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STRINGYBARK

The most popular day for people to visit their relatives at Elysian 
Waters was Sunday, when they would sit under the pergola of the 
Stringybark Café and have coffee with them. On this Sunday there 
were to be three visits which would later lead to something quite 
unexpected.

For Bill, the plan was that, while Megan would occasionally see 
Bill on weekdays, her son Carl would come most weekends and 
report back how his grandfather was doing. This was simply so that 
Megan’s husband Simon would not get annoyed about having their 
weekends disrupted.

Carl had no objection to this scheme. As a small child, Megan 
and Simon had taken him to visit his maternal grandparents on their 
property ‘Kinross’ near Bowral at Christmas time. Seeing horses and 
sheep, Carl had assumed his grandparents were farmers but when, 
a few years later, they celebrated the family Christmas in a Sydney 
townhouse, Carl asked his mother what had happened to the farm. 
Megan replied that Grandma and Grandpa just went there on their 
holidays. Carl was slightly puzzled by this since, judging by his par-
ents, he thought people went on holidays to places like Port Douglas 
and Great Keppel Island. 

The next revelation came one morning when his mother was 
driving him to school. She was listening to a man on the radio who 
sounded cross about something. When he asked his mother who he 
was, she said ‘Grandpa Bill,’ and told him that being on the radio was 
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Grandpa’s job. He was the most popular radio presenter in Sydney. 
He was famous.

That afternoon, while he was watching Gummy Bears on the TV, 
his mother came in with a huge scrapbook which she plonked down 
on the coffee table, and started turning the pages. On every page there 
were photos, sometimes whole double pages, from colour magazines 
showing a younger-looking version of Grandpa Bill, shaking hands 
with different people. In one, he was posing in a dinner suit next to 
glamorous woman in a ball gown. ‘That’s Grandma,’ said his mother. 
Carl stared at the picture, unable to align the woman in the picture 
with the grandmother who baked scones in the kitchen at Kinross.

At one point, Carl asked if Grandpa was royalty because there 
had been a cutting in the scrapbook that referred to him as the ‘King 
of Morning Radio’. He wasn’t sure whether radio could have a king 
but then, maybe there were kings of things other than countries. 
Later, he showed the scrapbook to his little sister Pru and explained 
that this was their grandpa and he was very famous and possibly a 
king. Pru just stared at the pictures then continued twisting the arm 
off her hand-me-down Barbie doll.

This engendered in Carl a lasting and intense curiosity about 
his grandfather. In his teens, when visiting Grandpa and Grandma’s 
house, he studied the pictures and memorabilia on the walls in de-
tail. When he had the chance, he would ask Grandpa who it was he 
was shaking hands with in a photo. ‘Oh, the president of Brazil,’ was 
be the reply. ‘That bloke’s the King of Portugal. And that’s Russell 
Crowe, you know, Gladiator.’ Carl knew who that was, alright. 

At his private school on the North Shore, Carl rarely spoke about 
his grandfather, though he nursed a secret pride in being connected 
to radio royalty. And since his surname was Fisher, not Bradley, no 
one knew the connection unless he told them. His close friends were 
quite loyal about not revealing it without his consent since he had 
found, through some unexpected and less than pleasant reactions, 
that being related to Bill Bradley did not always generate admiration.

Later in his teens, he overheard conversations suggesting that his 
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grandfather was in trouble of some sort. There was something about 
people losing money and a court case which ‘could cost millions’. 
Then, when he was at university, there was another crisis: Grandma 
was very ill. Two years later, she died. Wearing his first adult-sized 
dark suit, Carl sat beside his devastated mother and stoic father at 
the funeral which was attended by several hundred people. It turned 
out that, however polarised attitudes to Grandpa Bill were, Grandma 
Angela was respected and admired by all.

After Grandma’s death, there were no more Christmas lunches at 
the townhouse and Bill came to their place on the day instead. Carl’s 
mother took over the role of organising Bill’s affairs while Carl’s 
father contributed by nagging her about ‘taking on too much’, which 
Carl realised meant that she was neglecting him. So Bill ended up in 
Elysian Waters. This, oddly, led to Carl seeing his grandfather more 
often, and in private. Carl came almost every Sunday.

,

The first Sunday Carl visited was Bill’s second day at Elysian Waters. 
That day was Ben’s one thousand, three hundred and fourth. He had 
arrived four years earlier, gasping and weak, his lungs destroyed by 
years of chain-smoking cigarettes and joints. In all that time, he had 
had no regular visitors. He was estranged from his daughter Rosa; 
his son Bevan lived in New Zealand and he had not had any contact 
with his ex-wife Kath for decades.

He had, however, been contacted out of the blue by his grand-
daughter Lily whom he had not seen since she was at high school. 
Now she was doing a Media Production course at university and 
asked if she could talk to him. She was particularly interested in any 
films he might have made. This excited Ben, not merely because he 
was always pleased when anyone took an interest in his life’s work, 
but because it suggested that Lily might be following in his footsteps.

The sixties had introduced two tools which were invaluable to low 
budget filmmakers – the Arriflex 16mm camera and the Nagra tape 
recorder. These two compact machines enabled professional-looking 
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films to be shot with as few as two people – even one if you slung 
the Nagra over your shoulder like school bag. Ben knew that images 
were more powerful when it came to changing the world than print, 
but he could not immediately think of an issue to make a film about. 

He decided to talk to some of the established left-wing documen-
tary filmmakers in the hope that it would inspire him, which it did, 
but not in the way he had anticipated. As he talked to them, he real-
ised that there was a documentary to be made about the filmmakers 
themselves. They were, after all, the new leaders of the revolution. 
He organised interviews with some well-known ‘underground’ film-
makers and obtained permission to use clips from their productions 
in his own. Those who were inaccessible, being overseas or deceased, 
he covered by using pictures from magazines and books. The final 
production, The Unblinking Eye – Documentary Film and Social 
Justice was received as a brilliant debut. He won several awards and 
his films were praised even in the Soviet Union, which used much of 
the footage for propaganda against the West.

Lily Mack had chosen Media Production because she felt it would 
combine with a set of interests and talents she had – visual arts, writ-
ing, history and video production. When faced with an assignment 
to make a documentary on a topic of her own choosing, she mulled 
over some ideas and then thought of her grandfather.

Lily barely knew Ben, but she knew that he had been very politi-
cally active because her mother had several books on their shelves 
written by him. She also knew that he was a documentary maker, but 
she had not seen any of his work. His films were hard to find, though 
she believed there were copies in the Australian Film Archives. She 
also knew he was a broadcaster, but had never seen or heard him in 
action, since he had faded from television screens and print media 
before she was ten. 

She arrived at the Elysian Waters and made her way to Redgum 
where she met Sophia. She asked her where to find Ben Curran. 
Sophia showed her to Ben’s room. When Lily saw him, hunched 
in the wheelchair with a ragged grey beard like an emaciated Ned 
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Kelly, she was shocked to see how little he resembled the image in 
her memory. But Ben was quite animated and personable, and sug-
gested they go to the café for coffee. Since Lily had no experience in 
driving wheelchairs, Sophia took over and wheeled Ben down to the 
Stringybark. There, with coffee before them, Ben told her the story 
of his move into film-making.

Ben talked about the political protests of the sixties and seven-
ties like an old Anzac talking about World War Two, with the con-
servative political parties standing in for Japan. Lily’s impressions 
of the period had been purely based on images of the Beatles and 
Woodstock, so she was surprised to hear about the intense and 
sometimes violent ideological battles of the time. She also found it 
strange how impersonal his account was, with everything expressed 
in terms of ‘we’ and ‘they’, rarely ‘I’. What she could not have known 
was that this derived from one of the axioms of socialist doctrine: 
the personal life longer mattered. Despite this, she did manage to 
coax Ben into talking to her about the films he had made, and this 
released a lot more first-person recollections. 

Ben explained that the success of The Unblinking Eye had led 
to grants allowing him to travel overseas to shoot film footage of 
fascist and colonial oppression in Africa, Asia and South America. 
In contrast to his history of political battles, this was very much a 
story of personal dedication and heroism, though he did edit it to 
some extent. The truth was that, though he travelled to dangerous 
locations to document oppression, he never saw much oppression 
in action. His standard technique was to film himself in a hotel 
room with the blinds drawn, speaking quietly and fearfully, saying 
he could hear the sound of gunfire in the streets below (sound FX 
added later) with some footage taken through the window of people 
running for cover (probably really running for a bus). This is not 
to say that people were not being shot by militias but Ben had no 
intention of being there when it was happening.

The other thing he had no intention of disclosing was the com-
plexity, or profligacy, of his private life. In Paris he met Renée, a 
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former student at the Sorbonne who was something of heroine for 
having burnt down a library on campus. They had a passionate affair 
which came to an end six months later when she left him for an 
anarchist whom she left thereafter for a post-modernist. 

Later, in London, he met Isabel, the daughter of an earl. She had 
traded her debutante tiara for a black beret and seriously proposed 
kidnapping her own father for ransom to help the revolution. Other 
paramours included Rachel, a New York teacher who had tried to 
join the Black Panthers but was refused on the not unreasonable 
grounds that she was not black. Then there was Morgana, a radical 
psychotherapist who claimed that all diagnoses of psychosis were 
political and the patients in psychiatric hospitals should all be freed.

After a string of such relationships, quixotic and romantic but 
psychologically – and sometimes physically – wearing, Ben realised 
that if he ever wanted to get married and raise a cadre of baby so-
cialists, he would have to find a partner who was not an arsonist, a 
terrorist or psychotic. Returning to Australia, he met and married 
Katherine Whitecross, a teacher working with deprived children in 
an inner suburb of Sydney who was also, oddly, a practising Catholic. 
They settled in Mosman where they had two children – Kier and 
Rosa, Lily’s mother.

As far as Lily was concerned, Ben thought all this was better not 
mentioned. Instead he resumed his account of Australian politics 
and was doing a squeaky impression of former Prime Minister Billy 
McMahon, when Bill and Carl came down the path from Bluegum. 
Carl was walking slowly beside Bill for safety. They passed Ben and 
Lily, then sat a few tables away. Ben saw Bill and froze. Lily noticed 
and looked around.

‘What’s the matter?’ Lily asked. ‘What are you looking at?’
‘That man …’ rasped Ben, nodding slightly towards Bill, ‘…is 

the most evil man I have ever known.’ He sipped his coffee while 
still looking balefully across the patio. Lily looked across at the man 
in question. He seemed perfectly nice, talking to a young man who 
was presumably family. She sighed and drank her own coffee. Maybe 
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this was the beginning of what everyone now feared for their elderly 
relatives – that they would slide into senility. She tried to pick up the 
story from where Ben had left off in mid-sentence.

‘You were talking about Billy …’
‘Bill Bradley.’
‘Prime minister Bill Bradley?’
‘No, him, that guy there. Bill Bradley. A absolute fascist.’
Lily was not prepared to risk another look and just waited for the 

fit to pass. Eventually Ben resumed his narration but kept glancing 
over at the other table as if Bill and Carl were assassins sent to gun 
him down under the vines.

,

As it turned out, there was a third visitation occurring at the café 
that Sunday. 

Ben was discussing the aftermath of the Vietnam War and men-
tioned crossing the border from Cambodia to Myanmar. ‘You know 
where that is?’ said Ben. 

Lily shook her head and said, ‘No, Grandad. I don’t. You’ve got to 
remember I’m Gen Zee.’

At that moment a voice behind them said, ‘Zed.’
Lily turned to see an elderly woman sitting at the next table, 

smiling at her. 
‘Zed,’ she repeated smiling gently, ‘It’s pronounced “Zed”. From 

the Greek Zeta. In some countries it’s pronounced zetta, zata, zet, 
zeds. The only country that calls it “zee” is the United States.’

‘Right, okay,’ said Lily hesitantly. She turned half-way back but 
the woman continued.

‘Of course it was not always popular. Shakespeare didn’t like it. 
In King Lear, Kent insults Oswald calling him, if you will excuse the 
crudity: “Thou whoreson zed. Thou unnecessary letter.”‘

‘Okayyyy,’ said Lily still with a slight uncertainty. Again she went 
to turn back to Ben but the woman kept going.

‘You might wonder why Shakespeare thought it unnecessary.’
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It hadn’t crossed Lily’s mind to wonder but she listened politely.
‘It’s because the sound is already covered by the letter “S”. In the 

word “bus” for instance, the letter S has a soft sibilant sound. But in 
the word “has”, the S is pronounced like the letter zed, which is how 
it is actually spelt in the word “hazard”.’

Lily continued to look at her, not sure if the conversation was 
finally over or whether there was more disconnected information 
coming. It was ended by the arrival of a young man of Indian ap-
pearance carrying two cups of coffee.

‘Helen, are you lecturing people again?’ he said, putting the cups 
down.

‘Perhaps,’ said the woman.
‘Sorry,’ he said, turning to Lily. ‘Miss Thomas was an English 

teacher. She used to do a radio show about language.’
‘Oh,’ said Lily. ‘My grandfather was on radio too. The ABC.’
‘Oh,’ said the young man. ‘That’s interesting.’
‘Is she your … are you her …?’ Lily hesitated to suggest a relation-

ship as it was not obvious how the fair-skinned white-haired former 
schoolteacher could be an ancestor of this clearly Indian young man.

‘No, we are not related.’ he said. ‘My name is Jai. Miss Thomas 
taught my mother at school and I went to her for coaching when I 
was at high school. She’s quite brilliant. She knows science, math-
ematics, history, everything, except … what happened in the last 
four years.’ 

Lily looked at Helen who was now sipping her coffee. She was 
not sure whether the old lady was taking in what Jai was saying.

‘I come to visit her because she has no family. But we have a 
project. I talk to her about words and she tells me the history of 
them. I record it and I put it online.’

Jai took a small portable audio recorder from his pocket and 
placed it on the table. 

‘Like a blog?’ said Lily.
‘Yes. She has quite a few subscribers. Of course, she doesn’t know 

she has a blog because she has no short-term memory, but I cannot 
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bear to see her knowledge disappear. I want it to be preserved.’
‘That’s sort of what I’m doing with my grandfather,’ said Lily. ‘I’m 

Lily by the way.’
‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Jai and turned his attention back to 

Helen while Lily turned hers back to Ben who, throughout this con-
versation, had been tackling a sandwich, and was now keeping an 
unblinking eye on Bill. When another nurse passed by he grabbed at 
her uniform. ‘Audrey, Audrey, that man there.’

The nurse, used to Ben’s abrupt manner, looked across and said, 
‘Yes, Bill Bradley. He’s a radio celebrity.’

‘What is he doing here?’ he murmured.
‘I believe he’s a resident,’ she replied. ‘He arrived yesterday.’
It was fortunate that Ben’s primary medical condition was pul-

monary, for had it been coronary, he would have had a heart attack 
right there at the table. The nurse went away but Ben continued to 
stare at his nemesis. 

Lily saw that Ben was distracted and thought that they had prob-
ably done enough for the day. She thanked Ben and asked if it would 
be all right if she continued next Sunday. Ben told her he would 
be only too pleased to do so. Lily rose and kissed her grandfather 
goodbye on the top of his head and left. It was a small gesture but 
had a strange effect on him. It was the only sign of affection, even 
polite affection, he had received in as long as he could remember. He 
sat and drank his coffee until Sophia came to wheel him back to his 
room. 

Meanwhile, across the patio, Bill was listening to Carl relay mes-
sages from Megan about trust funds and superannuation, unaware 
that one of his direst enemies was sitting ten metres away, already 
wondering how to hasten his extinction.


