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When the territory is charted, its eventual aspect may be quite other than what was hoped for. One can only say, it will be a whole—a region from which a few features, not necessarily those that seemed prominent at the start, will stand out in clear colours. Not to direct, but to solace us; not to fix our positions, but to show us how we came.

—The Bay of Noon
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PROLOGUE

ONLY FOR LOVE

AMONG SHIRLEY HAZZARD’S papers at the Columbia University Rare Book and Manuscript Library on the Upper West Side of Manhattan are several boxes of small appointment diaries, four for each year. These are small, palm- or pocket-size, with clear plastic covers and shiny metallic spiral bindings. They are made by Hermès, the dates are in French, and they go back to the 1950s. They were bought each year, first by Shirley Hazzard’s husband, the biographer and translator Francis Steegmuller, whose distinctive, often illegible hand records the bare bones of meetings, dinners, flights, and occasionally a flurry of details of a scene from his travels or notes about a dream he wanted to remember. In later years of their marriage, some of the entries are by Hazzard. Her handwriting is (a little) more legible, her notes and descriptions more detailed, less reserved, less diffident. After Steegmuller’s death, in 1994, she took over the diaries and wrote in them until a decade or so before she died. The 4ème Trimestre diary from 2003 has a pencilled appointment for Novembre 19: “National Book Awards. Black Tie. Marriott Marquee Times Square. Shubert Alley ‘red carpet’ arrival, 45th St Reception 6:30–7:30 dinner—then the announcement. (Press conference later for winners.) Prepare putative remark. Ceremony concludes 10:15.” Then, over the top, in red marker pen: “I won the National Book Award.”

The National Book Award is one of the premier literary prizes in the United States. It is open only to U.S. writers but carries international distinction. Shirley Hazzard had twice before been nominated, first in 1971 for The Bay of Noon and again in 1981 for The Transit of Venus. The 2003 award was for The Great Fire, her fourth novel. It had been completed just half a year earlier and published only the previous month, but for all that haste had been long awaited. The reviews made much of this: “More than two decades have passed since the publication of Shirley Hazzard’s The Transit of Venus”; “For years her admirers have been awaiting what would be next”; “For Shirley Hazzard—not to mention her readers and her publisher—it has been a long wait”; “In the 22 years since the publication of The Transit of Venus, readers and critics who declared that novel a modern classic . . . have kept a Penelope-like vigil for a new novel from Shirley Hazzard. At last, there is The Great Fire.” And: “Few writers are worth this long a wait. The great Shirley Hazzard is one of them.”

The award announcement was made before a crowd of some nine hundred people in the Marriott ballroom. There was an unusually large media contingent because the novelist Stephen King was to receive a medal for Distinguished Contribution to American Letters. Commentators had noted that King, as a writer of popular fiction, was an unusual choice for the medal, which had previously been awarded to such literary authors as Saul Bellow, Eudora Welty, and Philip Roth. There had been some heated public discussion, with Harold Bloom, tireless champion of high culture, lamenting King’s award as a “dumbing down,” drawing in turn the response that his “carping” demonstrated “an elitism that borders on a death wish.” Stephen King took up these terms in his acceptance speech. He asked, provocatively, of his audience, “What do you think? You get social or academic brownie points for deliberately staying out of touch with your own culture?” and he listed a number of popular novelists, authors who he felt had been overlooked by august literary institutions like the National Book Award.

If Shirley Hazzard had indeed prepared a “putative remark,” as flagged in her diary, she must have decided to set it aside. Instead, she addressed Stephen King’s words directly: “I don’t think giving us a reading list of those who are most read at this moment is much of a satisfaction,” she said. “We read in all the ages.” We have “mysterious inclinations. We have our own intuitions, our individuality toward what we want to read, and we developed that from childhood.” Even the most ancient works, she continued, in moving us, become part of our immediate experience. The most important thing that literature brings is “Pleasure . . . the true pleasure.” Her comments were spontaneous, unrehearsed, but at the same time this was a speech she could have made at any stage in her adult life, long given over to the deep rewards of reading and of writing.

There was in her devotion to literature something that set Shirley Hazzard aside, quite consciously, from the contemporary world, something that was certainly apparent to her readers. The Great Fire, one reviewer wrote, “is timeless as opposed to timely”; it read, another felt, “like the last masterpiece of a vanished age of civility, even of a certain understanding of civilization.” The judges for the Miles Franklin Award, Australia’s most prestigious literary prize, which the novel went on to win in 2004, commented that “The Great Fire is a reminder of why, in a digital age, the novel still matters.” There was also to be found in her writing, reviewers wrote, great intellectual depth and an utterly singular style, “a clarity only possible to a writer of fastidious intellectual assurance. A style as complex and lucid as this constitutes a species of moral achievement.” Some years later, the biographer Stacy Schiff described this aspect of Hazzard’s work. The erudition, she wrote, “shimmers through the prose . . . like a demure, decorous spice: You may only dimly register its presence. You may mistake it for something else . . . Some will thrill to the imported line of Browning, the nod to Wordsworth, the classical allusions and painterly touches. They are hardly necessary to the enjoyment of the novel.” Schiff quoted an observation from The Transit of Venus: “Knowledge was for some a range of topics; for others, depth of perception,” adding that “Hazzard herself managed both. While she is in a league with Muriel Spark and Elizabeth Bowen, she is more muscular than either.” Some readers pointed out that the erudition itself created difficulties of fictional voice, noting that several of the characters in The Great Fire spoke in ways that were impossibly learned, overly similar to each other, and too close, too, to the diction of the narrator. On the other hand, Thomas Mallon made the point that the dialogue “never forces a suspension of disbelief, because Hazzard’s narration is more articulate than almost anything we’re now accustomed to reading: what’s within quotation marks seems credible simply by the standard of what’s without.” This is a point made often and in different ways by her readers: within the world of Shirley Hazzard’s novels it is precisely the distinctiveness and the distinction of the prose, the sentences, that compels us. No one else writes like this. The novelist Alice Jolly called it “Hazzard-land.”

A couple of weeks before the National Book Award ceremonies, Shirley Hazzard gave a reading at the Unterberg Poetry Center at the 92nd Street YMHA. She was introduced by the poet J. D. McClatchy, who spoke of “a special shrine to Shirley Hazzard” beside which he had “moped” for the past twenty years, waiting for her next book. He had, he said, turned for consolation through that time to words by Flannery O’Con-nor, words that might seem to have constituted in advance a rebuttal of Stephen King’s speech, a defence of high literature that addressed the larger currency, the presentness, of complex art. Alongside the insistent temporality of what Hazzard had called reading “in all the ages,” these words set a sense of literature’s achievement as something always speculative, unknowable in advance:


The great novels we get in the future are not going to be those that the public thinks it wants, or those the critics demand. They are going to be the kind of novels that interest the novelist. And the novels that interest the novelist are going to be those that have not already been written. They are those that put the greatest demands on him, that require him to operate at the maximum of his intelligence and his talents, and to be true to the particularities of his own vocation. The direction of many of us will be towards concentration, and the distortion that is necessary to get our vision across. It will be more toward poetry than toward the traditional novel.



McClatchy added that O’Connor’s statement “almost precisely, indeed uncannily, describes Shirley Hazzard’s new novel The Great Fire, so long in the making, so brilliant now, at last, in our hands.” She was, he said “a novelist’s novelist’s novelist.”

The Great Fire tells the story—somewhat improbable perhaps, but largely true, at least in its main events—of a love affair between a man, older, a war hero, and a much younger woman in the wake of the Second World War. It directs itself not to the world of the plausible but rather, as McClatchy has it, to an existence “out of space and time, at once fraught and miraculous,” or, as Joan Didion wrote, it is “a hypnotic novel that unfolds like a dream.” Along with this otherworldliness, The Great Fire is immersed in time and place. It re-creates, impeccably, the postwar years in colonial Hong Kong, occupied Japan, England, and New Zealand. The fineness and liveness of these highly circumscribed novel worlds are, as Hazzard herself was quick to point out, steeped in her own memories. With previous novels she had always been rather circumspect about the sources of characters and events, but now in interviews she returned again and again to her youth spent in those places and to the heartbreak of first love experienced there. She wanted, she said, with this novel to bear witness to that past. “That atmosphere after the war, it’s still so strong in me,” she told one interviewer, “I wanted not to let it evaporate.” She was speaking, certainly, about the historical events, and the mood and atmosphere after the war—what her protagonist Aldred Leith records in his diary as “Sunday, grisaille. Suspension,” and the sense of “precariousness of what the world had become,” and “the feeling of hope that was among us, especially young people, that mankind could learn to live without an enemy.” In the process of recollecting that time, she said, “I retrieved a part of my life that was waiting for me”: her own story, a love story, intense, thwarted. The long making of The Great Fire was, then, even longer than it had seemed, for it reached back into its author’s lingering past. At the same time, she took issue with the confining of her novel, or any novel, within the limits of autobiography, or indeed of history, or fact. “The world,” she told her audience at the Y that November, “likes to trace the author’s life in the novel but the obvious isn’t always true. Something that was very close to you and resembles your experience isn’t necessarily the deepest version of the story.” That, she believed, was the work that is done by fiction. “One has imagined things in novels one has never experienced. We are all cheek by jowl on the globe and have experiences which are not quite vicarious. One feels for another person. One observes. One imagines.”

Aligned with that project of feeling, observing, imagining—the novelist’s work—is the human and poetic matter of love. She explained that she had wanted to write “a story of falling in love,” to tell truthfully “the accidental meeting of man and woman and a sense of destined engagement that would possibly last out their lives. This, to serve as a counterweight to the huge disillusion of a ravaged world. I will let myself in for derision, whatever I say on this theme, I suppose. Yet I think that such a story is not necessarily idealized, and that the dream, at least, of such love still supplies the poetry of all manner of unpoetic lives.” This statement of large belief in romantic and sexual love stands behind all Shirley Hazzard’s writing. It is aligned with her sense of human connectedness and above all with poetry, which is at heart for her a way of being human. She put it like this in one of her last public appearances: “Poetry comes in different forms, it can come in mere feeling, I think, people realize within themselves that they have deeper feelings than language always allows them to express. And poetry can save very much the souls of people who feel that way—who feel cut off from a deeper thing within themselves and having to fit in with much more daily forms of expression.” Some years earlier, she had recorded in her diary how after a performance, “stupendously beautiful,” of Lucia di Lammermoor, with Joan Sutherland and Alfredo Kraus, her friend the art historian John Pope-Hennessy had observed, “It treats Romantic love as an ideal,” and how she had responded, in words that expressed her sense of the irreducible and necessary power of love, “A principle, almost. Something elevated and supreme, transcendent over reason, ambition, loyalty, even decency.”

The publication of The Great Fire in 2003 and the attention it received brought Shirley Hazzard back into public awareness. She was read and admired all over again, interviewed and talked about. Those public appearances and commentaries tell us a lot about how her readers saw her, what they valued, and how she had come, already, to be remembered. They also allowed her to speak about her past, to add details about her youth and her youthful love affair to the stories she had been telling about her life since she first became a writer back in the early 1960s—stories about being born in Australia, about coming to New York, going to Italy, writing for The New Yorker, and meeting Francis Steegmuller. These stories were well rehearsed. They were for the most part true but, as tends to happen, had been burnished over the years of their telling. They told of a singular life that chimed with the striking uniqueness, the sui generis qualities of her writing and its aesthetic untimeliness, the longevity of her achievement, and the sparseness, overall, of her output: half a century of writing and just six books of fiction. This singularity was also a feature of her comportment. She herself made much of the untimeliness of her bearing and inclination. She spoke dismissively, still, of outdated technology such as telephone answering machines or “the telly,” and bemusedly of computers and cell phones as artifacts of a present day she would never actually inhabit. (She said to one interviewer, “WWW Dot. I hear about it on the radio . . . WWW Dot means to me William Wordsworth and his sister Dorothy! And I’m laughing away at this, thinking, Oh well, that’s a way of exorcising the horror of all those buttons!”) This was part of a larger identification with an idealised yesteryear; her friend and publisher Jonathan Galassi described her as someone who “willed to be out of a (non-existent) past.” One evening in her later years, in Rome, walking up the steps that lead up to the Spanish Steps with her friend the literary scholar Robert Harrison, speaking of the past, or of the present, she stopped walking and, turning to him, said with great earnestness, “I hate change.” The moment was made, Harrison remembered, “dramatically emphatic by the complete suspension of our movement. It was so heartfelt. A sincere speech act.”

She was known for her impeccable grooming—Missoni jackets, Ferragamo shoes, the upswept hairstyles that leant back to the early 1960s—or seen, less kindly, as “preposterously prim.” She wrote in The Great Fire of an older woman, the gracious Mrs. Fry, in words that also pictured her present, older self: “Beauty, long since drained of erotic appeal, had remained a habit.” The writer Alec Wilkinson remembered her as a great feminine presence, “Some version of almost Jungian femininity realised. Powerful, brilliant, strong, moral.” When she spoke, her expression was formal and articulate; she spoke in full paragraphs, each one a pronouncement. She had an extraordinary memory for poetry and would recite, often at length, with the least inducement. Her voice and intonation were quite particular, her accent some combination of an Englishness cut loose from England, with a trace of Scots and the from-nowhere tones of mid-century middle-class Australia, an accent heard nowadays only in old newsreels. There was something unlocatable about it all. In his letter supporting her candidacy for the Century Association in New York in 1995, the art historian John Russell wrote, memorably, “If a highly intelligent and principled moth were able to talk, that is what she would sound like.” For all her polish, though, there was always the trace of an outsider. Patrick White maintained that she had come from money; “he thought she was an heiress,” but she was far from that. Alec Wilkinson expressed something of the flicker of contradictions around what she revealed and what she concealed about herself and her life: “You would never have understood how bruising that raising up was; the amount of territory covered. You never would have thought that she was Australian, from so far away.”

Shirley Hazzard had indeed come from far away, had come a long way, had transformed, indeed created, herself. Her friend the art historian Alison West commented that she had “achieved her life through sheer power of mind”; she was somebody with “a capacity to absorb tremendous amounts of knowledge and to savour it in a certain way as a representation of who they are.” This was a function of her intellect, of course, but also of the acuteness of her sensibility, as another friend, Elizabeth Archibald, observed, her “extraordinary ear for language, ability to hear and notice tiny phrases, the way people talk, the words people use. She was paying attention to every detail. She had a kind of heightened sensitivity, a kind of lived knowledge as well as erudite knowledge.”

The Auden scholar Edward Mendelson described her as, above all, civilised: “There was a sense Shirley had, it was not courtesy, it was a sense of your value as a human being. It wasn’t a demand, it was that she assumed good motives on your part, civilised motives.” The intimacy of her conversation or friendship was itself reserved; “One loved her,” Mendelson said, “without there being a centre of herself that one loved. One loved her attributes—generosity, her sweetness, her learning, her sense that you were better than you were.” She also had “an absence of irrational hatreds and passions,” a commitment to “see in everyone the best they have.” She made a similar observation herself about her friend the poet James Merrill: “He had the generous talent of bringing out the best in his friends; one rose to his articulate occasion.” There was also a sense of serenity about her own place in the world, Mendelson felt: “She didn’t seem to care if you admired her work or not . . . She didn’t want anything from you. She wanted a sense of being part of your world of excellence . . . It was not that she felt ‘I am a famous person and I am being generous to you,’ she was absolutely at peace with herself.” That serenity embraced a notable reserve; despite her loquacity and her generosity, it was clear that there were things she chose not to disclose. The writer Matthew Specktor recalled her as “very very well defended” and described her use of conversation, admiringly—“she spoke in arias”—as a form of filibuster. Amanda Vaill, one of her editors at Viking, saw some of The Transit of Venus’s Caro Bell in her, a quality not exactly of reserve or aloofness but more of “being able to hold herself apart from a discussion . . . It was observant . . . She wasted nothing. She didn’t throw things away. She kept them.” And, Alec Wilkinson noted, she made judgments: “There was something so avid about her intellect; an intelligence that couldn’t help but take the measure of all it saw.”

Shirley Hazzard embarked early on a project of self-cultivation and self-creation through extensive and passionate reading. Throughout her adult life she mixed in elevated cultural circles, seeking out people to admire and learn from. This all culminated, in a way, in her marriage in 1963 to Francis Steegmuller, a marriage described by their friend the poet and translator Richard Howard as “a conjugal version of literary high life.” Francis was significantly older than Shirley. He had lived through the exhilarating years of the American “discovery” of Paris and of European art in the interwar years. He was a biographer and translator, an independent scholar with a private income and a private art collection, qualities he would lend to Transit’s Adam Vail: “He had lent the picture, which belonged to him.” The Steegmullers were close in sensibility and temperament and were devoted to each other. Shirley delighted in the worlds her marriage opened up for her, but the marriage was also, importantly, daily, intimate, practical. Francis helped her manage the tribulations—which were considerable—of her mother, and in his later years, as his memory began to fail, she set her own writing aside to care for him, helping him write his last books. He had been married before, happily, for thirty years to a wealthy amateur painter, Beatrice Stein Steegmuller, and he brought not just financial security. When Shirley first met him, she thought “he looked like a person who had learnt, who had suffered and learnt and who had enjoyed life in a very deep way. There was a lot to be seen in his face.”

In his acclaimed biography of Jean Cocteau, Francis wrote about the veiled revelation of self that is implicit in the writing of lives. To Cocteau’s suggestive claim “I am a lie that always tells the truth,” he added a gloss: “But a lie, even one that tells the truth, implies a truth that is not told. In Cocteau’s case the lie, the myth, and the two kinds of truth, the one that is told and the one that is not, make a fascinating amalgam.” If there are truths to be told, and not told, about Shirley Hazzard’s life and work, they come together at the point where, to turn Richard Howard’s lovely phrase a little, the conjugal meets the literary—the point where the writer lives. A few months after Francis’s death, Shirley published a brief memorial, just a page long, in The New York Times, a telescoping of their times on the island of Capri, where they spent part of each year from the late 1960s. It is a kind of intimate obituary, a window onto the life they had shared, and it provides an eloquent point of entry into the story of her life:


Francis’s worktable barely held his typewriter. He often wrote in bed—yellow pad on lap, pencil in beautiful hand, cat dozing alongside—in a small, high room with luminous views of sea, sky, mountain. In the early mornings we read aloud: Shakespeare, Gibbon, Byron’s “Don Juan,” Clough’s “Amours de Voyage,” Thucydides, Seneca, Auden, Delacroix’s journals, Leopardi’s “Canti.” We took our books on walks and read them in silence by the sea. In an outdoor restaurant, Francis once read an entire novel, Muriel Spark’s “Robinson,” while I finished Conrad’s “Victory.” He said, “Curious that both books are set on islands,” and as we named other ‘island’ works, mentioned Melville’s poem “To Ned,” about the coming doom of desert islands.

Last summer, Vladimir Nabokov was remembered in the press as having told his students: “You have to saturate yourself with English poetry in order to compose English prose . . . You must study the poets.”

I read this to Francis and he said: “Exactly. Still, one cannot truly do it for a ‘purpose.’ Only for love.”






I




1.

REGGIE’S DAUGHTER

1931–1947

SHIRLEY HAZZARD LOVED to tell the story of how she became a writer. It is a story that began with poetry, and a broken heart, and Italy, and in the course of being retold came to stand in for the story of her life and to encapsulate the largeness of her imaginative being. This is one version:


Auden said in that beautiful poem about Yeats that poetry altered nothing, that all the savagery of the world would be the same if no poet had ever written. But I know from my own small experience that it can change life radically. Poetry gave me companionship; it opened my mind and my heart—as far as they could be opened. It also changed the facts of my life.

When I was living in New Zealand in 1949–50, I read poems of Leopardi in translation by John Heath-Stubbs and I wanted to learn the originals: they were so beautiful. I remember it was a blue book.

I began to read Italian, 12,000 miles away without expectation of going to Italy. Later, it was because I had studied Italian that I was sent there by the United Nations and everything changed.



She would return over and over to this story of escape from terrible origins, the writing life that allowed her to save her life: “There was the idea that transformation in our lives would come through marriage, through falling in love and marrying, and the idea of rescue . . . I would have liked to be rescued but no one was going to rescue me, and I finally realized that I would have to rescue myself. And the only means . . . that I could see was to use the thing that was closest to my spirit, which was the literary life, the use of the word . . . I can say I lived happily ever after.”

She would return, too, to the importance of Italy in that rescued life: “In Italy, the mysteries remain important: the accidental quality of existence, the poetry of memory, the impassioned life that is animated by awareness of eventual death.” And she would give the delightful particulars of the transformation of her life—a villa outside Siena owned by a spirited and cultivated family who became her friends and prompted her to write. “In 1960 I wrote a story—a simple story of a young poet, derived from an evening in that Italian garden. I sent it to the New Yorker, without keeping a copy. It was accepted by William Maxwell, and I received his letter standing in the big, old kitchen of my friends’ villa. Moments like that don’t come twice: The Order of Release.” It is a compelling story, and true as far as it goes, but it glances over what was a more prolonged and laborious commencement to her writing life. Although the story about the young poet was indeed the one accepted by William Maxwell in the summer of 1960, it was not the first story she had sent to the magazine, nor was it the first published. That, appearing in April 1961, was a story set in Australia, about a child, a little girl, in suburban Sydney, where Shirley Hazzard had grown up and where her writer’s story really began.

“Woollahra Road” takes readers into the world of its author’s childhood: provincial, domestic, and shaped by forces just beyond the child’s grasp. It is signed with her birth date—“It was 1935, and Ida was four years old”—and with the time frame of the Great Depression. Shirley Hazzard was born on January 30, 1931, at the Bungalow Private Hospital in Chatswood on Sydney’s North Shore. Shortly after, she joined her parents, Reginald and Catherine, and sister Valerie, then two years old, in the family home in Bay Road, Waverton, close to the north pylon of the soon-to-be-completed Sydney Harbour Bridge. A year or two later the family moved a little farther out to the suburb of Willoughby, to a sizable, if unremarkable, suburban bungalow on a large block of land, where they lived until 1937. The house and garden were very like those described in some detail in “Woollahra Road,” a domestic haven edged by ever-encroaching remnants of native bushland:


The front garden . . . was on the shady side of the house, but even there the soft turf had died in the drought and been replaced by crisp, resistant buffalo grass, which also grew on the more exposed sides of the house. The steps were bordered with pink and blue hydrangeas, and with beds of fuchsia and daphne. Palm trees stood on the lawn. At the end of the soft drive were red hibiscus and trees of wattle and frangipani. At the side, a wall covered with wilted Dorothy Perkins roses separated this house from the [house next door] . . . The back garden was huge, and had beds of flowers and vegetables and an orchard. A swing had been built in the orchard, and if you were swung high enough you could touch the mandarin trees by extending your feet. Beyond the orchard was a field of high grass forbidden to children because of snakes. The snakes occasionally came into the garden and had to be killed with a heavy stick that was kept in the garage for the purpose. The grass of the field was cut down from time to time by Alfie, the man who did the garden, and lost cricket balls would turn up then, or an old kite, or singed rocket butts left over from Empire Night. The grass was never burned off now, because of the danger of fire. Even the orchard and the garden had their perils. There were bees in the grove of Buddleia. In the mornings, kookaburras perched on the lowest branches of the trees, looking for lizards or worms, and would burst out laughing right over your head. And there was a grey goanna, like a short, thick snake, harmless but horrible, that came to the kitchen door to be fed by the maid, Marge, with raw eggs.



The house was on McClelland Street, across from St. John’s Church, where Shirley attended nursery school. She remembered these times and places in a long oral history interview she gave in 2000: “There was what we called the paddock at the back beyond the garden, and it had knee-high grass or at least knee-high to a little child, and was mown every so often . . . And that atmosphere of childhood was, I can’t say a frontier town, but the bush was very close, and there was no feeling of this congestion that now any big city immediately generates.” This was not, of course, the big city in any sense. Up until the late 1920s Willoughby was semirural, with orchards, market gardens, dairies, small farms, and even tanneries, but these were decades of urban expansion, and the opening of the Sydney Harbour Bridge in 1932 saw the area quickly become suburban, most likely with such residual wildlife as goannas, kookaburras, snakes, and scope for long-remembered summer freedoms. A photograph of Shirley, aged about four years old, smiling happily with a doll cradled in each arm, a rough wooden fence behind, and scrubby grass all around, certainly conveys the country-town character of her first home. There is a sense of being somehow close to the bush, too, in “Woollahra Road,” with the arrival at the house of “a hawker . . . a man selling clothes props. The decrepit cart was laden with saplings of eucalyptus, roughly stripped and forked at one end.” Shirley returned to this memory as she began drafting The Great Fire in the early 1980s, a scene later discarded:


She remembered a morning when, kept home from nursery school for some childish ailment, she had lain in her little white bed secure in her special standing, her mother’s love, the bright day without and quiet shade within; the irruption, once in a while, of some sound from the quiet street—significant because isolated—a man with a horse and cart, selling clothes props for tuppence each. These, the scarcely honed saplings of new green; the rumble of a car. Realised that she was a child and would grow; but at this moment the world needed her for its (rightness). She fitted the scheme. Also, the sense of special indulgence. Of leisure, enhanced by contrast with general obligation to toil—of “getting away with it.”



Even then, she was alert to a sense of how remote was her location in the world:


I was three, I think, when I began to remember, to be there, and the sense of it, although a child doesn’t reason this way, the sense, the atmosphere of the place must have been very strong because I remember being aware that we were in a place that was far from somewhere else; “somewhere else” being the world, really. There really was the tyranny of distance that was borne in on one and we were on the edge of the bush, which as I grew up I understood it was also the desert, the edge of the dead heart of the continent, and that certainly was pervasive.



While she is drawing here on familiar tropes of Australia—desert, dead heart, “the tyranny of distance”—what prevails is her conviction that her early life was lived in a place that, because it remained unrecorded in literature, set its inhabitants “in perpetual, flagrant violation of reality.” The Australia into which she was born was itself a recent invention. The colonies established through British imperial expansion through the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries had federated just three decades earlier, in 1901, and the national parliament had only just moved from Melbourne to the new “Bush Capital” at Canberra, three hours south of Sydney, in 1927. The legacies of Australia’s colonial origins were everywhere to be found through the interwar decades, including in the makeup of the population. From the mid-nineteenth century, emigration to Australia was almost wholly confined to British subjects, and this pattern continued for more than another century, sustained by the “White Australia policy,” the name popularly given to a series of restrictive acts of parliament defining the new nation as Anglo and European, beginning with the Immigration Restriction Act, which gave immigration officials enormous latitude to refuse entry into Australia on racial grounds. The first attorney general, Alfred Deakin, announced to the Parliament of Australia in 1901, “At the very first instant of our national career we are as one for a white Australia.”

After the establishment of the early colonies with populations largely comprised of convicts and military personnel, the European population in Australia had been controlled by the British Colonial Land and Emigration Office, which organised the funding of passages to Australia according to the principle that “the proportions sent out (as between English, Scottish and Irish) should be the same as in the home population,” with the aim of producing a “new Britannia” in the colonies. At Federation in 1901, the Australian population was 95 percent of British descent. Frontier wars between settlers and Indigenous people were sustained until the early decades of the twentieth century; Indigenous Australians were largely excluded from the franchise at Federation and were mostly not included in the national census until 1967. All this matters for Shirley Hazzard’s story, first because she makes much of the White Australia policy in The Great Fire—“We’ve had racial laws in Australia for generations,” Peter Exley tells Archie Crindle, who is concerned about the rise of fascism in Italy—but also because it speaks to the overwhelmingly Anglo-Australian world in which she grew up. It is difficult to overemphasize the importance of these colonial and racial legacies in the Australia of her early years, legacies that had been confirmed and consolidated by the First World War. In his history of modern Australia, Tom Keneally observes that that war, “instead of repelling Australians from the arms of the Empire, drove them more firmly into it. Apart from the undeniable convictions of the great majority, this was also for the sake of a White Australia.” The historians Mark Peel and Christina Twomey describe the “defensive project” of Australia in these years, an “insularity” that yet maintained a decisive “sentimental attachment to Britain.”

Shirley would later recall the deep identification of her family and social world with the ideals and dominance of the British Empire: “the globe marked out in pink” and the foldout coronation poster displayed at school—“jingoistic,” she said, “like some great protective thing over us . . . And suddenly it pulverised.” Her memories also turned to the darker aspects of the nation’s history, characterised by what she felt to be “ignoble endurance,” stemming from the conditions of its founding as a penal colony: “hardship, awfulness and no sense of pleasure.” Nor was there any sense, in the popular consciousness of her family and class, or in the reaches of her own imagination, of the immensity of the country’s Indigenous history, nor of the continuing presence of Indigenous people and cultures. And even while she would go on, in essays and lectures, to criticise the treatment of the First Australians by successive national governments, the language in which she evoked 1930s and 1940s Australia in The Transit of Venus—“a parched unvisited mystery, a forlorn horizon strung on a strand of slack barbed wire”—and her evocation of white Australians’ unfamiliarity with Indigenous people are themselves grounded in an incapacity to recognise these realities. In The Transit of Venus, Caro and Grace Bell learn that “Australia’s history soon terminated in unsuccess,” that it “was engulfed in a dark stench of nameless prisoners whose only apparent activity was to have built, for their own incarceration, the stone gaols, now empty monuments that little girls might tour for Sunday outings,” and that it “dwindled into the expeditions of doomed explorers, journeys without revelation or encounter endured by fleshless men whose portraits already gloomed, beforehand, with a wasted, unlucky look—the eyes fiercely shining from sockets that were already bone.” There was, it seems, to be no moving past these determinants, no other way of belonging to this place.

While Australians at this time looked mostly to its colonial past for their cultural moorings, the nation also participated in the global rush to modernity. Sydney, Australia’s largest city, older than the nation by more than a century, exemplified the attraction of city life after World War I, collecting an increasing proportion of New South Wales’s inhabitants, so that its population more than doubled from less than half a million at Federation to more than a million the year Shirley was born. Sydney was also more international, more energetically connected to the rhythms and opportunities of the modern world than was the second major city, Melbourne, which had built its wealth in the gold rushes of the previous century and remained the establishment city. In 1927 the artist Sydney Ure Smith described Sydney’s vitality: “grinding trams and busy motor cars and . . . uncompromising flats . . . and always the patch of blue harbour. Hills, noise, traffic, careless pedestrians, yellow cabs . . . ferries darting in a tangle into the harbour from Circular Quay. Tall buildings, ugly buildings . . . wharves, masses of deep sea liners, cargo boats, ships from everywhere . . . crowded houses on the foreshore . . . excitement, bustle and movement . . .” All these elements might be found, of course, in descriptions of any world city of the period, apart perhaps from the defining note of the harbour, described in 1916 by the architect John Sulman as “a great lung . . . which can never be closed.” Sydney has always been identified with its harbour, and by the Pacific Ocean into which the harbour opens, as in this paean from the city’s 1938 sesquicentenary: “Golden beaches. Sun-tanned men and maidens . . . Red-roofed villas terraced above the blue waters of the harbour . . . Even Melbourne seems like some grey and stately city of Northern Europe compared with Sydney’s sub-tropical splendours.”

Shirley’s childhood was spent in full view of those splendours and blue waters and, like the city, was defined by the opportunities they provided. By the year of her birth, Sydney was in the process of being transformed by the construction of the iconic bridge, symbol of prosperity and the future. The bridge carried a particular resonance for the Hazzards, as Reginald and Catherine, known as Kit, had met in the bridge works office. Both were working for Dorman Long, the British engineering firm charged with the bridge’s construction—Reg in the post of secretary to the director of construction, Lawrence Ennis, whom Shirley remembered as “a dim, presiding figure of my infancy,” and Kit in the office of the chief engineer, Sir Ralph Freeman. Australia had been hit hard by the Great Depression, but because of the bridge, one of the very few construction projects to survive the downturn, the consequences of the 1929 crash took some years to hit Sydney. The completion of the bridge in 1932 meant an end to this cushioning, and the city saw a collapse worse than anywhere else in the country. By 1933 Australia’s unemployment rate was one of the highest in the world. Although the Hazzards were not directly affected, the larger deprivations were clear even to the very young Shirley: “I was lucky that my family did not actively suffer during the Depression, which was terrible in Australia. It’s not something a child lives through and ever forgets. It becomes a yardstick really for human experience when you’ve seen an entire populace humiliated, compounded by the penury of veterans of the First World War.” Those veterans too were burned into her consciousness, “spectres,” “apparitions,” standing alone or in groups around the city streets. “Who or what they had singly been . . . sunk in the delved sameness of the eyes. Nothing more could be done to them, but their unsurpassed worst would be sustained forever and ever.” She retained more domestic images of the bleakness of Depression-era suburbia, for instance the local shop where she and Valerie would be sent, “with those windows, no one thought of dressing them up, those windows in the summer with dead flies and bleached packets of this and that.”

Throughout her life Shirley Hazzard was at pains to establish a sense of distance from the country and the circumstances of her birth, claiming that “my temperament is not a very national one.” She was particularly oblique about the question, writing to her first UK publisher, “I have never lived in the UK, although my passport is certainly British and I expect that I am too . . . However, these things are perhaps more mysterious than I realise.” Her criticisms of Australia were pointed and sustained, but more than this, she was unwilling to saddle herself with its colonial burden, expressed sardonically by Transit’s narrator: “Australia required apologies, and was almost a subject for ribaldry. Australia could only have been mitigated by unabashed fortune from its newly minted sources—sheep, say, or sheep-dip.” At the same time, in her writing and in her memories can be found a profound connection to the locations of her childhood, in particular to the quality of light and the topography of Sydney’s North Shore, which set in place one of the essential coordinates of her lifelong visual imaginary: the sea. From the age of about five she lived in scenic Mosman, just above Balmoral Beach, on a high-ridged peninsula jutting out into Sydney’s Middle Harbour, rising some seventy or eighty feet (20–25 metres) above the sea, with nearly eleven miles (18 kilometres) of coastline, cliffs of dark yellow and white Hawkesbury sandstone, and beaches, many of them still, then, surrounded by untouched bushland.

She recalled that even before the family moved to Mosman, on hot afternoons her mother would drive her and Valerie from Willoughby to Balmoral to paddle in the sea. They would arrive at the beach “down a winding road whose asphalt was edged with morning glory” and return “by the sheer ascent of Awaba Street, in terror that the brake might fail.” She came to understand the sea as an essential part of her life: “All through my life I’ve lived near the sea and I think, sometimes, how difficult it would be for me to be landlocked.” On the one hand she recognised and looked to a distant and “authoritative world where seasons were reversed (it was implied, correctly),” but she also felt a forceful sense of connection to place and to the particular lived places of her childhood, to the mesmerizing detail of a world she was inventing, imagining for herself. We can see this in The Transit of Venus, where despite the imaginative and aesthetic circumscriptions of colonial society, the young Caro nonetheless apprehends another world yet to be verified, glimpsed in unknowing fragments:


There was nothing mythic at Sydney: momentous objects, beings, and events all occurred abroad or in the elsewhere of books. Sydney could never take for granted, as did the very meanest town in Europe, that a poet might be born there or a great painter walk beneath its windows. The likelihood did not arise, they did not feel they had deserved it. That was the measure of resentful obscurity: they could not imagine a person who might expose or exalt it . . . There was the harbour, and the open sea. It was an atmosphere in which a sunset might be comfortably admired, but not much else. Any more private joy—in light or dark, in leaf or gatepost—savoured of revelation and was uncountenanced; even in wisteria or wattle on mornings newer, surely, than anywhere else could by now achieve. There was a stillness on certain evenings, or a cast to rocks, or a design of languid branch against the sky that might be announcing glory. Though it could hardly be right to relish where Dora was aggrieved, the girls put their smooth faces to gardenias, inhaling December for a lifetime.



That a poet might be born there. From her earliest responses to the topography of Sydney Harbour, its green folds and sandstone tracks, its gardens and blue vistas, the “private joy” it offered, Shirley Hazzard announced herself a writer. The poetic charge of these lines derives not only from their evocative precision but also from a sense that these images are being encountered for the first time. There is a tight enfolding of poetry with childhood memory, a combination of prospect and retrospect that is strikingly her own. The sensual experience of stillness, or of gardenias, is already washed with lost time, and what we are being given access to is not simply a past and a particular place and moment—the summer December scents of a 1930s Sydney childhood—but also a landscape of poetic and bodily apprehension. She later reflected on this not so much as a quality of her writing but as a phenomenon of memory itself. In 1984, on returning to Sydney to deliver a series of lectures, she told an interviewer that she had been struck by the particularity of place and time—a winter’s day in August—and by the alignment of a certain quality of light with memory. Struck by the gap of thirty years since she had last encountered the city in midyear, and struck, surely, after all this time, by the antipodean surprise of winter sunshine in August, just as by the scent of gardenias in December, she discovered that “light has properties of memory, like the scents of flowers. I find myself walking along and looking at Sydney and having memories pour over me. The whole content of one’s youth and one’s experience that’s lingering somewhere in one’s mind is brought to attention by this quality of light.” It’s as if her early years were lived primarily, imaginatively, as a process of setting down memory, of lyrical but as yet unvoiced response to the world around her, above all to the light and the sea. Even the city impressed her with its radiance; she remembered being driven there in early mornings, its towers “came into sight as one crossed the bridge. There was in fact a golden sun—sheer radiance!—on top of the building that housed the Sydney Sun. The whole thing, always, enchanted place to me when it suddenly appeared. (Then, few minutes later, descent into the narrow dark of George, Pitt, and Castlereagh, toast-rack trams, smell of sooty-city, lights on sometimes on winter mornings . . . ).”

If the harbour at Mosman, the light, and the foliage could suggest the possibility of “glory” to her protagonist Caro years later, they were not able to deliver anything like that in the present tense of Shirley’s own childhood. She was eloquent about the misery of family life, aware as a child that both her parents had had hard beginnings. She described them as “scarred for life” by what they had undergone, as “fixated on money by their childhoods,” and as each selfishly battling to thwart the desires and pleasures of the other, with their two daughters caught miserably in the middle. From the age of about ten she witnessed what she recalled as a “terrible situation between my parents,” with arguments and constant raised voices. Before this, she felt, “in the early years of their marriage,” there had been some happiness and harmony between Kit and Reg. She described them as “both very good-looking, in their Celtic way—dark hair, blue eyes, fair skin, fairly tall. My mother was strikingly beautiful even into later life, and had fine taste in clothes.” (Here she might have been describing herself.) Their attractiveness to each other was evident to her, but also their wretched drive to separation, their selfishness and vindictive cruelty.

In assessing their almost lifelong incompatibility, Shirley acknowledged her parents’ difficult pasts and understood that they “in their best selves rejoiced in giving, to my sister and me, a better childhood than they themselves had had. My memories of very early life are touching in that way.” However, their origins were rather more benighted than perhaps she realized. Both Kit and Reg began their lives in circumstances of illegitimacy and considerable material deprivation. Reg’s background remains obscure. Shirley claimed to have his birth certificate stating that he was born in Wales, but there is no such document among her papers; there is, however, a letter from Somerset House public records office in London from 1968, a response to her inquiry, advising that there was no record of his birth in Wales at that time. She may have been thinking of her parents’ marriage certificate, which does indeed state his place of birth as Newport, Wales, and Newport is also recorded on his 1918 Australian Imperial Force enlistment papers, but neither of these documents carries the assurance of fact: the details on the marriage certificate were provided by Reg himself, and the enlistment form includes a declaration by his adoptive mother, Pauline A. Hazzard, that “to the best of my knowledge my adopted son, Reginald Hazzard, was born in Newport in Wales in the year 1899 on the 27 February.” A handwritten note records that his baptismal name was “Reginald Crawford,” and in response to the question “Are you a natural born British subject or a Naturalized British subject?” Reg, or perhaps Pauline, misunderstanding the import of the question, has at first written “British born,” again asserting his Welsh birth, and has then crossed that out and written over it “natural born.” (The question sought in fact to distinguish those born in Australia or Britain from those born elsewhere.) Despite these assertions, there is no record of the birth of a male child under the name of Reginald Crawford (or Crofford, Crosford, Crestford, or other possible variants) in the years around 1899 in the UK, or for that matter in Australia. Nor is there any record of his adoption, although this is not in itself unusual, as formal adoptions began in New South Wales only in 1923 and arrangements made before then were informal, private, and mostly undocumented. Shirley observed that her father’s early life was “shrouded in unspeakability.”

The AIF enlistment forms record Reg and his adoptive mother as living, in 1918, in East Sydney, then a poor inner-city area. They had moved there from Kempsey, in northern New South Wales, during the war, after Reg completed his NSW Qualifying Certificate, which enabled him to enter high school, in November 1913. In 1886 Pauline, then Pauline Amilee (elsewhere Amelie) Walsh, had married Charles John Hazzard, who died in Kempsey in 1905, leaving “no issue.” Charles was the son of a baker and had been born into a middle-class family in Central London; the 1881 census records show two servants living with the family. How he came, in 1883, to leave London and travel to Kempsey is not known. Pauline was seven years older than Charles (she had taken ten years off her age on the marriage certificate). She and Charles were both significant figures in the community of West Kempsey at the turn of the century; they ran a successful bakery, and both were involved in civic and charitable events in the town. Charles was known locally as a breeder of prize poultry—his obituary in the Kempsey newspaper, The Macleay Argus, noted that he had “one of the best collections of pure-bred fowls outside Sydney”—and Pauline was a keen gardener and a regular winner of prizes at the local flower show. She was also a long-standing member of the Kempsey Ladies’ Benevolent Society, and after Charles’s death she became very involved in the local West Kempsey School, her “enthusiastic interest” commended by The Macleay Argus, which observed that “she may be termed the foster mother of the West scholars” for her support of local students to win bursaries and scholarships to attend high school. It is quite possible that Reg was an orphan attending the school, talented but otherwise without prospects, and that she took over his care as an extension of her other contributions to the school and community, or indeed that the adoption came about through the auspices of the Ladies’ Benevolent Society. While Reg always referred to Charles Hazzard as his father, it does seem that Pauline Hazzard was a widow when she adopted him.

Colonial societies have always provided opportunities for reinvention and self-invention, and there are extraordinary stories from the Australian colonies in the half century before Reg Hazzard’s birth—notably the Tichborne Claimant (a butcher from Wagga Wagga in New South Wales who travelled to England in the 1860s maintaining that he was Roger Tichborne, the heir to the Tichborne estate in Hampshire who had been presumed lost at sea and to whom he bore not the least resemblance) or, a couple of decades later, Herbert Dyce Murphy, who had lived much of his early life as a woman in England, then returned to Victoria, married a woman, and became one of the historical sources of Patrick White’s late masterpiece, The Twyborn Affair. Although Reg Hazzard’s more modest transformation seems to have happened mostly without his active involvement during childhood, it was facilitated, or necessitated, by the same social flexibility and dearth of formal documentation. It also led to some reworking of the official records in later years. Despite the repeated claims to Newport, Wales, Reg’s entry in the 1950 Who’s Who in Australia lists his birthplace as Kempsey, New South Wales, and gives his birth year as 1896, making him three years older than stated in his enlistment papers. This earlier date is also what is recorded on his death certificate, though this is unlikely to be correct, given that it would have made him nearly eighteen years of age when completing his NSW Qualifying Certificate, normally done around age fourteen.

It is possible that Reg altered his date of birth in official records after his marriage to Kit, who was born in 1897, to obscure the fact that she was older than he. His second wife, Mary, believed the earlier date. She also believed him to have been born in Kempsey and seems not to have known that he was adopted. Mary wrote to Shirley after Reg’s death, in 1973, telling her that she had visited Kempsey to make connection with his family and background.


The Macleay, where your family stemmed from is a really beautiful area, lush and green and everywhere, wide waterways and incredible swamp bird life. I took many drives and found many folk who remembered your grandfather and his historic death in the then smaller community . . . There are still a few folk who went to school with your father and most of them have prospered in their own town and been content to never move on. They all had cuttings of your book reviews to show me and were very proud of “Reggie’s daughter.”



Reg made several trips back to Kempsey in the years before his death and indeed became quite the local celebrity. Interviewed by the local paper, he told lively stories about his childhood there and about his “father,” Charles Hazzard, who had died after being struck in the head by a cricket ball when Reg was nine years old, a story local historians believe to be apocryphal. There is no mention of his having been born in Wales (nor any mention, anywhere, of a Welsh accent). Reg clearly wished to be seen in both his private and professional life as Australian-born, a “boy from the bush.” Shirley on the other hand rejected these local beginnings. Her later insistence on a Welsh father and Scottish mother accorded better with her sense of who she more properly was—that is to say, not Australian—and who she would, or had, become.

To add to the mystery, the marriage certificate that records Reg Hazzard’s birthplace as Newport, Wales, gives his father’s name as Charles James Hazzard, “Deceased, Occupation: Engineer,” and records his mother as “unknown.” Nevertheless, Reg maintained a connection with Pauline Hazzard until she was quite elderly. Shirley recalled that “he was loyal to her, and he visited her,” and she kept among her books a copy of The Complete Works of Shakespeare inscribed to her sister, “With best wishes to dear Valerie from Grandma Hazzard December 25 1939,” suggesting some degree of connection and warmth, as well as cultural aspiration. Pauline is named as Reg’s mother on his death certificate, although her maiden name is there given as “Pauline de Renard.” On her own death certificate, she is said to have been born in France, and her father is recorded as a “Captain” by the name of “De Reynard”; yet her maiden name appears as “Walsh” elsewhere, including on her marriage certificate to Charles Hazzard, which records her as having been born in Ipswich, Queensland. She was married again shortly after moving to Sydney, to an Englishman, Edwin Crescence Cook (that marriage certificate states that she had been born in Marseilles, France). Cook seems to have been a small-time no-good and was tried in 1917 for embezzlement from his employer, British Pianoforte Ltd. Pauline soon went back to calling herself Hazzard.

Pauline lived in East Sydney until her death, in 1948, and visited the Hazzards on the North Shore, as Shirley remembered: “She came three times a year to see us, and she wore long black clothes and was very old. She seemed to me terribly ancient, and she must have been terribly old.” (She would have been in her early eighties.) Reg told his family that Pauline “‘didn’t spare the strap when I was a child,’ and there had been a very harsh upbringing.” It is tempting to see a representation of the severe and mysterious grandmother Hazzard in the strange woman who arrives at the family home in “Woollahra Road”:


A woman had come round the corner of the house and was walking very slowly toward the back door. She was dressed in black and carried a large, square hessian bag that flapped, almost empty, against her thigh. Her slow, slow walk carried her past the flowers and the vegetables and the barking dog, but she didn’t look about her. By her face and her figure she was not old, but her walk was old. Her feet moved painfully on the smooth flagstone path. The uneven hem of her dress reached, in some places, almost to her ankles. She wore a round hat of black felt, crammed down on her head.



The terrible singularity of this figure, seen through the eyes of a young child, seems to carry some of the weight of her parents’ harsh, dark past; her visit ruptures the surface of the family home and brings the deprivations of the distant slums of inner-city Sydney—the “sombre grime of terrace houses . . . a contagion from the British Isles, a Midlands darkness”—and the effects of the Depression tumbling into Ida’s otherwise privileged and comfortable life.

Shirley certainly recalled secrecy and confusion about her father’s origins, with the story about Reg having been born in Wales disclosed to the family “almost in tears,” “one rather terrible night when my parents were pouring out woes, wrongs.” Reg never told his family more: “He couldn’t bear to talk about it.” Shirley speculated that he had been sent to Australia as an unaccompanied child migrant—“he didn’t know who his parents were, and I think there were many people who had come to Australia in that way, not only the Australians who were descendants of convicts, didn’t want to acknowledge they had this family past.” This seems unlikely. He is not listed among the child migrants arriving in Australia in 1911 and 1912, and also, if he had been one of their number, there would have been no need for his adoption, as child migrants were supervised, trained, and then sent out to work. After moving to Sydney with Pauline in early 1914, Reg attended Sydney Technical High School in inner-city Ultimo, but he left in mid-1916 before completing his School Certificate. His acceptance at this school indicates his academic aptitude, as well as Pauline’s determination for him to realise his potential, as students needed to have achieved a good pass in the Qualifying Certificate and were required to pay fees of a guinea a term in advance before enrolling. His grades were respectable for the first two years, but by mid-1916 they’d begun to slip disastrously—he failed most subjects—providing a plausible reason for his early departure.

In January 1918 he enlisted in the Australian Imperial Forces, Sixth Brigade, as a gunner. He embarked for active service in June, sailing to England on the RMS Orontes, and arrived in Liverpool two months later, when he was taken to the Camp of the Reserve Brigade Australian Artillery at Heytesbury in Wiltshire. On December 3 he went with his unit to France, to the Département Somme, and he was admitted to hospital in Abbeville five days later. In February 1919 he was detailed for duty to the Australian Base Depot in
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