kinsey was her Bible, supplemented with others who had written about human sexual behaviour, such as the pioneer Henry Havelock Ellis and the laboratory-based findings of Masters and Johnson. She tested many of the sexologists’ findings against her own bodily experiences, always her first port of call when weighing evidence.

Her commitment to the partial destiny of biology would put her even more at odds with the ideas of gender that became popular among feminists in the 1990s after Judith Butler argued that gender identity is performative, established through behaviour, and that it is thus possible to construct different gender identities by adopting different behaviours. Medical technology has now caught up with theory and made it possible for people to transition in their bodies as well as their behaviours. Because of Bea’s belief in the limiting conditions of biology, she might today be seen as a TERF (trans-exclusionary radical feminist), though she always stressed the variety in people’s experience of sex and gender and the complexity of sexual biology, and she did not share the hostility to transsexuals that was already developing in parts of the women’s movement before she died.

In fact she was sympathetic, and in 1982 wrote a long feature on the pioneering transwoman, April Ashley, when she visited Australia. Born George Jamieson in Liverpool in 1935, after a youthful stint in the merchant navy and three suicide attempts, George found work as a female impersonator in Paris. There he could learn the feminine role to match his inner feminine identity and save up for surgery to give him a female body. She had the then-pioneering surgery in Casablanca in 1960. Returning to Britain, she took the name April Ashley and became a successful model. In 1963 she married a cross-dressing aristocrat, the Hon. Arthur Corbett. He knew of her gender transition, but after the marriage deteriorated he sought an annulment, which the judge granted on the grounds that marriage was between a man and a woman—and April was not a woman. The judge, wrote Bea, took chromosomal and pre-operative gonadal and genital criteria for his yardstick, ignoring hormonal and psychological evidence and displaying his ignorance of the science of bisexuality. Biological maleness and femaleness could not be reduced to a simple polarity, she argued, and neither could culturally defined masculinity and femininity. ‘As well as the 15 mixes of sex between normal male and normal female, there is an infinite range of gender differences. Many normal males are not particularly masculine and many normal females are unfeminine.’8

From her sexual style to her self-assertion, Bea had always believed that she had a fair dose of masculine characteristics. By the early 1980s, when she reviewed Ashley’s book, she was regularly describing herself as androgynous. She was very taken with the Bem Sex Role Inventory, which was developed in 1974 to test for psychological androgyny, and she asked April Ashley to fill it in for her when she was in Melbourne, which she cheerfully did. Her score placed her in the androgynous sector of the scale. Bea reported her own result ‘with sorrow and shame, although I preach androgyny as a social ideal and support women’s causes I score minus 2.44—landing in the stereotypically masculine segment’. It’s hard to know why she found this so shameful when she already had such clear ideas about her masculine personality traits.

Bea wrote again about the complex interplay of biology and culture in the formation of gender identities in an article headed ‘A Boy named Brenda’, about a notorious case of gender reassignment in which a boy whose penis was destroyed during a botched circumcision was raised as a girl under the direction of Johns Hopkins psychologist John Money. In this article Bea is firmly on the side of biology and scathing about the role of Money who insisted, despite evidence to the contrary, that the child was a happy, if somewhat tomboyish, girl. Eventually, after years of misery, ‘Brenda’ rebelled and asserted his identity as a man. Bea accused Money of a public abuse of science. ‘How was Money able to keep up the pretence that Brenda was happily growing up as a normal girl and that this proved the blank-slate theory of gender development? Why did anyone ever imagine infants are born as blank slates on which society inscribes a gender role?’9 The ethics and implications of gender transition are even more fraught today, and the issues they raise complex and contested. For Bea these were matters for debate and discussion and she would not have tolerated attempts to prevent their discussion, nor the ‘cancelling’ of people who question trans orthodoxy.
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Bea’s main contention was that men and women experience their bodies differently and have different sexual styles, though she always qualified this with the recognition of the variety of experiences within each sex, and the extent of overlap. Some women have a masculine sexual style, as she believed she did. She thought about sex a lot, was quickly aroused and responsive to visual stimuli, climaxed easily and was open to what Erica Jong in Fear of Flying called the zipless fuck—sex for its own sake, without emotional involvement. But from her experience of childbirth and suckling a baby, she believed that her sexuality also had strong female components. ‘Having enjoyed both male and female erotic styles, I can look at sexual problems from an androgynous point of view.’10 This androgynous double vision, she believed, made her the ideal go-between to help men and women understand each other’s sexual needs and desires.

Would she today describe herself as non-binary? Not if this was understood only as a matter of choice, feeling and performance. For her, biology was always the base, the foundation. She was fascinated by the science of hormones, and speculated on the effects of her mother’s anxious pregnancy on her developing baby, Bea. From hormone tests, she knew her testosterone levels were high for a woman. Had her pregnant mother’s anxiety increased her androgen levels and caused her, Bea’s, androgynous sexuality? Was this then compounded by growing up motherless in a house full of men, nurture acting on what nature had already laid down?

 Bea’s most extended exploration of the different sexual styles of men and women was in her first book, Women, Sex and Pornography, published in Britain in 1980 and in Australia in 1981. Most men, she observed, are aroused by visual stimulation and most women are not. Women, with their softer skin, are more responsive than men to touch and sexually aroused by caresses and intimacy. They dress in silks and soft wool not just to attract men but for their own sensual pleasure, and they respond to courtship. She included a passage from the Kama Sutra advising a new husband on the gentle wooing of his virgin bride, which can take up to a fortnight.11 She argued that the impulse to celebrate human sexuality is evident in many historic cultures such as classical Greece, India and Japan which integrate sex with culture by endowing it with religious, ethical and philosophical meanings. Christianity repressed this impulse, she believed, leaving the West with pornography—which she saw as an expression of the male fantasy that women experience sex as they do, always ready and eager for whatever the man wants.

One feature of Bea’s masculine sexual style was that she responded sexually to visual stimulation. In the 1970s, on a visit to Canberra where censorship laws were less restrictive than in Victoria, she attended a private showing of a pornographic movie with a friend. Driving on to a party after the viewing, her friend noticed she seemed rather annoyed with him. ‘I’m randy,’ she said. ‘That film really turned me on. What are you going to do about it?’ So he stopped the car, found a secluded lawn and did the needful. After brushing themselves down they went happily on to the party.12

Bea’s book on women, sex and pornography was not about the question of most interest to feminists—pornography’s treatment of women. Rather it was about what women’s lack of interest in pornography could tell us about the differences between men and women’s sexuality. Pornography, she argued, presented women as more like men than most actually were: always up for it and focused on orgasmic performance. It thus compounded misunderstanding between the sexes, especially when it was a source of sex education for curious adolescents.

She spent little time on arguments that pornography degrades women and encourages sexual violence towards them. This infuriated mainstream feminists, who were locked in conflict with liberal and libertarian arguments that presented pornography as harmless—even beneficial—to human wellbeing and treated its consumption as a private matter in which government intervention was not legitimate.13

Reviewing Women, Sex and Pornography for the Canberra Times, Victoria Green, an early WEL member, took issue with Bea’s refusal to confront the violence against women in much pornography, including in snuff movies. ‘To argue that pornography plays no role in shaping attitudes towards violence against women is like arguing that Julius Streicher’s anti-Semitic propaganda served no purpose in Hitler’s Germany.’14 Bea took Green’s review personally, writing in red ink on her clipping of the review: ‘I had a political fight with Victoria in 1972 and she still hates me.’ Bea was especially hurt by feminist sociologist Rosemary Pringle’s review in Gay Information. Pringle’s tone is mockingly ironic, chiding Bea for her ‘outdated’ enthusiasm for sex and her failure to see that power is implicated in all heterosexual sexual relationships, even good ones. ‘Lurking behind the book is a notion that any increase in sexual expression is potentially liberating,’ objected Pringle.15

Pringle described Bea’s chapter on rape as the silliest in the book. Bea’s approach to rape put her sharply at odds with those feminists of her own day who understood sexual relations between men and women primarily in terms of power, as it does with today’s understandings of sexual crime, particularly since the MeToo movement has heightened awareness of men’s potential for sexual violence and considerably increased expectations of explicit consent in sexual encounters. She objected to feminist critiques of rape which deny that there is any sexual element in the crime, and which interpret it solely as an exercise in political violence.

The American author Susan Brownmiller’s 1975 book Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape was widely read by feminists at the time. Brownmiller argued that fear of rape is used by men to keep women subordinated to male power, and that all men thus benefit from the actions of the few who rape, and so all men are complicit. Rape, she claimed, ‘is nothing more or less than a conscious process of intimidation by which all men keep all women in a state of fear’. Generalisations like this were red flags to rationalist Bea, goading her to roll out evidence of women who rarely thought about rape, of men who feared it from other men, and much more. She was sceptical that sexual relations between men and women were just or always about power. For men, she argued, sex could be just about sex. They may use power to get sex but they do not always use sex to express power, though sometimes they do. She did not dismiss the seriousness of rape as a crime, but she also argued that all rapists are not the same. Some rape is the result of a failure of communication between the man and the woman, and of their mutual incomprehension of each other’s sexuality. ‘I know women don’t ask for it, as some men think, but they do invite it in ways that women’s lib won’t face.’ ‘Men do not know how to tell if a woman means “No” or if she means “Ask me again”. Women do not appreciate how hard it is to exercise self-control after an evening drinking.’16 Neither sex was to blame for the cross signals, she argued. The blame lay with society for inadequate sex education. Miscommunication between men and women who knew each other was thus amenable to solution through better sex education. Again she was the pragmatic reformer, her focus on what was achievable. Domestic violence and rape in marriage got little attention.

This was difficult territory for a feminist, as it still is. In the late 1970s women in Britain marched to Reclaim the Night, protesting against police advice in response to the unsolved murders by the Yorkshire Ripper that women should not walk alone after dark. While Bea abhorred violent rape and murder, she would also point out that many more men are murdered and suffer violence than women, and that when women are murdered it is mostly by their partners and family members rather than strangers. She also did not see fear of rape as the primary locus of women’s oppression, compared with their lack of financial independence and high rates of poverty. This was a rational, utilitarian argument, a calculus of harm, but arguments about miscommunication and mutual responsibility could look very like the classic conservative gambit of blaming women for arousing men. They opened her to accusations of victim blaming, and they put her offside with feminists whose top priority was violence against women.

When Susan Brownmiller visited Australia on a promotional tour in 1976, Bea was one of a panel on Monday Conference to discuss her book. The hour-long program was hosted by Robert Moore and the panel included Ray Mooney, who had served seven and a half years in prison on a rape charge. Out of prison less than a year, he was studying drama at the Victorian College of the Arts. Brownmiller asked him, ‘Why do you feel you committed the act of rape?’ He replied that he has often tried to answer that himself and thinks it was because he was socially immature and lacked the communication skills necessary to get the girl to acquiesce to sexual intercourse. It was not to do with a conscious process of intimidation, nor his sense of his masculinity. Bea interrupts: ‘Were you randy?’ ‘Yes I was randy.’ ‘Well, I think that’s your answer,’ she said.

Brownmiller and Bea sparred throughout the program. Brownmiller’s book, Bea said, encouraged a victim mentality, taking women back to the negative attitude towards sex of the nineteenth-century feminists who also wrote copiously about rape. By contrast, contemporary women were learning to enjoy their sexuality. And she countered Brownmiller’s sweeping generalisations, with ‘You keep making “all” statements and I only need to produce one or two anomalies to explode your “all” statement…You can’t say all when it’s not all.’ Brownmiller replied, ‘It’s like saying we could all agree that the sky is blue, but you saw a red streak in the sky and you think that that should carry equal weight. It’s been very difficult to deal with you here this evening.’17 Bea was very pleased with her performance. Because Brownmiller was charming and quick-witted, Bea had to be on her toes. She told Beryl Henderson, who thought she was too aggressive, that others found her ‘tolerant but firm’ and that she had never before had such positive response to a TV appearance.

Helen Garner wrote a conversation between a man and a woman about Women, Sex and Pornography.18


…tell me what she says about rape?

Well, she takes a rather cavalier tone about rape I’m afraid.

Don’t tell me she thinks women want to be raped?

Oh, come on. She’s a bit more sophisticated than that. But I detect a slight perfunctory note in her general remarks about it.



Bea thought Helen was basically right that she didn’t take rape seriously enough. ‘I have to force myself to see it the way feminine women do,’ she wrote to Brian Elkner. ‘I’d hate to lose part of my grey matter by being hit on the head. I define myself as an intellectual and identify with what’s between my ears, not what’s between my legs.’ This was not just a personal observation but an ideological argument for Bea, who thought that feminism’s preoccupation with rape implied that women were defined by their vaginas. Her argument was that if assault on the reproductive tract was felt to be more important than assault on other parts of the body, then it seemed that women were still being defined by their reproductive function.19

Brian Elkner was himself a sex offender, at the time in the medium-security Ararat Prison for the rape and assault of young girls and women. The victims were tied up and gagged and some were threatened with a knife. Elkner admitted to a psychiatrist that since his late teens he had had fantasies about tying up girls and raping them. When he was arrested, Elkner was a lecturer in French at Melbourne University, and one of his victims was a student. The Dean of Arts and Professor of French, Ronald Jackson, gave him a character reference, telling the court that he had remarkable skills as a teacher, but the government psychiatrist, Allan Bartholomew, judged him to have ‘a gross psychiatric disturbance’ and doubted his prospects of rehabilitation. He was sentenced to nine years gaol and was not to be eligible for parole until he had served five.20 As Elkner’s applications for parole were repeatedly refused on the advice of Bartholomew, Bea wrote to the authorities pleading his case. She helped him to secure work writing notes for the Council of Adult Education, and as his release date drew near she tried to find him a job.

Bea and Elkner had been undergraduates at the same time at Melbourne University, had taught together at Collingwood Tech, and had mutual friends. They shared an interest in philosophy, literature and sex, and Bea sent him her manuscripts for comment, including her book on women and pornography, which flew round the prison inmates, as well as her erotic novel. Always she minimised his offences, describing them as ‘mild fetishist assaults’. She reassured Elkner that frequent sex will cure most so-called perversions: one of her lovers had had a fetish for black lacy underwear, she told him, which disappeared with a regular sex life. She also believed that the student, who was above the age of consent, was a willing participant who only went to the police when forced to do so by her mother and boyfriend.

Bea seems never to have considered the power imbalance between an older lecturer and a young student. As with her views on rape, where others saw power and violence, she saw sex. In her correspondence with Elkner, Bea shows herself far too ready to excuse a man’s sexual crimes. Later, when they were working together at RMIT’s Technical and Further Education Coordinating Committee (TOCCA), she discovered pornography in his office. She reported it to her superiors who told him, without revealing the source of their information, that it was inappropriate to bring porn into the office.21 Did this discovery shake her confidence in her optimistic forecast of Elkner’s recovery? And what did she think later, in the early 1990s, when he became a prime suspect in the murder of thirteen-year-old Karmein Chan and the abduction and rape of several other young girls, victims of the so-called ‘Mr Cruel’?
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In April 1978 Bea was on Monday Conference again, a few years after her sparring match with Brownmiller, for a panel with another celebrity American author Shere Hite, who was visiting Australia to promote her book The Hite Report: A nationwide study of female sexuality.22 Her fellow panellists were sex therapist Bettina Arndt, who was the editor of the sex education and lifestyle magazine Forum, Dr Clair Isbister, a paediatrician, and the Sydney gynaecologist and obstetrician Dr Derek Llewellyn-Jones, author of the bestselling guide to women’s health, Everywoman. Hite’s book reported on a survey of three thousand American women who were asked questions about their experience of sex—intercourse, orgasm, masturbation, expectations and disappointments. Rather than multiple choice, the questionnaire invited women to discuss their sexuality in their own words. It found that only around a third of the women who responded reached orgasm from the traditional thrusting of vaginal intercourse alone; the rest needed some stimulation of the clitoris, and many enjoyed masturbation. These findings showed, Hite claimed, that the culturally dominant understanding of the purpose of sex as reproduction and male orgasm needed re-evaluation.

Hite’s findings were hardly surprising to feminists; nor was the conclusion she drew from them. American radical feminist Anne Koedt had published a pamphlet in 1968 called ‘The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm’ that became an instant feminist classic.23 Freud’s theories about female sexuality, based on a distinction between vaginal and clitoral orgasms with the former signifying female sexual maturity, had shaped beliefs about ‘normal’ female sexuality for much of the twentieth century. Through research into both the anatomy and the sexual behaviour of women, first Kinsey and then Masters and Johnson disproved the distinction, producing new understandings of the responsive female body that put the clitoris at the centre of female sexual response. Koedt argued that Freud’s false distinction had supported an oppressive gender regime which denied many women sexual pleasure and made them feel that they were failures in the bedroom. For feminists the female orgasm—no longer dependent on the penis—came to signify women’s sexual self-determination.24

Feminists may have been unsurprised by Hite, but the myth of the vaginal orgasm was still widely believed. On the Monday Conference panel Ibister in particular was unsettled. She challenged Hite’s findings on the grounds that it would only have been sexually troubled women who replied; happily married women wouldn’t have bothered. Robert Moore, worried by the prospect of men being superfluous, thought that the sample was not sufficiently large or broad. Hite had sent out more than 70,000 questionnaires to women’s organisations, relying on them for distribution to members, so she had no way of knowing how many women actually received them. She had sent a batch to Bea, who took them to the Melbourne Women’s Centre and encouraged people to fill them in. There, said Bea, they just hung around, ‘with me nagging and saying we should cooperate, and then they just disappeared…I’m sure you only got one back and that was mine, because I just couldn’t sell them’.

Bea interviewed Hite for an article for Vogue Australia. The interview did not go well. Bea found it a bit like interviewing Tinkerbell, and Hite rang the managing director of Vogue Australia to complain about her.25 Hite was beautiful, wrote Bea, with ‘the complexion of a Mlle Cecile Brunner Rose, eyes as blue as crystals and a laugh like a wind chime’, but she was also tough and smart. Her looks in fact had contributed to her feminism. She became a feminist, she told Bea, when modelling for an Olivetti commercial. The campaign’s premise was that the machine was so smart that the typist did not have to be: she could just be cute. The National Organisation for Women campaigned against the ad and Hite joined in the protest.

Bea and Hite had a good deal in common. Both emphasised the need for men and women to understand each other’s bodies and to find new ways of enjoying sex. As Bea wrote, ‘Who could disagree with that?’ But like the Monday Conference panellists, Bea was critical of Hite’s methodology. Because of the very large non-response rate, she argued, those who did respond could not be taken as speaking for all other women: ‘Her message is undermined by poor statistics, poor physiology, poor anthropology, poor sexual history and the belief that men and women are sexually the same.’ Bea did not have the space to elaborate this last point—presumably she was referring to her own arguments about women’s whole-of-body sensuality, and was critical of Hite’s focus on genital response alone. Subsequently, Bea wrote to Shere to explain herself, telling her that she liked her, but not her book, and that women should be able to disagree and still like each other, as men can.
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In August 1978 Shell sent Shane to London for two years, and Bea and Stephen went with him. They found an apartment in Belsize Park near Hampstead Heath, and she was elated when Stephen was accepted as a scholar at Westminster School, with its long line of distinguished alumni, including Dryden, Christopher Wren and A. A. Milne. Stephen had topped the IQ test in its special entrance exam and was ranked eleventh out of sixty highly selected boys. While in London she planned to finish her book, Women, Sex and Pornography. She had been writing nearly a hundred thousand words a year in one form or another—reviews, articles, notes for the Council of Adult Education—and felt her ideas were just disappearing: ‘If you have a book people will refer to your ideas: they have a much longer life.’26

The book had been contracted to Outback Press under the title ‘Sex, Pornography and Erotica’, but as many authors have discovered, publishers come, go and re-form. By the time Bea’s book was ready for editing, Outback Press was all but over, sent broke by a legal stoush with Australia’s then-Test captain Graham Yallop and the Australian Cricket Board over a ghostwritten book. The four founding friends, Morry Schwartz and Fred Milgrom on the one hand, Colin Talbot and Mark Gillespie on the other, had parted ways after a few years, as a few years later had Milgrom and Schwartz. Milgrom and his wife Naomi had moved to London and established Melbourne House, which was now the book’s publisher.27

Bea wanted to write an aesthetic analysis of the differences between pornography and erotica, treating pornography as a problem in categorising genres. Not surprisingly, this was a little abstract for the publisher, who wanted a book on women and pornography. During the editing she was required to sharpen the book’s focus, as well as to take out some of the more personal stuff about her own androgynous responses—which she did, though not without complaining about it to her friends back in Melbourne. Sourcing illustrations for the book to demonstrate the differences between erotic art and pornography was another difficulty. Reputable photographers were not keen to have their work included in a book about pornography. And when the book was almost out in the world, she was anxious that Melbourne House might be about to go broke. It didn’t. The book was published in Britain at the end of 1980, and sold to Macmillan in the United States and Penguin in Australia.

The book was well received. It was reviewed in the New York Times along with a collection of essays by prominent feminists, including Brownmiller, Steinem and Adrienne Rich, titled Take Back the Night: Women on Pornography, which argued that increasingly violent pornography was leading to an increase in rape. Caroline See, herself the author of a book on pornography, Blue Money: Pornography and Pornographers (1973), judged the edited collection hostile to men. Bea’s book by contrast, she wrote, hasn’t a single mean word to say about them. Bea was gratified when See wrote to her that Women, Sex and Pornography was the most intelligent book she had ever read on pornography, including her own.28

In Australia it was reviewed in all the major dailies as well as Women’s Weekly and Cosmopolitan. Reviews were largely positive, especially when the reviewers were men, relieved to read a book by a feminist who didn’t hate them but instead tried to answer the question, ‘What do women want?’ In the Melbourne Herald, then a widely read afternoon newspaper, Paul Ormonde described Bea as ‘a bridge builder between the sexes’. She talked with broadcaster and ex-Church of Christ minister (and soon-to-be ABC presenter) Terry Lane across three mornings on the new community radio station 3RRR. Barry Hill wrote of this marathon interview: ‘I cannot think of another conversation on air where our sexual parts and their antics, our fantasies and our sexual realities, were so effortlessly aired.’29 The book was reprinted a number of times and by 1986 had been translated into Dutch, Italian, Hindi and Turkish. It was to be the pinnacle of Bea’s publishing success.

Writing before pornography had infected the internet, causing addiction in some users and becoming a major source of dubious sex education for many young people, Bea approached it from the perspective of civil liberties—as a legitimate, though rather dull, erotic aid which adults should be free to look at—and was sceptical that it encouraged aggression towards women. ‘My own reading of the evidence’, she wrote, ‘is that pornography does arouse aggressive as well as sexual feelings but that this is not translated into anti-social—particularly anti-women—behaviour except possibly in a tiny minority of cases.’30

There is no index entry for child pornography, even though by the end of the 1970s it was becoming an important public issue. Child pornography began appearing in the Australian market in the mid-1970s. Being neither equal, mutual nor consensual, it confounded liberal arguments about the freedoms of consenting adults to do what they like in private.31 Bea’s failure to confront child pornography is telling. Her approach to pornography was shaped by the libertarian celebration of human sexuality which, in accord with her own experience, saw sex as an essentially positive life force. For her, sexual pleasure was a gift, and because she wanted to see sexual activity in all its variations as healthy and life-affirming, she shied away from evidence of depravity.
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Women, Sex and Pornography was an offcut of her main project, which started out with the title The Female Primate—a direct reference to Greer’s best-selling Female Eunuch, but with a fully sexed subject. Bea wanted a feminism that embraced human sexuality, both male and female, in all its differences and variety. A few years into the writing, after she had hived off women and pornography, she changed the title to the rather obscure Apprenticeship in Liberty, because she thought the contemporary movement shared an anti-sex puritanism with the first wave of feminist activists that might end up sinking it. The contemporary sexual revolution had closed the gap between public preaching and private practice, between overt and covert mores, but she believed that campaigns for liberty needed to be grounded in the reality of men and women’s different experiences of their sexuality.

Apprenticeship in Liberty was not published until 1991, nearly two decades after she had signed the contract with Richard Walsh at Angus & Robertson. Both books draw on wide reading, in ethology, anthropology, sociology, psychology, Western and non-Western history and literature, feminism, religion, sexology, and the relevant medical sciences, especially endocrinology. But Women, Sex and Pornography is by far the better book. It is shorter and more readable—and was more timely. By 1991 debates had moved on, away from the passionate feminism of the 1970s with its debates about conditioning and sex roles, and its utopian lesbian separatism. The Hawke Labor government, pushed by Senator Susan Ryan, who was a founding member of the Canberra branch of WEL, had passed legislation in the 1980s on affirmative action, sexual discrimination and equal employment opportunity. Open, public discussion of sex was now the norm, further stimulated by health campaigns in response to the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Premarital sex was widely accepted and practised, with many young couples living together before they married; and the heat had gone out of the abortion debate. Homosexuality had been decriminalised and sexual tolerance had markedly increased, though AIDS had derailed the joys of carefree sex.32 The Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras was now a fixture in Sydney’s festival calendar, the parade of flamboyant, scantily clad marchers unimaginable twenty years before when Bea conceived the book. Science too had moved on from the early 1970s, which was the median date for the scientific literature in the book’s bibliography. Advances in understanding of the brain had blurred the distinction between heredity and environment and complicated the nature-nurture debate.33 There were no reprints and no translations. The book, Bea ruefully reflected, sank like a stone.




THE PERSONAL IS ALSO PSYCHOLOGICAL

‘THE PERSONAL IS POLITICAL’ is the best-known slogan of the 1970s liberation movements. It promised that political and social change could transform a person’s life, and it directed attention to the political dynamics of private life, and the role of personal issues in political practice.

For Bea the slogan was mainly about the transformative possibilities of social change for individuals. Reforming the law on abortion was tackling a very personal problem for many women, as were the reforms pursued by WEL to increase women’s financial independence. But she did not believe that improving women’s social and economic conditions would relieve all personal suffering, that there are no psychological problems, only political ones, or that psychology and psychiatry were invented to keep women in their place. Feminists, she believed, needed to be able to distinguish between miseries that were caused by being a woman and were amenable to structural change, and miseries caused by personal circumstances. Personal and social change were intertwined in her thinking. Personal change cannot always wait on social change, though if the personal takes too long nothing practical will ever be done. She told her friend Ruth Benjamin, ‘I’d have been a much better abortion campaigner if I’d been a happier person—but if I’d been a happier person I’d never have wanted to prevent unhappiness by the prevention of the birth of unwanted children.’

Bea was determined to be happy, to find an inner equilibrium that would free her from the debilitating self-doubt she had taken from her childhood and give her peace. Today, her motherless childhood and its many illnesses—her asthma, her deafness, her headbanging—might well be described in terms of trauma, but in the 1970s the word did not have the currency it has today. Nor had the brain and its chemical imbalances become seen as a major seat of human suffering.

Bea refused to outsource personal responsibility to external circumstances. This was the core injunction of the French existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre, who argued that the responsibility to choose is inescapable and that to evade it is an act of bad faith and a denial of the freedom that makes us human; that in every human situation there are choices. No matter how pressing the external circumstances, there are always alternatives, even if only the escape of suicide. The claim that one’s actions are the result of external circumstances is in fact a choice to evade responsibility for those very actions; that is, it is an act of bad faith, of the unfree.

Sartre was a high intellectual with public reach. He wrote novels and plays as well as philosophical treatises; and he and his partner and fellow philosopher, Simone de Beauvoir, were widely read in the 1950s and 1960s in progressive intellectual circles. Socrates had famously said that the unexamined life is not worth living. The concept of bad faith and the meaning of human freedom influenced the way intellectuals of Bea’s generation thought about how to live the examined life. When Sartre died in April 1980, Bea wrote to her friend Lindis Masterman that she felt a sense of personal loss. Existentialism was part of her generation’s philosophical landscape and its commitment to the ideal of human freedom.

Existentialism was the philosophy of the resisters and partisans in the Second World War. One was either a collaborator or not; one obeyed the authorities or not; one helped Jews escape the Nazis, or did not; and so on. In the aftermath of the war and the horrors of the Nazi death camps, such questions were all too real. What would I have done? It was the perennial philosophical question of free will and determinism in the real-world testing ground of war.

It was also an optimistic philosophy. People were not simply the determined outcomes of the past. They had the power to define themselves through their own actions and willpower, and to project their own futures. This was not the vacuous ‘You can be anything you want’ of contemporary advertising culture, but an invitation to hard-headed reflection on one’s choices and to moral honesty. For the young Bea, who wanted to believe that she could change her miserable unlovable self into a happy lovable person, it was a powerful message. To stay miserable became a choice: it meant accepting the role of the victim, and this she would not do. Nor would she tolerate it in her close friends. Her letters are full of advice to them about the choices they face. ‘I can’t bear to be near people who are living in bad faith,’ she wrote to one.

But freeing herself from her childhood was not easy. Bea took a psychology sub-major at university but the course, with its focus on stats and rats, was notoriously disappointing for young people seeking answers to what makes themselves and others tick. Nor did student counselling help. Established in the 1950s, its focus was on study skills, so although Bea went in wanting to say, ‘I’m so unhappy I want to commit suicide, please help me’, she came out with a study timetable to help her get her essays in on time.1 After her father died, she had money ‘to pay my various psychiatrists as I tried to untangle the knots I had been tied in since my childhood’.2

Becoming happier was not Bea’s only psychological challenge. She also wanted to become more productive and successful. She knew she was gifted but also that she was failing to fulfil her potential. She dated a change in the way she thought about her psychological suffering from the mid-1960s, around the time she had Stephen and left Adam Murtonen. With the responsibility of a child, although she still had suicidal thoughts, she knew she would not act on them. Stephen anchored her to life. An early insight was into the motivation for her compulsive helping: she was trying to improve the lives of others to prove to herself that there was hope for her too. She tried to free herself of the ‘holey buckets’, as she called the emotionally demanding friends into whose ears she poured advice that wasn’t taken. But she never did entirely give up her compulsion to advise others, nor her annoyance when they didn’t listen. Repeated failures to heed her could spell the end of a friendship.

Bea became a therapy shopper. Her difficulties in finding a therapist who could help her were not surprising. She was exceptionally intelligent and analytical, and would have been a challenge for most therapists and counsellors. By 1978 she had seen fourteen therapists in eighteen years, only two of whom she found helpful: the primal scream therapist in Perth, and, in the 1970s, Melbourne-based counsellor Ken Mellor, who practised the relatively new therapy of transactional analysis.

More helpful, she found, were books. In western societies after the Second World War, psychological self-help books were spreading new ways of thinking about the self, with diagnoses of the reasons for psychological suffering and dysfunction, and advice on how to remedy them.3 Bea had read some Freud when passing from school to university, but later developed a strong antipathy to him. His theory of the unconscious was too deterministic for her and she rejected much of his thinking about sex and women. Nothing in his writing spoke to her.4 In the late 1960s she read Eric Fromm’s The Fear of Freedom and The Art of Loving. As a psychoanalyst, Fromm was less interested in sex and its repression than in human freedom and each person’s potential for growth and self-fulfilment. His books gave Bea hope that she could find happiness, but she didn’t find them of much practical help. She also read Karen Horney who focused on feminine psychology and rejected penis envy. Like Fromm, Horney was a pioneer in the psychology of the self and an advocate of self-analysis.

The big breakthrough for Bea was when she read Eric Berne, the American psychiatrist who invented transactional analysis. Eric Berne’s books changed her life. He was, she judged, the most important thinker for her since Kinsey. One of the great things about him, she told her friend Lindis Masterman, was that he assumed people were responsible human beings and must be treated as such by psychiatrists, though she did think that he underplayed physiology’s role in mental life.

Transactional analysis was based on Freud’s theories of the importance of childhood, but was less interested in childhood sexuality than in the scripts children learn from their parents, and which shape the relationships of their adult life. Instead of probing his patients’ unconscious, Berne analysed their social interactions. He posited three ego states that struggle for dominance, Child, Parent and Adult, and the transactions among them: Child to Parent, Parent to Child, Child to Adult, Parent to Adult and so on. These can be played out inside the person or in their relations with others. The mature goal is the reciprocal equality of Adult to Adult. Berne also developed the idea of life scripts. Laid down in childhood, largely by one’s parents but also by external circumstances, these are unconscious patterns of expectation about one’s destiny, shaping the choices one makes and creating barriers to changing self-destructive behaviour.

During the 1960s Berne wrote books explaining his theories. Initially these were directed towards psychiatrists, psychologists and psychotherapists, but when his 1964 book, Games People Play, became a bestseller his ideas entered popular knowledge. Ken Mellor read it in 1969 when he was a young social worker, and it inspired him to become a therapist practising transactional analysis.5 The book that most influenced Bea was What Do You Say After You Say Hello: The Psychology of Human Destiny, which was published posthumously in 1972, after Berne’s death from a heart attack. Free of jargon, it is colloquial and chatty, the main ideas easy to grasp and illustrated with sharply observed case histories of people trapped in self-defeating scripts. In the many letters Bea wrote to her friends advising them on how to manage their lives, or analysing the dynamics of their friendship with her, this was the book she recommended most often.

Bea concluded that her relations with men had mostly been either her Child to their Parent, or her Parent to their Child. Rarely were they Adult to Adult, and in neither of her marriages. Clive was the domineering Parent in the first. In the second she was the kindly Parent, coaxing Shane, so she believed, into sexual and emotional maturity, though she was often exasperated and disappointed in his progress. Mostly, though, she used Berne to free herself from her internal miserable Child, whom she loaded up with emotions and self-destructive behaviours. There was a lethal Child who laughed at people like professors (with consequences for her job prospects), a needy Child searching for a loving accepting Parent, and a victim Child who had no choice but to suffer under the arbitrary and cruel authority of the Parent. There was also the Parent she played in her compulsive attempts to rescue people.

In both sex and friendship, her goal was the reciprocal relationship of Adult to Adult. This she rarely reached. But she did come to identify her competent self with her Adult, and it gave her a new and more constructive way of thinking about the divided self portrayed in the poem anthologised in Mother I’m Rooted. Her competence was no longer a hard, protective outer shell but the result of her Adult’s hard work and engagement with the world, an achievement to be proud of.

Bea’s main script, bequeathed by her father and stepmother, was Drop Dead: ‘My father wanted me dead because my mother had died giving birth to me; my stepmother wanted me dead so that she could get my father’s property for her children’. Her grandmother’s care for her in the first two or so years of her life had given her a counter-script, she believed, which permitted her to live happily and to succeed. The combination, she thought, made her try hard but doubt her own right to happiness; too often it led her to undermine herself with depleting self-criticism. I think too that, at a deeper level, the Drop Dead script carried the inescapable knowledge that her birth had killed her mother and that, had she been aborted, her mother would have lived. She told Ruth Benjamin that she could contemplate her mother having aborted her. But such contemplation left her with nowhere to go but into the oblivion of never having existed.

 Bea’s mother’s death did more than consign her to an emotionally incompetent father and a vulgar stepmother. It deprived her of the primal attachment that lays down the deepest level of self-acceptance and at-homeness in the world. The mother is the child’s first world, and without her the child will struggle to trust. Here I am going beyond Bea’s own self-understandings to speculate on the basis of patterns revealed in her letters to close friends. Time and again she would break off with her friends, sending them letters explaining how they had let her down and why she had to end the friendship to protect herself. Those demanding ‘holey buckets’ who ignored her suggested solutions were the prime candidates, but friends inattentive to her own problems could also fall foul, as could those whom she felt had repeatedly misinterpreted her. Despite her carapace of confidence, Bea was easily hurt and her response was often to break the attachment and withdraw from the friendship.

Bea supplemented Berne with other transactional analysis self-help books: Born to Win by Dorothy Jongeward and Muriel James (1971), Women as Winners: Transactional Analysis for Personal Growth, by Jongeward and Dru Scott (1976) and Transactional Analysis for Moms and Dads: What do you do with them now that you’ve got them by Muriel James (1974). Women as Winners included exercises and questions to help readers apply the concepts to their own lives, and Bea’s papers contain a long set of notes written in June and July 1977 in response to them. There is much about her father and Ann, their relationship with each other, with money and with her. Alongside the testimony to her pain, it is rich in remembered incidents and sayings that give glimpses of pre-war working-class attitudes to children.

I find it telling that she never thinks to apply the insights of transactional analysis to her father and his relationship with his own very flawed parents, or to think about his childhood experience. Perhaps she is blocked by her idealisations of Tom and Emma—the rebel Irish policeman and the feisty feminist. Perhaps she can’t imagine Fred as a needy, intelligent child like herself. The explanation she returns to repeatedly for his emotional distance is that he blames her for her mother’s death. It’s as if she can’t think beyond the trauma that shaped her own life.

But Bea is also focused on the present, on analysing the dynamics of her marriage to Shane and her relationship to Stephen, which she was finding difficult as he approached adolescence. She tried hard not to repeat with him the pattern of her father’s perennial disappointment with her. But she often was disappointed, by his slovenliness or his sloppy English, and she was sometimes cold. She did love him and tried to praise him, but she worried that this would not be enough to protect him from her negativity and give him the permission to win that she was still struggling to achieve for herself.
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Towards the end of 1978 Patricia Grimshaw and Lynne Strahan invited Bea to contribute to a book of essays by prominent, high-achieving women graduates and staff of Melbourne University, reflecting on their formative experiences and the reasons for their success. Bea was living in London when she received the invitation. Grimshaw and Strahan were both graduates in their early forties whose careers had been interrupted by children. With ‘promising pasts and uncertain futures’, they were resuming their careers as second-wave feminism slowly spread through the institutions.

The book was conceived as a contribution to women’s history. Women’s studies was gaining a toehold in the academy and two years earlier Grimshaw had been appointed to a three-year lectureship in women’s history, the first at the university. Many of the invited women were the well-educated daughters of Melbourne’s established middle class. They varied in age, profession and cultural and intellectual interests, and Bea was one of the youngest. Despite their education, these women still had to negotiate the social expectation that a woman’s life would centre on her marriage and children, as well as the lack of opportunities in the male-dominated professions. Grimshaw observed in her introduction that most steered their career by chance and personal circumstances, rather than by an early decision to pursue an ambition. There is no young Robert Menzies telling his mother that one day he will be the Chief Justice of Victoria, or Bob Hawke’s mother telling him that he will be Prime Minister.

Bea was flattered by the invitation. The line-up was distinguished, including many academics such as she herself had once hoped to be. It was evidence that, despite her marginal employment and often debilitating self-doubt, others saw her as a success. But writing the essay was extremely painful. What should have taken her two days took four weeks, as she struggled with how to write about her mother’s death and her unhappy childhood without seeming self-pitying or being too confronting to family members still alive, as well as how to give some explanation of her achievements. She did, however, demand a clear, business-like contract. She was a freelance writer, without the secure income of an academic position, and she wanted to be paid Australian Society of Authors anthology rates for her contribution, or at least close to them, with payments for reprints and clarity over copyright ownership. At one point she withdrew her contribution, complaining that unbusinesslike academics with scab attitudes who wrote for virtually nothing were undermining the capacity of authors to negotiate with publishers. After a great deal of correspondence, it was eventually sorted out to her satisfaction.6

The title of her chapter was ‘Eggshell Psyche’, an image of fragility that belied Bea’s public reputation as a courageous activist. The phrase appears in her 1977 notes on Women as Winners, as the title for a proposed manuscript on the story of her life, along with ‘Not Waving, Drowning’. She grounded the public activist, as she always did, in her Irish heritage, a clichéd romantic identification common on the Australian left. More plausible was the role played by Mac. Rob in giving this highly intelligent young woman the confidence and the networks to agitate for change. The editors had briefed contributors with a long list of topics they might cover, which included early formative influences of religious structures and education, family background and relationships, the impact of marriage and child-rearing, and feminine stereotypes and sexuality. This last gave Bea permission to write about sex—her orgasms at three, her sexual curiosity and early sexual experiences, her experiences of contraception, abortion, pregnancy and childbirth. None of the other contributors wrote about sex as frankly as she did, and most not at all. She felt she was the only one who stuck to the brief. Others mainly reminiscenced, too timid or too old to come clean about sex.

Grimshaw and Strahan had difficulty finding a publisher for the book. Melbourne University Press was the obvious choice, since most of the contributors were graduates of Melbourne University. The director, Peter Ryan, showed initial interest, but after receiving some sample chapters, including Bea’s, he rejected it. The official story that Grimshaw and Strahan gave to contributors was that Ryan thought the market too limited, but Pat Grimshaw told me it was also ‘on the grounds of Beatrice’s writing’. One of the readers’ reports commented on her chapter that it would be improved by ‘the omission of expressions which, although today are no longer regarded as obscene are, to say the least, ugly’.7 The reader’s report is anonymous but it is undoubtedly a man who thought the book risked becoming little more than a series of childhood reminiscences with limited appeal. He clearly did not find it engaging. Pat and Lynne appealed to the all-male board. Politely sympathetic, they nonetheless could find no room for the title in the upcoming list. The book had hit a wall of men.

The book was never likely to appeal to Ryan. He was from another era, a war hero who came of age collecting intelligence on the Japanese in Papua New Guinea and lived in a clubby man’s world of raconteurs and red wine. And the board was never likely to demur from his judgment. But Susan Haynes at Macmillan and Hilary McPhee for Sisters also rejected it because the contributors were limited to Melbourne; and Sue Ebury at Nelson rejected it because the contributors were not representative of Australian women. The editors persisted, and the book was finally signed by a new Sydney independent publisher called Hale & Iremonger, where Sylvia Hale was sympathetic. Appetite for women’s stories was growing. When The Half-Open Door was finally published at the end of 1982 it quickly sold out, and was reprinted twice.
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While she was living in London, Bea decided to write a book, or at least a feature article, about Britain’s queen of romance fiction, Barbara Cartland. One of the twentieth century’s bestselling authors, she had a public image of impeccable decorum and the skill to outwit demeaning interviewers. The women’s movement had produced many theories about women’s oppression, but what explained those remarkable women, Bea wondered, who do succeed. How did some women become winners?


Barbara Cartland dresses like a feminine woman and behaves like a lady, but she transgresses because she has broken out of the strictly feminine role. She is too intelligent. She takes up too much space, she is too assertive. Despite the cosmetics, the coiffure, and the courtier gowns, she is too masculine. And she talks too much.8



As well, Cartland’s popularity had soared during the 1970s, at the same time as feminism was producing its critiques of marriage, domesticity and sexual violence. Could this paradox be explained?

In Women, Sex and Pornography Bea argued that romance fiction, which was read by millions, was an erotic stimulus for women in the same way that dirty pictures were for men. In films and in popular romance, women responded to the slow development of emotional rapport between the protagonists, and had little interest in sex for its own sake. ‘In fact women can do without explicit sex scenes altogether. The great romantic favourites had nary a penis between them, yet they encouraged women to identify with the heroines.’9

Bea read dozens of Cartland’s novels as part of her research and, despite her education in high literature, she found them entertaining. So, on a cold January day in 1980 when she was living in London, she hopped on the train and went to visit Cartland in her stately country home, Camfield Place, near Hatfield in Hertfordshire. Because it was the chauffeur’s day off, Bea was not met at the station by Cartland’s signature white Rolls Royce but by a taxi, which drove her the short distance from the station, through the big iron gates painted in Cartland’s favourite Nile Blue and up the rhododendron-lined drive winding through the garden designed by Capability Brown. The house was an Italianate mansion built in 1867 by Edmund Potter, the grandfather of Beatrix. Beatrix loved Camfield Place, which was where she wrote The Tale of Peter Rabbit. Cartland had lived there since 1950, redesigning the interior and filling it with paintings and objets d’art to maintain ‘the standard of opulence and ritual that had been eroding since the Great War’.10 The interview took place in the drawing room, and everywhere Bea looked there were precious things, interspersed with arrangements of flowers. When her eyes wandered, to a gilded cherub or an array of paperweights on a sideboard, her hostess reprimanded her. ‘You’re not listening. I can’t bear people who don’t listen.’ She also reprimanded her for wearing boots. Bea had dressed in a respectable and feminine way, but boots, she was told, were only for riding.

The room was the proper setting for the Star, Barbara herself, who was immaculately groomed in a pink suit and pink blouse with a soft pink bow, a gold bracelet set with sapphires, several rings, bouffant hair and heavy make-up, including ‘the longest, thickest, blackest, curliest false eye-lashes I have ever seen’. On her lap was her Pekinese Twi-Twi, an accessory as well as a pet, whose white fluffiness almost matched Cartland’s hair.

Bea was well prepared. When she had rung to request an interview, Cartland herself had answered the telephone, ‘Have you read my biographies?’ she asked. ‘It saves so much time.’ Of course she had. Bea, thinking that Cartland would be pleased by her intimate knowledge of her work, framed the questions around selected quotations to probe changes in Cartland’s opinions about politics and sex during her long life. Bea was especially interested in how her currently expressed conservative views sat with her earlier left-wing sympathies. It didn’t work. Cartland was not going to talk about politics. She had been dealing with interviewers for more than sixty years, and dodged Bea’s questions with polite but irrelevant and rambling answers. Bea judged that her more probing questions had disconcerted Cartland. Perhaps. Or perhaps Cartland was wary of an unknown Australian who presumed that she was the chosen one for whom Cartland would depart from her public persona.

When she was leaving, after a sumptuous afternoon tea and a quick sherry to fortify her against the cold of the dark English winter afternoon, Barbara gave Bea two mementoes: her latest book, Women Have Hearts, inscribed with a Cartland pink felt pen, and a gilded oak leaf mounted as a brooch. The leaf was from an ancient oak tree in the grounds of Camfield Place under which, so the story goes, the young Princess Elizabeth was sitting when she received the news that her sister Mary Tudor had died and that she was now Queen. Bea ‘had hoped to see the real Barbara Cartland, but she turned out to be as elusive as a chiffon scarf glimpsed whisking through a distant doorway’.11 She later gave the brooch to a friend for proofreading Women, Sex and Pornography.12

Bea did publish a feature article on her encounter, in the Age, and she worked up a manuscript for Penguin.13 But it was never completed. The editor at Penguin, Jackie Yowell, told me that it was not clear who would buy the book. The millions of women who read Barbara Cartland were not interested in feminist theorising, and feminists were not interested in Barbara Cartland.

Reading the manuscript, it seems to me that Bea’s unstable authorial voice was as problematic as the potential market. With her self-confessed love of beautiful things and people, she was beguiled by Cartland’s glamour and success, yet she subjected her speech and self-presentation to feminist analysis, backed by linguistic theories about women’s language. Did she want to learn to imitate her, or was she condescending from her own commitment to direct masculine-style speech? The interest in the erotic attractions of Cartland’s writing had disappeared, and Bea developed no convincing account of the reasons for Cartland’s success—except that she was determined, which is not very revealing. Most success depends on determination, though, as Bea knew too well, not all determination brings success.




BENZO JUNKIE

BY THE END of the 1960s, Bea’s pain was not just psychological, it was also physical. Her chronic asthma had been joined by chronic arthritis in her spine. Her scoliosis had developed into kyphoscoliosis and she had osteoarthritis from the cervical to the lumber vertebrae. As with her psychological pain, she tried an eclectic range of remedies, including transcendental meditation and yoga, in a rigid regimen at the start of the working day: forty minutes of yoga, thirty of TM, sundry pills and a compressed-air pump to vaporise her asthma medications.1 When she was in London, she became a fan of Devil’s Claw, a herbal remedy thought to have anti-inflammatory properties that would reduce the pain from the arthritis in her spine. As well as easing her pain, yoga and TM evened out her moods, reducing her manic phases of ecstatic happiness. Is losing the lows worth the loss of the highs, she wondered to Brian Elkner. She was more productive, though, and as her talent was for hard work rather than inspiration, this was a plus. She was never interested in recreational drugs and did not attempt to self-medicate with marijuana. The few times she had shared a joint or tried hashish it was only to be companionable. Cannabis had little effect on her beyond a slight loss of vision and an irksome sense of time passing too slowly.2

In 1977 as a bronchodilator for her asthma, Bea was prescribed a drug called theophylline. It helped the asthma, but soon after she started taking it she developed a cyclic mood disorder that she called the Horrors, waking up every second day or so with a sense of impending doom so intense that she was emotionally paralysed and again subject to suicidal thoughts. Kafka had been there; he called it ‘the fear’. So had Virginia Woolf, who called it ‘the wave’, tossing her up in the early hours of the morning and making her wish she was dead. Bea had had intermittent episodes before, but this was prolonged, and her normal routine of yoga and TM couldn’t shake it.3 She learned to function through the Horror days, which alternated with good days when she felt fine. It was a struggle, but she did not stop taking theophylline, as asthma could be fatal.

Mood disorder is not one of theophylline’s usual litany of side effects. Bea thought it might have precipitated an hereditary predisposition. In 1978 she read Moodswing by Ronald Fieve, who pioneered the use of the drug lithium to treat what became known as bipolar disorder. Moodswing gave her new ways to think about her mental suffering. Having worked hard on her self-analysis for at least a decade, she began to wonder if her recurring depression was endogenous. She reviewed the psychiatric history of the Fennessys, with their alcoholism, depression and neurosis. She remembered that when she was twenty-three, after her father’s death, when she was flush with money and sexual confidence and had every reason to be happy, she would find herself in the afternoon of a sunny day bursting into tears for no reason. She might engage her Adult to ward off depression, but if she were biochemically vulnerable, the willpower exerted to be an Adult would never be enough. She concluded that she was making life unnecessarily hard for herself by not taking antidepressants. She was prescribed Stemetil, amitriptyline and valium. She stopped the valium when she learned it was addictive, and found the other two did not dispel the Horrors.

Perhaps lithium would. A psychiatrist she consulted in London agreed that she was a suitable subject, but would not put her on it as she was a temporary resident, so after she returned to Australia early in 1982, she visited a psychiatrist to seek lithium. Instead he prescribed valium. When this didn’t work he prescribed .625 mg of Ativan a day. During 1983 he prescribed three increases, bringing her daily dose to 3.125 mg. Her first experience was so blissful that she expected nothing but good from the drug, though after the higher dose made her dopey she took it back to 2.5 mg. Ativan is the brand name for lorazepam, one of the benzodiazepine family of tranquilisers, and is primarily an anxiety medication.

By the end of 1983 she was really struggling. Suicidal thoughts returned. She had had them on and off since she was twenty-three, but, as she wrote to the poet Kathy Gallagher, at twenty-three you can believe things will get better. She was now forty-four, and if things were going to get better, they should have by now. So she took off her clothes and put a new blade in her razor. But she didn’t cut her throat. Instead she settled into bed with the cats and the impulse passed.

Adding to her distress was that at the end of 1983 Stephen dropped out of university, went on the dole and moved into a share house. He was clever, and she had hoped he would become a successful academic like his father, so it was a huge blow. It was the end of her projection onto him of her own thwarted academic ambitions, as well as bringing up realistic worries about his future. The dole was more readily available in 1983 than it was to become a few years later. There were no work tests, and the unemployed could specify their fields of employment—so an unemployed dancer was not expected to take a job as a waitress. For a few years the dole became an unofficial support program for unemployed artists and an accepted way of life for many young people.4

She started to cut off her friends, especially anyone she considered a holey bucket. ‘It’s as if I’m radioactive. When people get too close they either become bullies or bores. I’m tired of working on relationships.’ She wrote angry and dismissive letters to friends, though she didn’t always send them. Never confident that she would be understood, though craving support, she felt more intellectually isolated than ever, with almost no one sharing her knowledge and beliefs about biology and sexual difference. Her self-discipline didn’t wane, however, and she learned to detach her intellect from her pain and continue to work, though more slowly.

Over the next five years she experienced shifting and increasingly distressing symptoms. Her periods became heavy and prolonged. Her performance-oriented libido became diffuse and dreamy, shifting from real people to fantasies. She began an erotic novel to be called A Sensitive Man, both the male and female protagonists androgynous and bisexual. The few people to whom she showed drafts were not encouraging.

Eventually her libido disappeared entirely. She experienced severe pelvic pain, then a series of little neurological symptoms—a tic in her right eye, tripping and falling over, blurred and fuzzy vision, and creeping sensations across her skin. Intermittently her breathing was suppressed, which triggered severe lung infections. She lost her sense of taste and smell, and after a few years her sweat began to stink. People started avoiding her and kind friends advised her to use perfume and drink lots of water. At Christmas 1986 most of her presents were soap, but the smell couldn’t be washed off.

The stink was actually a symptom of advanced addiction, but she had not recognised the previous symptoms as having anything to do with Ativan. She had blithely accepted alternative explanations, which were readily available given the multiple problems with her health. The pain was her arthritis, the breathing problems her asthma, the neurological symptoms caused by a series of TIAs (transient ischaemic attacks). She went to doctor after doctor seeking treatment for her various symptoms and had herself tested for diabetes, AIDS, syphilis and liver disease. Perhaps she had Alzheimer’s, or a brain tumour? For at least two years she knew that something was dreadfully wrong with her and was obsessively determined to find out what it was. Doctors told her that she was malingering, hysterical, menopausal. That she had become addicted to Ativan never occurred to her.

As her symptoms became more distressing, her marriage, her social life and her work routines unravelled. Apart from the mood swings, she had returned from London buoyant. Women, Sex and Pornography was out and doing well. She had slipped back into her public roles, and her marriage was chugging along. Shane, who was involved in Shell’s negotiations with the Japanese over the development of liquified natural gas at the North West Shelf, took regular trips to Japan. This gave them both space and, although she still had to finish Apprenticeship in Liberty, her head was full of plans for more books: the one on Barbara Cartland; an historical sexual study based on a man in Steven Marcus’s The Other Victorians who had sex with hundreds of women and wrote it all down; a study of a multiply disabled child she knew; a comparison of Freud and Havelock Ellis; a biography of her own life; a book on men’s liberation; a pornographic or erotic novel from a bisexual viewpoint; a book on transvestism; a collection of ten short biographies of women, using Berne’s transactional analysis of life scripts to analyse their failures and successes. Too many for one lifetime, but not even one eventuated. What should have been the moment her life turned round and up became the start of a slide down into lassitude and despair.

In 1985 Bea had an acute experience of illness, missed one of her pills and began to hallucinate. Shane thought she was going mad and had her admitted to Royal Park Psychiatric Hospital. I only have access to her side of these years, but she must have been very difficult to live with. By early 1986 Bea was finding their marriage intolerable, as no doubt was Shane, who was often angry with her. They decided to divorce after a year’s separation under the one roof, during which time they barely spoke. The Drummond Street house was sold in June 1987 and the divorce came through at the end of the year. She and Shane went through a meticulous division of their assets, and after some short-term stays with friends, she moved into one of the houses her father had left her in Glen Huntly Road.

With the end of her marriage, Bea had to find better-paying and more secure employment than freelance writing. Newspaper work was drying up, and she had not become a bestselling author. Her finances had been helped by a bequest of a thousand pounds from her great-aunt Kathleen Fennessy who had run a pub in Parnell Square in Dublin, and by bequests from her second cousins Freda and Blanche. And she had some rental income. Still, she needed a job, and started applying.

She worried that her notoriety would harm her prospects, as it had when she was last on the job market at the end of the 1960s. In 1981 she had been interviewed for a position on the Film Censorship Board. Despite an interview and references from the distinguished judge Elizabeth Evatt and Liberal MP Ian Macphee, who described her as ‘a refreshingly brilliant person with broad perspectives and great humanity’, she was unsuccessful. Perhaps she was judged to be too far from community standards. In mid-1988 she got a six-month job preparing educational material for TOCCA, the Technical and Further Education Co-ordinating Authority housed at RMIT, with the promise of further work in 1989. She was relieved to have found not just a safe haven where she could be her own boss, but an opportunity to learn word processing. She had had a typewriter since high school, and had recently bought an electric one, but she knew writing was starting to move from paper onto the screen. It was the way of the future, and she was keen to learn.

In March 1988 she halved her dose of Ativan. Her marriage was over, the Drummond Street house sold and she had joined the nine-to-five workforce; so she had no reason to be on happy pills, and anyway they were expensive. Her neurological symptoms worsened, her hallucinations increased, she was beset with prolonged high-pitched ringing in her ears and became hypersensitive to light, sound and touch. At last the penny dropped. She had become addicted to Ativan and was suffering from withdrawal.

Bea was shocked to discover that she was an addict. ‘What defeat could be more humiliating for a fiercely independent woman than to succumb to doctor-induced addiction?’ She had voluntarily taken ‘a banal tranquiliser in the prescribed dose at the prescribed intervals under the supervision of a banal doctor’.5 It was puzzling. She had taken librium and valium before and had had no difficulty getting off them. She was disciplined and hardworking and did not have an addictive personality. How could this have happened to her? But it is not personalities that are addictive, she concluded, it is drugs.

She rang the Alcohol and Drug Problems Direct Line and was put in touch with a support group called TRANX, which had been established in Victoria two years previously for people who had become dependent on benzodiazepines. (It is now called Reconnexion).6 Here she found other people working to get off the drug, and was able to compare symptoms and experiences. Soon after her first support-group meeting, when she was having difficulty quartering the tablets she had been on for five years, she gave up in rage and disgust and threw the lot down the loo. ‘I had been on the pills daily for five years and came off in three and a half months.’7

At the end of it all, after she had come out the other side, she summed it up.


I could say that my life went askew like a linen tablecloth carelessly dried on a clothesline. I could say that sinking into intoxication and struggling through detoxification was like playing my life always on the wrong side of the scrim. I could say that for five years I lived behind ambulance glass. In Boris Vian’s play The Empire Builders, there is a curious character, wrapped like a mummy, called the Schmerz—‘pain’. His sole function is agonising. I could say that I became a schmerz—pained in body and mind because of the drug that assaults that nexus of body and mind, the brain.8



Again Bea’s body had alerted her to a social problem that demanded a political solution. ‘I wanted to recover and get on with my life but I knew I was morally obliged to write something on this miserable and embarrassing episode for the sake of others still addicted and those who might be saved by making the scandal of tranquiliser addiction even more public than it already is.’9 Bea drew on her diaries to write a detailed literary account of her experience for a collection called

The Healthsharing Reader: Women Speak About Health. Germaine Greer wrote the introduction, in which she welcomed women taking responsibility for their own health and freeing themselves from the self-blame which is ‘the most insidious result of female conditioning’.10

Bea was a panel member on an episode of The Peter Couchman Show on benzodiazepine addiction; and she made a long and rather bizarre submission to the 1990 Inquiry of the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Community Affairs into Prescription and Supply of Drugs. In three parts, it was composed of the case history she wrote for the Healthsharing Reader, a very long list-like discussion of her symptoms and drug treatments during both the addiction and withdrawal, and a series of recommendations about limitations to the prescription of the benzodiazepine family of drugs for psychiatric purposes and the education of doctors as to their addictive properties. She also recommended making psychologists’ fees refundable by Medicare, as they are better at teaching non-drug alternatives for the control of anxiety than doctors. It is hard to imagine busy parliamentarians absorbing the detail of her experience or making sense of her life as a linen tablecloth carelessly dried on the clothesline, but clearly the testimony mattered to her: putting her private pain on the public record and addressing authority as if it were rational and listening.

It also mattered to get some recompense for her suffering. She wanted to sue the doctor who had originally prescribed Ativan, and the two doctors who had failed to recognise that hallucination caused by a missed pill was in fact withdrawal from advanced addiction. Again she was placing her faith in institutional recognition and restitution. TRANX was a member of the Collective of Self Help Groups which referred her to the Fitzroy Legal Service. Jon Faine, yet to become an ABC broadcaster, was working there as a lawyer. He took her history and referred her to Ian Dunn, a partner at Wisewoulds with experience in medical negligence claims, who advised her that with her history of multiple illnesses, she had little chance of success.

In 1993 she published Benzo Junkie with Viking, an imprint of Penguin. Unlike her earlier two books, she wrote this one fast, in around six months. She hoped the book would do two things: empower other people against getting caught up in addiction; and embarrass the doctors.


I really want to get up their noses. If you’re polite and well-mannered, people don’t listen. It’s only when you’re willing to have a fight that a few things are settled. I was an addict for five years and suffered withdrawal for five years. I felt I had a moral obligation to do something because of what I had gone through.11



The second half of the book drew substantially on already-published accounts of her experience. The first was much broader: an attack on the pharmaceutical industry and the medical-industrial complex, which marketed drugs to busy doctors who then prescribed them to trusting patients, and misdiagnosed their side effects as malingering or hysteria, especially if they were women. Apart from the benzodiazepines, she discussed a number of rogue drugs and medical treatments, with a slant towards those which affected women: such as thalidomide which, prescribed for pregnant women suffering from morning sickness, caused their children to be born with severely deformed limbs; and the Dalkon Shield, an unreliable intrauterine contraceptive device that caused infections and birth defects. As in her campaign for abortion law reform, Bea had an ambivalent attitude to doctors, extending her hostility to entrepreneurial abortionists across much of the profession. While individual doctors could be compassionate, thoughtful and committed to healing, she thought that ‘the medical profession as a whole suffered from a sort of moral cretinism’, guided by superstition and self-interest rather than science. It is a harsh judgment, especially from someone whose poor health made her so dependent on doctors, but it is informed by her conviction that, in the end, one has to take responsibility for oneself, researching treatments, monitoring symptoms and considering alternatives. One must never be a victim.

Last year, just as I was finishing the manuscript of this book, I came across an article in the Age about a young woman who, like Bea, had become inadvertently addicted to Ativan when it was prescribed to reduce her anxiety and help with sleeplessness and mood swings. She was never alerted to the risks of dependency, and when she tried to reduce her dose she became extremely ill, as Bea had. Her doctors were no help and she eventually found Reconnexion, still Australia’s only specialist treatment centre for benzodiazepine addiction. The 2024 Victorian Budget was reducing its funding.12




THE EROTIC EYE

THE SOUTH CAULFIELD house Bea grew up in was drab and cold, painted grey and dun, olive green and rusty black, the standard colours of calcimine paint. Her frugal father eschewed the postwar explosion of colour possibilities that produced the feature walls and multicoloured kitchens of the 1950s. Once or twice a year she was taken to visit her mother’s family, whose house was full of lovely things she was drilled not to covet. ‘So I developed a real hunger for beauty.’ Bea had no formal training in fine arts, as it was known when she was at Melbourne University, yet she developed a discerning eye, and a capacity for visual pleasure. Beautiful objects could take her out of herself with a tinge of sexual excitement in her nipples and pelvis.

In late 1972 thirty-two-year-old commercial photographer Rennie Ellis, assisted by Robert Ashton, opened Brummels Gallery in Toorak Road, South Yarra, above a coffee lounge of the same name. Ellis wanted a permanent exhibition space for ‘non-applied, personal pure photography’ that was neither commercially motivated nor commissioned, such as existed in London, New York, San Francisco, Tokyo and Amsterdam.1 Brummels was Australia’s first dedicated photographic gallery, in what had been the residence above a shop, a repurposed domestic space of three rooms with black walls and seagrass matting on the floor where the photography fraternity could socialise and sell their work. Wine and talk flowed freely on opening nights, and continued over dinner at nearby eateries. According to commercial photographer Rob Imhoff, who was there at the beginning, ‘What Rennie saw was not only a gallery but a space of freedom,’ both in talk and in the work.2

Its first exhibition, ‘Two Views of Erotica—Carol Jerrems & Henry Talbot’, brought together the work of sixty-year-old Dunera Boy and fashion photographer Henry Talbot and twenty-three-year-old Carol Jerrems, who also modelled for Talbot. Bea reviewed the show for Nation Review, contrasting Talbot’s more traditionally erotic portraits of an elegant stripper and nudes in latex masks with Jerrems’ intensely personal images: ‘When nebulous emotions drift between nostalgia for an unknown future and a past not yet seen as lost, all the world’s erotic.’3 In the early 1970s numbered editions of photographs were becoming collectable. Some months after Ellis launched Brummels, the Photographers’ Gallery and Workshop opened round the corner in Punt Road in an old two-storey greengrocer’s shop. It had an explicit focus on the craft and technical qualities of the fine print, showing international as well as local photographers, running workshops and seminars, and promoting high quality photographic prints to collectors and institutions. Three years later Joyce Evans opened the Church Street Gallery in Richmond which held historic and contemporary exhibitions, and had a bookshop.

 These three galleries were claiming a place for photography in the Australian art world. Australia had strong traditions of photojournalism, fashion, industrial and architectural photography, with gifted practitioners such as David Moore, Max Dupain, Olive Cotton and Athol Smith, but photographs were mostly seen as illustrative material to support texts, document social history or sell goods. They had negligible presence in art galleries. But things were changing. In 1967 Eric Westbrook, then director of Victoria’s National Gallery, had been persuaded by a group of photographers, including Athol Smith, Les Gray and Dacre Stubbs, to found a department of photography and the gallery had begun to collect photographs, as had the National Gallery of Australia under James Mollison. In May 1972 the NGV appointed Australia’s first dedicated curator of photography, Jennie Boddington, whose background was in documentary filmmaking, and in January 1975 the NGV began a regular program of photography exhibitions. 4

The change in photography’s status from a trade to an art was also reflected in educational institutions, with tertiary courses established at the Preston Institute of Technology and Prahran College of Advanced Education. Photography’s ascent to the status of an art form also benefited from the formation of the Visual Arts Board in 1975, after the Whitlam Government established the Australia Council to build a confident national high culture. An early grant established the Australian Foundation for Photography in Sydney and the Board supported individual photographers as well as exhibitions.

This was the 1970s, and photography participated in the movements for social change, not just in its images but in its mode of operation. Photo realists like Carol Jerrems were careful to secure the consent of their subjects and involve them in the image-making, repudiating the power imbalances inherent in so much street photography of anonymous marginalised people. In 1974, ahead of International Women’s Year, she produced, with Virginia Fraser, A Book about Australian Women, one of four books in the inaugural list of Outback Press. Jerrems’ portraits of prominent women activists like Anne Summers, Lyndall Ryan and Bobbi Sykes are interspersed with those of less well-known women; in between are excerpts from Virginia Fraser’s recordings of women talking about their lives. The book has four portraits of Bea in a cotton halterneck dress, sitting at her desk with its Olivetti typewriter and a wall covered in notes. Bea, who was doing occasional photography reviews for Nation Review, thought the book ‘wonderful’ with Jerrems’ photos capturing character and personality, including no doubt her own.5

Carlton-based feminist photographers Ponch Hawkes, Sue Ford, Micky Allen and Ruth Maddison were challenging the male gaze of the camera. Hawkes smiling into a mirror and three-quarters naked on ‘The Morning I Turned 29’, one hand clenched in a fist, the other holding her camera, captures the confidence and excitement of feminism’s engagement with photography, making work by women for women, much of it with strong autobiographical themes.6 Bea did not review Hawkes’ groundbreaking 1977 exhibition, ‘Our Mums and Us’, portraits of mothers and daughters in their family homes, including Ponch with her own mum. But she did review Sue Ford’s Time Series of paired portraits taken up to twelve years apart. ‘Everyone should see her exhibition, to see time, to see mutability, rebellion turned to penetration and understanding, nonconformity losing its rough edges, happiness to questioning, vulnerability confirmed.’7

Bea was knowledgeable about visual culture, especially the history of representations of the human body. The relaxation of censorship regimes was also making it easier to photograph naked bodies. As she said many times, she differed from most women in being sexually aroused by pornography, and one of the questions she returned to repeatedly was the differences between pornography and erotica. Where pornography was repetitive and cliched, erotica, she argued, attended to formal qualities of composition, could be self-referential, and celebrated the beauty of the human body. Her eyes’ erotic receptiveness extended to visual beauty generally, as in her defence of female glamour and beauty contests like Miss Australia from feminist criticism.

She was also up to date on photographic techniques. Like many young photographers of the 1970s, her husband Shane developed his own prints, in his case in a darkroom in their Drummond Street house. She gained a good working knowledge of photography’s technical aspects, in which choice of camera and film and decisions in the development process are as important to the final photograph as the framing in the viewfinder. As she later put it, ‘Traditionally the photographer finds a subject and then organises light, film, exposure time and shutter openings to record it. Work in the darkroom elaborates work of the camera.’8

In August 1977 Sally White invited Bea to become the regular photography critic for the Age. Sally, who had been at the first meeting of WEL, was the paper’s inaugural arts editor. Under the heading ‘Arts and Entertainment’ on page two she covered music, theatre, art, film, craft and television. Readers would know they lived in a city where people were making art, even if they never went to a concert or an exhibition. After some lobbying, from John Cato, Jennie Boddington and Rennie Ellis among others, Sally added photography. Bea was thrilled. With a small regular income and a larger and more sympathetic audience than Nation Review, it showed she could be a winner, and it was a pleasure to work for a sympathetic editor like Sally after her experience with the ‘horrid’ Nation Review men. She would encourage young and inexperienced photographers but castigate slovenly standards in the more established.

She found the inaugural exhibition at Church Street Gallery uneven and judged the claim that it represented ‘an Australian eye’ to be both chauvinistic and inaccurate.9 Jennie Boddington congratulated her handling of ‘a rather difficult assignment with brilliant acumen’ and believed her mental clarity would be salutary for Aussie photography. Bea lapped up the praise, adding a note to the bottom of Boddington’s letter that Sally White told her that Ranald McDonald, Managing Director of the Age, described her as an asset. But not everyone thought so well of her. After she described the photographs of Sydney photographer Ian Dodd at Brummels as ‘flaccid records of obligatory subjects’, Ellis comforted Dodd: ‘I think the review is an unfair, ill-considered, uninformed, insensitive, rat shit review as are most of Beatrice Faust’s reviews…I don’t think she should be doing photography reviews for the Age.’ 10

The gig was great fun for her, with its exhibition openings and interesting new people, but she had to give it up after a year when she went to London with Shane. Mid-1984 she was invited back, and stayed until the end of the eighties when she moved to the Latrobe Valley. Second time round her authority was greater, and she had recent experience of photography exhibitions in London and Paris. She was regularly invited to open exhibitions, write forewords to books and talk on panels, and young photographers were keen to show her their portfolios. But the scene had changed, disrupted by postmodernism, which was re-energising the traditional humanities and changing art practices. And the pioneering galleries, Brummels and Church Street, had gone in the recession of the early 1980s.

Postmodernism is a general term to describe a loose school of thought originating in France in the 1960s which argued that humans can only apprehend reality through its representation, and which developed various theories to analyse and interpret these representations, or discourses as they were called. There was a fast procession of theories and theorists. The structuralists, linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, anthropologist Claude Levi Strauss, historian Michel Foucault and cultural critic Roland Barthes were the first wave. Then followed Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze and the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan to name just the most influential. Apart from Barthes’ Mythologies, with its intriguing essays on popular culture, their books were exceedingly difficult, especially for people with little training in philosophy, and their ideas and arguments were frequently misrepresented as promoting a simplistic moral relativism. But they drew attention to the slippery relationships between traditions of representation and various apprehensions of reality. These ideas were popularised to the art world through the journal Art and Text, started by the gifted young critic, curator and editor Paul Taylor in 1981.

The effect of postmodernism on photography was profound. French theorists, wrote Bea, were ‘as seductive to photography students as French novels were to nineteenth century school girls’.11 Attention shifted from the skill of representing reality to the methods and habits of representation, sharpening the differences between commercial and art photographers. Where the former were still photographing subjects in the world, the latter were often fabricating subjects in order to photograph them, making images out of other images, and blurring the lines between photography and other art forms such as collage, sculpture and mixed media.

It was not a shift Bea welcomed. In 1984 the Photography Studies College in St Kilda, which had always stressed photography’s technical base, separated commercial from creative photographers. Reviewing the resulting group show, Bea found the work of the creatives ‘cautious, thoughtful and detached’, without ‘direct appeals to the viewers’ gut, heart or conscience’.12 Similar changes were happening at other schools and galleries as well as in photographic books and magazines. For Bea the postmodern turn in photography drained the emotional and erotic resonances which drew her to it, and devalued the photographer’s skill and talent. She wrote that no one who has ever spent time in a darkroom could agree with Roland Barthes that the camera is a mechanical eye and images infinitely reproducible, and she thought that the emphasis on the ideas behind the image became an excuse for negligence.


A glib mouth is not proof of an acute eye. As words become more elaborate, images risk becoming more crude or even fraudulent. Theory-based, critic-based photography tends to neglect those skills that are uniquely photographic, to divert attention away from the enchantment that is peculiar to photography and identify the medium as unique.13



She was sceptical about the role attributed to theory by photographers and curators, ‘riffling through labels like a poker deck—deconstructionist, feminist, post-modernist, the politics of the art world, the politics of the museum, the politics of the Gaze, the politics of self-discovery. I begin to suspect that I am looking at the politics of wool pulling.’14 The reach for theory also did nothing for the prose of art critics who ‘aspire to discuss language as a process without first having mastered it as a tool’.15 Bea had the upwardly mobile schoolgirl’s pride in her mastery of written English, with Fowler’s Modern English Usage and Strunk and White’s Elements of Style always to hand. She estimated that in the book of the bicentennial exhibition, Shades of Light: Photography in Australia 1839–1988, ‘language had been abused once every 22 cm of prose’. Bea’s caustic comments were not always welcomed by editors. The short-lived Times on Sunday would not publish reviews judged to be too negative, and the Age had two of her reviews censored by its lawyers.

In 1987 she curated a show at the Photographers Gallery, ‘Beatrice Faust Curates: Boubat–Fereday’. Edouard Boubat was a French postwar photojournalist and Susan Fereday a young Melbourne postmodern. Its original title was ‘Pictures I would have bought if I’d had the money’, but not all her desired purchases were available. Nor in the end were all her chosen pictures hung. At the last minute, gallery director William Heimerman culled prints he considered poor quality, even though when the show was being planned he had shown no hostility to photographers who did not practise fine printing. Bea was left to explain and apologise to those whose prints had been dropped. The man she wanted to open it was also unavailable, celebrity businessman and Mayor of Melbourne Irvin Rockman, who was caught up in a scandal when a young woman’s suicide note implicated him in the importation of cocaine. (Subsequently there was no finding against him.) She had wanted to exhibit two of his underwater photos but they too were rejected. The whole experience left her exhausted.

Bea preferred what became known as ‘straight’ photography, in preference to fabricated images and mixed media, and she responded most enthusiastically to photographs of people, such as Ponch Hawkes’ ‘Best Mates’ at the William Mora Gallery which showed the joy of two men in each other’s company. It was a pleasure, she wrote, ‘to be confronted with incontrovertible proof that men are human.’16

Her longest piece of writing on photography is an essay in Island magazine on portraits by the Melbourne photographer Rod McNichol.17 Contrarian that she was, she used it as another opportunity to catalogue the failings of postmodernism as an ‘obscurantist, elitist, superficial and closed system’. McNichol, she wrote, is a pre-postmodernist, relying only on photographic techniques and traditions, using only basic equipment, and doing his own developing and printing. McNichol photographed people in diffused natural light against a black wall, unsmiling three-quarter portraits with the hands below the frame, people looking into the camera with trust and poise. In their form and lack of expression, she argued, they evoke the mugshots of police files and Victorian researchers into the physiognomy of criminals and the poor, but they are kinder and not judgmental. McNichol says of his portraits that the static, direct, full-frontal portrait ‘inevitably raises the spectre of the subject-now-object in a manner that no painted or drawn image can ever do…[it]exists in or just behind all photographic portraiture’. Bea concluded, ‘This is what Susan Sontag meant when she said “all photographs are memento mori”.’ So was the first and most compelling photograph Bea ever saw, which hung on her bedroom wall: the black and white photograph of her mother as a beautiful young woman.




PAEDOPHILIA

FOR TWENTY YEARS, from 1986 to 2005, hundreds of women dressed in the suffragettes’ colours of purple, green and white gathered for dinner at either the Hawthorn or Prahran town halls to celebrate feminism’s achievements and enjoy each other’s company. These were the Mary Owen dinners. Owen was an early WEL member who had worked with Edna Ryan on WEL’s submission to the Equal Pay case and in 1975 had co-founded the Working Women’s Centre in Melbourne with Sylvie Shaw. The first dinner, held to celebrate her retirement from paid work, had been such a success that it became an annual event. Each year a woman who had done much for women was honoured. Feminists of all persuasions were invited, but WEL women did the bulk of the organisational work.

As WEL’s founder Bea was the first speaker after Mary.1 Quoting the refrain from Glen Tomasetti’s song, ‘Don’t be too polite girls… Show a little fight’, she spoke about two women who had shown a little fight during the previous year, Irene Bolger and Alison Thorne.


Both Irene and Alison faced a problem that has been fairly uncommon for second wave feminists: gross hostility, vilification, harassment and misrepresentation from some sections of the media. Both women have survived a more sustained and worse battering than any modern feminist I know of. Both stood up to this magnificently. They showed courage, resourcefulness, and determination. They showed that women can have True Grit and show a little fight!2



As Secretary of the Victorian branch of the Royal Australian Nursing Federation, Irene Bolger had led an unprecedented strike of Melbourne’s nurses and midwives. The strike was a response to the Labor government of John Cain failing to honour election promises on nurses’ workloads and career structures and instead cutting the health budget. They were also reacting to an incendiary decision by the Industrial Relations Commission to downgrade the classifications of many nurses and withdraw qualification allowances. On 30 October 1986, at a stop work meeting at the Melbourne Entertainment Centre, members voted to strike. This was huge: Florence Nightingale’s angels walking out on sick patients. The strike lasted for fifty days. Elective surgeries were cancelled, hospital beds closed, and police clashed with nurses on picket lines. In December the government finally offered a peace package with wage increases, reinstatement of qualification allowances and a new career structure.3

Irene Bolger had shown fight, and Bea drew attention to her leadership style, with authority more evenly shared between leaders and followers than in the hierarchical male-dominated trade unions. Bolger was an unproblematic feminist hero. Alison Thorne was very different. A lesbian and a socialist feminist, she was the spokesperson for the Gay Legal Rights Coalition, and had signed a press release condemning a police raid on a Melbourne-based paedophile discussion group and the subsequent charging of nine men with conspiracy to corrupt public morals. The raid, in November 1983, was by the Delta Task Force of Victoria Police which had been set up the previous year in response to concern about the prevalence of juvenile homelessness, drug-taking and prostitution in St Kilda. In an interview with Mike Edmonds on Melbourne’s 3AW, Thorne condemned the police raid and the arrests as an infringement of civil liberties, and made some comments on age of consent laws.

Thorne’s day job was as a schoolteacher at Glenroy Tech and she spoke to Edmonds during recess from a public telephone in the school. After the interview ended, with the bell ringing to signal the return to class, all hell broke loose. Derryn Hinch, another 3AW presenter, edited and replayed excerpts of her interview on his program the next day. ‘Well there, you heard the recess bell. The woman expressing those views about the rights of kids to have sex with adults…is a teacher.’ She was soon on the front page of the Sun and her views were generally condemned by newspapers and radio show hosts, politicians and members of the public. The Minister for Education, Robert Fordham, was appalled. At the end of 1983 Thorne was removed from her teaching post to an administrative position and she spent the next three years fighting for reinstatement.

Thorne’s defence was the right to free speech. She had been defending the free-speech rights of members of a paedophile discussion and support group that had not engaged in any illegal activity, and she was exercising her own right to free speech without fear of retribution by the State as her employer. The magistrate hearing the committal of the nine charged men dismissed all the charges. The group had been infiltrated by a police spy who wore a wire to record its six meetings. Ironically these recordings provided the evidence for the case to be dismissed as they proved that those present only engaged in talk, with the man running it quite clearly telling the group that its sole purpose was discussion and no illegal activity would be engaged in. The men were being charged for what they thought and said rather than for anything they did—and it was for what they thought and said about sex.4

In November 1986 the Equal Opportunity Board ruled that Alison Thorne had indeed been discriminated against, and ordered that she be reinstated in a technical school. In response the Cain government proposed to appeal to the Supreme Court, and prepared legislation to enable the forced transfer of any teacher espousing views on children and sexuality that could be deemed unacceptable to community standards. Just hours before the second reading of the bill, the government and Thorne struck a deal. The government withdrew its objection to the Equal Opportunity Board decision: she could remain a member of the secondary teaching service and return to the classroom at some future time. For the present she was to be seconded to the tertiary Technical and Further Education (TAFE) sector. She never did return to the classroom.5

This was the fight Bea was celebrating, and she put it into the context of her own history of political activism against censorship and discrimination over the public discussion of sex. When the Thorne case came up, she said, she was appalled to see free speech again under attack and a woman’s job threatened because of her opinions. Alison had said two things that people do not want to hear: that some children below the age of consent, which was sixteen, are mature enough to have sexual preferences; and that paedophiles abhor hurting children because they love children. Pedantically, she insisted that this is what the word ‘paedophile’ means: ‘one who loves children’. She defended Thorne’s views in terms that made it quite clear she agreed with them, and concluded that the case showed the value of persistence. ‘Alison realised that her case was everyone’s case. She saw it through for herself and all of us. It established the right to freedom of speech for public servants and the rest of us.’

People shifted uncomfortably in their seats, eyes lowered, lips tight, barely listening as she concluded with a discussion of the feminisation of poverty. Few of the assembled feminists saw things quite as Bea did. When her speech was published in A Decade of Mary Owen Dinners, she expressed incomprehension at the response.


It is curious that although some nurses and some lesbians thanked me and one Trotskyist feminist said the speech had something for everyone (deliberately, a wide range of women go to the Mary Owen dinners), it has generally been remembered as ‘upsetting’. I suspect people reading it today will have difficulty working out just what should have been found so shocking.



No, they wouldn’t; and nor would they now. Paedophilia was a difficult topic to discuss publicly then, and it remains so.

Before the early 1980s, sex between adults and children was scarcely on the public radar.6 Since then it has scarcely been off it and there is now a general public apprehension about the sexual vulnerability of children. In 1975 the YWCA published a book of photographs curated by Jennie Boddington as its contribution to International Women’s Year. The cover photo of Woman 1975 by Laurie Wilson was of a three-quarters naked little girl in a beanie, which would have been unthinkable for a mainstream women’s organisation even a decade later. 7 Awareness of paedophilia has now sexualised children’s bodies for everyone. Bea recognised that sex between adults and children could and often did harm the child, but she wanted a public discussion based on evidence rather than prejudice and moral panic. For the next two decades paedophilia and child sexual abuse joined her regular topics of abortion, rape and pornography in her media commentary.

By the early 1980s there was growing public concern about sex and children. The Royal Commission into Human Relationships had found that most children left school with little sexual knowledge, apart from a few rudimentary facts about conception. It recommended that sex and relationship education be taught in Australian schools, and that this include a ‘factual and balanced not condemnatory or judgmental’ treatment of homosexuality.8 School curriculum was a matter for the states, and in the May 1979 Victorian state election WEL campaigned for the introduction of compulsory sex education in all state schools.9 Both Labor and the Liberals promised to implement this if elected. After Hamer led the Liberals to their third victory under his leadership, he proceeded to implement the promise. The government approved a number of principle and policy statements on health and human relationships education, which included: ‘Education in health and human relations is a basic educational right for every child in all primary and post-primary schools in this State.’ It set up an advisory committee to establish guidelines for such education.10

The backlash was already building. The Concerned Parents Association had formed in the mid-1980s. Led by evangelical Christians and conservative Catholics, it was dedicated to halting the existing explicit sex education programs in schools and preventing their expansion. Its inaugural president, Paul MacLeod, was Assistant Editor of the Geelong Advertiser and a Belmont High School parent. He withdrew his daughter from the Human Relations class and wrote four major articles in the Advertiser, arguing that the courses were ‘an invitation to permissiveness’ and quoting research that linked sex education to increases in venereal disease, child abuse, homosexuality, illegitimacy, child pornography and juvenile delinquency. For good measure, he even threw in the Communist Party, pointing to its links with American sex education promoters, and claimed that the future of Western civilisation was at stake.11

Sex education in schools is now a well-trampled battleground but then it was less familiar. The Concerned Parents Association produced a pamphlet, ‘They’ve got your kids’. Catholic warrior B.A. Santamaria took up the issue in News Weekly, the mouthpiece of the National Civic Council, which regarded the natural family as the basic unit of society and anyone who challenged it as an agent of cultural and social disintegration. Schools were usurping the right of parents to form the consciences of their own children, he said.12 The Social Biology Resources Centre, which had been advocating for increased education around sexuality and relationships since it was formed in 1973 and had three representatives on the ministerial advisory committee, was a particular target. Its director, Delys Sergeant, was accused of promoting homosexuality, and sued MacLeod, Santamaria and a number of publications for libel. She won some retractions and apologies, and an eventual out of court settlement with Santamaria and the Concerned Parents Association.13

Conservatives’ fears about growing sexual permissiveness were confirmed when, in December 1980, the Hamer government legalised homosexuality by passing a Crimes (Sexual Offences) Act which did not include homosexual acts between consenting adults. It is, stated the preamble, ‘undesirable for the laws relating to sexual behaviour to invade the privacy of the people of Victoria more than is necessary to afford them…protection’, but it added that ‘the Parliament does not intend by this Act to condone immorality’.14 This was John Stuart Mill’s liberal argument about the limits of the law: that it should only be used to prevent harm and not to enforce morality. The Act and the government’s arguments for it did not draw on the emerging discourse of social and sexual rights. Although popular attitudes towards homosexuality had shifted a good deal since the 1960s, and majority public opinion supported its removal from the criminal law, there was considerable unease among more conservative Liberal parliamentarians who worried that decriminalisation would present homosexuality as a valid lifestyle and that parliament was abrogating its responsibility to provide moral leadership. Some worried, too, that it would be a green light for paedophiles to prey on boys and seduce them into becoming homosexuals. Nine Liberals crossed the floor to vote against it and only one National supported it.15

The homosexual as a child molester was a potent myth. To many in the gay community, only just enjoying their greater legal freedom, it seemed that homophobia was behind the campaign against paedophiles. How else to explain that public concern with child sexual abuse in the early 1980s had settled on boys seduced or molested by predatory homosexuals, while generally ignoring heterosexual incest and abuse? As well, of the four states and one territory that decriminalised homosexuality between 1980 and 1990, all but Victoria had a higher age of consent for homosexual than heterosexual sex.16

Sex and civil liberties, this was Bea’s chosen territory. Her opponents were the familiar ones of wowsers, puritans, Catholics and cowardly governments. She told Joyce Nicholson that she had been approached by ‘a very intelligent and brave paedophile’ for advice about founding a support group, presumably the one subsequently raided by the police. Since returning from London she had become active again in the Victorian Council of Civil Liberties and the breach of the men’s civil liberties was clear. They were being charged for what they said and thought about their sexual desires, not for anything they did. As well, she detected a demonising and repressive impulse behind the sudden public concern with child sexual abuse. The police raids reminded her of the struggle for abortion law reform, and she noted, as did other feminists, that heterosexual incest, which was much more common than homosexual paedophilia, did not cause equivalent moral panics.

As Bea and other feminists regularly pointed out, by far the greatest number of sexually abused children and adolescents were girls abused in their home, and the abuser was almost always heterosexual—the father, stepfather or other male family member or friend. Women abusing girls was extremely rare. She wrote to a friend, Michael Taylor, that having lost their major battles on abortion, contraception, fornication, masturbation and homosexuality—and now losing the battle against the legalisation of prostitution—child pornography, child prostitution and child molestation ‘were all the puritans had left in their crusade to control human sexuality’. To Brian Elkner she wrote, ‘It was the last bastion of right-wing repressive morality.’

Paedophilia was on the public radar when Bea arrived in London in August 1978. Tom O’Carroll, a self-confessed paedophile and a member of the London-based Paedophile Information Exchange (PIE), was unsuccessfully appealing his dismissal from the Open University. O’Carroll was an extreme sexual libertarian who argued that children as young as four could give consent to sexual relations. From this perspective children were oppressed—by parents, teachers and the law—and needed to be liberated so that they too could explore their sexuality. In 1980 he published Paedophilia: The Radical Case. The following year he received a two-year sentence for conspiracy to corrupt public morals, based on the contact page PIE produced for members’ advertisements, which included details of their sexual interests. Bea had a chapter in a 1986 book edited by a member of PIE, Warren Middleton, called The Betrayal of Youth: Radical Perspectives on Childhood Sexuality, Intergenerational Sex, and the Social Oppression of Children and Young People, which included a contribution from O’Carroll. Bea offered to publicise and distribute the book in Australia, but it seems had little success. The book, published by Communist Left publications, is extremely rare. No Australian public library has a copy and only a few British libraries, but British pianist and campaigner against child sexual abuse, Ian Pace, has a WordPress copy on his blog.17

Bea did not subscribe to O’Carroll’s extreme sexual libertarianism. Instead, she saw herself as promoting rational debate about paedophilia, informed by evidence instead of myths and stereotypes. Her chapter in The Betrayal of Youth discusses a psychological study of members of PIE based on questionnaires and interviews in a book by Glenn Wilson called The Child-Lovers. Wilson’s study, she wrote, has the advantage that it is not of people who have come to the attention of the criminal justice system or have sought psychiatric help, but of those who have ‘proved their ability to live competently in society’.18 Wilson found, she reports, that for the men surveyed love is mainly gentle, nurturant and not especially carnal, contact is not forced or coercive, and that almost half favoured non-genital physical tenderness such as cuddling and kissing. Several of his informants said that consent, kindness and respect for the child’s feelings distinguished them from child molesters; that if you genuinely loved children, you would not want to hurt them. Bea wanted to restrict the use of the term ‘paedophile’ to relationships with a strong affective component, in line with the Greek origins of the word in ‘lover of children’, and she concluded that ‘Paedophile sexuality is not predatory, not wholly or even mainly genital, and child lovers reveal as much agape as eros.’

 Bea’s chapter also discusses the book The Man They Called a Monster, published in 1981 by the Australian criminologist Paul Wilson, on self-confessed Queensland paedophile Clarence Osborne. Osborne was a diligent court and parliamentary reporter who had kept records of his relationships with more than 2,500 boys and suicided before he could be charged. The publicity round the case brought forward about a dozen men who told Wilson that Osborne had been a mentor and a father figure to them, and had contributed to their social development and transition to adulthood. Wilson concluded his book by recommending that the concept of the age of consent be dropped and that offences be based on things like violence, fraud and coercion, and he advocated for a child’s bill of rights, including their right to sexual freedom. The book’s publication set off the Australian debate about pederasty, and marked the emergence of the paedophile as the new sexual outsider.19

Twelve unharmed adolescent boys out of two and a half thousand is hardly a strong basis from which to allay concern about the damage paedophiles can do to children. Wilson did not look for evidence of harm, perhaps because he was far too close to the issue himself. In 2011 he was accused of historic sex abuse of two girls under twelve. Although he maintained his innocence he was found guilty in 2016 and gaoled for six months.20

Arguments drawn from the studies by the two Wilsons were the basis of much of Bea’s public commentary on paedophilia. Her other source was her own body and her familiar distinction between procreational and recreational sexuality.


If sex is defined only as procreational, then it follows that pre-pubescent children will be viewed as sexless. Yet most human sexual activity is not reproductive but recreational, and children are capable of enjoying eroticism from babyhood. Without acquired inhibitions, sexuality would develop more strongly from babyhood.21



Here we are again with baby Bea’s high-chair assisted orgasms. Similarly her readiness to accept Glenn Wilson’s conclusions about the noncoercive nurturing quality of many paedophiles’ relationships with adolescent boys drew on her experience with a small, fair man somewhere between twenty-five and thirty-five who drove her home from the public library when she was a scrawny, sixteen-year-old girl in her school uniform.


Ritchie and I cling together tightly and fondle and kiss. I go limp against his shoulder. It is my fourth or fifth orgasm since we parked round the corner from my place. Did he come? I don’t know. I am completely selfish—I can be completely selfish because he is completely unselfish. He only does what I want. He is not like boys I know… He never tries to score. I don’t have to worry about what will happen next or whether he will talk about it afterwards. When he touches the inside of my knee, a golden nerve lights all the way up to my womb. When we kiss my nipples burn. He never puts his hand inside my jumper or up my tunic. No one knows about him—not my school friends, not my family. He is my secret. He is bliss. He is a paedophile. I remember him with tenderness and affection.22



Bea wrote this article in 1983, when the Alison Thorne case broke. She sent it to the Age Monthly Review, which rejected it, and then to Jill Kitson who was the producer for Terry Lane’s program on ABC local radio, which often discussed issues of sex and gender. Kitson’s response probably summed up the general public view then and now: ‘Paedophilia should not be discussed in the media; like cannibalism one does not discuss its pros and cons,’ she wrote. When it was finally published in Follow Me in 1988, the heading read: ‘A major Australian broadsheet newspaper refused to publish this story.’

 In the wake of the Delta raid, Bea’s reflex sympathies were with paedophiles whom she saw as victims of homophobia and police persecution. As well, on humanist grounds, Bea was disturbed by media vilification of paedophiles and their representation as monsters completely beyond human sympathy and understanding. One of the members of the 1983 paedophile support group raided by Delta, Kew music teacher Bill Allen, had died after throwing himself out of the window at the men’s hostel Gordon House, where he had taken refuge. He was on a good behaviour bond after being found guilty of paedophile offences and the Crown was appealing against the leniency of his sentence.23 Derryn Hinch, who had taken up the fight against paedophilia with a vengeance, had been agitating for a harsher sentence. One night Bea spotted him with his then wife Jacki Weaver during the intermission of a show at the Comedy Theatre. ‘I muscled my way up to him and said, “How did you feel when Bill Allen hit the ground?” He blustered, and said that he’d do it again if it saved one kid.’

Bea’s approach was to challenge generalisations, draw distinctions and look for evidence. It was the same as the approach she took to rape when an infuriated Susan Brownmiller accused her of focusing on anomalies. Men convicted of child molestation were not all the same, she argued, again and again. Some were paedophiles, which she defined narrowly as those men and a very few women, who were habitually and compulsively attracted to children, many of whom acted on their attraction, but some of whom confined themselves to fantasy and masturbation. Other child molesters were ‘senile, alcoholic, intellectually disabled, amoral, opportunistic, psychotic, members of a subculture which believes that sex is all right with children after they reach physical maturity, near peers not much older than their victims and indiscriminate sexual polymorphs.’ Most of the priests and brothers being exposed as child molesters, she judged not to be true paedophiles, but failed celibates taking advantage of their limited sexual opportunities.24 The term ‘child sexual abuse’ was misleadingly general:


[It] obscures differences between the experiences of boys and of girls; between children’s sexual contact with blood relatives, with friends of the family, and with strangers; between forced and unforced contact; and between various types of contact including exhibitionism, touching outside or inside clothes, kissing and cuddling, and penetration.



‘Child abuse’, she concluded, ‘becomes an inchoate, toxic cloud and youthful consent to sexual experience with adults becomes unthinkable.’25

Noting that for girls and in institutional settings where escape was impossible, most sexual contact between adults and children was harmful, she also claimed repeatedly that this was not the case for all such contact; sometimes, especially with horny adolescent boys, it might be welcomed, or even sought. ‘Many boys enter paedophile relations because their social or biological age is ahead of the legal minimum age for sex. They are hot to trot.’26

In the early 1990s, with Apprenticeship in Liberty out, Bea decided to write a book about paedophilia and in 1993 she travelled to Holland to interview Edward Brongersma, a Dutch lawyer, politician and author of a comprehensive two-volume historical survey of Greek Love called Loving Boys (1987 and 1990). In 1950, when he was in his late thirties and a Labor member of the Dutch Senate, Brongersma was jailed for having a sexual relationship with a seventeen-year-old youth. At the time the age of consent for homosexual relations was twenty-one, though for heterosexuals it was sixteen. Prison did not ruin his life and career and in 1963 he returned to the Senate where he was instrumental in the 1971 legislation lowering the homosexual age of consent to sixteen. After he retired in 1977 he devoted himself to research and writing about male paedophilia.

However distasteful and transgressive most people find it, Brongersma says in the preface to Loving Boys, many boys do and will have sexual relationships with men. So how can one prepare young people for the reality of human life if one closes one’s eyes to a significant part of that reality?27 Bea conducted a long interview with him.28 She was especially interested in the 1971 reforms and later wrote an article for the Gay and Lesbian Law Journal on the Netherlands model in which the age of consent is sixteen, but for those aged between twelve and sixteen, a police charge requires the person or their parents to complain. She realised that coercion to complain was always possible, but at least the law recognised that between twelve and sixteen freely given consent was also possible.29 As a reformer Bea always looked for practical, evidence-based solutions, and the Netherlands model became a favourite—along with the perennial sex education. ‘I haven’t been able to figure out a way,’ she lamented to ABC broadcaster Julie Riggs, ‘of framing the law to permit boys their educational adventures while protecting girls—I always wind up back with sex education.’

In researching her book, Bea also conducted interviews with local paedophiles, including some of the discussion-group members charged after the 1983 Delta raid. The men clearly trusted her, and she listened to them talking about their feelings and experiences. She didn’t say much, but she did occasionally push them, especially on pornography; she did not think that all the pornographic images they showed her looked consensual. The men stressed that sex was only part of their relationship with boys, that loving boys was emotional and intellectual as well as sexual, and some men said they never allowed themselves to act on their desires. She proposed to circulate her draft manuscript for their comments.30 The book was never published, and I did not find any drafts of it in her papers.

Paedophilia returned to the forefront of public consciousness in the middle 1990s with the Royal Commission into the New South Wales Police Service. The Woods Royal Commission as it became known, which ran from 1995 to 1997, was set up to investigate accusations of police corruption. Its covert operations revealed widespread protection rackets, fraud, drug-trafficking, bribery, assault, and fabrication and destruction of evidence, especially in the detective division of King’s Cross in the heart of Sydney’s sex industry. After accusations from an informant, the commission also investigated possible police protection of paedophile networks alleged to include prominent lawyers, media figures, politicians and doctors. The commission did find evidence of police protection of paedophile activities, but not of the more sensational allegations about organised rings of powerful men. One of its recommendations was that the age of consent for homosexual relations be lowered from eighteen to sixteen, the same as for heterosexual relations. The Carr Labor government subsequently acted on this recommendation.

With the Royal Commission in the headlines, broadcaster Geraldine Doogue was keen to invite someone onto the ABC’s Life Matters to talk about paedophilia. After many phonecalls, she found Bea, who was also a guest of Phillip Adams on Late Night Live on the same issue and radio station. Geraldine introduced Bea as having a background in civil liberties, and Bea proceeded to make the points she had made many times before. She bracketed off incestuous relationships with girls in the home, where evidence of harm is overwhelming, and focused her comments on boys. There, she said, the problem is not as dire as it is made out to be, that we have to look at behaviour and avoid blanket attitudes. Paedophiles, she went on, were responsible for a small percentage of paedophile behaviour; the majority are not in organised rings; many paedophile relationships with boys do not involve penetrative sex; many men who had harmless consensual relationships with paedophiles when they were adolescents are invisible in the research as they have not come into contact with the legal system or sought psychological help.31 These were the conclusions she formed in the early 1980s on the basis of The Child-Lovers and They Called Him a Monster. She never questioned them, and believed she had found support for them in her subsequent research.

The distinctions Bea drew may contribute to legal and policy debates about how to deal with child molestation. Clearly, though, they are of no consequence to the molested child. Bea believed, from her own experience and from her reading, that children are sexual beings, and that adolescents certainly are, even though age-of-consent laws generally treated everyone under sixteen as a child in need of protection from harms inflicted by adult sexual predators. But there is a telling silence in all Bea’s discussions of paedophilia: the voices of the children and adolescents—except for her own, and Wilson’s twelve informants. She airbrushed her image of paedophilia, generally ignoring child pornography and never fully confronting questions about the imbalance of power between children and adults in non-institutional settings, nor the differences in their understandings of what was happening.

Nor did she give sufficient weight to evidence of harm. It is all very well to challenge blanket generalisations; to argue, as a matter of logic, that sometimes or occasionally such relations may not be harmful. But we are not dealing here with the colour of swans. What is at stake is the suffering of children and the devastation of their future chances for happiness. By the early 1990s it must have been evident to Bea from victims’ testimony that it was not only girl victims of incest who were harmed by their sexual relations with adults; many boys also suffered grievously and were left with lifelong trauma.

In other contexts Bea was sensitive to children’s suffering. Although she entered the debate out of concern for civil liberties, where was her inner child? In the contest between the suffering child and the oppressed paedophile, why was she more interested in the paedophile? It is not a question she ever asked herself.




VICTIM FEMINISM

IN 1990 BEA was appointed to the Centre for Teaching and Learning Support at Monash University’s Gippsland campus and she moved to the nearby town of Churchill. A planned town, it was established in 1965 as a service centre for the nearby Hazelwood power station, and a replacement for Morwell and Yallourn, which were slated for demolition so that the SEC could mine the brown coal beneath. Yallourn was gone a few years later, though Morwell survived. Churchill was an unlikely place for Bea to end up: a working-class community far from her Melbourne networks, but she hoped that the country air would be good for her lungs.

Around this time her correspondence peters out, perhaps because she was busy with her new job, perhaps because she now stored her correspondence on a computer; or perhaps because she was relatively happy and no longer needed to write diary-like letters to her friends. The financial security of a permanent position was a great relief. Stephen and Shane were off her hands, and she still had a public profile. She published Benzo Junkie in 1993, and later that year became a regular in the Focus section of the Weekend Australian, starting with a column defending Holocaust denier David Irving’s right to freedom of expression. It was a classic civil liberties defence, placing its faith in reason to defeat lies and hatred: ‘If I do not defend Irving’s right to express his view, who will defend my right to express politically incorrect and not especially popular opinions?…Instead [of censoring him] we need free and public refutation of his wicked theories’.1

Much like the Weekend Australian’s current Insight section, Focus carried in-depth and opinion pieces on political issues and events, with ample space for freelancers. The Marxist historian Humphrey McQueen was a companion columnist when she started, though he dropped out mid-1994. Her other companion, B. A. Santamaria, was still going when she published her last column in August 1997. Bea’s recurring topics were abortion, gender differences, sex education, rape, pornography, feminism and paedophilia, but she also had opinions about other matters of the day, such as Pauline Hanson, euthanasia and Indigenous rights. She defended founding WEL member Carmen Lawrence when, as a federal parliamentarian, she was attacked for what she had known when premier of Western Australia about a petition relating to the divorce and suicide of Penny Easton. She also defended the Latrobe Valley town of Moe from the notoriety it attracted after the murder of toddler Jaidyn Leskie, arguing that its crime rate was lower than those of Melbourne, Ballarat and Geelong and that it had a clean, green future.2

The 1980s and 1990s in Australia were decades of intense public debate about racism, colonialism and national identity. There were still debates about feminism, sexuality and gender running from the 1960s and ’70s. There were fierce debates about economics, too, as neoliberals (often called economic rationalists in Australia) attacked the Keynesian welfare state of the postwar decades, arguing for the government to make way for the private sector in the provision of key services. In 1983 the Hawke-Keating Labor government deregulated Australia’s financial markets. It also started to dismantle the tariffs that had protected its manufacturing sector and to privatise government-owned enterprises from banks to utilities and transport.

These neoliberal reforms had general bipartisan support. Not so Labor’s cultural policies, as the Coalition took up the promotion of traditional family values and traditional settler nationalism. The term ‘political correctness’ entered public discourse in Australia in the late 1980s from the United States, as did many of the strategies and arguments the new conservatives used to attack progressive cultural politics and Labor governments.

Bea did not participate in the debates about economics, nor had she much to say about race and Indigenous politics, beyond a few columns. She did, though, have plenty to say about feminism and where it was heading. In 1994 she published a polemical pamphlet Backlash? Balderdash! Where feminism is going right.3 This was her last major publication. It was more than two decades since second-wave feminism had mobilised women into political action and many were asking what had been achieved. Bea’s argument is in the punctuation. Against a doom-and-gloom story of feminism’s failures, she was upbeat about the gains.

At the start of the 1990s, two books by American authors were published which argued that the life chances of American women were still constrained by social, economic and political inequalities, and by debilitating cultural expectations. They were Backlash: The

Undeclared War on Women by Susan Faludi and The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty Are Used Against Women by Naomi Wolf. Both became bestsellers with extensive media coverage and there were multitudes of spin-off stories about contemporary young women’s reluctance to describe themselves as feminists. ‘I’m not a feminist, but…’ they would say, to the frustration of many older feminists, who felt their struggles of the 1970s were being discounted.

Responding to these two books, Bea argued, as she had been doing since the 1970s, that the United States has too much influence over Australian debates and self-understandings, that Australia has had many more feminist successes than the US, and that there are many feminisms. The young women who say ‘I’m not a feminist, but…’, Bea argued, were distancing themselves from the radical separatist version, signalling their heterosexuality and pleasure in being attractive, and refusing to understand themselves as victims.

Building on her earlier distinction between expressive and instrumental politics, Bea distinguished street or protest feminism from what she called network feminism, of which WEL was a prime example. Feminism’s major Australian achievements, she argued, were the result of reformist feminism and of organisations like WEL, which put women’s issues firmly on the mainstream political agenda.


[WEL] helped to feminise the consciousness of the Labor Party and provided models for some Liberal women. It rejuvenated and radicalised older women’s groups, including the National Council of Women, the YWCA, and the Country Women’s Association…WEL’s capacity to work with existing older feminist networks contributed to the rapid acceptance of second wave feminist platforms.4



Bea had never believed that making society fairer for women required a social revolution or the overthrow of capitalism. ‘Women can certainly win under society as we know it and their victories can change society for the better’—as WEL had done. Australian women’s work and career opportunities had opened up considerably since the late 1960s. The women’s health movement had slowly eroded conventional attitudes to the female body and established better health services for women. Feminist influence, she claimed, now permeated politics, business, commerce and the professions.5

In Backlash? Balderdash! Bea looked back with pride on the achievements of her generation of feminists, but she also took aim at some recent developments. Here her prime targets were no longer the radical separatists, misandrists and anti-capitalist revolutionaries of the 1970s but those she called ‘wimp feminists’ who, in her view, exaggerated women’s victimhood, and thus did a disservice to women as a sex. People get vicarious pleasure out of victim stories, she pointed out, so of course the media focuses on them; but, she said, the vast majority of women are not and will not be victims.

The doom-and-gloom merchants, she argued, inflate statistics of women’s suffering—for example by conflating trivial sexual offences such as flashing or unwanted touching with monstrous ones such as homicidal rapes—to get statistics such as ‘one in three girls and one in three boys will be sexually assaulted by the time they are eighteen’. They ignore class differences, pretending that middle-class groups suffer as much as low- and no-income groups, which they don’t. ‘The truth is that while any woman can be bashed, victims are overwhelming poor; while any woman can be raped, victims are overwhelmingly young and poor.’6

Wimp victims, she says are aggressive sufferers. ‘Their frequent use of the formula “It makes me feel bad” reveals that wimp victims usually believe that people cannot control their feelings and should not try to. Since feelings are imposed from the outside there is nothing to do but suffer’; and complain and blame.7 Trigger warnings were still on the horizon, first appearing in the late 1990s, but she would have had little patience with those who demanded them.

There were a few things going on here. The first was the influence in her early adulthood of existentialism and the idea of bad faith: the argument that, however dire the circumstances, people always have choices; it is what makes us human. So to be a victim becomes a choice, the taking-on of an identity: ‘incest victim’, ‘raped wife’, ‘child of alcoholic parents’, or in her own case, ‘sickly motherless infant destined to die’. Eric Berne would say that this is playing the existential game of ‘Wooden Leg’, refusing to exercise one’s coping or survival skills and abandoning oneself to fate. For her, too much feminist propaganda assumed that women have no choices, no skills, no inner resources and no strength.

The second thing going on was her unease with recourse to the law to resolve what she regarded as trivial incidents of sexual harassment better dealt with by a swift kick to the crotch, or just ignored.


For the generation born just before or during World War II, unwanted sexual experiences were essentially trivial, a part of growing up that we laughed about at lunch time then forgot. I see no point in reconstructing these common lessons as significant grievances. It would detract from the small number of major, repeated penetrative assaults that usually occur within families and mostly against girls.8



To women who, when young, had sung along to Helen Reddy’s ‘I Am Woman Hear Me Roar’ and Glen Tomasetti’s ‘Don’t Be Too Polite Girls…Show a Little Fight’, there was something deeply unsettling about positioning women as victims rather than encouraging them to be the confident agents of their own destiny.

A few years later, she drafted a short self-help book called Walk

Tall: Facing up to sexual put-downs for a competition being run by Victoria’s Centre against Sexual Assault for ideas to combat sexual harassment. It is full of practical tips for dealing with the sexual pest, from prompt but polite rebuttals to dropping a hot plate of soup into the pest’s lap. She does not dissuade recourse to the new sexual harassment laws, but recognises that many people who are harassed choose not to use them, and is clear-eyed about the potential emotional and psychological costs. Maybe harassed victims, and she includes men here, should use the available law, but in reality they don’t, so they need self-help alternatives and the self-esteem to employ them.9

The third was deeply personal. Despite her mother’s death, her difficult home life, her recurrent episodes of despair and her chronic ill health, Bea refused to be a victim, sometimes to the detriment of her health as she downplayed the seriousness of her chronic ailments. She worked hard to master her suffering and make something of her life. She took responsibility for the various mistakes and misjudgments she made along the way, she tried to learn from them, and she became a political activist, applying her insights to work for social change. Above all, instead of complaining, she got on with it.

Differences between Bea’s generation of feminists and younger ones came to a head in 1995 when Helen Garner published The First Stone: Some questions about sex and power about an incident at Melbourne University’s Ormond College when two women students complained to the police about the Master’s unwanted sexual advances. The Ormond incident, which happened after the valedictory dinner at the end of 1991, was reported in the Age in August the next year when the Master came before a magistrate on a charge of indecent assault. Garner was jolted by the report and couldn’t stop thinking about it: ‘He touched her breast and she went to the cops.’ Garner was incredulous.

 She wrote a sympathetic letter to the Master, decrying the distortion of the feminist ideas of her generation by ‘this ghastly punitiveness’, and then, still unable to stop thinking about it, she wrote a book. She tried to talk to the two young women who made the complaints, but they refused to meet her. She sent them letters, and sought out intermediaries, to no avail. Others involved also refused to talk to her. Was this a generational thing, she wondered. Why won’t they talk to me, argue with me, explain their thinking? And why did they go to the cops?10

In 1984 the Hawke Labor government, under the guidance of Susan Ryan, an early WEL member and the Minister for Women, passed the Sex Discrimination Act, which made sexual harassment illegal. The same year Victoria and South Australia added it to their Equal Opportunity legislation. People were slow, reluctant even, to grasp the implications of the change in the law, and the MeToo movement was decades away. Garner knew that the complainants had tried to have the matter resolved by the college, and only when this failed did they go to the police, but it still seemed incomprehensible to her.

For Garner and Bea’s generation, the police and the law were used to suppress and constrain people’s sexual lives. Abortion, homosexuality and selling sex were illegal, contraceptives could not be advertised, and what people were permitted to read or watch was censored. Cops were raiding abortionists, harassing frightened young women and accepting protection money; they were raiding theatres and charging actors, publishers and editors with obscenity; they were pursuing draft resisters from one safe house to the next and riding their horses menacingly around the edges of and sometimes into anti-war demonstrations. The fight was to get the law and the police out of the sex lives of adults, not to invite them in. Hence the charge behind Garner’s question: Why did they go to the cops? And, like Bea, Helen recoiled at what she saw as a priggish puritanism, bolstered by a misandrist distrust of men’s sexuality and a conviction that the law could—and should—regulate the complexities of sexual desire. In a letter to the Age, Bea wrote that using laws like the Sex Discrimination Act to enforce manners was as foolish as using it to enforce morals: ‘As with sodomy, prostitution, and abortion, the law is inherently unenforceable and will create scapegoats and ritual punishment.’11

Garner’s book ends with her in the same state of outraged incomprehension from which she began. Like Bea, she worries about the failure to recognise gradations of offence, to distinguish sexual violence from a clumsy, failed pass. Just as Bea bemoans men and women’s lack of understanding of each other’s sexuality, Garner worries that young women fail to recognise their own sexual power. And both reject the victimhood implicit in reliance on the law. Why couldn’t these young women learn to handle a trivial sexual approach themselves?

Garner’s conclusion, illuminated along the way, was that it is a generation thing: that for younger feminists, in their twenties and thirties in the 1990s, sexual harassment is not about sex but about power and its abuses. Relevant here is that Garner did not work in an institution; nor, until the 1990s, did Bea. Sydney feminist historian Ann Curthoys was appalled at Garner’s lack of understanding of the particular character of sexual matters in institutional contexts, which leads Garner to see the problem in terms of the actions and responsibilities of individuals, as if there was no difference between a private party and an official social occasion.12

Published in April 1995, The First Stone set off a furore, which Garner seems not to have seen coming. In a postcard sent to Bea a few months before the book’s publication, she said she thought that some shit would hit the fan, but not too much. She had earlier told Bea that she had found her columns helpful as she tried to nut out a reasonable position. The furore was similar in many ways to the one set off by former Liberal Party staffer Brittany Higgins’ claim in 2021 that she had been raped by a fellow staffer in Parliament House. Everyone had views, the media was full of it, and five books were published as a direct response to Garner’s. Foreshadowing today’s cancel culture, some people refused to read the book and vowed never to read anything written by Garner again. Bea had her say, in her column in the Weekend Australian. She was rather grudging about the book, respecting it as beautifully written but criticising Garner for failing to recognise that there are many feminisms, including reformist feminism. She did acknowledge, though, that the book gave its readers permission to express their reservations about sexual harassment and their general disquiet with wowser feminism.13 Given how much common ground they shared, it is a rather mean piece. Bea was an intellectual snob, and she took Garner to task for analytical confusions. Perhaps, as with many of Garner’s contemporaries, she envied her success.

The debate about The First Stone revealed a generational divide beyond feminism. Two years later, in 1997, Mark Davis published Ganglands: Cultural Elites and the New Generationalism, in which he argued that figures born between the late 1930s and early 1950s, who gained a toehold in the national consciousness before they were thirty, seemed to have permanent tenure, and that the 1970s is still seen as contemporary Australia’s formative cultural era.


Take the remnants of the 1970s cultural scene based around the Pram Factory and La Mama theatres in Melbourne, and put it with the remnants of the Sydney Push, and from David Williamson to Helen Garner, from Frank Moorhouse to Germaine Greer, from P. P. McGuiness to Robert Hughes, you have a surprising proportion of the cultural figures setting mainstream agendas today. Throw in a few stray 1970s activists who came to prominence during the post-Whitlam institutionalisation of feminism, add a range of recipients from the inaugural rounds of Australia Council grants, a few journalists and a strong Adelaide contingent, and without wanting to paper over the differences between them, from Beatrice Faust to Les Murray, you more or less have the full set of icons usually taken to embody the national cultural consciousness.14



Bea, Davis observed, had enjoyed something of a renaissance among those concerned with a creeping political correctness and was ever being dragged onboard as your non-card-carrying, non-ideological feminist.15 She was the only woman included in conservative Liberal MP Peter Coleman’s edited collection Double Take, with its coat-trailing subtitle, Six Incorrect Essays. The essayists, said Coleman, were all either representative figures of the sixties and seventies, or its heirs: Les Murray, David Williamson, Christopher Pearson, Jamie Grant, Frank Moorhouse and Bea. How Les Murray, wonderful poet though he was, could be regarded as representative of the social movements of the sixties and seventies is beyond me and his essay has nothing to do with them. Instead it is a gripe about the unfairness of the way the Literature Board distributes funding to writers. Bea is there because, according to Coleman, she ‘ridiculed “the new face of feminism”—women as wimps, victims of new Victorians preoccupied with rape’. She did, but her essay did much else besides, praising the achievements of Australian feminism and calling out the media for its detrimental sensationalising of feminist causes, replacing reasoned debate with infotainment. She concludes that the women’s cause is just and inevitable, and that the women’s movement will survive because it will always be needed.

 When I first read Davis’s book shortly after it came out I found it irritating, as I guess I was expected to. After all, I was shaped by the debates of the 1970s. Three decades later I find it more interesting. Young people reaching adulthood in the early 1990s faced recession and high unemployment, a very different experience from the near full employment of the late 1960s and early 1970s when Bea decided that she would become a freelance journalist. And Mark Davis is quite right about the quasi-permanent tenure of some commentators, and the cultural domination of people who were young in the 1970s. Thirty years later, Phillip Adams was still hosting Late Night Live, and his replacement when he finally retired, the seventy-six-year-old writer and journalist David Marr, hardly represented generational change. But what strikes me most is that there was a lively public arena to fight in.

The 1980s and 1990s in Australia were the decades of the public intellectual. The term became common to describe people like Bea, who participated in public debates about issues they regarded as of national importance. Newspapers would publish lists, and there were periodic discussions of their decline. I wrote one myself, on why so few academics were public intellectuals. But compared with today, it was a rich period. Trawling through the microfilms to read Bea’s columns in the Weekend Australian I am astonished by the richness of debate and the plethora of places to publish compared with today’s shrunken weekend papers. As well as Focus, which housed Bea’s column, the weekend paper had a substantial review section that covered general cultural issues, books, film, theatre, music and the visual arts. On Fridays the Australian had Arts on Friday and on Wednesdays the Higher Education Supplement, which ran long pieces on cultural and political questions, alongside advertisements for academic jobs. The Age, the Sydney Morning Herald and the other capital city broadsheets also had substantial review sections in their weekend editions. In 1981 the Age started the Age Monthly Review, which ran until June 1990, and from 1996 to 2001, the Australian published a monthly supplement, The Australian’s Review of Books, on the second Wednesday of each month, to capture the academic readership. Many of the articles in these reviews were three thousand words or more, giving ample space to develop an argument. Today’s op-eds are rarely more than eight hundred. There was also a wide range of little magazines, and there still are. What is starkly different is the scope of daily newspapers to be places of public debate. Print sales of broadsheet newspapers peaked in the late 1980s but went into steep decline in the next two decades as advertising went online.16 Not only have the broadsheets shrunk, but the public, which newspapers were instrumental in creating, has fragmented into the tribes, subgroups and wormholes of social media.

In February 1996 Bea wrote a silly, intemperate column comparing the Victorian Premier Jeff Kennett with Hitler for stifling dissent and centralising power. Kennett had led the Coalition back to power in 1992 after a decade of Labor governments under first John Cain and then Joan Kirner. Labor had started off well, but come unstuck in the recession at the end of the 1980s, and state debt was ballooning. Her hyperbolic comparison was symptomatic of the hysteria Kennett evoked in many Labor supporters as he followed neoliberalism’s prescriptions for reform: shrinking the public service, reorganising local government and selling off public assets. It’s hard to see how the column ever passed editorial muster, and Kennett duly sued the Australian for defamation. A year later it published an apology.17 Bea kept her column for another four months, and was then replaced by Ramona Koval. She told people that she lost it because of her Kennett column, but it was eighteen months since her stupid comparison of Kennett with Hitler. Perhaps the section editor simply felt it was time for a fresh voice. As with her misremembering of the 1967 obscenity charge, she was prone to exaggerate the impact of her offensiveness.




CONCLUSION

BEA’S COLUMN IN the Australian was her last major engagement with public life. In 2001 she was awarded a Centenary Medal for service to the community through women’s issues and inducted into the Victorian Honour Roll for Women. In the 2004 Australia Day Honours list she was made an Officer of the Order of Australia. Feminist nominators had been busy. Bea was one of nine women among the eighteen new officers, along with the campaigner for equal pay, Zelda D’Aprano. The newspaper citation was a bland formulation about service to the community, but, Bea told Linda Morris of the Sydney Morning Herald, she believed her AO was in recognition of her ability to ‘say the unsayable’ and to stir public debate about the taboo issues of fertility control, sex and reproduction. ‘I started talking about abortion before it was fashionable; there were only two women willing to say the word abortion in public. When I began reading newspapers it was called an illegal operation.’ She described herself as a retired activist, and believed that new champions were needed to tackle maternity leave, childcare, the casualisation of the workforce and widening salary gaps.1

Bea retired from Monash Gippsland at the end of 2002, after not much more than a decade of full-time work, in one of the restructures that were becoming a recurring feature of Australia’s tertiary institutions. In 2005 Monash awarded her an honorary doctorate. She continued to live in Churchill, her meagre superannuation supplemented by the rental income from the houses her father had left her. She travelled to Melbourne to meet friends, and for WEL’s anniversary dinners, a twenty-fifth in 1997 and a thirtieth in 2002. These were more chances for old friends to catch up and remember than political meetings,

In 2004, Bea decided that WEL had outlived its usefulness and it was time to close down the Victorian branch. As an umbrella organisation WEL had been too successful, she thought, and professional and special interest groups had now taken over much of the lobbying. Membership had dwindled since the heady days of the 1970s to fewer than fifty, most of whom were inactive. Meetings struggled to get a quorum; expenditure was exceeding income. ‘It seems like a good time to bow out gracefully and disperse our assets in a good cause,’ she wrote to early WEL member and friend Jocelyn Mitchell. A special general meeting was called, but Bea had not done the numbers and the attempt failed. WEL’s Victorian branch continued and Bea was at the fortieth anniversary in 2012. She was a strong supporter of Emily’s List when it was established in 1996 to support women’s preselection for winnable Labor seats.

In October 2019 Stephen, who was living nearby in Morwell, found Bea collapsed at home. She died a few days later in the Latrobe Regional Hospital in Traralgon. Living till eighty, Bea had well and truly defeated the Drop Dead script of her childhood. From her miserable childhood and youth in South Caulfield she had gone into the world with a devastating rationality, an uninhibited sexuality and a drive to achieve. In her prime she was compelling, radiating intellectual energy and self-confidence. Helen Greenwood, who interviewed Bea in 1988, described emerging from a conversation with her feeling giddy from her carefully enunciated sentences and long explanations. Susan Mitchell reflected that having talked with her for three hours she now understood how ‘a short woman with a caved-in chest from chronic asthma can give the impression of a large, aggressive woman’.2
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When I first put my hand up to write a biography of Beatrice Faust, I thought it would mainly be a story about feminist political activism, the founding of the Women’s Electoral Lobby and the campaign to reform abortion laws, with a bit of social context about changing sexual mores. It would celebrate her achievements and those of her generation of feminists. But I had not counted on her formidable intellect, her relentless self-scrutiny, nor how argumentative she could be. Mostly I have resisted arguing with her, seeing that my task as an historian is to set out her thinking in the context of the times.

In the Introduction, I noted that in 1978 Bea quoted George Orwell in a letter to Barbara Wertheim: ‘Each generation imagines itself more intelligent than the one before and wiser than the one that comes after. This is an illusion…one ought to stick with one’s own world view, even at the price of seeming old-fashioned…to abandon it is to kill one’s intellectual roots.’ Much about Bea’s world view seems not only old-fashioned but morally dubious to contemporary thinking, which imagines itself to be much wiser in matters of sex than the libertarian 1960s and 1970s. She seems too quick to forgive the sexual transgressions of men—may not even always see them as transgressions—and her reluctance to condemn paedophilia has few sympathisers. Today she would likely be cancelled as she refused to moderate her outspokenness to prevailing sensibilities. ‘Beatrice Faust,’ said Helen Garner, ‘is not scared of anybody.’

It’s hard for societies to get the balance right on sex. Too much repression is harmful, as is too much licentiousness, the needs and desires of men and women need to be held in balance, a range of individual differences accommodated, and violence and depravity confronted. And whatever the prevailing norms, not everyone will be happy. We need to be able to talk about this, to discuss issues around age, consent, sexual assault, victim blaming, gender identity and more, without being told ‘you can’t say that’. We need to be open to evidence and argument; to different points of view and experiences. And we need to be kind.

Bea grew to sexual maturity when a repressive public sexual morality was already fraying. The advent of reliable contraception removed the fear of pregnancy that had kept respectable unmarried people chaste and it gave married women control over their fertility. With the pill separating sex from reproduction, sex could become, as Bea put it, a recreational activity pursued for pleasure. The implications of this are still playing out, in the unstable co-existence, in the contemporary moment, of constrained public discourse with private sexual licence.

Bea’s foundational political formation was in the civil liberties and humanism of the early 1960s. Facts and reasoned argument were the dissidents’ major weapons then, before the marches and direct action of the later part of the decade. Bea never lost her faith in reason, believing that in the end prejudices and injustice would give way to cogent analysis and compelling, evidence-based arguments. She mistrusted radical action. She believed it usually created opposition that made the desired outcomes more difficult to achieve, as when Bert Wainer’s campaign against police corruption antagonised the Catholic Church. Civil liberties organisations were dominated by men, as were most political organisations, and the focus was on censorship, but she was able to create a space for abortion law reform in the Victorian Council for Civil Liberties in the mid-1960s.

When women’s liberation hit Australia in 1970 Bea already had a public political identity, a political style and a commitment to reform, not revolution. She was prepared to front up, to say the unsayable, and to use the insights she had gained from her own body in public debate, as when she shocked Father Eric D’Arcy by admitting to an abortion in a television debate. This half-generation difference from the rebellious young women of the early 1970s, together with her combative personal style, explains why she so often seemed to rub up against ‘women’s lib’.

Bea was a feminist, but she was never fully at ease in the sisterhood. She had close women friends and enjoyed their company; and she could be kind to other women. Morag Fraser remembers the practical and non-patronising help Bea gave her when, in the late 1960s, she became the first woman to edit Farrago.3 Nevertheless, she much preferred working with men to working with women. She found them more straightforward, less likely to take differences of opinion personally, and happy to argue them out rationally, which she greatly enjoyed. One of her lovers, Jason Gurney, told her she was not a woman’s woman. Often she felt that she had to strip herself of her flamboyance and incisive critical faculties so as not to overwhelm her sisters, and that even then, many found her too much. She was also sceptical about some of the tactics of women’s liberation, believing that inclusive reformism was more likely to improve women’s lives than attempts to escape the patriarchy through radical separatism. Her greatest contribution to Australian feminism, the creation of the Women’s Electoral Lobby, was the result of her commitment to achievable, practical reform. The decriminalisation of abortion for which she fought for so long was eventually achieved in Victoria in 2008, though later in the other states.

Deeper than this difference over tactics was her humanism, which predated her feminism. Her commitment was to improving lives for both men and women, and for this to happen they needed to understand each other and cooperate. She rejected what she saw as a misandrist strain in some feminist thinking. She believed that first-wave feminism had run aground on its inability to accept human sexuality, and she did not want the second wave to meet the same fate. Bea experienced her own sexuality as a gift. Her two major books, Women, Sex and Pornography and Apprenticeship in Liberty, are extended attempts to explain the differences and overlaps between men and women’s sexuality, and to clear away the barriers to sexual pleasure raised by prejudice, ignorance and mutual incomprehension. She was no simple-minded sexual libertarian, but she did believe that a repressive sexual morality damaged a person’s capacity for pleasurable sex, which was one of her life’s great joys. Because she found sex both enjoyable and easy, she seemed insensitive to its power dimensions. She had no trouble saying no, and she didn’t always see why other women might.

In his cameo on the The Naked Bunyip, Barry Jones was emphatic that censorship increases interest in pornography and that, were the fruit no longer forbidden, interest would wane. This was decades before the invention of the internet, but we now know Jones was wrong. Increased availability has sent interest through the roof, and greatly increased men’s misconceptions of what women want. It has brought pornography to the eyes of teenagers and children who were once shielded, and made it easily accessible to paedophiles as a device for grooming. Child pornography has exploded. In a discussion on pornography on the ABC in 1994, twenty years on from the relaxation of censorship laws, Bea’s views are still those she formed in the struggle against censorship. As her fellow panellists, philosopher Rai Gaita, political historian Robert Manne and criminologist Ray Wyre, who had worked extensively with sex offenders, pondered the impact of pornography on men’s fantasies and on general attitudes towards casual sex, Bea resisted admitting that pornography might sometimes be harmful, instead taking her usual stance of defending its uses for men who are lonely or disabled and as a communication tool for couples. She did however say, as she always did when the topic came up, that it creates false expectations in men about women’s sexuality.4
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I have often been asked if I ever met Bea. I would say that I remembered seeing her speak at a meeting in the upstairs coffee lounge at the Melbourne University Union—probably about abortion, or maybe pornography. So I was surprised to discover that in fact in 1988 we were both judges for the Victorian Premier’s Award for non-fiction, and presumably we met at meetings. My main memory of this gate-keeping exercise was that I would pick up another of the judges, the retired English Professor Vin Buckley (the man who had bid Bea good evening as she banged her head against an elm tree in Royal Parade) to drive him into the city. I couldn’t even remember who won. I had three young children at the time, which perhaps explains my memory gap. From a letter of Bea’s to her friend the poet Kathy Gallagher, I learned it was Brian Matthews for Louisa, his experimental biography of Louisa Lawson, Henry’s mother and an early feminist. Bea regarded it as the best of a bad lot, and it has not stood up well with its mixing of fiction and fact, but she was scathing about the in-group feel of the process. Vin had supervised Brian’s MA on Henry Lawson at the University of Melbourne; another judge, Dinny O’Hearn, with whom Bea had shared the 1956 matriculation exhibition for English literature, was a drinking mate. Although women publishers like McPhee Gribble were making their mark and women writers like Helen Garner, Elizabeth Jolley and Olga Masters were popular, Australian literature in the academy was still very blokey. Bea’s MA, on Henry Handel Richardson, was written about the same time as Brian’s in the same department where Buckley taught. But where the gates opened for him (albeit after a stint of teaching) she was given the H2B that put an end to her aspirations to become a literary academic.

Instead she became a public intellectual and for thirty years practised her ‘sceptical feminism’ in her books, her journalism, her public speaking and her media appearances. These thirty years were perhaps the best time to be a public intellectual in twentieth-century Australia, from the ’70s upswell of alternative publications to the decline of newspapers in the late 1990s. At its best, Bea’s writing is aphoristic and anecdotal, with many of the anecdotes drawing on her own experience. It is a style much better suited to short, sharp pieces for the weeklies than to extended book-length arguments, where her main points are often lost in voluminous and digressive discussions of the relevant literature. Sometimes this is interesting, but too often its purpose is defensive, to prove that she has read everything, to ward off anticipated hostile criticism.

It was through her journalism and media appearances rather than her books that she became a public figure, and, as she knew, this was likely an ephemeral success. But all lives are ephemeral, which is why we have biographies: small dams against the ebb of time, so we can think about how people before us lived and thought and tried to change their world.
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At her desk in a dress she made herself, Carlton 1974. Photo by Carol Jerrems for Carol Jerrems and Virginia Fraser, A Book about Australian Women. © Carol Jerrems estate.
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Cover of The Digger, issue no. 3, 1972. Courtesy Phillip Frazer.
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At a Sydney abortion rally in another homemade dress, December 1975. Julia Freebury on the far right. Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW and courtesy SEARCH Foundation.
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Celebrating WEL’s twentieth anniversary in 1992. LEFT TO RIGHT: Katy Richmond, Jan Harper, Jocelyn Mitchell, Iola Mathews, Val Blythe, Joyce Nicholson, Bea. Courtesy Iola Mathews.
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First Mary Owen Dinner, 1986. LEFT TO RIGHT: Bea, Edith Ryan, Mary Owen, Jan Harper. Courtesy Jan Harper.
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John Spooner cartoon. Age, 5 May 1984. Courtesy John Spooner.
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NOTES

A note on referencing

As Bea’s diaries and correspondence are neither catalogued nor publicly available, I have not referenced them, and have mostly confined references to publicly available sources.

Her papers are in my possession and I hope to be able to find them a home.
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