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I AM PLEASED THAT WE ARE BACK after a break of a 
few months with a new issue of ASR that I believe might 
be our strongest yet. Nimco Ali, our cover subject, is an 
exceptional young woman who has almost single-handedly 

changed the way Britain thinks about, and responds to, the 
barbaric practice of female genital mutilation (FGM). 

Building on earlier work by others who successfully argued that 
FGM was child abuse (and therefore notifiable) Nimco took the issue to the next, 

logical and accurate level, and argued that it is, pure and 
simple, violence against women and girls. Paola Totaro’s 
powerful profile gives you a very good sense of what an 
extraordinary person Nimco is.

I met Nimco in London last year when she and I were 
on a panel together at the Women of the World (WOW) 
Festival. We hit it off immediately and it is exciting to be 
able to introduce Nimco Ali to ASR readers—and, soon, to 
wider Australian audiences. Nimco will be a keynote speaker 
at a conference being held in Sydney from 21–23 September 
to mark 40 years since the publication of my book Damned 
Whores & God’s Police. (I can scarcely believe it’s been that 
long.) She will then take part in public conversations 
with me in Sydney (24 September) and Melbourne (28 
September). I do hope to see lots of you there to hear Nimco 
talk about her important work.

I am very proud to welcome some exceptional writers to 
ASR. Kristina Keneally, the first woman to be New South 
Wales Premier, has written a powerful essay calling on Pope 
Francis to start moving on women’s equality within the 
Catholic Church. Julian Burnside, the renowned human 
rights lawyer, has reviewed the new (and what will be the 
last) book by Oliver Sacks. Karen Middleton, formerly the 
SBS Bureau Chief in Canberra, has uncovered the extraordinary story of the Abbott’s 
government’s approach to filling and renewing appointments to government boards. 
You will shake your head in disbelief. Together with our other writers and regulars, they 
have produced what I believe to be an exceptional issue. 

A few weeks ago I attended a lunchtime launch by the ANZ bank of its program 
to reduce income inequality among its female customers and staff. There were a lot 
of high-powered people in the room and several of them looked very familiar. I soon 
realized why. Julia Gillard, former Prime Minister of Australia, Elizabeth Broderick, 
Sex Discrimination Commissioner and David Morrison, former chief of the Australian 
Army, have all been on the cover of ASR, and David Gonski, ANZ chairman, was the 
lead story on our inaugural issue. We know how to pick ’em. And I trust that we will 
continue to do so. I hope you enjoy the read. 
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ON 30 MARCH 2015, KENYANS were told that US 
President Barack Obama would be visiting in July 
for the Global Entrepreneurship Summit to be held 
in Nairobi. It was billed as a visit that would change 
Kenya’s foreign policy and have deep economic and 
political significance. 

Some of the small-scale traders crowding around 
the small radio listening to the news item could feel 
Obama’s presence already. Gordon Onyango, a hawker 
in Kenya’s biggest informal settlement, Kibera in 
Nairobi, could almost touch it. He did not hear the rest 
of the report, too excited to concentrate. Besides, the 
cheering and jeering drowned out the rest anyway. 

Onyango is an Obama fanatic. Most Kenyans 
are, since Obama’s father, Barack Obama Senior, is 
Kenyan. Onyango recounts his first impression when 
he heard the president of the free world was coming 
home. “He is Kenya’s son, you know. I did not sleep 
that night,” he says. 

Onyango wanted to mark the visit. It was already a 
big deal for the country, but he wanted it to be bigger. 

“I decided I will design special uniform for that day. 
For my three children—the twins and my firstborn—
and my wife,” he adds. 

As a television reporter I knew before Obama 
landed that I would not be able to get close to the 
US President; I had been assigned to tell the story of 
his visit through the reactions of ordinary Kenyans in 
various parts of Nairobi. If I wanted to cover the rallies 
and the various meetings, it would mean choosing the 
biggest story in town over my baby, who is still only a 
few months old, and spending days away from home. 

Kenya’s Son
The return of President Barack Obama to the country of his 
father was a very big deal for Kenya and was covered by 
ASR’s correspondent in Nairobi.

Barack H. Obama Senior and his son, now President of 
the United States, during Obama Senior’s visit to Hawaii. 

As a diplomacy student and journalist I was curious 
to see how this visit would change things in Kenya. As 
it turns out, it was Obama’s relationship with his family 
that stole the show.

There were initial concerns about Kenyans’ 
everyday freedoms when Obama landed, after reports 
that mobile phones would have to be switched off in 
Nairobi, and most roads, including the main Nairobi–
Mombasa Highway, would have to be closed.

For the three days Obama was to be in Kenya the 
editorial plan in our newsroom was to cover every 
angle. Some reporters spent the night in hotels near 
the airport. Those living far from the office or off the 

13 Details
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closed roads slept in hotels near the office. 
All the media houses broadcast live from various 

locations; an outdoor broadcast was set up at Obama’s 
grandmother home in Kogelo, western Kenya, another 
at the airport, and more along the streets of Nairobi.

Closer to his arrival, Obamania hit Nairobi. I could 
see American flags on motorbikes and matatus, 
privately owned passenger vehicles. It was the first 
time a sitting American president was visiting Kenya, 
and seeing the reaction of ordinary Kenyans infected 
me with the Obamania bug too; I could feel it in my 
voice as I did my piece to camera amid the shouting 
and dancing. 

Secrecy had shrouded the whole visit. Security was 
so tight, no one knew the exact time Obama would 
land until a few hours before. Twitter exploded, with 

hashtags like Citizen TV’s #ObamaReturns trending. 
And then, at 20.02 EAT on 24 July, Airforce One 

landed at the Jomo Kenyatta International Airport. 
Thirteen minutes later, he disembarked, to be 
welcomed by his elder sister, Dr Auma Obama. 

Auma Obama also introduced her brother to the 
5000-strong accredited delegates at the Kasarani 
Safaricom Indoor Arena on Obama’s last day in Kenya 
by recounting details of their encounter 30 years ago, 
a story Obama also tells in his autobiography Dreams 
From My Father. 

Then, Auma had picked her brother from the airport 
in her old baby blue Volkswagen beetle, which had 
broken down several times during his visit. 

Not this time. When Obama landed as the President 
of the United States of America, the Beast, the official 
American presidential limousine, awaited him. 

As Obama said, “The first time I came to Kenya, 
things were a little different. When I arrived at 

Kenyatta Airport, the airline lost my bags. That doesn’t 
happen on Air Force One. They always have my 
luggage on Air Force One. 

“As she said, Auma picked me up in an old 
Volkswagen beetle, and I think the entire stay I was 
here it broke down four or five times. We’d be on the 
highway; we’d have to call the juakali, he’d bring us 
tools. We’d be sitting there, waiting. And I slept on 
a cot in her apartment. Instead of eating at fancy 
banquets with the President, we were drinking tea and 
eating ugali and sukuma wiki.” 

Kenyans watching broadcasts of Obama’s 
homecoming would have seen the President 
embracing his sister Auma warmly. And then the most 
powerful man in the world ushered her into the Beast, 
and they went to the Vila Rosa Kempinski Hotel where 
their grandmother, Sarah Obama, and other family 
members were waiting. His grandma later said in a 
Citizen TV interview that he ate chicken, a little rice, 
some potatoes and a banana. He had brought his own 
cup and drink.

I called Auma Obama to see if I could secure an 
interview, but she was travelling out of the country and 
promised me an interview when she got back. I am still 
waiting for the interview, and will keep calling.  

Obama did not return to Kenya empty-handed. In his 
historic address at the United Nations headquarters 
in Gigiri, Nairobi, during the Global Entrepreneurship 
Summit, Obama reminded Kenyans to create more 
paths forward for women and girls, and made the 
first of several pledges from his 100-billion shilling 
(AUD1.3 billion) “gift hamper”. Overseas Private 
Investment Corporation (OPIC), in conjunction with 
the US Government’s Development Finance Institution, 
had committed to give Kenya’s Equity Bank 20 billion 
shillings (AUD266 million) for lending to women and 
youth over a period of five years, and a further 10 
billion shillings (AUD133 million) through Goldman 
Sachs to boost women-owned SMEs globally. 

OPIC also committed to a loan of 400 million shillings 
(AUD5.3 million) to a local firm dealing with solar-
powered wireless internet and USAID pledged to pump 
2.5 billion shillings (AUD33 million) in loans. 

For someone like Gordon Onyango, who hopes 

As Obama said, “The first time I came to 
Kenya, things were a little different. When 
I arrived at Kenyatta Airport, the airline 
lost my bags. That doesn’t happen on Air 
Force One. They always have my luggage 
on Air Force One.“
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to expand his business of selling small wares and 
vehicle spare parts, and for his wife to get a loan from 
the equity bank to revive her hair-salon business, the 
promised development funds earmarked for new and 
emerging entrepreneurs are unlikely to have a tangible 
impact on their everyday lives. 

Then Obama mentioned the “C” word, saying, 
“corruption is not unique to Kenya, but the fact is too 
often corruption is tolerated because that’s how things 
have always been done. Just because something is 
part of your past doesn’t make it right”. 

Just eight years after the 2007–08 post-election 
violence that saw Kenyans kill each other along ethnic 
lines, Obama warned Kenyans to desist from ethnic-
fuelled politics. “A politics based only on tribe and 
ethnicity is a politics doomed to tear a country apart. It 
is a failure, a failure of imagination”.

Before his visit various anti-gay groups, including 
the church, had held demonstrations warning Obama 
not to dwell on the issue, raising concerns over the 
rise of homophobia in Kenya. 

It was while answering the question of 

homosexuality at State House with Kenyan President 
Uhuru Kenyatta, who termed it a non-issue, that 
Obama defended human rights, saying, “As an African-
American in the United States I am painfully aware 
of what happens when people are treated differently 
under the law. I am unequivocal on this”. 

On 26 July, the last day of Obama’s visit, Gordon 
Onyango’s family donned their American-flag uniforms, 
ready to go to Kasarani as a family. But transport 
was crippled and the security intense, so in the end 
Onyango walked alone to Kasarani Stadium, about 
34 kilometres away, where Obama was addressing  
the public. 

Onyango did not have the accreditation to enter the 
gymnasium. He walked to the main road, the Thika 
Super Highway, where Obama’s motorcade would 
drive past. He caught got a glimpse of the man he had 
come to see, and went home contented.
Judy Kosgei  

The Obamas of Kenya. Front row (left to right): Auma Obama (Barack's sister), Kezia Obama (Barack's stepmother), 
Sarah Hussein Onyango Obama (third wife of Barack's paternal grandfather), Zeituni Onyango (Barack's aunt).  

Back row (left to right): Sayid Obama (Barack's uncle), Barack Obama, Abongo [Roy] Obama (Barack's brother), 
unidentified woman, Bernard Obama (Barack's brother), Abo Obama (Barack's brother).

SHARE
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WHEN DI MORRISSEY MOVED BACK TO HER home-
town of Wingham on the New South Wales mid-North 
Coast eight years ago, she joined the local community 
action group, the Manning Alliance, and was soon 
immersed in campaigns to preserve an area its locals 
boast is one of the most beautiful spots in the country.

She joined the successful fight to stop Transgrid 
from installing massive poles and wires throughout 
the Manning Valley (the name given to the area 
surrounding Taree through which flows the Manning 
River system), and was one of those who opposed the 
Greater Taree City Council’s plan to sell off parks and 
children’s playgrounds to repair its budget.

Morrissey became frustrated at the lack of support 
for these campaigns from the two local newspapers.

“It was very hard to get fair coverage in the 
local press, so I decided to start an independent 
newspaper,” she told ASR. She produced the first 
issue of The Manning Community News in May this 
year, almost entirely by herself. 

“I wrote it and put it together,” she says. “My 
children’s publisher in Ulladulla did the layout for free, I 
have it locally printed, and my ironing lady runs around 
in her bubble car, delivering 5000 copies to local stores 
and businesses.” 

A second eight-page issue was published in 
July, and the third is due in late August. She aims to 
publish monthly. “We are a community paper,” says 
Morrissey, “but that does not mean we can’t talk about 
international and national issues”. 

Which is why the online version of the second issue 
featured a photograph of US President Barack Obama 
and other Pacific leaders, illustrating an article “What 
is the TPP and how it affects us” about the Trans-
Pacific Partnership treaty.

World Refugee Day in June was marked with an 
article about Burmese families who have settled in the 
Manning Valley.

Citizen Di
If you don’t like your local newspaper, start your own. That’s 
exactly what one of Australia’s best-selling authors did.

Di Morrissey with her community newspaper.

But the main focus is on local news and concerns. 
The second issue contained a full-page article 
“Reimagining our towns”; other articles report on ways 
to improve the area’s economy and create jobs.

“We are not an organ to bash the Council,” says 
Morrissey, but she is perturbed that the Council does 
not engage in community consultation. “They just 
announce things, such as we are going to sell off all 
our parks to raise money”.
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Unemployment, especially among young people, is 
very high in the region, says Morrissey. She hopes the 
newspaper can come up with some solutions that will 
create jobs. Already she has had good feedback from 
some of the large local employers such as the abattoir. 

The newspaper has a gardening section, a local 
information exchange called “Chinese Whispers” and, 
needless to say, a book review page.

Morrissey is one of Australia’s bestselling authors, 
and has written 24 books, one a year, one of which 
was called The Valley—no prizes for guessing where 
that was set. One of her recent novels was set in 
Burma, a country she clearly loves.

But although she can be presumed to earn a good 
living from her bestselling fiction, Morrissey says she 
cannot fund the newspaper forever.

“I naively assumed we’d get a lot of local support 
from businesses,” Morrissey told ASR, but so far she 
has not been able to attract any paid advertising.

She has also started and “partially supports” a 
school in Burma and says that “without advertising or 
donations, I can’t afford to keep going for too long”.

The newspaper is free and while it has been well 
received by locals, including famous ones such as 
broadcaster Phillip Adams and former High Court 

Chief Justice Murray Gleeson, Morrissey says it will be 
a challenge to keep it alive.

After Morrissey posted a photograph of herself with 
the first issue of the paper on her publisher’s website, 
she was inundated with requests for it. So while  
she is an old-fashioned type who likes “the feel of  
a newspaper”, Morrissey was persuaded to create an 
online version as well for readers beyond the  
Manning Valley.

Lack of funds also prevents her from commissioning 
articles. “I don’t like asking my mates when I can’t 
afford to pay them,” she says. So she will continue to 
write almost all the copy as well as run the business 
side of the enterprise.

There are other examples around Australia of 
individuals and small groups starting local—usually in 
regional areas—newspapers to counter the perceived 
bias or lack of sympathy for issues favoured by many 
locals. The Manning Community News is an example 
of what a determined and energetic individual can do 
to provide a forum not otherwise available.

“I hope I’m filling a niche and a need up here,” says 
Australia’s newest media mogul.

SHARE

When this photo surfaced, during 
the G7 Summit in Germany in 
June 2015, social media went 
into overdrive imagining the 
conversation between German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel and 
President Barack Obama.  “Merkel 
performs Sound of Music for 
Obama” was one of the milder 
suggested captions, with racier 
comments concerning Obama’s 
“manspreading” and Merkel’s 
response to that. What do you think 
she was saying?

Let me put it this way ...
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Increase in the amount of 
oxycodone, aka “hillbilly 
heroin”, prescribed in 

Australia between  
1997 and 2012 

Scorecard

1. Estimate of people aged 15 to 64 worldwide who had
used an illicit drug in the previous year: 5%

2. Those experiencing problem drug use, including
dependence: 0.6% 

3. Of those who used any illicit drug, percentage who
used cannabis: 74%

4. People worldwide who drank alcohol in the
previous year: 38%

5. Australians 15 or over with alcohol
dependence (alcoholism): 1.5%

6. Britons: 5.9%

7. Belarusians: 11%

8. Adults who smoke worldwide: 18%

9. Approximate number this represents: 1 billion

10. Of deaths worldwide annually,
those attributable to illicit drugs: 1%

11. Attributable to alcohol: 6%

12. To tobacco use: 10%

13. Adults worldwide who use any form of
amphetamine including methamphetamine in 
the previous year: 0.7%

14. Australians who used methamphetamine in
the previous year: 2%

15. Number of years for which this figure has
remained stable: 14
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The More on Drugs

Compiled by Hazel Flynn

The More on Drugs
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DOMESTIC  
VIOLENCE AS A 
WORKPLACE ISSUE 
ASR#11

Australian businesses 
get practical on how to 
help employees suffering 
violence at home.

 DIVERSITY COUNCIL AUSTRALIA

Support the Never Alone Foundation, set up 
by Rosie Batty to combat family violence.

 NEVER ALONE

ALAN JOYCE
ASR#2

The head of Qantas 
achieves a remarkable 
turnaround in the 
airline’s financial 
fortunes.

 THE AUSTRALIAN

SAVING THE PLANET 
ASR#5

On 25 July Germany met 78 per cent of its 
energy needs from renewable sources.

 THINK PROGRESS 

President Obama’s climate change legacy: 
“We’re the first generation to feel the impact 
of climate change; we’re the last generation 
that can do something about it. We only  
get one home. We only get one planet. 
There’s no plan B.”  

 THE WHITE HOUSE

THE UNSTOPPABLE TESLA  
ASR#8

The so-called “Ludicrous mode” very fast car 
set to outperform combustion engine cars.

 THE AUSTRALIAN FINANCIAL REVIEW

And takes on the SUV market, including 
Australia’s.

UPDATE ON GAO YU  
ASR#12

Journalist Gao Yu, serving 
seven years in China for 
allegedly “leaking state secrets 
abroad”, has been diagnosed 
with heart problems but is receiving better 
medical treatment than is usual for prisoners.

 NEW YORK TIMES

CATE BLANCHETT 
RETURNS TO THE 
BOARDS 
ASR#8

Taking on early Chekhov, 
Blanchett is set to shine 
again.
 THE SYDNEY MORNING 

Follow-up Because stories don’t end after we publish

|  Meet the new Steve Jobs  
|  n t e s o ob e  
|  t e s e ene te t

be   June 2014
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SERIOUSLY,
CATE BLANCHETT
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SEVERAL OF THE COUNTRY’S largest and most well 
known companies are providing domestic violence 
leave for their employees, meaning this relatively new 
workplace entitlement is likely to be widely adopted by 
big employers as unions campaign to have the policy 
written into all awards. 

Telstra, Australia’s largest communications 
company, is the latest to announce that it will provide 
domestic violence (DV) leave for its 34,000 employees.

Currently 1.6 million Australian workers have 
access to DV leave. Virgin Australia, Ikea, McDonald’s, 
the National Australia Bank and a number of shire 
councils have adopted such a policy while companies 
including the Commonwealth Bank and BHP Billiton 
have flexible workplace arrangements in place to 
assist those affected by domestic violence. 

Flexible working measures can include employers 
helping employees to change their phone number 
or their workplace location, for example, moving a 
woman from reception to the back office to try to 
prevent them from being harassed by their perpetrator 
either on the phone or in person. Employers also 
commonly give women extra days off work to move 
house to escape a perpetrator. 

Companies that have not yet adopted a DV leave 
policy tend to grant special leave on a case-by-case 
basis.

The Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) 
President Ged Kearney has described Telstra’s 
announcement as “a great leap forward for a cause 
that has for far too long been behind closed doors”.

Unions hope that by having DV leave written into 
awards, those affected would not have to use annual 

or sick leave to attend medical, counselling or court 
appointments, nor fear losing their job.

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) figures show 
that one in three Australian women have experienced 
physical and or sexual violence perpetrated by 
someone known to them, and two-thirds of these 
women are in paid employment. 

It was this statistic that led Telstra to adopt its DV 
leave policy. 

Troy Roderick, the General Manager of Diversity 
and Inclusion at Telstra, told ASR  the one-in-three 
figure meant there would have to be people within his 
organization who were either victims or perpetrators.

Telstra’s policy, first announced on White Ribbon 
Day in November 2014, provides ten days’ paid leave a 
year for all employees regardless of whether they work 

Job security
Unions push to have domestic violence leave written into 
awards as more big companies understand their employees 
could be at risk.

SOURCE :  W WW. AU.T I ME OUT. COM
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Leila Jeffreys

V INCEN T  f r om Po r t r a i t  o f  a  Budge r i ga r  se r i es ,  2 010

 Budgies is where it all started for me. I had a fascination with them which stemmed from my childhood. I was 
always aware of their different characters and wanted to try to do something in photography—which I’d not seen 
before—which was to capture their personality, not just their beauty. For years I tried different ways to photograph 
them so that they would be comfortable enough for me to do this. This budgie was so gentle he pulled heavily on 
my heartstrings. He didn’t have a name and I so named him after my son Vincent. 



14

Gallery / Anne Summers Reports

 Neville is a Major Mitchell Cockatoo and was part of my second solo exhibition on native Australian cockatoos. 
For this series I wanted to move away from aviary birds and work with native wildlife, as the natural environment 
is where my passion lies. It was a two-year project that led me to meet the most amazing wildlife carers. I always 
remember Neville was very clownish with lots of bravado. It was one of those shoots where you laugh a lot.  

N E V ILLE ,  M AJ OR  M I TCH ELL’S  CO CKAT OO f rom B i l oe la  Wi ld  C oc ka t oos ,  201 2
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 For my next series I decided to work with native Australian birds of prey. I had no idea what I was going to 
capture as these birds are very different to parrots. This little Southern Boobook owl was rescued as a chick and 
close to release. I didn’t think I would be able to capture a good portrait because she just kept flying off the perch. 
Then her carer Paul started to scratch the back of her neck, and she instantly leaned into him and relaxed. She 
was crouched low on the perch but suddenly popped up tall on her little legs to look around. I had a fan blowing 
gently on her as it was the height of summer which created little side ruffles in her feathers. After the shoot I was 
dismayed thinking I couldn’t use the image because of the feathers being so out of place. Then as time went on I 
began to love it, and she’s since become one of my favourite portraits from that series. 

PEPP ER ,  SO UT HERN BOO BOOK f rom P rey,  201 4
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 Oscar is a native Eclectus parrot. Some birds are so into all the attention that comes with being photographed. 
He started to open up his wings to show off his inside feathers to me, which are so beautifully coloured. There’s 
often an element of humour in the portraiture work that I do. I think it’s a mix of a childlike fascination that I still 
have with animals and the fun and beauty that comes with it. I’m working on a book called ‘Birdland’ and Oscar is 
one of my new portraits.  

O S CA R ,  E CL ECT US  PARROT  f rom The  P eo p le  i n  Pa r ro t s ,  201 5
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 Penguin is a magpie rescued by a friend and his family. Cameron Bloom is a professional photographer that I’ve 
known for years and he started taking portraits of her with the family and put them on Instagram. She has become 
very popular and a bird celebrity. I photographed her when she was just a little juvenile and one thing she loved 
to do was lie on her back and let the kids play with her feet. Cam put her on her back and took his hand away, she 
stayed there, eyes open waiting long enough for me to take a few photos before she rolled over and got back up. 

PEN G U I N ,  N O .  1  A USTRAL IAN MA GP IE ,  2 01 5
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 Yule is another Australian native owl called a Barking Owl (they really do go ‘woof woof’). My goal is always to 
make sure a bird is comfortable and sometimes it means they fall asleep on me, which I love. 

W W W . L E I L A J E F F R E Y S . C O M SHARE THIS GALLERY

YU LE , BARK ING O W L f rom P rey,  2014



Nimco Ali has fought 
against Female Genital 
Mutilation with a fierce 
and sassy campaign 
that has led Britain to 
redefine this barbarous 
practice as child abuse 
and violence against 
women. Paola Totaro 
profiles the woman who 
was determined that she 
would be the last in her 
family to endure FGM.

The 
fanny 
defenderdefender
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T
HERE ARE NOT TOO MANY WOMEN 
in this world who have a giant bespoke 
vagina costume hanging in their closet, 
let alone one who will happily tell you 
how often—and how proudly—she 

wears her “fanny suit” on the streets of London.
But then again, there are few women in the world 

quite like Nimco Ali, the gutsy, straight-talking Somali-
born activist who has revolutionized the campaign 
against female genital mutilation (FGM) in the UK.

Ali’s fanny suit, complete with labia majora, minora, 
clitoris and pubic hair, made its debut one chilly 
evening in London’s Harley Street, traditional home 
of Britain’s top medical practitioners. It was December 
2011, and the then 29-year-old had added fuel to an 
already fiery media storm by likening the UK’s fastest 
growing cosmetic surgery, labiaplasty, to FGM.

The World Health Organization, she said boldly, 
defines  FGM as the total or partial removal of any 
part of the female genitalia for non-medical reasons. 
“Isn’t that what labiaplasty is?” 

And, added Ali, if pornography can coerce women 
into believing their vaginas are so disgusting 
they will pay thousands of pounds to have them 
cut—or mothers or grandmothers inculcate their 
female offspring with similar beliefs and inflict the 
“cutting”—where is the difference?

“Both involve oppression,” she tells ASR. “Both are 
about women being abused.”

Ali’s much tweeted, photographed and feted fanny 
suit has had an outing at least twice a year ever since: 
for the now regular UKFeminista group’s “Mitts off 
our Muffs” protest march in Harley Street and the 
“Reclaim the Night” march held in London every 
November.

More importantly, the young activist’s decision 
a few years later to actively reject words or cultural 
excuses that mitigate or legitimize FGM as anything 
other than child abuse marked a turning point in the 
UK debate and campaign to end the brutal practice.

These days, Ali—herself an FGM survivor—
is everywhere: on British TV and radio, advising 
ministerial committees, leading university debates, 
working with the fledgling UK Women’s Equality 
Party, and prolific on Twitter, where she is a proud 

and vocal founding member of the Fanny Defence 
League (FDL), which started as a Twitter hashtag in 
2013. It has now taken on a separate life, is used on 
posters and, in a slightly sanitized version—Female 
Defence League—even displayed by hijab-wearing 
schoolgirls. 

In July this year Ali added to her already frenetic 
activist’s schedule by taking on a full-time job with 
the UK Girl Guides as their new public affairs and 
advocacy officer based in London. 

“Some girls who have had FGM go into Girl Guides. 
It is a safe place, somewhere they can have their 
needs listened to,” she tells ASR. “As for me, well, now 
I want to take all these ‘girl’ issues to a new level, to a 
new platform.”

THE FIRST TIME I MEET ALI is over dinner at
home with my family. She is tall and boasts a 

barely tamed Afro, which adds to her imposing height 
and oozes a natural, bohemian elegance.

Nimco Ali’s fanny suit made its debut 
one chilly evening in Harley Street.
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Over a couple of hours she talks at breakneck speed 
about everything, from her deep disappointment 
with UK Labour and its failure to act on FGM, her 
beloved little four-year-old niece Sofia (“she will not 
be cut”) right through to her relatively recent decision 
to shrug off religious shackles and savour the delights 
of alcohol. 

Ali is mesmerizing, by turns funny, rapier-smart, 
angry, pensive and heartbreakingly vulnerable. 

When it becomes clear she’s too exhausted for 
a rigorous interview that evening, we begin a 
rollercoaster month of quick phone chats, written 
discussion, post-work Skype, meeting at campaign 
events and eleventh-hour, early-morning texts. 

“I’m doing fanny work next Saturday”, says one 
SMS. “See you then”. 

For me, our conversations became an eye-opening 
education in the practice of a distinctly twenty-first-
century feminist politics as well as a 
glimpse of the vexed cultural, familial 
and personal conundrums faced by 
young Muslim women activists fighting 
for an end to FGM. 

For Ali, I suspect, our interviews were 
yet another leg in what she concedes 
can feel like a never-ending marathon to 
end a brutality practised against women 
for millennia.

Ali’s own FGM was Type III, described by the 
World Health Organization as the most invasive. 
Type I involves the partial or total removal of the 
clitoris and/or the prepuce (clitoral hood), Type II 
involves the partial or total removal of the clitoris 
and the labia minora, with or without excision of the 
labia majora, while Type III requires the creation of a 
covering seal by cutting and sewing (appositioning) 
the labia minora and/or the labia majora together to 
narrow the vaginal opening. This can occur with or 
without excision of the clitoris. 

Born in Somalia in 1982 or 1983—she is unsure 
of her birth date—Ali came from what she describes 
as a relatively privileged background, one which 
she says encouraged independence, education and 
debate. Her much loved grandfather had been sent to 
Saudi Arabia as a young boy and later returned home 

to establish and develop the first port in the north of 
Somalia. The family migrated to the UK when she was 
four years old, and settled in Manchester, where she 
went to school. 

When she was seven years old, her mother flew 
with her to the Republic of Djibouti, ostensibly for the 
school holidays, and it was there, in the tiny former 
French colony bounded by Somalia in the southeast, 
that she became one of an estimated 100 million girls 
worldwide who has been cut.

Ali believes it was her maternal grandmother’s 
encouragement that pushed her own mother into 
agreeing to the procedure. Her recollection of what 
happened that day is murky; she was afforded the 
small mercy of anaesthetic during the cutting. The 
smell of coffee and Dettol and her instinctive fear of 
the old woman she believes did the cutting—and the 
pain afterward—are her dominant memories.

Some weeks after her return to the UK, bewildered 
and full of questions about the secret thing that had 
happened to her, Ali tried to talk to her favourite 
teacher at school. This adult, she says with profound 
and still palpable disappointment, simply dismissed 
her confusion and distress as if she had been sent 
off to a ba  mitzvah.

“She told me, ‘That is what happens to girls like 
you’,” she says.

Ali is adamant that she has never and will never 
blame her mother, who was “young and stupid”. She 
insists that despite everything, she was lucky in that 
she was encouraged within her own family to have 
her own mind, to express her opinions, to be a strong 
woman. 

The people she cannot forgive and will always 
vehemently reject were those who, over the years, 

Ali tried to talk to her 
favourite teacher at school. 
“She told me, ‘That is what 
happens to girls like you’.”
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offered well-meaning platitudes about her mother 
allowing her to be cut because “she loves you”.

Ali says that, even at seven, she was convinced 
FGM was wrong. “I knew it was bullshit then”, but 
like so many other survivors, she put what happened 
to her “in a box” and kept the trauma to herself for a 
decade-and-a-half.

As a teenager and young woman, she felt particularly 
caught between the Somalian culture that practised 
FGM and the British education system that ascribed 
it to ignorance and stupidity. Rather than battling 
both, she chose not to talk about it at all.

Later, as an activist adult, she observed that people 

only seemed to talk about FGM in the context of the 
physical needs of women, linking the issue to sexual 
behaviour, sexual pleasure, pregnancy and birth. 

“For me that is interesting and of course it is 
important. But the most painful part of my experience 
wasn’t the physical. It was the emotional trauma 
caused not by the act of FGM but by those who I 
thought would think it wrong … and rationalizing it.”

‘T
HE PERSONAL IS POLITICAL”—
the rousing rallying cry of second-
wave feminism—seems to have 
been the driving force behind 
Ali’s evolution from bright young 

university graduate and Somali community role 
model to radical feminist, political campaigner and 
the public face of UK anti-FGM activism.

She believes the seed of this journey was sown 
not long after 2005 when she graduated from Bristol 
University, where she studied law, and had then 
successfully completed an internship at the UN in 
New York, working on gender discrimination issues. 

Back in Britain, she had been invited to give a pep 
talk to a small group of bright young Somali students 
at the Bristol City Academy, one of the national 
network of state-funded, independently governed 
high schools in the UK. 

Still convinced that her own FGM experience was 
rare, perhaps even unique, Ali says she was utterly 
unprepared for a question from one of the Year 9 
girls.

“All these girls were either UK or EU born and I was 
supposed to be just talking about careers and things 
like that,” she told me. “But as soon as the teacher 
left the room, one of them asked me ‘Miss, is FGM 

halal?’”
Ali says she understood immediately 

that what the girl really meant was “Is 
FGM acceptable in Islam?” and that 
she was attempting, in her own way, to 
give it cultural context. 

She told them, “No, it is not”, and 
then asked how many of them had 
undergone FGM. 

“I was shocked, completely shocked, 
that twelve out of thirteen had been cut,” she told 
ASR. “Here was this population of girls I never knew 
existed.”

At the time, Ali was working in child protection 
within the British civil service and reported her 
experience immediately to her boss. Her frustration 
at what she describes as the “cultural eggshells” 
walked by her senior colleagues remains forged in her 
mind. She says a plethora of guidelines were devised 
and written, but very little was actually done. Worse, 
there was continuing, frustrating talk about “working 
with the communities affected”—the Somalis, the 
Sudanese et al.—but zero acceptance of the fact that 
FGM appeared to be rife among British citizens, in 
British towns and cities.

“Even at that time, though, I too was still talking 
about FGM in the third person,” Ali says. “I didn’t 
identify. I felt I’d got over it.”

Things changed dramatically again in 2009 or 
2010 when she met a 21-year-old woman who had 
undergone a Type III FGM. She confided to Ali that 
she was torn with anxiety as she had fallen in love but 

Even at that time ... I too 
was still talking about FGM 
in the third person ... I didn’t 
identify. I felt I’d got over it.
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after, FGM was formally recognized as a denial of the 
girl child’s fundamental human rights and detailed 
protocols were drawn up to govern cooperation 
between legal, social and medical agencies. 

The Female Genital Mutilation Act 2003 introduced 
“extraterritoriality”, and ensured that FGM 
performed anywhere in the world on UK nationals or 
UK permanent residents be an offence. 

This closed a loophole in the original law, which 
had allowed parents to take their girls abroad for 

FGM. Penalties for aiding, abetting or counselling 
to procure FGM were hiked to fourteen years’ 
imprisonment, fines or both. 

And yet, more than a decade later, FGM remains 
largely hidden, difficult to detect and even more so 
to police. To date, no successful prosecutions have 
been made under the UK legislation, although the 
UK General Medical Council has found two doctors 

was terrified about what to expect.
“She was asking lots of questions like ‘Holding 

hands with the boy you fancy, is that orgasm?’” Ali 
told me. 

“I said ‘No, that is intimacy’. I told her, ‘You can 
have an orgasm and ‘No, you don’t need it [clitoris]’.”

“I was on a first date with a white boy at the time,” 
adds Ali as an aside, laughing, “and he was listening 
to me talk and was freaking out. I told him, ‘Don’t 
worry, we can talk about it later!’” 

Ali says she remembers 
thinking then, for the 
very first time, that if she 
remained silent about her 
own FGM and kept talking 
about it in the third person, 
she, too, was complicit.

“We just couldn’t 
keep talking about other 
communities, other ethnic 
groups, other women as 
if this couldn’t happen to a girl like me who was 
educated, grew up in the UK, came from a certain 
type of family,” she tells ASR. “It did. It does.” 

The UK criminalized FGM with the Female 
Circumcision Act in 1985, making it an offence to 
carry out or to aid, abet or procure the performance, 
by another person, of any form of female genital 
mutilation, except for specific medical purposes. Soon 

If I was seven now, my fears 
could go. If my vagina was to 
be sewn up at seven, there are 
now laws that say ‘we care 
about you’.

The Cruel Cut was a Channel 4 documentary presented by Leyla Hussein, co-founder with Ali of Daughters of Eve. 
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guilty of serious professional misconduct.
According to a study published in the UK in July 

2015, an estimated 137,000 women and girls affected 
by FGM and born in countries where it is practised are 
resident in England and Wales, with another 33,000 
girls under fifteen deemed at risk of mutilation. 

Published by City University London, Prevalence 
of Female Genital Mutilation in England and Wales: 
National and Local estimates suggests the practice 
is on the increase and identified London’s biggest 
borough, Southwark in the capital’s southeast, as 
having the highest national prevalence, with an 
estimated 4.7 per cent of all women affected by FGM, 
compared to 0.5 per cent in England and Wales.

Globally, the numbers are just as shocking.
In Somalia the rate of FGM is 98 per cent, a figure 

that then affects the Somali diaspora in nations such 
as the UK. In Egypt, more than 90 per cent of women 
are cut, although close to three-quarters undergo the 
procedures in a medical environment. Reports from 
nations such as Malaysia and Indonesia register a rate 
in the high 90s. There, too, it is performed increasingly 
in a medical environment, a kind of “normalized” 
FGM, via the use of surgical instruments and 
anaesthetic. In many other African nations, however, 
a “cutter” is usually a woman wielding scissors, sharp 
knife or razor blade. 

FGM has recently also been added to the UK Serious 
Crimes Bill and from 17 July 2015, mandatory 
reporting of FGM or FGM risk is required of social 
workers, doctors, teachers and health professionals. 
This allowed Bedfordshire Police to obtain the first 
ever FGM protection order for two young girls just a 
few days later. 

For Nimco Ali, the day that mandatory reporting 
laws came into force in the UK was both cathartic and 
moving. She tweeted on the day: “With news like this 
I know the last 4 years of hard work & personal lost 
was worth it. #EndFGM”.

Chatting on the telephone that evening, she 
seemed uncharacteristically pensive, quiet. 

“When we achieved that, I knew it was time to cast 
away my ghosts. If I was seven now, my fears could 
go. If my vagina was to be sewn up at seven, there are 
now laws that say ‘we care about you’. Adults have a 

duty to look after you. They have a duty to end FGM.
“That teacher [who] said ‘that’s what happens to 

girls like you’? Well, she could not do that now. Young 
girls, if they do know they are being sent, can tell 
their teacher and it must be reported,” she says.

IN HINDSIGHT, ALI SAYS that her own decision
to deconstruct the physical impact of FGM into 

something that happened “to her”, not something 
that “defined” her, helped her to survive emotionally. 
It also renewed her conviction that a combination 
of clear information and education together with 
honest, upfront public talking can mitigate FGM 
trauma in others. 

The more she learned about feminine anatomy—
including that 80 per cent of the clitoris is internal—
the more it helped her “re-engage” with her body.

“It was up to us to talk to these girls. To make this 
[the FGM survivor experience] public. How can we 
tell young women that we need to end FGM when 
they don’t even have a relationship with their own 

Ali uses cupcakes to educate girls about their vaginas.
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bodies and when men have all the power?”
By the end of 2010, Ali joined forces with another 

FGM survivor, Leyla Hussein, a psychotherapist by 
profession, to establish “Daughters of Eve”, a non-
profit organization that offered information, help and 
protection to young women at risk of FGM as well as 
publicize support services to help survivors process 
and live with their trauma. Hussein, also Somali-born, 
had undergone a different FGM experience, without 
anaesthetic, in even more brutal and horrifying 
circumstances that still traumatizes her. 

“I felt every single cut. I was screaming so much I 
blacked out,” she told a documentary-maker in 2013. 

DETERMINED NEVER TO SHOW graphic
images of FGM but equally sure of the need for 

education about female genitalia, the two began to 
use sculpted and iced cupcakes to illustrate myriad 
human vaginas. 

They worked closely with the revered British–

Ghanaian activist, Efua Dorkenoo, who had 
campaigned forcefully for more than a decade for 
FGM to be seen as human rights abuse.

According to Brendan Wynne, an Irish 
communications specialist and social activist with 
EqualityNow, it was Ali’s clear thinking that refined 
the anti-FGM message further—“as child abuse, no 
more and no less”. That ensured the issue got the 
public traction and widespread support it has today.

Wynne, who is good friends with Ali, says when 
they met towards the end of 2012 that it was “next 
to impossible” to get FGM into the media. 

“Journalists said ‘no, we can’t deal with it; too 
complicated culturally’.”

EqualityNow, which is a UK-based organization 
that advocates for human rights for women globally, 
had received a heartbreaking letter from an eleven-
year-old girl whose sister had been cut by her aunt 
without her parents’ knowledge and who feared being 
taken to Gambia and suffering the same fate. 

Nimco Ali is ‘mesmerizing, by turns funny, rapier-smart, angry, pensive and heartbreakingly vulnerable.’ 
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“I really hope you can help me, not to have my 
private [sic] cut,” she wrote.

A decision was made, says Wynne, to use the letter 
and to approach London’s Evening Standard, well 
known for its broad-reach social campaigns on other 
issues, for support on FGM. The editors were guarded 
at first, but agreed to test-run an article to see how 
readers responded to the issue.

Ali decided with characteristic enthusiasm that 
she would talk about her FGM experience, allowing 
herself to be named and photographed, albeit wearing 
a big hat. In what seems an incredibly naive decision 
now, she also decided to change the “c” in her name 
to a “k”, in an eleventh-hour decision to preserve an 
iota of anonymity.

It was not to be. 
That night, Ali was deluged with messages, not all 

of them supportive. Furious relatives accused her of 
embarrassing herself, her mother and family, and 
a rift with one of her four brothers still remains a 
painful wound.

‘WHITE WOMEN, WOMEN OF COLOUR—
everyone has had a go at me at 

some point,” Ali tells me by phone one 
afternoon. “People have said they wanted 
to kill me. My mum, she can’t deal with 
what I’m doing and one guy took it on 
himself to go through my tweets at her 
mosque  …. Why would they do this to her, 
hurt her?”

Laura Bates, founder of the 
EverydaySexism Project, a hugely 
successful social media campaign that called for 
women to catalogue the small and large instances 
of sexism encountered in their daily lives, says the 
emotional toll of such attacks is unfathomable.

The two women have become close friends, drawn 
together by shared experience. 

“When people send graphic detailed messages 
about how they will rape you, what weapons they will 
use, when and where they plan to disembowel you … 
it is incredibly bizarre and so difficult to explain to 
anyone that isn’t in it,” she told ASR.

 “Well-meaning people, even friends, will say ‘Well, 

come off Twitter’, ‘Why not just stop doing what you 
are doing?’ It is just so incredibly helpful and valuable 
to be with someone in the same boat. That is why we 
have become so close because nothing can prepare 
you for it.”

During a telephone talk after work one evening, I 
ask Ali if she would change anything if she had to do 
it all again. Her answer is quick and she makes clear 
just how stoic she has had to be and how hard it has 
been at times. 

“I’d get some therapeutic help. It’s one of those 
things that I’ve learned: that you are really scared 
and it’s OK to be scared. I’ve learned you can have 
these feelings, that there is nothing wrong with being 
vulnerable and that internalizing fears can be more 
destructive. I’d do it again in a heartbeat but I’d allow 
myself to be vulnerable.” 

Within weeks of publication of Ali’s story in the 
Evening Standard, the issue was out of the shadows. 
The newspaper launched a full campaign and others 
such The Guardian and The Times soon followed.

“There is a huge demand for FGM stories now,” 
says Wynne. “It moved forward because Nimco had 

the vision of reframing the conversation to ‘FGM as 
child abuse’.” 

Their redefinition worked through constant 
repetition in articles, in debates, in discussions, 
and by lobbying politicians and community leaders. 
Britain’s National Society For Protection against 
Cruelty to Children set up a hotline for young girls 
fearful or at risk of FGM, consolidating the issue into 
the public mind as another form of violence. 

“Their setting up a hotline made it clear: ‘FGM is 
abuse, here is a phone number, help is at hand’,” says 
Ali. 

The Left ... “did nothing” 
about FGM for years 
... to keep their ethnic 
constituencies happy.
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On her lobbying work, Ali displays fury as well as 
her trademark acerbic sense of humour. Ministers, 
lawyers and doctors, most of them male, seemed only 
curious about the impact of FGM on her sexual life; 
she was constantly asked deeply intimate questions 
about cutting and FGM when they could have googled 
an answer. 

“Was I still a sexual being, capable of fulfilling sexual 
fantasies? Can girls still have sex, have orgasms? It 
seemed sometimes that you only had validity, existed, 
if you could still be a functional sexual object.”

ALI IS A COMPELLING SPEAKER on the political
hustings, campaigning at conferences, speaking 

at events and public debates. She is not a polished 
debater in the traditional, British public-school style, 
but a deeply talented raconteur able to create an 
intimate connection with her audience with a mix of 
candour and a sharp humour.

She is fearless and unabashed, introducing herself 
as a “professional oversharer” who would prefer to 
spend her allotted time answering questions from 

the audience than telling own story over and over. 
“I spend too much of my time talking about my 

vagina,” she laughs. One Saturday morning, speaking 
at a Fourth Wave of Feminism seminar for a group 
of London psychotherapists, she makes them laugh 
and draw breath in shock as she delivers an at-speed 
dissertation of her personal experiences and the 
evolution of her own thinking and activism.

At one point, she clearly surprises the 
predominantly Left audience by announcing she 
believes herself to be “the only person happy when 
Labour didn’t win the election”. The Left, she told 
them candidly, “did nothing” about FGM for years, 
stymieing the debate by framing it within a cultural 
discourse. The pragmatic decision to keep their ethnic 
constituencies happy paralyzed all reform efforts. 

The Conservatives were ignorant, she says, but “at 
least they wanted to learn, they did things, moved, 
acted”.

In July 2014, British Prime Minister David 
Cameron delivered a powerful speech at the UNICEF/
UK-hosted “Girl Summit”, established to campaign 

Ali calls herself a “professional oversharer” who draws audiences in with the story of her own thinking and activism.
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against ending FGM, child and forced marriage 
within a generation. 

There, he pledged the introduction of the law for 
mandatory reporting of FGM that came into force 
last month and this year ordered the fast-tracking of 
new laws to prevent young girls being taken abroad 
for FGM during the August summer holidays, the 
so-called “cutting season”. New powers now allow 
local authorities, social workers and police to seek 
immediate court orders and seize passports.

During the Q-and-A session with the 
psychotherapists, Ali is asked to explain if there are 
cultural or religious rationalizations for FGM beyond 
the desire to control women and their sexuality. 
The young activist manages to silence a seemingly 
unshockable group by offering a litany of powerful 
superstitions that link death, sickness and terrible 
misfortune to women who remain uncut.

“In Kenya, there is a belief that if a penis touches 
a clitoris, the man will die,” she tells them. “Women 
don’t want to kill their husbands.

“The saddest moment for me was [during a visit to] 
Nigeria—a woman who had not cut her daughter was 
blamed for the death of a man in a village.”

Ali argues for the need to share knowledge in Africa. 
“I can say that is not true, I can show and prove that 
there are 3000 girls in the town nearby and nothing 
has happened. We need to find counter-narratives to 
crack superstitions without putting backs up.” 

A couple of weeks after her talk to the therapists, it 
is Ali whose back is well and truly up. A media frenzy 
erupted after Baroness Jenny Tonge, a former Liberal 
Democrat minister, now a Peer in the House of Lords, 
aired publicly her fear that a large group of young 
girls she saw on a flight to Addis Ababa that summer 
might have been travelling to be cut.

Speaking to ASR, Baroness Tonge, a GP who worked 
in women’s health before turning to politics, explains 
she discussed her anxiety with two fellow MPs on the 
flight. They shared the same fears but agreed nothing 
could be done there and then.

Instead, Baroness Tonge wrote of the experience on 
her parliamentary Facebook page, deeply upsetting 
the Somali community and sparking a Twitter storm. 

In Ali’s eyes, this was an outrageous abuse of power: 

“Report your suspicion but don’t go public, don’t put 
it on Facebook, don’t abuse your privileged position,” 
she says. “Let me have a cup of tea with her. I’d tell 
her to her face what I think.”

IT’S 31 JULY AND THE UK, indeed all of Europe, is
about to enter the annual August shutdown for the 

summer break. 
And then, on Twitter, comes this extraordinary 

reminder from an extraordinary young woman: “So 
#FGM in my family went from 100% down to 0% in a 
generation. It can be done and it needs legislation & 
communication at the core.” 

And does she think the fanny suit will go to 
Australia with her? “I might pack it,” she says. 
We will have to wait and see. 

MEET NIMCO ALI 
Nimco Ali will be in conversation with Anne Summers 
in Sydney on 24 September and in Melbourne on 28 
September. For further information please go to
www.annesummers.com.au/conversations

There have been several prosecutions 
involving girls who have either had FGM in 
Australia or been taken overseas for FGM. 
Professionals are aware of girls being taken 
for FGM, and doctors have been asked to 
perform female genital mutilation. There is 
no government data collected about female 
genital mutilation today.
No FGM Australia estimate that three girls a 
day are at risk in Australia. 
It is wrong to assume that if girls do not 
present with acute genital injuries that FGM 
is not happening in Australia. It is wrong to 
assume that because someone comes from 
an FGM-affected community they will subject 
their daughter to FGM, though these girls are 
still considered in the highest risk group.
S OUR CE :  NO  F GM AUST RA L IA
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The Abbott government’s strict approach to not 
reappointing Labor appointees to government 

boards was causing plenty of grief even before the 
expiration of Kerry Stokes’s term as a  

director of the Australian War Memorial, reports 
Karen Middleton.

DIRECTORS 
OVERBOARD
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I
T’S A BRAVE GOVERNMENT THAT decides 
it no longer requires the services of leading 
businessman Kerry Stokes from a board  
on which he’s served with distinction for  
eight years, especially since Stokes has been a 

major donor to the institution he is serving.  
Yet that is what almost occurred when Stokes’s 
second term as a director of the Australian War 
Memorial expired in 2014.

When the Abbott Government took office in 
September 2013, it did what new governments 

tend to do: ordered a changeover of key personnel 
appointed by its predecessor. 

But this cleanout was broader than usual, 
reaching further out and deeper than other recent 
governments. In late 2013, the Prime Minister’s 
office made it known that appointees to government 
boards, committees and councils should not be 
automatically slated for reappointment, especially if 
they had served two terms. Departments were asked 
for lists of current appointees, including when their 
terms began and ended. Some on the receiving end 

Businessman and board member Kerry Stokes donated a valuable collection of glass plate negatives to the 
Australian War Memorial in 2012. IMAGE :  F L I CK R
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of this directive have called it an edict, but among 
the senior bureaucrats, ministers and advisers 
ASR spoke to, it’s more commonly described as a 
“disposition” or “inclination”.

Whatever it was, the message was strong: 
delivered verbally, not in writing, through 
ministerial offices and to departmental secretaries. 
And however it was intended, it was widely 
interpreted to mean those appointed under Labor 
would not be considered for renewal and that little 
discourse would be entered into.

The Prime Minister’s office says there 
was “no such rule”. Certainly, nothing was 
committed to paper. 

“There was never a directive as such, 
there was a view,” a spokesman for Prime 
Minister Tony Abbott told ASR. “The view 
was always to freshen things up and ensure 
turnover and good governance.”

But across portfolios, many of the 
previous government’s appointees were not 
reappointed, including CSIRO chairman 
Simon McKeon and the Export Finance 
Investment Corporation chief Andrew 
Mohl, both leading businessmen and, in 
McKeon’s case, a former Australian of the 
Year. Both have protested publicly about 
the process.

At an Australian Financial Review lunch 
in January, Mohl, also on the Commonwealth 
Bank board, hit out over the Abbott Government’s 
handling of his and other appointments.

“I don’t think the best people are in the right jobs 
and they have exhausted a lot of political capital on 
relatively marginal issues,” Mohl said.

McKeon added his view at another lunch forum in 
March.

“Labor was in power for six years,” McKeon 
said. “Virtually everybody currently serving on the 
boards of government bodies was either appointed 
or reappointed while Labor was in power. If Abbott 
persists with his policy, there will be a full clean-out 
of directorships.”

Another from a different board who was not 
reappointed says he was never expressly told there 

was an arbitrary rule against reappointment. Like 
most, he declines to speak publicly. But privately, he 
questions the process.

“I think all these things should be done on merit,” 
he told ASR. “I could feel like I’m being seen as a 
‘Labor’ appointee when I’m not.”

Senior bureaucrats confirm that it was partly a 
freshening-up exercise to avoid stagnation from 
a lack of turnover. But some believe it was also 
ideological and tribal. 

Such exercises are not new. Governments 
of all stripes have engaged in them 
through the decades, but this was more 
emphatic than usual. Within government 
departments, ministerial offices and the 
business community it has been described 
privately as “dumb”, “clumsy” and 
counterproductive.

RIGHTLY OR WRONGLY, it was also 
widely interpreted as arbitrary—that 

is, until the case of Kerry Stokes.  
Formerly chairman of the National  
Gallery of Australia, the businessman, 
media magnate and renowned 
philanthropist had served two terms 
on the council of the Australian War 
Memorial, appointed first in August 2007 
and reappointed four years later. 

As one official put it, Stokes was “a bloke who 
you’d want on any board”. A man with a deep 
understanding and appreciation of Australia’s 
war history, he had also made extremely generous 
philanthropic contributions to the Memorial’s 
collection. He had purchased and donated three 
Victoria Cross medal sets, a George Cross medal set 
and a collection of World War I glass plate negatives.

But towards the end of his second term, it became 
clear that, along with six other council members, 
Stokes was going to fall within the unofficial 
reappointment ban. The Veterans’ Affairs Minister, 
Michael Ronaldson, is understood to have appealed 
for some flexibility, and was backed by Brendan 
Nelson, the War Memorial director and a former 
Liberal Defence minister. (Nelson himself had been 

Not reappointed: 
Andrew Mohl, top, and 

Simon McKeon.
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appointed to a diplomatic post in Brussels by Labor 
Prime Minister Kevin Rudd in 2012, and applied 
and was selected for his current job also while Labor 
was in office.) So the government searched for a 
way to circumvent its own non-rule—but only for 
Stokes, not the others. 

Several sources confirmed to ASR that 
consideration was given to having Stokes’s 
appointment lapse and announcing it as a new 
“appointment” rather than a “reappointment”—a 
move that would have effectively ignored the two-
term contribution he had already made. 

Complicating matters, at around the same time, 
Australian Federal Police raided the Sydney offices of 
the Seven Network, infuriating its chairman, Stokes.

Convicted Australian drug-smuggler Schapelle 
Corby had just been released from prison in Bali 
and the AFP was searching for evidence that Seven’s 
bid to interview her might have involved payment, 
putting Corby potentially in breach of proceeds-
of-crime legislation. None was found, and the AFP 
eventually apologized to Seven.

The Seven Group chairman was so irate he made 
it known he was prepared to quit his government-
appointed positions, including at the War Memorial. 
With the government desperate to keep him and 
already wrestling with how to circumvent its own 
unwritten rule, it only added to the awkwardness of 
the situation.

Stokes’s term expired in April 2014 with no 
resolution. 

Four months later, he was reappointed to the 
council. The other six members—then BHP Group 
Company Secretary Jane McAloon, retired Major-
General Paul Stevens, journalist and author Peter 
FitzSimons, former departmental head Allan 
Hawke, retired Air Vice- Marshal Julie Hammer and 
retired Regimental Sergeant Major Kevin Woods—
were not. 

The four-month gap meant Stokes’s membership 
had technically lapsed, fulfilling the criteria for 
“appointment” rather than “reappointment”. 

But in the end, the hair-splitting exercise was 
jettisoned—in its public announcement at least—in 
favour of calling it what it was.

On 6 August last year, Veterans Affairs Minister 
Michael Ronaldson announced Stokes had been 
“reappointed”: “I welcome Mr Stokes back to the 
Council,” Senator Ronaldson said in a statement. 
“He brings to this role extensive knowledge and 
expertise which will be vital as the nation begins the 
commemoration of the Centenary of ANZAC.”

Attempts by ASR to contact Stokes for comment 
were unsuccessful. Ronaldson and Nelson also 
declined to comment on either the circumstances 

of Stokes’s reappointment, or on the departure of 
those whose terms had ended. 

But Nelson praised those new appointees who 
have joined the War Memorial Council: “The 
appointments the Government has made have been 
good appointments”.

THERE HAVE BEEN OTHER EXAMPLES of what
one official calls “outbreaks of commonsense”, 

bending the rule that the Prime Minister’s office 
says does not exist.

Across the public service, senior officials 
have appealed for more exceptions, arguing the 
“inclination” was resulting in the loss of valuable 
people.

The Takeovers Panel in Treasury was a case in 
point. Requiring specialized corporate experience, 
the panel of up to 50 adjudicates shareholder 

An overhaul of the  
Migration Review 
Tribunal and the 
Refugee Review 
Tribunal ... saw only 
7 of the 37 members 
reappointed
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disputes during takeover bids through the 
Australian Securities and Investments Commission. 

Its members are prevailed upon to serve and 
operate as a pool because of the potential for 
conflicts of interest and the inevitable unavailability 
of busy people, as the adjudication panels are 
sometimes convened at short notice and out of 
hours. Members are appointed for three-year terms, 
but the ad-hoc nature of disputes mean they may 
serve out a term without ever sitting on a panel. 
Because such available expertise is hard to come by, 
they are regularly reappointed. 

Or, rather, they were.
Last year, after fifteen members were 

not reappointed in a changeover—out 
of 41 then serving—strong pleas were 
made within the public service and the 
ministry for more flexibility. Officials say 
the arguments were accepted and the non-
reappointment policy was no longer applied 
arbitrarily to the panel after that. 

But it is still being applied liberally 
elsewhere. An overhaul of the Migration 
Review Tribunal and the Refugee Review 
Tribunal in July this year saw only seven of 
the 37 members whose terms were expiring 
reappointed to the newly amalgamated 
Migration and Refugee Division of the 
Administrative Appeals Tribunal. Among 
them were Michael Cooke, a former Abbott 
adviser, who had already served two terms and 
former Liberal senator Karen Synon, who was first 
appointed in 2001.

The non-rule never went to Cabinet. 

IN MARCH 2015, AFTER MCKEON and Mohl
made their separate public criticisms,  

Treasurer Joe Hockey denied there was any 
non-reappointment rule.

“I don’t know what gossip’s going on but it’s 
never been suggested that someone appointed 
by the previous government would automatically 
not be reappointed by this government,” he told 
journalists. “I sit in Cabinet and I’m telling you there 
is no such edict or policy.”

The same day, however, Communications Minister 
Malcolm Turnbull confirmed the sentiment existed. 

“I think it’s fair to say that the government has 
had a policy, or a practice of, by and large, not 
reappointing people, with a view to refreshing 
government boards,” Turnbull told the ABC. “That 
has certainly been the preference … But like all 
things, it has exceptions.”

Turnbull had some experience of the application 
of the “policy”. Last year, the Prime Minister’s office 
made it known it would not consider renewing 

Labor-appointed SBS chairman Joe 
Skryznski’s tenure. Turnbull proposed 
former NSW Premier Nick Greiner as a 
potential replacement. But Prime Minister 
Tony Abbott favoured businessman and 
Liberal Party donor, Nihal Gupta, despite 
his having no media-industry experience. 
SBS deputy chairman Hass Dellal was 
appointed as temporary chairman until 
Gupta’s appointment was announced last 
October.

In March this year came the public 
criticism by Mohl and McKeon of the  
non-reappointment policy.

In April, Dellal joined the ranks of the 
exceptions, and was renewed as deputy for 
another three years.

In July, Kerry Stokes’s son Ryan, a 
senior business figure in his own right, 

was reappointed as chairman of the National Library 
council for another three years. Ryan Stokes had been 
appointed to the position by Labor Prime Minister 
Julia Gillard in 2012.

The Prime Minister’s spokesman says “dozens” 
of people have now been reappointed and that this 
proves there was never a firm rule. As examples, 
he points to that of former Hawke Government 
minister Susan Ryan, who was reappointed as 
age-discrimination commissioner and given 
the disabilities portfolio as well, after outgoing 
commissioner Graeme Innes’s job was abolished, 
and Chief Scientist Ian Chubb, who had had his 
appointment extended until the end of 2015.

Others with no association with partisan politics 

Lberal Party donor 
Nihal Gupta, top, and 
businessman Ryan 

Stokes.
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program host. “I resigned based on his assertion 
that he didn’t want people associated with politics  
in the position,” Cassidy says. 

“So I was gobsmacked to find some weeks later 
that he appointed David Kemp, a former Liberal 
minister and a person who had just done two 
reports for the Liberal Party. In the end, I was 
replaced by somebody not just involved in politics, 
but partisan politics.”

At last count, Kemp is one of at least fifteen 
former Liberal or National MPs or senators 
currently heading up or serving on government 
boards.

Whether the original instruction was delivered 
as a freshening-up exercise or something more, it 
has become a convenient vehicle for more closely 
vetting—and replacing—many of those appointed 
by the previous government, including those 
deemed unsympathetic.

In politics, making a primary move with a 
secondary benefit is known as creating plausible 
deniability. And while that’s an instrument 
you’ll find in every government’s bottom drawer, 
sometimes it gets a little blunt.  

have been dismayed that they appear to have been 
ruled out for reappointment simply because a 
Labor government had appointed them. Some in 
the business community protest that it unfairly 
tarnishes those who agree to serve.

Chief Executive of the Australian Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry Kate Carnell says many 
corporate executives feel they should step up when 
any Prime Minister asks.

“When businesspeople get asked to sit on 
government boards, government agencies … they 
say ‘yes’ if they possibly can,” Carnell says. “It’s 
not because they’re partisan. It’s because the 
government of the day asks you.”

SOME APPOINTEES NEVER GOT TO SERVE
at all. On the eve of the 2013 election, 

ABC journalist Barrie Cassidy was appointed to 
the voluntary position of chairman of the Old 
Parliament House Advisory Council. 

Soon after the election, the new Attorney-General 
George Brandis telephoned him and asked him to 
quit. Cassidy was media adviser to Labor Prime 
Minister Bob Hawke in the 1980s, but Brandis’s 
request was made on the basis that he was currently 
engaged in politics—albeit only as a journalist and 

Where are they now? (A select list)

Former Coalition politician Former position Present position

Peter Costello Treasurer Chairman, Future Fund
Sophie Mirabella MP Board, ASC
Amanda Vanstone Senator Commission of Audit
Mark Vaile Nationals leader, Deputy PM Council for Australian Arab Relations
Peter Coleman NSW MLA Judge, Prime Minister’s Literary Awards
Neil Brown MP Nomination panel for the ABC Board
Kay Hull MP Australian National Council on Drugs
Neil Andrew Speaker Murray-Darling Basin Authority
Denver Beanland Liberal leader, Queensland Board, National Archives
Chris Puplick Senator Board, National Archives
Karen Synon Senator Administrative Appeals Tribunal
Gary Humphries Senator and ACT chief minister Administrative Appeals TribunalGary
David Kemp MP  Chair, Old Parliament House Advisory Council

SHARE



Made in 
Australia
With more than 2 million 
people making things, 
manufacturing in Australia 
is not dead, but it has been 
transformed in ways that 
recall a pre-industrial era, 
writes Marcus Westbury. 
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T
HE STEELWORKS ARE GONE OR 
disappearing, the big textile factories 
are long gone, the car factories are 
closing and moving offshore, and the 
idea that “we don’t make things in 

Australia” is somewhere between a lazy cliché and an 
increasingly self-fulfilling prophecy. Formerly large 
industries are being nostalgically repurposed and 
rediscovered by people you’d least expect, its tools 
are being revisited and techniques rediscovered by 
new generations of artists and artisans.

Take steel, probably not the first thing most 
people think of when they hear the word “craft”  
or “artisan”. 

Three times in my life I’ve seen the forging of 
steel. The first was decades ago, on a tour of the 
massive BHP steelworks that used to dominate 
the Newcastle skyline, a place that once employed 

20,000 people and was the heart of local and 
national prosperity. A place where the sheer scale 
of the operation denied any notion that steel 
was something to be toyed with. A place now so 
thoroughly demolished there is little to show for it 
but tumbleweeds.

The second time was in another remnant of 
the industrial past, the former Inveresk railway 
workshop in Launceston, where they once built 
trains. There, artist–blacksmith Pete Mattila and a 
few collaborators work with machines so massive 
that a hundred or more years ago railway engineers 
installed them first and then built the buildings 
around them. There are few sights as engrossing and 
visually spectacular as metal being forged, belted 
and spitting fire as it is pressed into giant sculptures 
and modest yet weighty mortar and pestles.

Most recently, it was in an unwalled shack in 

Tasmanian artist–blacksmith Pete Mattila creating a forged steel sculpture in his workshop. His passion is pulled out of 
something industrial, but with an artistic reflection. I M A GE S :  SC OTT  GE LSTO N
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the Tasmanian bush. A hose went up to an active 
sprinkler on the roof for cooling and fire protection 
in an unseasonal Tasmanian 30-plus degree heat. 
Legendary knife-maker John Hounslow-Robinson 
was hammering the rich patterned metal of a 
Damascus steel blade. His knives have become 
collectables, sold to restaurateurs like Tetsuya 
Wakuda, and with a long waiting list of chefs and 
collectors in Australia and overseas who buy them 
via the internet.  

NEARLY TWO MILLION AUSTRALIANS like
Pete Mattila and John Hounslow-Robinson are 

today actively engaged in making things of some 
kind. Over the last six years—until 2007 when 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) abruptly 
stopped asking the question—there was incredible 
growth in full- or part-time work in artisanal forms. 
Design grew by 31 per cent; furniture-making 
more than doubled. Jewellery-making grew by an 
astonishing 672 per cent. 

Little, if any, of this growth was driven by 
employment in major factories, but by a mix of 
shifting consumer tastes, a culture that increasingly 
values meaning, distinctiveness and authenticity 
over price, and technology—particularly the rise of 
internet forums, blogs and marketplaces—that has 
made it easier than ever for small-scale makers to 
find their peers and their markets.

In July the Wall Street Journal reported concerns 

that Australian production had turned so much 
towards the labour-intensive and artisanal that it 
was starting to undermine national productivity.

As it happens, I have been researching, writing 
and filming a TV series about this phenomenon for 
the last two years. When I first started, the idea of 
the artisan or the maker seemed to hark in one of 
two directions. The first was looking through the 
prism of the authentic and the “handmade”, to 
an idea that harked back to before the Industrial 
Revolution, to a time of self-reliance, when people 
quilted, sewed, knitted and did woodwork. 

The other direction seemed to look to the future, 
to a geeky, growing global networked movement of 
“makers” who combine technology and creativity 
with bold ambitions about reshaping the means of 
production through 3D printing and open-source 

John Hounslow-Robinson’s knives, forged from Damascus steel, are collected worldwide.

38

Reports / Anne Summers Reports

... a geeky, growing 
global networked 
movement of “makers” 
... combine technology 
and creativity



still takes an immense amount of skill to use these 
machines,” he tells me. “We’re embracing industrial 
knowledge.” 

In the context of a former railway workshop, it’s 
obvious. The value of making things is something he 
is fighting through his work to maintain. “There was 
a sort of industrial culture that existed and there 
was almost like a source of identity and I think it’s 
really sad when it’s lost, it damages the community.”

BACK IN NEWCASTLE, Angela Hailey and
Suzie Manning run Studio Melt—a jewellery 

workshop and studio—out of a shopfront. They 
make on-site, run classes and stock local jewellers, 
including Sophia Emmett, whose work literally 
makes feature jewellery from coal found on 
Newcastle beaches. 

They’ve never described their work as “industrial” 

innovations. 
The industrial era in between, where factories 

and mass production produced everything to scale, 
seemed to be what both these movements were 
turning away from. 

Yet, somewhere along that journey—perhaps 
while queuing to see a demonstration at the Lost 
Trades Fair, in conversation with a furniture-maker, 
or visiting a small-scale pottery factory—it dawned 
on me that perhaps the bigger significance is that 
a lot of what was once industry itself is becoming 
increasingly crafty now. 

Culturally, we have already passed through 
several phases of rediscovering and celebrating 
that industrial past; industrial aesthetics are now 
reinvented and reappropriated as part of a “retro” 
cool style. The shells and aesthetics of outmoded 
factories are integrated into apartment conversions 
to the point where new-build apartments emulate 
their style. 

Industrial paraphernalia from lockers to light-
shades have been repurposed as trendy furniture, 
fixtures and fittings such that Ikea now sells flat-
pack imitations. It is probably not such a leap to 
the idea of reclaiming and reinventing industrial 
production itself.

Pete Mattila is unambiguous about the industrial 
nature of his context. 

“It’s not like pre-Industrial Revolution. It is very 
much industrial work that’s going on here, but it 

Left: Sophia Emmett turns coal from Newcastle beaches into feature jewellery. Right: Studio Melt, a jewellery workshop  
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We forget that  
small-scale industry 
used to be the 
dominant form.



their work and their way of working harks back not 
so much to the pre-industrial era but to an earlier 
stage. To an era when artisanship and industry were 
intertwined, before Ford and Taylorism, before 
global capitalism’s economies of scale led us towards 
the idea that bigger is better. Towards an idea of 
efficiency that could only be produced with scale. 

Back to a bespoke industrial era, long forgotten, 
that may teach us something about the future.  

and yet, when I pulled up a 150-year-old photo 
of half a dozen jewellers—all men—on the same 
street, if not the same block, their set-up remarkably 
resembles what industry back then was. Both lots of 
jewellers, working nearly two centuries apart, using 
what must have been the high-tech machinery of 
their era. We forget that small-scale industry used 
to be the dominant form—less so the mass scale 
that we’ve come to associate with the latter stages of 
“Australian manufacturing”.

Studio Melt will never replace the steelworks. Yet 

Newcastle’s once-mighty BHP steelworks: tumbleweeds now. SOU RC E :  U N I VER S ITY  O F
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13 Muses

The essence of beauty 
and luxury?
The most valuable gift in the British Museum’s history is now in a new 

ground-floor gallery, giving visitors easy access to 265 extravagant 
objects. Paula Weideger walks us through.

A Rothschild 
Renaissance
Treasures from 
the Waddesdon 
Bequest
British Museum, 
From 11 June 
2015

THE MILLIONS WHO VISIT the British 
Museum each year make a beeline for the 
Elgin Marbles, the Rosetta stone and all 
those cases full of ancient Egyptian 

mummies. Few rushed to see the red velvet-lined 
cases displaying the Waddesdon Bequest, tucked away 
upstairs in the European galleries, which are often 

closed because of staff shortages. Yet in 1898, when 
Baron Ferdinand Rothschild died and his collection 
of 265 extravagant Renaissance objects of art went 
to the BM, it was the most valuable gift in its history 
and remains one of the most important. 

There are ornate objects of silver and gold objects, 
large and small; carved ivories, fancifully painted 
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majolica and Venetian glass as well as Limoges 
enamels; fantastical, gem-encrusted pendants; 
elaborately decorated weapons and much more. 
The Baron was a great-grandson of Mayer Amshel 
Rothschild who, from his cramped house in the 
Frankfurt ghetto, founded a powerful international 
banking dynasty. 

More than a century after Ferdinand’s death, he 
continues to be lucky with his relatives. Lord Jacob 
Rothschild and his daughter Hannah (recently 
elected Chair of the National Gallery), have been 
the driving forces behind the reinstallation of 
Ferdinand’s gift. The Waddesdon Bequest is now 
installed in a spacious new gallery carved out of the 
Reading Room only steps from the BM’s imposing 
entrance hall. 

Stanton Williams, chosen to design its redisplay, 

ditched the red velvet and created an installation 
that is sleekly modern yet somehow magical, too. 
The central space is occupied by three enormous, 
free-standing cases with slanted glass fronts. Small 
glass- fronted vitrines are set into the walls. Whether 
objects stand alone or are grouped together, creating 
walls of dazzling gold and silver lights, each piece 
communicates its magnificence. 

But why the Waddesdon Bequest? What does the 
name tell us about the collector, the dynasty of which 
he was part and the aesthetic so many Rothschilds 
shared? 

The Baron, who grew up in Frankfurt and Vienna, 
had an English mother. When she died in 1860, the 
nineteen-year-old crossed the Channel to London. 
He stayed. He became a British citizen and ultimately 
a Liberal Member of Parliament. He does not seem 

Baron Ferdinand de Rothschild in 1905, Lord Jacob and Hannah Rothschild, the east gallery at Waddesdon Manor. 
SOURCE :  THE  TRU STEE S  O F  T H E  BR I T I SH  M U SEUM



Waddesdon, built in 1874–83 in the style of a sixteenth-century French chateau. Below: a bedroom.
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to have inherited the Rothschild genius for banking, 
but he did have their collection gene. He, his cousins 
and uncles all hunted Renaissance treasures. 

You could even say that collectively the 
Rothschilds made the market for these works. They 
compared what they were able to bag and competed 
ferociously to acquire the best. In 1874, when his 
father died, the Baron was able to pursue his prey 
with gusto. That same year he began work on the 
country retreat that would house them. 

Waddesdon Manor is a vast, knock-your-socks-off 
house set in a 1000-acre Buckinghamshire estate. 
There is something slightly surreal about it because 
while the rolling green landscape is English, the 
house looks like a fairytale, French Renaissance 
chateau. The result is both grand and absurd. But 
there is nothing preposterous about the interior. 

Baron Ferdinand made Waddesdon Manor into 
a temple celebrating le gout Rothschild. Its many 
generously proportioned rooms are decorated to 
be comfortable and gorgeous in high eighteenth-
century style. There are luscious silks and fine 
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tapestries, floors of elaborate parquet. Fireplaces are 
ornate, wood panelling is carved, wood furniture has 
ormolu mounts and there is gilding everywhere. 

To some, the Rothschild taste is over the top. To 
others, it is the essence of beauty and luxury. Yves St 
Laurent, admired not only for his fashion designs but 
also for the exquisite taste with which he furnished 
his surroundings, was among the many rich and/or 
famous who adopted it. 

 

THE DÉCOR OF THE SMOKING ROOM to which 
the Baron and his high-powered men friends 

decamped after dinner was, exceptionally, designed 
in a more sombre style, the better to show off the 
treasures he collected. It became Baron Ferdinand 
Rothschild’s schatzkammer, or princely treasure 
chamber. The hundreds of objects he displayed gave 
him great pleasure. 

They were also intended to advertise his 
discernment and wealth. And they continue to do 
so. It was the contents of his Smoking Room that 
the Baron bequeathed to the British Museum. 

The conditions of the benefaction were these: the 
collection must remain intact and on public display. 
And so it has been for more than a hundred years. 
But thanks to the new installation, these amazing 
objects can be properly seen and therefore enjoyed 
and appreciated. 

Some visitors will be drawn to the large gilded 
basins and ewers often embellished with mythical 
creatures; others will be fascinated by the madly 
intricate carving in boxwood. The elaborately 
decorated accoutrements of the battlefield—shields 
and swords and such—on view were made to be 

The smoking room, Waddesdon Manor.  PH O T O :  N AT I O N AL  TR U ST,  WADDESDON MA N O R/ M I KE  FEAR 

Behind a large, deep blue 
sapphire is secreted a thorn 
said to have fallen from the 
crown of thorns.  
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ornamental rather than used 
in war. But at least some of 
the splendid pendants, rich 
in pearls and precious stones, 
were worn. Perhaps the most 
magnificent as well as the 
most moving of all the objects 
that make up the Waddesdon 
Trust is the gold, enamelled 
and bejewelled Holy Thorn 
Reliquary. Made in Paris about 
1400, it is two feet tall. White 
robed angels blowing golden 
trumpets rise up from a gold 
base shaped like the roof of 
a castle. Saints frame the 
centrepiece, which is covered 
in transparent rock crystal. 
Behind a large, deep blue 
sapphire is secreted a thorn 
said to have fallen from the 
crown of thorns worn by the 
crucified Christ.

FERDINAND AND his
relatives set a collecting 

fashion followed by others. 
Demand for Renaissance 
treasures outstripped supply. 
This not only upped prices; 
it became fertile ground for 
fakers. The Baron was an 
astute collector with a good 
eye but he, too, was duped. 
The jewels on view, recently 
examined in advance of  
the move to a new gallery, have been recatalogued 
to point out which pendants are now believed to be 
genuine and which are nineteenth-century fakes. 

But in one instance faking worked in the Baron’s 
favour. In the nineteenth century, the Holy Thorn 
Reliquary was kept in the Treasury in Vienna. 
When it needed restoration it was sent to goldsmith 
Salomon Weininger. He had it copied, returning 
the fake to the Treasury and keeping the original 

for himself. He later sold it 
and it began its journey to 
Waddesdon Manor and then 
to the British Museum.

Lord Rothschild estimates 
that in the course of the 
nineteenth century his 
family built 60 grand houses 
in England and on the 
Continent. Waddesdon alone 
survives intact. The house 
has been owned by the 
National Trust since 1957 
and is open to the public. 
Jacob Rothschild, who 
inherited the estate in which 
it sits in 1988 and oversees 
the running of the house, 
has spent millions making 
sure it continues to celebrate 
le gout Rothschild. 

He has added fine 
eighteenth-century 
paintings and furniture, 
but also contemporary 
works including a portrait 
of him by Lucian Freud. 
The gardens, aviary, 
restaurants, woodlands and 
shop (stocked with many 
Rothschild wines)  
all add to the pleasure  
of a visit. 

While the Renaissance 
objects of art collected 
by the Baron are now in 

the British Museum, his sister Alice, to whom 
he left Waddesdon, ensured that it remains a 
schatzkammer. It is accessible only by car or train 
plus taxi (or local bus); the trip takes about an-hour-
and-a-half from London. 

I have always felt it was well worth the schlep.  

Holy Thorn Reliquary of Jean, duc de Berry, 
Paris, France, before AD 1397. 

PHOTO:  THE  TRU STEE S  O F  T H E  BR I T I SH  M U SEUM
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Charlotte’s Web 
How does a usually mild-mannered 
writer contain her fury as she 
deals with the shocking abuse of 
girls and women in contemporary 
Australia? By creating a modern-
day fable of rural gothic dystopia 
that is so shocking as to be 
profoundly disturbing. 
By Caroline Baum

Books A random assortment of good books 
chosen by the ASR team and friends

Still, it’s one thing to go from the odd dash of vin-
egar to a fully fledged acid bath. Nothing could have 
prepared me for the shock of her new work, The Nat-
ural Way of Things, which is not so much a novel as 
a nail bomb. Different in style from all her previous 
work, with this book Charlotte confirms her shape-
shifting ability, shucking off the safety of realism for 
a far edgier, modern-day fable of rural gothic dys-
topia. Think Margaret Atwood, Angela Carter and 
chuck in a dose of Mad Max’s avenging angel Furio-
sa and you get the idea. 

The Natural Way of Things takes us into a warped 
alternative reality set in contemporary Australia. A 
group of ten young women, all strangers to each oth-
er, are held captive on a remote property. Dressed 
in coarse dresses and severe bonnets that blinker 
them, and chained together like convicts, they are 
exploited like slaves. Gradually they come to realize 

IT’S A FUNNY THING ABOUT FRIENDS: you think
you know someone reasonably well, and then they 

surprise you, big time. That’s what happened to me 
with novelist Charlotte Wood, whom I first met at 
Bundanon, the residential artists retreat at Arthur 
Boyd’s former home on the NSW south coast. 
Neighbours there, we discovered a mutual love of 
cooking and established a dinner roster to share 
the domestic load. Our conversations, stripped of 
city niceties such as clean clothes, make-up or any 
other attempts at polish and disguise, were made 
more intense by isolation and purpose. The result 
was a vigorous and expansive friendship—she even 
persuaded me to go camping.

Over the past thirteen years I’ve watched as Char-
lotte’s stocks grew steadily with each new book: The 
Children, a family story about sibling tensions; Love 
and Hunger, a non-fiction work about the feel-good 
and nurturing aspects of food; and Animal People, a 
novel that earned consistent critical acclaim for its 
distinctive take on modern life from the perspec-
tive of a man who could not relate to the values of 
contemporary society. Mordantly funny, sharp in its 
observations of modern-day alienation, its astrin-
gent yet playful critique nevertheless failed to find 
the success writing of such quality deserved.

The Natural Way of Things 
Charlotte Wood, Allen & Unwin, St 
Leonards, 2015, 320pp.
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what unites them: each has been involved in a sepa-
rate sex scandal.

Some of the harrowing content of this disturbing 
imagined scenario has its origins in an all too real 
episode from our past history: the Hay Institution 
for Girls, an offshoot of the Parramatta Girls’ Home, 
a state prison for teenage girls that ran from 1961 to 
1974, where inmates were treated inhumanely and 
abused. Girls were not permitted to speak without 
signalling for permission, and required to keep their 
eyes to the floor at all times. Their movement was 
restricted, and while walking was not permitted, 
they were required to march while undertaking hard 
labour. Charlotte borrowed these details to make up 
the girls’ cruel routines in The Natural Way of Things.

THIS IS STRONG, FIERCE STUFF, unleashing
an anger I had no idea Charlotte had about the 

way young women are exploited by those in power. 
Who knew she had this brutal imagery swirling 
inside her head while she hosted genial gatherings 
around her Marrickville dinner table, or dug in her 
community garden plot, or agreed to become the 
Chair of Arts Practice for Literature at the Australia 
Council? I can’t imagine what it was like to contain 
this material, or to expel it onto the page. More 
surprisingly, Charlotte’s prose resists the downward 
pull of its subject: her theme is ugly but her words 
are still beautiful, illuminated by strikingly poetic 
images and shaped in elegant cadences.

But now I know why she groaned repeatedly like 
someone with a dose of food poisoning that the book 
was painful and difficult to extract. I understand why 
she removed herself regularly from the comforts and 
society of her city life and home writing studio to 
go bush, to a remote property near Bathurst, where 
she could contemplate such things as the trapping 
of rabbits in uninterrupted solitude. 

In the meantime, she maintained her enviable 
stamina, running writing retreats, mentoring 
would-be authors, while conducting in-depth literary 
conversations as The Writer’s Room Interviews, an 

online subscription series with a small but devoted 
following. 

Charlotte and I had never discussed feminism; it 
was simply a given. We were women of similar age 
and convictions who got irate at the same things—
we were appalled by the treatment of Julia Gillard 
when she was Prime Minister, and we signed up to 
the Destroy the Joint community immediately. On 
social media, her comments were increasingly tough-
minded whenever women were being patronized, but 
usually tempered with humour. Unapologetic at tak-
ing her writing seriously, Charlotte takes herself less 
so, thanks to a finely tuned sense of the ridiculous. 

She was, it turns out, keeping her powder dry. 
“I’m pretty anti-confrontation—I was raised to 

avoid conflict at all costs. This book feels like a primal 

Charlotte Wood was seething, squirrelling away the 
many episodes of humiliation and degradation that had 
assaulted her consciousness through the media.
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scream. It’s a reaction to being nice and not being 
provocative in the past.”

She was seething, squirrelling away the many epi-
sodes of humiliation and degradation that had as-
saulted her consciousness through the media. “The 
case of Dianne Brimble [the Queensland mother of 
three who died on a P&O cruise ship of a drug over-
dose; eight men had preyed upon her while she was 
intoxicated] haunted me because of the language 
those men used. One of the men, Leo Silvestri, de-
scribed her as a piece of rubbish, a thing. I felt mur-
derous rage.

“Then there’s the case of Kristy Fraser-Kirk, the 
David Jones PR who charged her employer Mark 
McInnes with sexual harassment and was imme-
diately portrayed as a gold-digger. He was shamed 
briefly, but got another job and everything was OK, 

At the Parramatta Girls’ Home, teenage girls were not permitted to speak without signalling for permission, and 
required to keep their eyes to the floor at all times.

but what about her? I realized that in all these cases, 
people like Monica Lewinsky, or the women involved 
with Bill Cosby, the women just disappeared. In a 
storytelling sense, they vanish.”

(Just days after this conversation 35 of the 46 
women who have accused Cosby of sexual assault 
made global headlines when they appeared in a group 
shot on the cover of New York magazine.) 

For a long time Charlotte parked her anger about 
how women were treated and did not know what to 
do with it. “I think we stuff those feelings down all 
the time, in the same way as we shut our eyes and 
ears to stay sane and get through the day while we 
are assaulted by bimbo ads to news stories about 
men killing women. But I reached a point where I 
could not internalize it anymore.

“I’m pretty life-affirming but this material was so 
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dark that I fought it. Meanwhile it just kept accu-
mulating in the public arena: the case of coach Scott 
Volkers, accused of sexually harassing three female 
swimmers, then Professor Barry Spurr, making his 
outrageous comments about women at Sydney Uni-
versity, and footballer Kurtley Beale, not to mention 
any number of pollies, CEOs and surgeons—people 
who were educated and trusted members of society.”

The cascade of examples confirmed that Charlotte 
was disturbingly in sync with the zeitgeist. “It was 
like being a tuning fork for a sound I 
was previously not aware of. I also no-
ticed that in most of these cases there 
was disapproval, but rarely was there 
punishment.”

Halfway through the writing of the 
book, Julia Gillard was elected Prime 
Minister. “And I thought ‘Oh, I don’t 
need to do this anymore’ but the ex-
citement of that day, seeing her with 
Quentin Bryce and surrounded by fe-
male colleagues, which produced such 
a surge of possibility, almost immediately took the 
lid off the utter misogyny of the country. I cried over 
some of the abuse, the language that was used about 
her like ‘Ditch the Witch’—that was medieval. It was 
such a low point for all of us.” 

For Charlotte, churning with indignation, the 
book became more urgent than ever. Resisting the 
impulse towards a scenario of cooperation, she keeps 
the girls in The Natural Way of Things separate rather 
than united in their suffering. 

“Collective sisterhood would be boring from a nar-
rative point of view. Feminism is about allowing me 
to be an individual. I didn’t support Bronwyn Bishop 
just because she was a woman. We don’t all have to 
love each other,” she says, suddenly waspish.

“I do have a strong sense of sisterhood, but in this 
prison, in this place, it’s is all about survival of the 
fittest. I often think that if I had been alive during 
the Holocaust, I would not have behaved very well. 
Fear does things to people that they’re not proud of. 

I wanted to write about women’s self-hatred and mi-
sogyny and the way we behave when we are under 
threat. 

“Early readers of the book have asked me ‘Why 
don’t they rise up?’ To which my response is, ‘Why 
don’t WE rise up about men killing women and all 
the social iniquities that women suffer?’ We inter-
nalize our own oppression.”

Not all of the book is relentlessly grim—there 
is dark humour at the expense of reality TV and a 

certain TV chef, which relieves the 
tension. Part of it was written back at 
Bundanon, where Charlotte revelled in 
the appearance of mobs of kangaroos, 
which make a fleeting appearance in 
the book. 

“I was able to see the beauty of the 
bush in the place where the girls are, 
and to allow them to range a bit further 
while still remaining captive.” And now 
the book is born, no longer this roiling 
sea inside her, is there a sense of peace? 

Not yet. There has been a recurrence of acute back 
pain, perhaps a symptom of anxiety about how the 
book will be received, although the advance buzz is 
loud and the book has already been sold to the UK. 
Ever industrious, Charlotte has begun work on her 
next novel, an antidote comedy about old age, offer-
ing plenty of scope for her wicked wit. 

But there is a sense of release that comes with 
pushing all the pent-up emotion that The Natu-
ral Way of Things contains out in to the world. She 
seems recharged, resolved. Her voice, often tremu-
lous with indignation, is firm, her gaze steady.

“I don’t want to live in darkness but I feel proud 
that I’ve done it. I’ve taken action, and that feels 
powerful.” 

The Natural Way of Things is published by Allen & Un-
win on 24 September.

I often think 
that if I had 
been alive 
during the 
Holocaust, 
I would not 

have behaved 
very well. 

SHARE
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A celebration  
of Oliver Sacks 
Having told the world he has 
just months to live, his just-
published memoir provides an 
illuminating journey through a 
most remarkable life. 
Reviewed by Julian Burnside

sent to boarding school in the English Midlands, to 
be safe from the London Blitz. The evacuation of 
children from London was later the subject of fa-
mous study by John Bowlby who, in the early 1950s, 
developed the theory of attachment and separation 
based largely on his observations of children evacu-
ated from London during the war. 

Although Sacks does not refer to Bowlby’s work in 
his book, it is difficult not to see him as a textbook 
illustration of the impact of childhood separation. 
At one point, presented with plain evidence of an-
other’s friendship for him, he notes, “it was not easy 
to believe that anyone cared for me”. He could have 
been one of Bowlby’s case studies.

 Sacks’ imagination, coupled with the breadth of 
his intellectual interests, has led him to devise new 
approaches to neurological conditions that have  
irritated some of his colleagues of more limited vi-
sion. His first major book, Migraine, was very well 

IT IS A MELANCHOLY THING to write a review
of an autobiography when the author has just 

announced to the world that he is terminally ill. 
  On 19 February 2015, the New York Times 

published a column by Oliver Sacks in which he 
announced that he had multiple metastases in the 
liver, following an ocular melanoma in his right eye 
nine years earlier. On 24 July 2015 it published 
another column by Sacks in which he revealed that 
he has, if he is lucky, just a few months to live.

  The online edition of the first New York Times 
article attracted over 800 comments almost 
immediately. So far as I could tell, all of them were 
affectionate, grateful and loving. He also received 
hundreds of letters of support.

 In his second article, Sacks notes, “I could deny it 
before, but I know I am ill now.”

 There is much to be celebrated about Oliver Sacks, 
including the remarkable good grace—even curios-
ity—with which he faces his own mortality. It is a 
fair reflection of the broad scientific curiosity that 
has informed his entire life. What his autobiography 
On the Move reveals clearly is a man who has lived his 
life guided by a long vision, not willingly distracted 
by narrower orthodoxies in which so many people 
find safety and comfort.

  Oliver Sacks was born on 9 July 1933. When 
World War II broke out, he and his brothers were 

On the Move: A Life
Oliver Sacks, Knopf, New York, 2015, 
416pp.
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received—except in the medical profession, where 
it was received very coldly. His father (who, like 
his mother, was a model parent) was aghast when 
Migraine was reviewed in The Times: “You’re in the 
papers”, he said. Despite very favourable reviews, 
Sacks’ boss, Arnold P. Friedman, was trenchantly 
critical of it, fired Sacks, and later plagiarized three 
chapters of the book.

His books are probably the only medical case 
studies to have been on the New York 
Times bestseller list for 26 weeks, and 
to have been made into a documentary, 
a film, a play and even an opera. But it 
is hard to miss the pain when Sacks re-
cords that Awakenings aroused “not a 
murmur from my medical colleagues. 
No medical journals reviewed it”.

His intellectual curiosity and energy 
are remarkable. He has a great inter-
est in physics as well as in the biologi-
cal sciences. His interest in neurol-
ogy was, at least in part, triggered by 
the increasingly disturbed mind of his 
brother, Michael. At the time Sacks was 
growing up, there was a common say-
ing in England: “Fellow feeling makes 
us wond’rous kind”. It could have been 
coined for him.

Sacks has always enjoyed writing, 
and is uncontrollably prolific. He writes 
while recuperating in a hospital bed; he writes while 
attending symphony concerts. In the course of his 
life, he has filled over a thousand journals with his 
notes. 

His autobiography left me wondering whether he 
is a neurologist who loves writing, or a writer who 
loves neurology, a question I doubt he can resolve 
himself. But in either case, he is awfully good at neu-
rology. 

But he is also an awfully good storyteller, with 
an eye for a narrative that he knows how to convey 
compellingly. And being a neurologist gives him ac-

cess to great material. He sees cases which are fasci-
nating, and tragic. 

His work in Ward 23 at Bronx State exposed him 
to patients who had been diagnosed with schizo-
phrenia or manic depression and who were put on 
heavy tranquillizers and written off. He recognized 
the tranquillizers caused them to develop all manner 
of movement disorders such as parkinsonism, dysto-
nia and tardive dyskinesia. 

But Sacks looked for deeper neu-
rological explanations and different 
modes of treatment. His approach, and 
his insight—itself a product of his wide-
ranging intelligence—did not make 
him popular among more conservative 
colleagues. Among many distressing 
stories, he tells of a young man called 
Steve, who was mute and autistic. He 
was plainly miserable and confined to 
Ward 23 at Bronx State. 

He attached himself to Sacks, who 
decided to take him on a walk outside 
the hospital. 

It was the first time Steve had been 
outdoors for years. The Ward 23 staff 
were very hostile to the idea, but on the 
outing, Steve picked a flower and said 
“dandelion”. No-one had ever heard 
him speak. No-one could have guessed 
that he would recognize a dandelion 

and name it correctly. 
The outing spelt the end of Sacks’ time at Bronx 

State. And it stands as a fair metaphor for his career 
generally: imagination enough to see alternatives, 
faith enough to try something different, then rejec-
tion by the establishment.

OLIVER SACKS WORKED AS a neurologist for 
the past 50 years in hospitals in America. But 

he remains a British citizen and has never sought 
American citizenship: for five decades he has been 
a “resident alien” with a green card. It is a nice 

Sacks left me 
wondering: he 

is a neurologist 
who loves 
writing, 

or a writer 
who loves 

neurology?
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cannot say (nor would anyone who knows me say) 
that I am a man of mild dispositions. On the contra-
ry, I am a man of vehement disposition, with violent 
enthusiasms, and extreme immoderation in all my 
passions ... I have loved and been loved; I have been 
given much and I have given something in return”.

While his “vehement disposition” shows through 
clearly enough in On the Move, it is much less clear 
in the book that he has felt loved, except occasion-
ally. Only in the final four pages of the book do we 
meet Billy, to whom the book is dedicated. Only in 
those final four pages do we get a sense that he is, at 
last, loved as deeply as he loves. I was glad to learn 
about Billy. When Oliver Sacks dies, he deserves to 
be with someone who loves him deeply.  

metaphor for his life generally: he comes across 
as a person who has always been a loner, but who 
is anxious to be loved. He has never really settled 
down, a common enough consequence of childhood 
separation, as Bowlby showed. 

Sacks has loved a few times but, until he met his 
beloved Billy in 2008, his relationships seem to have 
been intense but brief. He recognized early that he 
was gay: a dangerous way to be in England in the 
1950s, as the case of Alan Turing painfully showed. 
His relationships have been passionate and brief, or 
they have been relationships of the mind. He has 
had close friendships with Abba Eban, Francis Crick, 
Steven Jay Gould and Robert de Niro.

In the New York Times article from February, 
Sacks wrote: “While I have enjoyed loving relation-
ships and friendships and have no real enmities, I SHARE

Out of print since 2008 - now available as an ebook at
www.annesummers.com.au 
ePub and mobi  $9.95

This new edition contains:
The entire 1975 original edition 
The infamous “Letter to the Next Generation” from the 1994 edition
The Timeline of Women’s Achievements from the 2002 edition
A fabulous new cover featuring an original painting by acclaimed artist Gria Shead

Damned Whores and God’s Police
The classic work about women in Australia

by Anne Summers
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Back to black
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AFTER YEARS OF SHOWCASING golden 
oldies that speak to how ossified American 
theatre has become, Broadway is finally 
having a “zeitgeist moment”, led by a 

musical, of all things. Hamilton has so brilliantly 
captured the polyglot, high-energy country that 
America is today, it threatens to make theatre 
relevant again—and not just in New York.

Written by and starring Lin-Manuel Miranda, 
a 35-year-old performer, lyricist and showman, 
Hamilton is a two-and-a-half hour, high-energy 
romp with an unlikely hero: Alexander Hamilton. A 
major figure in America’s coming of age—he wrote 
a majority of The Federalist papers—Hamilton is 
mostly known as the stern, bewigged figure on the 
ten-dollar bill. 

Miranda’s musical is fast changing that. Unlike 
its counterparts on the Great White Way, it has no 
stars—yet—but it is a massive hit. Barely a month 
into its run it has notched up US$27 million in 
advance ticket sales.

When it ran earlier this year for four months 
at the Public Theatre Off-Broadway, its draw was 
almost instantly apparent. The city’s cultural elite 
went mad for it. Madonna came, although she spent 
so much time on her iPhone during the show, she 
was not invited backstage. Lynne and Dick Cheney 
were in the audience another night, Michelle Obama 

Lin-Manuel Miranda, left, the eminence grise himself on the ten-dollar bill, and the cast in the pages of American Vogue.

A Broadway musical that takes 
the vernacular of the streets, 
music from hip-hop to jazz and 
a multi-racial cast that looks 
like America to tell the story 
of founding father Alexander 
Hamilton is breaking all records, 
reports David Hay.
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came to a matinee, the Clintons were there, as were 
musicians Busta Rhymes and Black Thought, and 
television host Jimmy Fallon. Fashionista Anna 
Wintour has featured the cast in Vogue. 

Since the show opened in mid-July on Broadway, 
simply getting a ticket is testing the ingenuity of 
even the most seasoned New Yorker, and mostly 
impossible for the curious from out of town.

Hamilton’s success lies in the way Miranda has 
chosen to reimagine Alexander Hamilton—as a 
young wannabe of today, carving out his destiny on 
the streets of New York, trash-talking, fun-loving, 
wildly ambitious. 

This is no gimmick. Rather, taking off from Ron 
Chernow’s much lauded 2004 biography, Alexander 
Hamilton, Miranda saw his hero’s harsh immigrant 
background (he was born out of wedlock to a Scottish 
trader and a French whore), understood he talked 
a blue streak, and loved the fact that Hamilton 
wrote incessantly, much like today’s bloggers. He 

actually was one of these young guys. In the musical 
Hamilton’s ever-confident, always cocky energy—
Manuel, a first-generation Puerto Rican American, 
plays him gleefully—draws us in. 

And in his hands it becomes fun to watch this 
nimble persuader claw and scream his way first 
through backroom New York politics, then join forces 
with George Washington—played by the African-
American actor, Christopher Jackson—during the 
Revolution, until he becomes Treasury Secretary 
later on. With all the other characters being equally 
boisterous, ready to sing and quip along with 
Hamilton, a sombre tale of how a nation was founded 
and argued over by the likes of Washington and 
Jefferson and Madison turns into a raucous, high-
flying street party. 

Hamilton’s history is meticulous. Its script 
honours its characters, but in appropriately 
idiosyncratic ways. Jefferson gets lambasted for 
being out of the country half the time and George III 

Daveed Diggs, centre, as Thomas Jefferson in Hamilton.
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comes off as a buffoon. (The monarch’s one song is a 
rousing Beatles-like pop tune that brings down the 
house.) More significantly, the debates surrounding 
the nation’s founding, and particularly, the second 
act where these wide-eyed, war-weary characters 
have to actually govern, are exposed in detail. Of 
course they are passionate about their positions, 
but the attacks on their opponents are even more 
venomous than we see today. 

THERE’S A WONDERFUL MOMENT when
Jefferson, with an eye to his Southern supporters, 

and Hamilton make what now seems a momentous 
deal. In return for Jefferson agreeing to a unified 
monetary system and single currency, Hamilton 
agrees to move the capital from New York to 
Washington. 

Even the foolish duel between then Vice-
President Aaron Burr and the soon-to-be dead 
Hamilton is treated with subtle respect; Burr 
expressing regret for his action, Hamilton full of 
misgivings about the whole idea in the first place. 
So even though Miranda offers up history in a 
remarkably contemporary fashion, in the words of 
Lynne Cheney, the former second lady and author 
of a recent biography of James Madison, “the fact 
line of the story is right on”. 

The press likes to refer to Hamilton as a “hip-hop 
musical”. It isn’t. (Miranda’s previous Broadway 
show, In the Heights, a hip-hop love story was just 
this.) While all of Hamilton is spoken or sung in 
rhyming verse, the music is hardly the constant 
beat one associates with hip-hop. According to 
Rebecca Mead in her New Yorker profile, Hamilton’s 
score is “rooted in hip-hop, but also encompasses 
R. & B., jazz, pop, Tin Pan Alley, and the choral 
strains of contemporary Broadway”. Miranda tells 
Mead he went to see Les Misérables aged seven, and 
seeing his work decades later, you understand the 
impression that show made on him. (An early, vastly 
underscored taste of the show can be seen in this 
2009 YouTube clip of Manuel at the White House, 
performing what is the first song in the musical.) 

 As for the lyrics, I remember Oskar Eustis, the 
artistic director of the Public Theatre, telling a group 

of us before the Off-Broadway performance I saw 
that Miranda’s writing had a lot in common with 
Shakespeare’s. He said much the same to Mead. 

“What Lin is doing is taking the vernacular of the 
streets and elevating it to verse. That is what hip-
hop is, and that is what iambic pentameter was. In 
heightened verse form, Shakespeare told England’s 
national story to the audience at the Globe, and 
helped make England England—helped give it its 
self-consciousness. That is exactly what Lin is doing 
with Hamilton. 

By telling the story of the founding of the country 
through the eyes of a bastard, immigrant orphan, 
told entirely by people of colour, he is saying, ‘This is 

our country. We get to lay claim to it.’”
In making such a claim, Miranda has struck a 

nerve, and it is the reason for the musical’s success. 
At a time when many white Americans still cannot, 
or simply refuse to understand the complex racial 
make-up of their country, Hamilton shows a new 
America that embraces the country’s political 
heritage with as much passion and heart as the 
generations before it. Miranda has reinvented  
long-cherished American history as everyone’s 
history. By flocking to Hamilton on Broadway,  
of all places, audiences are saying we love this vision 
of our country. 

We can’t get enough.  

At a time when many 
white Americans still 
cannot ... understand the 
complex racial make-up of 
their country, Hamilton 
shows a new America.

SHARE
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THE BRILLIANT AND ECCENTRIC GERMAN FILMMAKER WERNER 
Herzog clearly thought long and hard about what to reveal in his 2005 
documentary Grizzly Man, a postmortem about Timothy Treadwell, a 
naturalist and amateur conservationist, who attained celebrity status over 

the many summers he spent camped among wild bears on an Alaskan reserve. 
Intending to demonstrate that it was possible to get close to the grizzlies once trust 
was established, Treadwell had set up a camera to record his experiences. The man 
believed he was bonding with the bears. 

Instead, one of them killed both him and his girlfriend while the camera was 
recording. Only the audio was caught, since the lens cap was still on. Herzog withheld 

TABLOID 
VOYEURS?

ARE WE ALL

The recent documentary about the singer Amy 
Winehouse raises questions about how intrusive 

such films should be, writes Jane Freebury.
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the recorded sound of the killing in his documentary, 
of the view that the audio was too terrible for 
audiences to witness, but retained instead footage of 
himself listening to it and its impact on him.  
In the current cinema environment where violence 
has become a commonplace for a significant 
proportion of the audience, how many other 
filmmakers would have made a decision like 
Herzog’s? It was compassionate and respectful.

On the other hand, there are occasions when 
the ghastly details have their place. Even when you 
want to look away, as well you might in Joshua 
Oppenheimer’s fine documentary, The Act of Killing, 
during the re-enactment of murder. 

Oppenheimer had invited members of death 
squads that took part in the purges in 1960s 
Indonesia to show how they had eliminated fellow 
citizens, dissidents or perceived dissidents. 

Fifty years on, the men remain unrepentantly 
proud of their role in anti-communist purges that 
preceded the establishment of Indonesia’s New 
Order under President Suharto. 

The film shows that there are perpetrators of 
the 1965–66 killing spree who need not conceal 
their role in it, and even enjoy positions of political 

influence today. Anwar Congo, a 
black-market gangster, shows how 
he strangled his victims. Then he 
dances the cha-cha. 

One commentator felt sufficiently 
strongly to label the film a “snuff 
movie”, though he misses the point: 
viewer revulsion is critical to the 
film’s impact. The political assassins 
condemn themselves with their 
own honesty and hubris. The Act 
of Killing was nominated for an 
Academy Award, and won a BAFTA. 
Oppenheimer has continued his 

investigation into this deadly period of Indonesian 
history in his latest film, The Look of Silence.

The revelations we expect to find in documentary 
can turn us into voyeurs, without a doubt.  
If we as moviegoers are voyeurs anyway and the 
desire to watch others is integral to  
our experience of film, what  
is the issue? 

Whether to hold a shot or 
to edit disturbing vision 
and audio is not about 
the rights or wrongs of 
it, but about whether 
there is a sound 
reason for making very 
private and personal 
information public. 
This is something one 
hopes doco film directors 
struggle with every day. 

HOW MUCH EXPOSURE DO
we need to the details of human 

suffering? Night and Fog, Alain Resnais’ classic 1955 
meditation on the Nazi concentration camps, is an 

Werner Herzog, 
below; Timothy 
Treadwell, 
left. Above, 
re-enacted 
strangulation 
in The Act of 
Killing.

DEATH!
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There is an inevitable “tendency to 
play God”: Michael Apted, director 
of the long-term Up series.

immensely powerful document on an intractable 
topic. Rather than use the filmed evidence of atrocity 
he had at his disposal, Resnais devotes significant 
screen time to postwar footage of the camps, empty 
and desolate, but heavy with memory. It was a 
moment when, in a postwar world saturated with 
images of the dead, that the deserted camps and the 
absence of life would be more powerful. 

Films regularly cited on 2015’s best ever 
documentary list by prestigious Sight & Sound 
magazine reveal diverse creative treatments  
of reality. 

Dziga Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera, a 
dynamic snapshot of 1920s Stalinist Russia, 
harnesses reality for political purposes. The 
Thin Blue Line (1989), Errol Morris’s 
investigation of the miscarriage 
of justice in the 1970s, when a 
man was wrongly convicted 
of the shooting of a Texas 
policeman, is replete with 
dramatic re-enactment. 
Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph 
of the Will, a record of 
the Nuremberg rallies 
in 1934, is notorious for 
its glorification of Nazi 
ideals and is clearly political 
propaganda, but is one of the 
docos on the Sight & Sound list 
nonetheless. 

THE DOCUMENTARY ABOUT AN INDIVIDUAL
life carries with it special responsibilities. The Up 

Series, once known as 7Up, has famously been 
documenting the lives of a group of British people 
since they were seven, while weathering some of the 
controversy that goes with opening up private lives 
to public inspection along the way.

Series director Michael Apted has returned to 
interview his subjects at seven-year intervals since 
1964. The next instalment is due in 2019, when the 
participants are 63. Although Apted’s documentary, 
which also features on the Sight & Sound’s “best ever” 
list, began with the hypothesis that a person’s life 

path was determined early by social 
class, it has evolved into a gentler 

exploration how life unfolded for the 
participants. Apted has acknowledged in 

an interview with influential film critic, the late 
Roger Ebert, that there is an inevitable “tendency 
to play God” in documenting people’s lives, such as 
falling into the trap of predicting his subject’s life 
choices, and declaring when he anticipated someone 
would enter a life of crime. 

On the other hand, Australian director Gillian 
Armstrong seems to have developed a very 
collaborative and friendly relationship with the three 
Adelaide women whose lives she has tracked since 
she made Smokes and Lollies in 1976.

One of Australia’s most respected documentary 
filmmakers, the late Dennis O’Rourke, was criticized 
for The Good Woman of Bangkok (1991), about a Thai 
sex worker he was living with. Critics argued that the 

CLASS!CLASS!CLASS!



61

Muses / Anne Summers Reports

filmmaker had relentlessly objectified her while his 
own filmmaker role was unacknowledged. O’Rourke 
is heard asking questions, but never appears in frame 
and the woman is sometimes clearly uncomfortable 
about having the camera pointed at her. Ultimately, 
the film is less about the woman than the man who 
filmed her. There are moments when we feel like an 
intruder, watching when we shouldn’t be, and the 
power play sometimes makes us squirm. 

O’Rourke also ran into trouble in 2000 with his 
small-town portrait Cunnamulla. Although made 
at the invitation of the Cunnamulla community, 
the ABC reported widespread dissatisfaction with 
the film’s focus on its unrepresentative “seedy 
underbelly”. It also prompted legal proceedings from 
the parents of two underage Indigenous girls, one 
thirteen, who had spoken to O’Rourke openly about 
their sex lives and then had to leave town over the 
controversy. The filmmaker won the defamation 

suit in 2007, and his film has remained 
an important interrogation of the 

wholesome image of outback 
town life.

THE RECENT ASIF
KAPADIA DOCO 

on Amy Winehouse, 
Amy, is thoughtfully 

and skilfully made from widely sourced archival 
material, including studio recording sessions, her 
auditions and TV appearances, intimate material 
from mobile phones and family home videos, and 
substantial paparazzi footage. The director never had 
the opportunity to get Winehouse, who died in 2011, 
into frame himself.

Audiences have surged to see it, the critics have 
responded very positively and it looks to attract 
major awards. It is a joy to see Winehouse as a 
slightly awkward mid-teen discovering herself and 
her musical endowment, before substance abuse 
and relationship dependency took hold. We knew 
she could sing up a sultry storm, but to see her lyrics 
onscreen, her abilities as a songwriter come through, 
as they take on a new, acerbic meaning in the context 
of her relationships.

Kapadia’s film documents Winehouse’s spectacular 
rise as a performer and her equally spectacular 
decline. Even some of the critics have found the 
last act hard going. John McDonald, who in the 
Australian Financial Review described the second half 
of the film as “a cross between a disaster movie and 
a murder mystery”, also observed that: “One almost 
wishes Kapadia’s own commitment to the truth was 
a little less exacting”. Others note that midway “the 
film becomes grueling” (Sight & Sound), that it “is 
often uncomfortable to watch” (Chicago Sun-Times) 

Dennis O’Rourke’s films were 
controversial in their depiction of 
prostitution and small-town sex.

SEX!
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DRUGS!

Asif Kapadia’s 
recent film 
Amy shows the 
tragic effect 
of bulimia and 
drugs on soul 
singer Amy 
Winehouse.

and “torturous but endlessly hypnotic” (New York 
Observer). 

Kapadia’s portfolio includes an award-winning 
fiction feature The Warrior, about a Rajasthani 
warrior who tries to give up the sword, and the 
British Academy best documentary Senna, about 
Formula One racing legend Ayrton Senna, who died 
in a crash at 34. Kapadia’s treatment of Winehouse 
is similar to that of Senna’s, another high-profile 
subject the director never met. 

In Amy, Kapadia explores the reasons for the 
singer’s death from alcohol poisoning, and we spend 
a lot of time looking at Winehouse in very bad shape. 
But what made her a focus of public interest in the 
first place was her talent, the gifts that Tony Bennett 
compared with Ella Fitzgerald and Billie Holiday. 

The film has had to juggle the two Amy 
Winehouses who were in the public domain. The 
first was when she was full of promise, and gave the 
performances on which her reputation was built, up 
to when she made her first album, Frank. The second 
is from around 2006, when Winehouse made Back 
to Black, when her drunken and druggie behaviour 
made her the object of lurid fascination and the butt 
of late-night chat-show jokes. 

In conversation with online indie film news site 
Indiewire, Kapadia said that making Amy was in part 
an exploration of his own and the community’s role 
in the tragedy. 

“It’s very much a film 
about London and a city 
that I live in, but also 
a lot of media-related 
cultural places. You’re 
going, ‘Whoa, I was 
kind of a part of that? 
I shared that. I saw that, 
and I laughed at that’.”

He may be right. We 
may all be implicated. Amy 
Winehouse was a sensational 
jazz performer who squandered her 
talents and could not manage her fame. Kapadia’s 
film reveals “the real” Amy who was once funny, 
intelligent, healthy and lovable before she became 
a gaunt, tottering stick-figure with an extravagant 
beehive and Nefertiti eyeliner running the gauntlet 
of the paparazzi.

In Indiewire, Kapadia described her demise as a 
slow and drawn out death, in which everyone feels 
complicit. And so it is. You feel angry. You feel like a 
voyeur, and that’s a reaction he wanted. Even as they 
pander to our hunger for sensation, the paparazzi 
feed us with the images that make tabloid voyeurs 
of us all.  

SHARE



Istanbul is an alluring city that straddles Europe and the Orient and combines modernity 

with the remains of a tumultuous history, writes Lee Tulloch. 
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IN A PASSAGE THAT RUNS OFF Istanbul’s main shopping 
promenade, Istiklal Avenue, there’s a quaint little store that sells 
T-shirts emblazoned with the message, Istanbul. They call it chaos. We 
call it home. You don’t have to walk the densely crowded streets or 

get stuck on one of the abysmally clogged motor routes to understand 
that chaos is in Istanbul’s DNA. 

The city’s tumultuous history has left its disorderly stamp on every 
aspect of the metropolis, from the jumble of architectural styles that rise 
up along the banks of the Bosphorus and Marmara Seas, on which it is 
situated, to the layers of different cultures and religious practices that 
have taken root over time and grown side by side. 

 Driving from the airport, the commotion of modern and ancient 
strikes you immediately. The highway is flanked by the graceful minarets 
of mosques, earthquake-ruined fortress walls, abandoned Ottoman 
mansions and tumbling-down shanties sprouting up amid ugly forests of 
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high-rise apartment buildings. 
“The remains of the glorious past are 

everywhere, no matter how neglected 
and hemmed in they are by concrete 
monstrosities,” writes one of Istanbul’s 
most famous sons, the Nobel Prize-winning 
author Orhan Pamuk. “The people of 
Istanbul simply carry on with their lives 
among the ruins.” 

It’s a city of opposing images. Beautiful 
and often fragile remnants of the city’s 
Byzantine, Roman and Ottoman pasts 
coexist with a contemporary Istanbul that’s 
famous for its bars and nightclubs. In the 

Grand Bazaar, cheap Chinese imports are displayed alongside exquisite 
examples of hand-loomed silk carpets and ceramics. Women covered 
head-to-toe in black burqas shop alongside girls in jeans and vertiginous 
high heels. Old wooden trawlers bob about in the Bosphorus in the 
wake of modern ferries and cruise liners. Glamorous restaurants serve 
the extravagant food of sultans in skyscrapers, while old men sell cheap 
and delicious fish sandwiches under the Galata Bridge. Riot police with 
shields—a show of strength against potential social unrest—cluster on 
the same street where families take their Saturday strolls. One part of 
the city is in Asia and the other is in Europe. 

No wonder the word “Byzantine” has come to mean “excessively 
complicated” in modern usage. It’s the world’s most complex city, which 
is why it is also the most fascinating. 

ISTANBUL’S POSITION ON THE BOSPHORUS, which links the Black 
Sea to the Mediterranean, meant it was directly on the Silk Route 
and a valuable port, conquered many times. Byzantium, the eastern 

Dine
TUGRA
If you feel like spoiling 
yourself, or it’s a big event, 
this wonderfully romantic, 
grand restaurant in the 
Ciragan Palace has terraces 
overlooking the Bosphorus 
and features traditional 
Ottoman cuisine served with 
panache. It is totally worth 
the splurge, even if you’re not 
staying at the hotel. 

RAIKA
High above Taksim atop 
the Marmara Hotel, this 
glamorous modern restaurant 
serves classic and ethnic 
regional dishes with a twist. 
We loved the views across the 
glittering Bosphorus. Have a 
drink in the bar first so that 
you get the full panorama. 

KARAKÖY LOCANTASI
This Turkish restaurant in a 
lively working-class waterfront 
district is only a short walk 
from Galata Bridge. It’s 
brasserie style, with striking 
blue glazed tiles on the 
walls. Excellent mezze and 
seafood dishes at reasonable 
prices for such an upscale 
atmosphere. Lokanta Maya 
next door is also highly 
recommended. 

Women in 
black burqas 
shop  
alongside  
girls in 
jeans and 
vertiginous 
high heels.
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branch of the Roman Empire, was established there in 660 BC. It 
became Constantinople after Emperor Constantine in 330 AD, and 
for centuries was the stronghold of Christianity in the East, until 
Sultan Mehmet II conquered it in 1453 and turned it into an Islamic 
caliphate. 

The Ottomans ruled until as recently as 1922, when the Empire, 
weakened by losses in World War I, was overthrown by Turkey’s first 
President, Atatürk, who set about western-style reforms, including a 
change from Arabic script to Latin script. The ancient, walled part of 
the city, which grew up on a peninsula along an inlet of the Bosphorus 
known as the Golden Horn, was called “Stamboul”, meaning “the city”, 
and that name was adopted. While the majority of the population 
remains Sunni Muslim, it is mostly secular. Minority ethnic groups 
such as Kurds and Jews blend in, although like everything else, it’s 
layered with nuances. 

The geography of a city of 17 million people that is spread up 
and down steep hills and across continents can seem intimidating. 
Tales of thieving taxi drivers, unsafe districts for women and an 
undercurrent of political unrest caused by the present government’s 
lurch away from secularism towards Islamism make it seem even more 
daunting. Recently, the AKP, the party of Turkish President Erdogan, 
which has close ties to Islamists, lost its parliamentary majority. I’m 
not surprised: many secular Turks I met expressed great anger at 
Erdogan and his cronies, citing media censorship, electoral fraud and 
corruption. 

S tay
WITT SUITES
This fabulous, friendly 
17-suite boutique hotel is 
situated in the arty Cihangir 
district, walking distance 
from the Istiklal shopping 
street and many great cafés, 
restaurants and antique 
shops. All suites are spacious 
with excellent kitchen 
facilities. 

THE HOUSE HOTEL 
NISANTASI
As it’s situated in an upscale 
European neighbourhood full 
of luxury brand boutiques, 
this stylish small hotel is 
probably the quietest  hotel 
of Istanbul’s three House 
Hotel group. The beautiful 
HH Bosphorus is a restored 
palace on the Bosphorus, 
and HH Galatasaray is well 
positioned near all the main 
tourist attractions. 

THE CIRAGAN PALACE 
KEMPINSKI ISTANBUL
The only hotel in Turkey in 
a former Ottoman Palace, 
pictured below, it boasts 
magnificent gardens and 
terraces and a swimming 
pool right on the Bosphorus. 
The breakfast buffet is one of 
the most extravagant in the 
world. You aren’t likely to stay 
in the palace (unless you join 
Madonna and splurge on the 
€45,000-a-night Grand Sultan 
suite) but in an 1980s-era 
extension. 
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This boiled over three years ago with the 
May 2013 demonstrations in Taksim Park. 
Expect a strong police presence wherever 
you go, but demonstrations since then have 
been sporadic and localized around Taksim, 
rarely affecting tourists. 

As for the taxi drivers, I thought they 
were rather dramatic, but all were courteous 
and we didn’t get ripped off. I felt safer in 
Istanbul than I have done in many big urban 
centres.

Orhan Pamuk describes Istanbul as “an 
archipelago of neighbourhoods” and that’s 
probably the best way to approach the city, 

by exploring the neighbourhood you find yourself in, then venturing to 
another, one at a time. 

In the course of a week we stayed in three quite different parts of 
town: on the Bosphorus in the expensive Besiktas neighbourhood; in 
the bohemian quarter of Cihangir, which is similar to Paris’s Left Bank; 
and in the bourgeois district of Nisantasi, with its European air and 
streets lined with boutiques of luxury brands. From these districts it 
was easy to visit the historical quarter and monuments such as the 
glorious Hagia Sophia, using the excellent public transport—trams, 
trains and ferries. 

The traffic in Istanbul is famously chaotic, but the public transport 
is very good, although the buses are slow and best avoided. In 2013, 
the city opened a new rail service in a tunnel under the Bosphorus 
linking Asia and Europe, the world’s deepest underwater railway service. 
The Istanbulkart can be bought at specially marked kiosks at major 
transportation hubs for 6 TL and then recharged whenever needed. 

THE CORINNE
We stumbled across this 
wonderful, new, small hotel 
while roaming the arty 
Beyoglu neighbourhood, 
which is full of brocante 
shops. The 102-year-old 
apartment building was once 
the love nest of Turkey’s first 
President, Atatürk, and his 
mistress Corinne, and more 
recently was a film studio 
churning out Turkish soaps. 
For such a beautifully restored 
and appointed hotel it’s great 
value. 

MAMA SHELTER ISTANBUL
This fun and funky new hotel, 
from the flourishing Mama 
Shelter chain, is located 
right in the heart of the city, 
catering to everyone from 
singles to families, to leisure 
and business. The restaurant 
is a destination in itself.  
Great value. 

EMPRESS ZOE
Popular, inexpensive hotel 
with lots of charm, near the 
Four Seasons Sultanahmet, 
a five-star hotel with a much 
swankier price. Some garden 
suites have their own small 
hammams. 

Above: The view from the 
roof of the Corinne Hotel.Orhan 

Pamuk 
describes 
Istanbul 
as “an 
archipelago 
of neighbour-
hoods.” 
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If you do end up taking a taxi and getting stuck, at least the fares are 
extremely cheap by Australian standards.

From Cihangir, a neighbourhood favoured by movie stars and artists, 
full of secondhand shops and arty cafés, we found we could walk to many 
places, and it’s simple to hop on a ferry to the Asian side from a number 
of public terminals dotted along the sea. After a few days the city felt 
much smaller.

You need strong legs to walk those hills (it’s not surprising that few 
locals are obese) but every few steps bring some new delight, whether 
it’s a street corner in trendy, waterfront Karaköy completely overhung 
with grape vines, a ruined mansion, a steamy hammam (do try one) or a 
Muslim graveyard tucked between old buildings. In turning its back on 
the Ottomans the city has let many of its mansions fall into disrepair. 
They are now inhabited by many of the thousands, perhaps millions, of 
well-fed feral cats that have a special place in Istanbul hearts. (A good few 
of the fishermen who line the Galata Bridge that crosses the Bosphorus 
are fishing for the cats, I am told.)

Walking the city also opens up another of Istanbul’s great pleasures, 
its food. Street carts offer fresh pomegranate juice, roasting chestnuts, 
sticky pastries, rice pilaf and fresh rounds of simit, the sesame-crusted 
rolls that the locals devour for breakfast. Drop into any hole-in-the-
wall café and you’ll find delicious lentil soup and crisp salads sprinkled 

SOHO HOUSE
This outpost of the famed 
British members’ club opened 
in March. The Beyoglu 
location is very grand, it’s 
housed in the ornate Palazzo 
Corpi, which was built in 
1882 for a Genovese family, 
and later became the US 
consulate. The hotel has 
87 guest rooms and 17 
mezzanine rooms, two rooftop 
pools, a screening room, a 
nightclub and a Cowshed 
Spa. It’s guaranteed to be a 
bit of a scene. 

RAFFLES ISTANBUL 
Unlike the landmark 
Singapore Raffles, this new 
addition to the group’s 
portfolio is ultra-modern, 
occupying part of the tower 
in the new Zorlu Centre in 
Istanbul’s business district. 
It’s swank, it’s urban, with the 
famed Raffles service (each 
guest is assigned a butler). 
Handy to the glamorous new 
shopping mall and transport. 
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with tart pomegranate syrup. Kebabs and börek (savoury pastries) are 
ubiquitous. The fish sandwiches cooked and served on the banks of the 
Golden Horn are unmissable—grab a stool by the water and wash them 
down with the wonderful, strong tea brewing on samovars everywhere. 
(The coffee is pretty awful. Most locals drink Nescafé.) 

With the help of a well-informed local guide from Culinary 
Backstreets, we discovered a sublime buffalo clotted cream in a drab 
café near the Kariköy tram stop that we had walked past many times. 

Modern Istanbul has experienced massive urban growth and its 
economy has been one of the world’s fastest growing. It just missed 
out on the 2020 Olympics, but the bid was not popular among those 
who saw it as the government’s excuse to kickstart large-scale building 
projects at the cost of the environment. The Istanbul Biennale of Art 
was open during our stay and the theme, the power of public space in 

You can see 
evidence of the 
city’s place as one of 
the world’s hottest 
destinations in the 
number of four- 
and five-star hotels 
that have sprung up 
in recent years. 
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Discover more beautiful photographs and travel features 
by Tony Amos and Lee Tulloch by visiting their free travel 
magazine www.mrandmrsamos.com 

terms of social struggle, art and politics, reflected the city’s present 
obsession. 

You can see evidence of the city’s place as one of the world’s hottest 
destinations in the number of four- and five-star hotels that have 
sprung up in recent years. One of the faces of modern Istanbul is Canan 
Özdemir, who joined with two friends to debut Istanbul’s contemporary 
House Café in 2002. Since then, the group has opened three beautiful 
hotels under the House Hotels brand. 

Canan’s sister, Seyhan, is partner in the firm Autoban, which is 
responsible for the interiors of Canan’s hotels and many other public 
spaces. You’re likely to find yourself in one of Autoban’s cool interiors 
at some point during your stay: in true Istanbul style, the minimalist 
designs coexist with the ornate architecture of the city’s past.

PERHAPS THE BEST EXAMPLE of Istanbul’s complexities happened 
when we were staying in the Autoban-designed Witt Suites. One 
afternoon, we set our from hip hotel room in cosmopolitan Cihangir 
for a walking tour of Byzantine churches in a conservative Muslim 
neighbourhood of Vefa. As it happened, we had unintentionally arrived 
in Istanbul during the Muslim religious holiday Eid al-Adha, or Festival 
of the Sacrifice, when much of the city closes down for four days. 

The festival celebrates Ibrahim’s willingness to sacrifice his son 
Ishmael at God’s command. The tradition is that each family slaughters 
a sheep or bull and distribute one third of the animal to the needy. 
Our walking tour took us right into the centre of this traditional 
neighbourhood on the very day that sheep and cattle, herded into the 
city for slaughter in makeshift butcheries, were being sacrificed. 

An estimated one hundred million animals are sacrificed throughout 
the Arab world during the festival and it felt as if all of them were being 
killed that afternoon in that one neighbourhood. We passed dozens of 
slaughterhouses, butcher boys covered head-to-toe in blood, frightened 
rams being dragged along by the horns or transported in wheelbarrows. 
The streets literally ran with blood. 

Secular Turkish friends were appalled that we had been shown 
this side of the city, unhappy that its medieval side—of which they 
disapproved—was displayed. But we’re glad we saw it. We had 
experienced the city’s hip modernity and its most traditional religious 
celebration in one afternoon. Istanbul—it’s complex.  
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BOSPHORUS FERRY TOUR
Don’t be alarmed by the tourists, 
this two-hour ferry ride along the 
Bosphorus coast is the best way 
to orientate yourself, see the layers 
of history from the shoreline, and 
appreciate how important the sea is 
to the city. Ferries leave frequently 
from Eminönü Pier. Cost: a bargain 
10TRY per person.

FOOD WALK WITH CULINARY 
BACKSTREETS
Istanbul is best experienced 
through the stomach as well 
as the eyes. This brilliant tour 
operator takes small groups on 
walks through different Istanbul 
neighbourhoods, revealing the best 
local cuisine on offer, in places 
you’d never find yourself. Go 
hungry, there’s plenty to sample. 
$US125 per person, including food, 
drink and tasty treats.

HISTORY WALK WITH 
CONTEXT TRAVEL
This international company 
specializes in small-group, three-
hour walking tours by a network 
of local scholars passionate about 
the city’s history. Art, orientation 
and family excursions are also 
offered. We visited the old Arabic 
part of the city to see the Byzantine 

architecture. From US$79 per 
person, plus entry tickets.

VISIT THE MUSEUM 
OF INNOCENCE
There are so many famous 
museums in Istanbul, it’s hard to 
know where to start. But make sure 
you put this charming little house 
on your schedule. Nobel Prize-
winning author Orhan Pamuk built 
this museum to illustrate his novel 
of the same name. You don’t need 
to have read the book, although it’s 
a good idea. The museum is full of 
fascinating ephemera gathered from 
twentieth-century Istanbul life and 
it’s situated on Çukurçuma, a lovely 
street of old timber houses and 
antique stores. Admission: 25TRY. 

SHOP IN THE GRAND BAZAAR
We found the world’s largest 
covered bazaar much less 
intimidating than we’d thought. Go 
with a sense of humour and you’ll 
have a great time. Visit Ismael at 
Iznik Works for the reliable ceramics 
(he’ll tell you which are food-safe), 
Osman in the Caravanserai for 
carpets and Tayfun at Dervis for 
beautiful textiles. Don’t worry about 
getting lost—we stumbled onto a 
fabulous courtyard inhabited by 
dozens of men smoking nargile. 

Open Monday to Saturday, 9 
a.m.–5 p.m.

TRY SOME LOKUM
Turkish delight (lokum) is totally 
delightful and there are so many 
kinds of sweets available in the 
markets, you’ll be in danger of a 
sugar coma. For high-end sweets, 
visit Lokum, an exquisite jewel-box 
of a boutique that sells varieties 
of authentic Turkish delight as 
well as candles, toilet waters 
and fragrances, all presented in 
gorgeous Ottoman toile-de-jouy 
boxes, including one in the shape 
of a fez. Superb gifts, and worth 
the visit if you’re in Kuruçesme or 
Ortaköy. 

BATHE TURKISH STYLE
No visit to Istanbul is complete 
without the adventure of a visit to 
traditional Turkish baths. Cagaloglu 
Hamami is a 300-year-old hammam 
in the Sultanahmet district, a gift 
to the city from Sultan Mehmet 
I. King Edward VIII and Florence 
Nightingale have been among its 
famous visitors (not together). 
White marble domed steam room, 
men and women’s quarters and a 
little café plus an odd little market 
in the entrance. 
Lee Tulloch

Seven must-dos



72

Explore / Anne Summers Reports

Jesus wanted 
it this way? 
Pope Francis is a charismatic, 

modern, friendly, media-

savvy reformist who has 

adopted an inclusive and 

more democratic approach to 

issues from climate change to 

asylum-seekers, from same-

sex relationships to atheists 

going to heaven, so why can’t 

he bring himself to include 

women in decision-making 

bodies of the Catholic church? 

By Kristina Keneally

I RECENTLY VISITED my all-girls Catholic 
high school in Ohio. Run by nuns, the school 

exemplifies female empowerment: women occupy 
all the leadership positions, women make all the 
decisions, women teach almost all the classes, 
and girls are expected to excel academically, 
exercise leadership, compete fiercely in sport, and 
demonstrate mastery in the arts. 

All this was done, at least in my day, with nary a 
mention of feminism, patriarchy or sexism. I can’t 
recall a religious sister giving even the slightest 
indication to her young charges that she took 
umbrage with the exclusively male leadership of  
our church.

That’s why, when chatting with one of my 
former teachers at a cocktail party for alumnae and 
supporters, I nearly dropped my plastic tumbler of 
wine when Sister said to me, “So, how about this 

ASR welcomes contributions to Those Shades of Grey 
articles that explore or reflect on the role of gender in 
Australian political leadership. Please keep articles as 
short as possible. Send to annesummersreports@gmail.
com with Some Shades of Grey in the subject line.

I have been a little bit 
bemused by those colleagues 

in the newspapers who have admitted 
that I have suffered more pressure 
as a result of my gender than other 
prime ministers in the past, but then 
concluded that it had zero effect on my 
political position or the political position 
of the Labor Party. It doesn’t explain 
everything, it doesn’t explain nothing, it 
explains some things. And 
it is for the nation to think in 
a sophisticated way about 
those shades of grey.
Julia Gillard Statement upon leaving  
the Prime Ministership, 26 June 2013
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Pope Francis? He’s doing some good things, so I 
suppose we can cut him a bit of slack. But he needs 
to get moving on women, don’t you think?”

Yes, Sister, I do.

It’s one thing to know that nuns, as a group, have 
issues with the Vatican. It’s another thing entirely 
to hear the nun who gave you detention for chewing 
gum in her classroom make a casual, unbidden and 

Illustration: Caitlin Hogan
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explicit declaration that her feminist patience with 
the Pope is running thin. 

So is mine.
Maybe it was easier with John Paul II and 

Benedict. With those two popes, women knew 
where we stood: metaphorically speaking, it 
was up the back of the church, looking after the 
kids and helping out in the parish. Our biology 
determined our destiny, which was to mother the 
next generation of Catholics in the faith. Or become 
nuns. Lest we start to think we could do more—
especially as the vocation shortage worsened and 
the sexual abuse crisis deepened—John Paul II 
solemnly declared that women were 
incapable of serving as priests and told 
Catholics that they were to have no 
further discussion on the matter. 

But Francis—this guy gets it, right? 
He’s the populist pope, the selfie 
pope. He cares about things that 
progressives care about: inequality 
and poverty, refugees and climate 
change. His purportedly leftist views 
and his symbolic gestures earn him 
pages of great press and extraordinary 
popularity. 

He’s getting cut a lot of slack.
Let me be clear: I’m not naive about 

my church and its views on women. I 
hope that one day there will be a pope 
who welcomes the full participation 
of women as priests, bishops and 
cardinals. But it’s unlikely to happen 
under Pope Francis. 

As a Catholic feminist I find it almost torturous 
that the pope is charismatic, modern, friendly, 
media-savvy, reformist and adopting an inclusive, 
more democratic approach . . . and yet he still 
excludes women. 

How deeply must misogyny run among the 
Catholic clergy when there is a pope who refuses 
to judge gay people and allows for atheists to 
get into heaven, yet who still maintains that a 
faithful Catholic woman is incapable of serving her 
community as a priest, or serving her church as the 

head of a Vatican department.
According to Francis, “Jesus wanted it this way.” 
Give me a break. 

OF THIS I AM SURE: Jesus never said a word
about who could run a Vatican department. 

Nor did he have much to say about who could be 
ordained a priest, though it’s fair to assume that 
Jesus’s decision to first reveal himself after his 
resurrection to two women indicates he didn’t 
harbour the same fear, resentment or distrust of 
people with vaginas that the Vatican does.

There are those who argue that feminists should 
not despair over Francis. They say 
that the Pope’s focus on the poor is 
a radically pro-woman position. It 
doesn’t really matter, the argument 
goes, whether he ordains women or 
promotes them within the Vatican: 
he’s making a world of difference to 
impoverished women, refugee women, 
indigenous women and women living 
under oppressive and violent regimes.

 Yes, he is. But this argument 
completely misses how important 
it is for women to be in the room as 
church leaders discussing issues like 
poverty, domestic violence, sexual 
trafficking, fertility control, divorce 
and remarriage, and keeping children 
safe from sexual abuse. If women are 
not in those discussions on their own 
merits as leaders, then all women are 

dependent on the goodwill of a few men who may 
or may not consider those issues important, or men 
who are incapable of grasping how these issues play 
out in the lives of women. 

Put simply: if there are no women present when 
the pope decides that Catholics needn’t “breed 
like rabbits” then the pope ends up in the farcical 
position of telling women they can control their 
fertility while denying them the very tools to do so. 

There’s an important theological point here too: 
if God is neither male nor female (as the church 
teaches) and if we are all created in the image 

Jesus’s decision 
to first reveal 
himself after 

his resurrection 
to two women 

indicates he 
didn’t harbour 
the same fear, 
resentment or 

distrust of people 
with vaginas  

that the  
Vatican does.
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and likeness of God (as the church teaches) then 
let’s not limit our theology—our understanding 
of God and how and what God communicates to 
humanity—by limiting God’s voice to speaking only 
through ordained, celibate men. 

Women theologians are not the “strawberries on 
the cake”, and a theology that excludes women’s 
voices is half-baked. 

FRANCIS HAS RESISTED CALLS to promote
women in leadership roles or to consider 

ordaining them; he says he neither wants to 
functionalize women nor clericalize them. It would 
seem he just wants to “pedestalize” them. The 
functionalism comment is odd: in a world where 
women can run governments and corporations, 
surely they can perform as well as any man in the 
Vatican bureaucracy? 

And clericalism has done great damage to the 
church. Francis is right when he calls out the abuses 
of power within the clerical (ordained) class, but he 
has offered no real solution to the problem. 

There are really only two: abolish the priesthood 
altogether (not likely to happen, nor necessary), or 
radically change the priesthood by enlarging and 
democratizing it. Telling women you are going to 
protect them from clericalism by denying them 
access to it, and then continuing to subject women 
to the very same clericalist leadership structure, is 
demeaning: here, little lady, just sit here nicely on 
this pedestal, pure of heart and mind, while we men 
deal with this complicated and confusing leadership 
stuff. We will work it out for you.

Many women in the Catholic church are growing 
tired of watching the ordained men trying to work 
it out. The child sexual abuse crisis, the dearth of 

new vocations, the scandals of the Vatican Bank, 
the utter lack of understanding from bishops and 
cardinals on matters of family life, child-raising, 
and what it is to be a woman in the world today are 
motivating Catholic women. We’re not leaving, but 
instead speaking up. 

When the Australian Catholic bishops distributed 
their booklet on same-sex marriage to Catholic 
families by sending it home in the hands of Catholic 
primary school children, there were Catholic 
mothers who sent it back.  

Some mothers wrote letters to their parish 
priest or local bishop explaining why their family 
disagreed with the church on marriage equality. 
I recently spoke to a packed audience of Catholic 
school mothers at a suburban Sydney Catholic 
school on faith and family life, but their questions 
were all about how to nurture the gospel message 
of social justice in their children while raising them 
in a sexist, undemocratic and at times abusive 
institution. There aren’t easy answers to these 
questions. 

Sometimes I almost feel like cutting Francis 
some slack. He has an immobile, outdated and 
entrenched institution to drag into the modern 
world. 

Sometimes, but not quite. 
Thanks to all the nuns who’ve raised, almost 

surreptitiously, a generation of smart, fierce and 
outspoken Catholic women, Francis has such 
untapped enormous potential right there in his 
pews.  As Sister said, he needs to get moving on 
women.   

SHARE

Kristina Keneally served as the 42nd Premier of New South Wales from 2009–11, 
and is the first woman to hold the office. She is the Director of Gender Inclusion and an 
Adjunct Professor at the Macquarie Graduate School of Management. She is also the 
host of To the Point on Sky News Australia.
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In the 1970s the Village People 
—dressed as Greenwich Village 
archetypes—sang about the joys of 
‘hanging around with all of the boys’ 
at the west 14th Street YMCA. Now 
it’s all so acceptable.

The lonely gay 
in the Village

Explore / Anne Summers Reports
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ON THE JUNE MORNING 
the United States 
Supreme Court handed 
down their Obergefell v. 

Hodges decision declaring same-sex 
marriage a constitutional right, I was 
exhilarated. It was just past 10 a.m., 
and I retraced the steps I had taken many 
times in the past when a landmark gay rights 
event occurred—I walked over to the Stonewall 
Inn on Christopher Street. The scene outside this 
still seedy bar was joyous. TV cameras were 
rolling, and everyone milled around, 
smiling from ear to ear, exchanging 
kisses and cheers. I found myself choking 
up, thrilled that the efforts of hundreds 
of thousands, known and unknown, had 
brought us to this wonderful moment. 

After a while though, I became nostalgic. 
Spontaneous gatherings of gays and lesbians are 
rare in New York now. The city is not as gay as it 
once was, not in an explicit way. So, much as I was 
excited by the extraordinary political advance we 
had just made, I started remembering what we once 
had: a distinct place and culture we called our own. 
For most of my life, it had meant so much to me, 
but I knew, standing in that crowd at that moment, 
it would soon disappear. I needed to think about a 

quite different future. 
In my lifetime we have, 

among many other things, 
overcome the prohibitions 
on having sex with each 

other, fought hard to 
bring about compassion and 

treatment for those battling 
AIDS, earned the right to serve in 

the military, and moved with surprising 
speed to become an accepted part of the mainstream. 

But still, this final barrier, this very public symbol 
of second-class citizenship, of “inferiority”, 
remained. In the eyes of society, our love was 
not legal. I know to many this battle was all 
about that certificate, the marriage licence, 

but the impact of this decision went beyond our 
joining an institutional club, one that some do 
not even support. It meant that what truly binds 
us together—love—was as much ours to claim 
as anyone else’s and, in the particular but highly 
symbolic form that our society currently codifies 
love, ours would never be seen as inferior again.

 President Barack Obama understood the 
import of the decision, tweeting not long after the 
announcement, “Love Wins”. With this long fought-
over barrier gone, our place in American society 
became ever more solid and respected. “Gay”, in an 

With the US 

Supreme Court legalizing 

same-sex marriage, 

gays are now part of the 

mainstream, gay culture is 

almost non-existent in New 

York and what was once 

its epicentre, Greenwich 

Village, has lost its 

“gayness”. 

eflecting on 
these changes, 

David Hay, who still 

lives in the Village,  

is torn between 

nostalgia and 

vindication.



Gay customers at the Stonewall Inn rioted in 1969; now corporations and even the scouts march for diversity.
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activist and defiantly exclusivist sense, would soon 
be a term for historians. There would be still a “gay 
culture”, but stripped of its oppositional, even angry, 
politics, it would be more mellow. “We’re just a little 
different” could well be a slogan for our T-shirts now. 

Stepping away from the Stonewall Inn, past the 
gym I frequented in the early 1980s with friends, all 
of whom but one died in the AIDS epidemic, I knew 
I had to prepare for what may well be full acceptance 
of our culture. We would simply be another part of 
mainstream America.

‘MAINSTREAMING” HAS BEEN HAPPENING 
for some time now. Indeed, the idea that we 

are marginalized is almost quaint in New York. Not 
that we take our hard-won freedoms for granted or 
are unaware of other gays, lesbians and transgender 
folk being persecuted elsewhere in the US and across 

the world. Look at gay pride celebrants being water-
cannoned in Turkey, shot in Israel, and think of 
America’s teen suicide epidemic, where 30 per cent of 
those who take their lives are gays and lesbians. 

But it is becoming increasingly clear that as one 
of the groups born out of a protest movement that 
advocated for the long overdue rights and needs of 
minorities such as women and blacks as well as gays 
and lesbians, our goals were always narrower: a need 
for acceptance for who we were, how we had sex, and 
who we loved. 

They were priorities less burdened with the complex 
factors of history and economic disadvantage often 
associated with other minority groups. 

Gay Americans now increasingly see themselves 
in the same way as, say, Polish Americans or Italian 
Americans do. We may be different because of those 
on whom we shower intimacy, but we are no longer 



What a difference a few years has made to the 
acceptance of same-sex marriage.
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outsiders when it comes to the 
heart of American culture and 
politics. We play the game along 
with the best of them. So even 
though we still gather together 
socially and celebrate Gay Pride 
just as Irish-Americans celebrate 
St Patrick’s Day, there is no 
longer the pressing political 
need to do so. 

While, for many, progress 
has been agonizingly slow, it 
was the Supreme Court that 
finally removed the prohibitions 
from the sexual act in their 
landmark 2003 Lawrence v. 
Texas decision. (This was also 
authored by Justice Kennedy, 
who wrote the majority opinion 
on the same-sex marriage 
decision.) Although many states 
had tossed out such laws, it 
was still on the books in Texas. 
So, citing reasons of personal privacy, the Court 
ruled the Texas statute unconstitutional. This latest 
judgment, however, made the most private act of 
human connection—intimacy—legal. For all gays 
and lesbians, it was a breakthrough moment.

In the realm of brass-knuckle politics, it was also 
a major setback for Evangelical Christians who, back 
in the early 1990s, introduced to the political arena 
the issue of “outlawing gay marriage”. Citing their 
religious-based condemnation of homosexuality, 
they campaigned to deny gays and lesbians the same 
right to a legal loving relationship as everyone else. 

According to this perverted outlook, God only 
sanctified love between a man and a woman. 
Politically, these groups knew then their views 
coincided with a majority of Americans’, including 
Democrats such as Bill and Hillary Clinton, and a 
budding politician called Barack Obama. Their astute 
campaign was successful, reaching its peak during 
the 2004 presidential campaign, when referenda 
banning gay marriage made it to eleven statewide 
ballots. 

Anti-gay conservatives  
 were victorious with everyone. 
(The referenda energized 
conservatives in general, and 
helped George W. Bush eke out 
a second, very narrow, victory.) 

In recent years, however, the 
tide has turned against these 
groups to the point where the 
Supreme Court was making a 
decision where a majority of 
Americans supported same-sex 
marriage. Although religious-
based conservative groups 
lambasted the decision, many 
other conservatives, including 
Justice Kennedy, argued that 
what they were doing was 
upholding, even bolstering, the 
institution of marriage. 

I disagree. Marriage is really 
all we have when we come to 
a legal definition of a loving 

partnership, but it’s the latter that counts, not the 
former. I find it totally liberating that the love of gays 
and lesbians is recognized as a right, and standing in 
the crowd outside the Stonewall Inn, I could see by 
their tears and smiles that others felt the same. 

WHEN I MOVED TO NEW YORK thirty-five
years ago, I could never have imagined bearing 

witness to the history being made that morning. The 
late 1970s was a time when the New York Times 
refused to use the word “gay”, when gays and 
lesbians in major institutions from the army to big 
law firms had to be in the closet, when President 
Ronald Reagan went for half a decade not uttering 
the word “AIDS”. 

Gay culture was hugely important to all of us. 
There were gay bookshops, a vital weekly paper, the 
New York Native, and, God help us, even gay 
eateries. Back then, the Village was te ming with 
like-minded gay men. We would see each other on 
the street, and often, in those pre-AIDS days, end up 
having sex. Sex was held up as an act of liberation, of 
defiance, 



New York Mayor Koch’s lack of action on 
HIV prevention elicited an angry response.
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the same Village was where 
I would see desperately thin 
men with AIDS, shuffling along 
slowly. Many I knew, and it was 
always shocking if I didn’t know 
they were sick. Of the twenty 
or so who attended my farewell 
dinner before I moved to Los 
Angeles for the next seventeen 
years, only four are alive today. 

In 2003 I returned to New 
York to pursue a career as a 
playwright. The city was once 
again full of gay men, as it always 
was. But the Village itself had 
changed, and today, it is far from 
a gay enclave.

One could point to 
gentrification for ridding 
Greenwich Village of its 
“gayness”. Townhouses now 
sell for US$30 million or more. 
Hedge-funders renovate old 
homes as quickly as they can flip 
them. Sarah Jessica Parker just 
sold her Village home for US$18 

million, and Gwyneth Paltrow lives close by. St 
Vincent’s Hospital, where thousands were treated for 
AIDS in the 1980s, is being converted into a luxury 
apartment complex dubbed “Greenwich Lane”. The 
cheapest apartments here go for US$3.5 million. 

So the Village is geared towards rich newcomers 
now, some gays and lesbians included. The latter 
will not find many gay bars here anymore. They are 
either closing down or “changing over”. Recently I 
went to a birthday celebration where the celebrant 
suggested we meet later at Julius’s, the oldest gay bar 
in the Village. It was jam-packed—with twenty- and 
thirtysomething rich, straight kids. 

This shuttering of gay establishments is happening 
all over the city. The oldest bar on the Upper West 
Side, the Candle, is no more. The future of the Eagle, 
a long-standing so-called leather and western bar, 
now sandwiched between towering new apartment 
buildings in the once mainly warehouse district in 

an essential part of how we 
thought we would forge our 
then emerging identity. 

But our lives were so 
much more than sex. The 
Village was our turf, our 
neighbourhood. There was 
camaraderie. Every Sunday 
afternoon, be it the coldest 
day of winter or the sweatiest 
in summer, men would come 
from all over the city to 
parade slowly up and down 
Christopher Street. It was 
on one of these afternoons I 
was first introduced to Andy 
Warhol. I was so nervous 
I almost crushed the poor 
man’s hand. 

IN LATE 1981, I
ATTENDED a town-hall 

meeting in the East Village, 
called to bring attention to a 
mystery illness dubbed 
“GRID”, or gay-related 
immune deficiency disorder, that was striking gay 
men in New York and Los Angeles. I listened as the 
doctors anxiously shared what little information they 
had—mostly anecdotes about who was falling  
sick, where it was happening, and how quickly they 
were dying. 

Not long after, a close friend with whom I’d been 
having a torrid affair and I ventured to Mt Sinai 
Hospital, where these same doctors drew blood, 
barely knowing what they were looking for. Mine, 
they declared almost innocently, looked “healthy”. 

My friend’s, however, did not. We never spoke 
of this until years later, after he was officially 
diagnosed with HIV. (He remains alive and well in 
San Francisco.) The doctors at the town-hall meeting 
advised us to be wary about having sex, and not to 
exchange semen. 

I heeded their advice, and I owe them my life. 
Many others were not so lucky and by the mid-1980s 

Even though we 
still gather together 

socially and celebrate 
Gay Pride ... there  

is no longer the 
pressing political 

need to do so. 
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west Chelsea, looks grim. 
But the real-estate boom is 

not to blame for this. Rather, 
it is lack of demand. Gays and 
lesbians see little reason to 
congregate in one area of the 
city anymore, and with hook-up 
apps such as Grindr and Scruff 
to take care of sex, there is even 
less need for specialist bars. 
(The bathhouses, which were 
numerous, indeed infamous, 
when I first moved here are all 
gone, save one.) The idea of the 
“gay enclave”, be it in Greenwich 
Village or Hell’s Kitchen, has 
become quite outdated.

To witness how far the “de-
gayification” of gay life has come, 
one need look no further than 
last June’s Gay Pride march. The 
largest in history—it took seven 
hours to pass nearby 12th Street 
on Fifth Avenue—it was full of 
corporations such as HSBC and 
Macy’s promoting their “gay 
awareness” and, by association, 
their brand.  

The parade was even more 
diverse, not only ethnically but 
in terms of sexual orientation. 
Heterosexuals and their 
families, adorned with rainbow 
paraphernalia, lined the route, 
“proud” to be in the parade. 
No longer gawkers or mere 
supporters, they reveled in 
whatever “pride” means now. 

Not that I know what that is. 
“Pride” used to mean being “out and proud”, but has 
been diluted to mean “we all need to feel good about 
who we are, no matter who we are”. A sign on the 
nearby Equinox gym summed it up: “Pride moves us 
all to move ourselves”.

Away from the bars and parties, the iconography 

of the gay man is virtually 
indistinguishable from his 
straight counterpart. At my 
gym, the Sports Club at Chelsea 
Piers, where members from the 
fashion industry and art world 
mix with officers from the Drug 
Enforcement Agency and the 
FBI, everyone wears the same 
workout gear. 

THERE ARE A FEW
giveaways as to possible 

sexual orientation: gay men 
have more tattoos, straight 
men use the hair-dryers. (Gay 
men prefer trouble-free 
hairstyles.) Nowadays it is 
mostly straight men with the 
chiselled, hyper-masculine 
bodies. (Indeed the “uber-male” 
physique is now being marketed 
by such sports stars as 
Washington Nationals baseball 
player Bryce Harper and former 
New Giants kicker Steve 
Weatherford.) 

Ironically, one of the fastest 
growing subcultures in the gay 
world are the bears: stout gay 
men who eat and drink as much 
as they want, wear large plaid 
shirts and don cargo shorts the 
size of parachutes. They may 
think they are a distinct group, 
but they look like the average, 
overweight heterosexual male. 

The point is, apart from the 
occasional extrovert, signs of 

“gayness” are not something that show up in the 
street. People see little need for it. When you are part 
of the mainstream, why bother?

As someone who has spent his entire adult life 
having had a strong loyalty to an “outsider culture”, I 
am apprehensive contemplating a future without it. 
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It used to be easier to know who was gay, 
above. Comedian Seth Rogen, below, and 

movie star and heartthrob James Franco love 
to subvert straight stereotypes.



I worry I’m papering over other excuses for avoiding 
gay culture, despite the dwindling opportunities it 
offers. Am I too old? Do I, like most New Yorkers, 
work too hard to have enough energy left to go out 
and party? Or am I simply not facing facts that I am 
actually one of today’s New Yorkers, where we just 
have marriage, not “gay marriage”, where we just 
have lives to live, not “gay lives”?

I realize, too, that while I remain single—hardly 
an anomaly in Manhattan where over 50 per cent of 
residents live alone—I now face the prospect, should 

I meet someone, of settling down for life. Not just in 
personal terms, as has always been the case, but in 
the eyes of society. 

I never had that option before, but it is part of 
being a New Yorker today. Some would call it growing 
up, others might dub it “total acceptance”, and still 
others, actual “equality”. So, I begin life in another 
era, where my “difference” is far less important. 
Where I have been liberated.  

Pride: a seminal gay concept or a motivational slogan for the The Equinox gym?  MU RAL :  DAV ID  F L OR ES
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Different fears
 In Africa and Latin America people are worried about climate 

change while those in the US, Europe, the Middle East and Australia 
are most worried about ISIS.

Vale Joan Kirner 
1938-2015

 Joan Kirner AC, the first 
woman premier of Victoria, a 
life long champion of women’s 
equality and fighter on 
educational and environmental 
issues. We have lost a true friend. 
Read this interview with Joan 
from 2014 in Sheilas magazine. 
Joan was, without a shred of 
doubt, a bonza sheila.
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  US Supreme Court’s 
historic decision on 
same sex marriage, 26 
June 2015: Obergefell et 
al. v. Hodges, Director, 
Ohio Department of 
Health, et al.

  The China-Australia 
Free Trade Agreement

  Sundown, sunrise: 
how Australian can finally 
get solar power right. A 
report from the Grattan 
Institute

  US Republican 
Presidential contender 
Donald Trump is not going 
to go away. Read his 
speech announcing his 
candidacy

  At last a use for all those food photos! Instagram’s Food Capitals map lets you see where people are 
tagging which food. E.g. burgers (London), banh mi (Melbourne), and macarons (Bangkok and Seoul).



The speech that grew
A (continuing) update
Sexual politics

 Even in Iceland: guerrilla girls get angry

  How to get equal representation in 
parliament. In this case, India.

 Misty Copeland appointed the first African-
American principal dancer at the American 
Ballet Theatre
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 The students above would have been 
in years 7 to 9 when Gillard delivered her 
famous speech in 2012. They committed 
it to memory and delivered it on their way 
to attend a Youth Parliament in Sydney 
recently. Read more

 You can buy the Misogyny speech 
memorialised on a teatowel

 Or sing along to it on Youtube



Please help us to keep growing. 
Become a subscriber. It’s FREE.  
If you have the means, please  
consider making a donation. If  
you can afford it, we recommend  
$100 as the amount that, if  
enough of you can do it, will ensure 
we become financially viable for the 
long term. If you are in a position to 
make a more generous contribution 
to ASR, please contact me: 
annesummersreports@gmail.com

You don’t need a PayPal account — just a credit card. 

DONATE NOW

Sane    Factual    Relevant

Use our secure PayPal link to help keep Anne Summers Reports going



Elizabeth Broderick in conversation with Anne Summers.

Our next event is with 
Nimco Ali in Sydney 
on 24 September and 

Melbourne on 28 
September. 

JOIN US
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Feedback

OUR MOST RECENT CONVERSATION event
was with Sex Discrimination Commissioner 

Elizabeth Broderick in Sydney on 7 May. Liz talked 
with candour and passion about her eight years in 
the position (she leaves the job in early September), 
about the victories and the disappointments but 
overall, she said, she agreed with Hillary Clinton 
that there has never been a better time in history 
to be born female.

Liz is an optimist and feels that we are better off 
than ever before but she is also a realist and points 
to the intractable problems 
of gender pay inequality, 
sexual harassment and 
ongoing pregnancy 
discrimination as well as 
violence against women as 
being the most challenging 
issues.

Unlike previous events, 
our main guest was joined 
on stage by others, in this 
case two members of the 
Male Champions of Change 
group created by Broderick 
to encourage male leaders to introduce gender 
equality in their organisations. 

Alan Joyce, CEO of Qantas, and Kevin McCann, 
chairman of the Macquarie Group, joined Liz and 
me in the conversation and for the audience Q&A 
session. All of us on stage were vastly impressed, 
and many who were in the audience told me 
later they agreed, at the calibre of the questions. 
Towards the end of the allotted time, we had a long 
line of young women, including some schoolgirls, 
waiting to ask questions.

This was the first event where we had actively 

solicited the participation of girls’ schools and we 
were delighted that more than 100 students, many 
in uniform, attended. We intend to expand this 
program, including extending it to boys’ schools, to 
enable students the opportunity of hearing these 
inspiring speakers.

Faced with the daunting number of people wanting 
to question Liz, Alan and Kevin, the best I could do 
as chair was to ask everyone to speak as quickly as 
possible so we could learn their concerns. It was a 
powerful and inspiring experience as each young 
woman came forward to express her worries or to 
ask for advice. You can watch the video of the entire 
event, including these questions, here.

A printed transcript will soon be available on the 
website.

Our evening with Liz Broderick



Since starting this project two years ago, we are proud of what 

we’ve achieved. Now, we are asking for your help to continue.
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I AM GOING TO BE BLUNT. WE NEED MONEY. 
And I hope that you can help.

If we are going to continue to publish ASR we 
need to have a predictable cashflow. Our accountant 
has calculated that we need $250,000 to cover 

our expenses for a year. It is not a huge amount of 
money, but it would make a huge difference to us.

It would pay for six issues, allowing us to continue 
to pay writers, artists, photographers and the small 
two-person team of art director and managing 

Our magazine needs you

The politics of Tony Abbott’s board appointments

Kristina Keneally rebukes Pope Francis 

Does same-sex marriage mean the end of gay culture?

Number 13 August/September 2015

Sane    Factual    Relevant

Nimco 
Ali’s war 
to end 
FGM 

1

GET
GONSKI

MEET THE MAN BEHIND THE 
SCHOOLS REPORT
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of the stolen 
generations

New York 
starchitects 
sunk by 
Sandy
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Please subscribe – it’s free
www.annesummers.com.au/reports

or donate – running a free magazine is an expensive business
www.annesummers.com.au/donate

A free digital magazine with journalism that is sane, factual and relevant



Special thanks to our regular donors. You give us certainty of cashflow  
and earn our heartfelt gratitude:

Our donors
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editor, who ensure we publish a magazine of 
quality. It would also cover our other running costs, 
things like insurance, accounting, the wages of my 
part-time assistant, the cost of our website and 
allow for some marketing and promotion.

We have financed ourselves to date on ticket 
sales and some corporate sponsorship from our 
Conversation events, and on donations from you, 
our readers.

This income has been most welcome but it has 
not been quite enough to cover our expenses. So 
we are limping along on an overdraft and need to 
find additional sources of income to guarantee our 
future.

I am very optimistic that we can do this.
We get nothing but praise for the magazine. 

Readers—40 per cent of whom are now outside 
Australia—respond very positively to the quality of 
our journalism and design. They love that they read 
stories in ASR they have not read anywhere else. 
Journalism that is sane, factual and relevant. That 
represents the world not just as it is—but as we 
want it to be. 

I want us not just keep doing this but to get 
better, and to expand what we do.

We need to invest. I am convinced we can get 
advertising if we could hire someone to “sell” what 
we have to offer. We have a large and devoted 
readership and we have “good demographics”, as 
they say in the trade. Our events could produce 
more income if we had the resources to reach 
bigger audiences. If we can keep publishing, we can 
do all these things.

I am grateful beyond measure to the dozens of 
you who have donated to us over the past two 
years. Now I am asking if you are able to give 
again. 

If each of our 15,500 subscribers gave $160, that 
would pretty much cover it.

If you can, please donate here using PayPal (you 
don’t need an account, just a credit card). Or you 
can donate directly into our bank account: 

Anne Summers Reports 
BSB 062014 
Account Number 10576740

I know not everyone can afford that amount. But 
I would appreciate whatever you can manage as a 
sign of your support.

And to those of you who are already regular 
donors—and who are —can I tell you that 
being able to count on a predictable income each 
month makes my job so much easier.

I hope some other readers might be inspired by 
your example to do likewise. (It’s easy to create a 
recurring payment on PayPal.)

To be totally “crowd-funded” by our own 
readers would make us very powerful: a totally 
independent media company.

Let’s make it happen. 



Contributors

Tony Amos’s career as a professional 
photographer spans 25 years and three continents. 
With partner Lee Tulloch, he founded travel website 
mrandmrsamos.com.

Caroline Baum is the Editorial Director of 
Booktopia.

Julian Burnside is a Melbourne 
barrister and human rights and refugee 
advocate. He is also the author of 
Wordwatching and Watching Brief, 
and compiled From Nothing to Zero, 
a book of letters by asylum-seekers 

in detention. In 2014 he was awarded the Sydney 
Peace Prize. 

Jane Freebury is a writer/journalist 
whose film reviews have appeared 
regularly in print media, including 
The Canberra Times and Australian 
Society magazine, since 1987. Her 
book Dancing to His Song: the Singular 

Cinema of Rolf de Heer was just published. 

David Hay is a New York-based playwright and 
journalist. His recent productions include A Perfect 
Future and The Maddening Truth. He contributes 
to the New York Times, Los Angeles Times and New 
York.

Leila Jeffreys is a photographer and 
conservationist whose large-scale portraits of 
birds have won hearts all over the world. Hachette 
Australia will publish a book of her work in late 
2015, and she exhibits in Sydney at Olsen Irwin 
gallery. 

Judy Jeptum Kosgei is a features reporter 
at Citizen TV, Kenya. She was the Thompson 
Foundation/FPA Young Journalist of the year, 2013, 
and a finalist in the 2013 CNN African Journalist of 
the year.

Karen Middleton is a Canberra-based 
journalist with more than 25 years’ 
experience covering national and 
international affairs who, after a decade 
as Chief Political Correspondent 
for SBS TV, is now freelancing and 
working on her second book. 

Paola Totaro is an award-winning journalist and 
former Europe correspondent for the Sydney 
Morning Herald/Age. She now lives and works 
in the UK and is President of the Foreign Press 
Association in London.

Lee Tulloch is the author of the cult novel 
Fabulous Nobodies, a collection of essays, Perfect 
Pink Polish, and four other novels—Wraith, Two 
Shanes, The Cutting and The Woman in the 
Lobby. She is the founding editor of Harper’s 
Bazaar Australia and mrandmrsamos.com and 
has written extensively for Vogue, Elle, Harper’s 
Bazaar and New York. 

Paula Weideger, a New Yorker based in London, 
writes regularly about art for The Economist and 
other journals.

Marcus Westbury is the founder 
of Renew Newcastle and Renew 
Australia, the writer and presenter 
of the television series Bespoke on 
ABC1, and the author of the book 
Creating Cities.  
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Leila Jeffreys with Ivy the barn owl PH OT O:  B O  W ON G



Videos of each event can be viewed at 

www.annesummers.com.au/conversations

People with something to say

One-hour unscripted conversations followed by 30 minutes of audience Q&A

Elizabeth Broderick, Sex Discrimination Commissioner, with Alan 
Joyce (CEO Qantas) and Kevin McCann (Chairman, Macquarie Group)
City Recital Hall, Sydney    07 May 2015

Lieutenant-General David Morrison, Chief of the Australian Army
City Recital Hall, Sydney    26 February 2015

Tim Flannery, leading environmentalist
City Recital Hall    18 February 2014

Adam Goodes, champion footballer and 2014 Australian of the Year
City Recital Hall, Sydney    07 April 2015

Cate Blanchett, double Academy Award-winning actor
Sydney Theatre    26 June 2014

Julia Gillard, former Prime Minister of Australia
Sydney Opera House    30 September 2013


