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Janet Frame (1924–2004) was one of New Zealand’s most distinguished writers. She is best known for her autobiography, which inspired Jane Campion’s internationally acclaimed film, An Angel at My Table. Michael Holroyd hailed it as ‘one of the greatest autobiographies written in the twentieth century’. She was also the author of twelve novels, five collections of short stories, two volumes of poetry and a children’s book.

Throughout her long career Janet Frame received a wide range of awards. They included every literary prize for which she was eligible in New Zealand, honorary membership of the American Academy of Arts and Letters, and the Commonwealth prize for literature. She also won civil honours – a CBE in 1983 for services to literature, the Order of New Zealand in 1990 – and honorary doctorates and medals from three New Zealand universities.
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Introduction

Janet Frame’s first novel, Owls Do Cry, created a publishing sensation in New Zealand. It was hailed as the country’s long-awaited first great novel and ‘a masterpiece’ by some, and criticised for being modern and ‘too depressing’ by others who hated the italicised inner monologue, but for me when I read it at fourteen, the same age as Daphne in the novel, Daphne of the dead room, her dark, eloquent song captured my heart.



The day is early with birds beginning and the wren in a cloud piping like the child in the poem, drop thy pipe, thy happy pipe. And the place grows bean flower, pea-green lush of grass, swarm of insects dizzily hitting the high spots.





It was this inner world of gorgeously imagined riches that Janet affirmed in Daphne, but also in me, and quite probably in all sensitive teenage girls. We had been given a voice, poetic, powerful and fated – a beautiful, mysterious song of the soul.

I read the book at fourteen when my life felt like torture. I remember sitting up in bed, leaning against my white plastic headboard, my filmy white chiffon bed cover stretching out in front of me, matching my rose-embroidered curtains. My room had none of the romantic mood I had dreamed about when I imagined the bed cover and the curtains hovering like a forest mist above my green carpet; instead they were a fire hazard with my bar heater, a humiliation – evidence of my effort at romanticism and its failure. But where I had failed to create an atmosphere, Janet had succeeded magnificently and I loved it.

Owls Do Cry is experimental and partly based on events in Janet’s own life, including her experience of spending eight years intermittently in mental asylums. It provoked many rumours and dark imaginings about her actual life. Some believed she was still in an asylum, perhaps having had a leucotomy, a genius tragically doomed to mental illness. Others said she had gone overseas and was living anonymously.

Most weekends our family drove to our beach house in Plimmerton, passing the notorious loony bin, Porirua Hospital.

‘Was Janet Frame in Porirua?’ I would ask, peering at the flat prison-like buildings surrounded by misshapen macrocarpas.

‘No, not Porirua.’

‘Where?’

‘Sunnyside.’

‘Sunnyside? They call a mental hospital Sunnyside? Is she still there?’

I looked and wondered.

I viewed her life with admiration, pity and fear. To be abnormal in New Zealand society was a stigma; to be ‘mental’ was an unrecoverable shame.

Fifteen years later I was to become sadly familiar with Porirua Hospital, Ward K2, as my mother tried repeatedly to find some relief from the overwhelming terror and bleakness of her late-life depression. I visited Janet Frame’s territory, stepping over Max’s false leg left lying in the corridor, and trying to fend off an elderly man who shuffled with alarming purpose up to my mother in the day room, put his hands on her armrests and asked, ‘Edith what will it cost me to sleep in your bedroom?’

She was unfazed: ‘Michael, I told you before, I’m not going to discuss money.’

In 1963 Janet Frame returned to New Zealand, and partly because of the whispers and conjecture that continued to surround her life, she decided to write the truth. In doing so, she began her three-volume autobiography, collected here under the title An Angel at My Table, which I believe is one of the most beautifully toned and moving books I have ever read and the best book ever written by a New Zealander.

She has achieved that supremely difficult task of finding a voice so natural it feels as if it was not written but always was. She does not falter; Janet Frame is born and we grow up with her. Janet does so much more than clarify her personal history of misdiagnosis – she tells us her whole life, which is unexpectedly enchanted and also tragic. Apart from the years she spent in and out of mental hospitals I had no idea that two of her sisters had died by drowning in unrelated incidents, nor was I aware of the life-saving role Frank Sargeson played in offering her a place to live and teaching her how to survive as a writer. A later delight in the third volume was her love affairs, one on the island of Ibiza, and another with a Spanish man with two-toned shoes.

Perhaps Janet’s unique genius, and what makes the book for me a masterpiece, is the depth and openness with which she reveals her vulnerability; her ability to write about her pain and humiliation as calmly and even-handedly as her successes. She disarmed me. I wasn’t asked to admire Janet, yet I got to know her in intimate detail and loved her tenderly.

Back in 1982 my mother sent the first volume of this autobiography to me in Sydney where I was living and studying filmmaking at the Australian Film Television and Radio School. The book had just been published and was not available in Australia. So fourteen years after first opening Owls Do Cry I was once more sitting up in my bed, once more reading Janet Frame, this time Volume One of An Angel at My Table. I had, however, abandoned any attempt at bedroom atmosphere. My mattress sat on a board held up by four milk crates, and had no bedhead or bedspread.

I remember these details so well because Janet’s book had an enormous effect on me. As I read, I sobbed and sobbed. She had struck a blow right to my heart. But it was not only about Janet’s life, I was also re-experiencing my own childhood – exploring in the gully formed by the fault line, long-running games of ‘Pioneers’ with covered wagons made from vegetable boxes, the rounders played in the Katherine Mansfield Memorial at the corner of our street, and the humiliation of being abandoned by Geoffrey Baird at the Queen Margaret College school dance – retribution, he said, for having dropped him three weeks earlier.

Lying in bed that weekend in Sydney, it dawned on me that I wanted to share this unique experience as widely as possible. I didn’t think I could improve the book, I only had the idea that perhaps a television series would serve to share her work more widely. Later that year, I went in search of Janet Frame.

I met her on 24 December 1982. Back in New Zealand for Christmas, I drove in my mother’s car to Levin, to ask her for the rights to her autobiography. I was twenty-eight years old and my godmother Marga Gordon knew Janet and had got me her address and arranged an appointment.

Levin is a flat, plain, neat country town, every house a brick or wood bungalow of identical size and style. Janet’s house was easily distinguished from all the others by the uncut golden-coloured grass in the front yard and by the extra layer of bricks Janet had paid to be put around the front to try and soundproof it. It looked empty and derelict. I was almost surprised when Janet answered the door. We were both nervous. I had brought her some fresh eggs but they had broken when I braked hard at a corner. I tried to explain I’d had an accident, but before I could finish, Janet became alarmed.

‘An accident? Oh dear, are you all right?’

‘No, no, not me, the eggs.’

I tangled myself deeper and deeper.

‘What eggs?’

(There were no eggs; they were broken.)

Finally we stopped talking about the car and the eggs and the accident and I told her how much I loved To the Is-land.

Janet was not like anyone else I had met; she seemed free, more alive, more energised. She was funny, witty, and intensely sane. Janet was unconventional in her manner and she didn’t seem to care about clothes or how she looked.

I remember her house as being a bit of a mess; the kitchen was cluttered with dishes and there was no door on the bathroom, just a curtain. She had a glamorous white Persian cat that we both stroked and admired. Later she took me through the house and showed me how she worked. Each room and even parts of rooms she dedicated to a different book in progress. Where the room was separated, she had hung curtains like they do in hospital wards when the doctors come around or a patient needs privacy. A solution perhaps derived from the painful years she spent in and out of hospital in her twenties. On the desk where she had last been working was a pair of earmuffs.

‘I can’t bear any sound,’ she explained. ‘The double bricks haven’t worked, I think I will have to move.’

When we sat down together I checked my watch; I had been warned not to stay longer than an hour.

Janet sensibly and kindly suggested I wait until I’d read the next two volumes of her autobiography, due to come out in 1983 and 1984, to see if I liked them as much as To The Is-land. In the meantime she would not sell the rights to anyone else. She liked boldness, she said, and made me hopeful despite my being just a student. Janet’s taste in film was more sophisticated than mine. She talked about Last Year in Marienbad and said she favoured films with strong atmosphere.

The light was intensifying ahead of a thunderstorm and from somewhere we heard a sound like a rifle.

‘The Holiday Spirit’s begun early,’ said Janet.

We laughed and listened for more gunshots.

‘Are you doing anything special for Christmas?’ I asked.

‘Yes, I am going to spend it with some very old friends,’ she replied. As we went to the front door she continued: ‘I am going to have Christmas with the Brontë sisters, Emily and Charlotte.’

On another visit, two years later, this time with my friend and producer Bridget Ikin, we had tea with Janet in what she called her dining room, although we could see no table. Instead, there was a single bed with a pink candlewick cover. She sat at one side of the bed on a chair and we sat at the other, balancing our teas on our knees. The atmosphere was very gay, so it was only later that I realised it was as if we three were visiting someone in hospital, someone who wasn’t present but we were too polite or Dadaist to mention it.

The very last time I met Janet was when we were shooting the film. John Maynard and Bridget Ikin, the producers, invited her to Auckland to visit our set. She travelled up from Levin with my godmother Marga, to whom I had given a small part in the film.

On our set Janet found a chair against the wall of the studio. She watched our work and me, and I watched her, grateful for her tact and the permission she gave me simply to do my best. She wanted no control; she hardly ever commented or asked for changes, not then or through the long process of the adaptation by Laura Jones. Over the course of the week Janet moved closer and closer until on the Friday, the last day of her stay, she was sitting on the couch of the film-set Frame family house in Oamaru. The pink pages of the call sheet in her hands had all the new words from our world: ‘wrap time’, ‘call time’, ‘standby props’ and ‘mag change’. She enunciated these words slowly, as if she was tasting something new and curious.

The week with Janet on set was precious to all of us and John memorialised it with a photographic portrait of the four Janets: little Janet, middle Janet, Kerry Fox Janet, and Janet Janet.

I have often puzzled over why people loved my film An Angel at My Table so particularly. At the Venice Film Festival I experienced a reaction to the film unlike any other of mine before or after. At the screening, I had no feeling of how my very long film was going down. Sitting next to me was an elegant, tall Italian woman, tanned the colour of well-cooked bacon, wearing high-heeled sandals and a long, tight-fitting evening dress. She was not someone who looked as if they would relate to a fuzzy red-headed, pale-skinned New Zealander. I was rigid, too scared to look at her in case she was yawning. Near the end of the film, she grasped my arm and breathed, ‘Poverina, poverina.’ When I turned to look at her, wondering, ‘is the film as hopeless as that?’ I saw large tear trails through her eyelashes and down her cheeks. She was desperate to know if Janet would be all right in the end. As the credits came up, this elegant stranger embraced me, kissing my face and smearing it with her tears. ‘Brava! Bellissima!’ she growled in her gravelly voice.

It was not the best film there, but it was the most loved. When the film was awarded the second prize, the Silver Lion, the crowd wouldn’t allow the Head of the Jury to announce the winner. For five minutes, ten minutes, they chanted, ‘Angel, Angel, Angel, Angel.’

The only other New Zealander there to witness the film’s success was the sales agent for the New Zealand Film Commission, who early on made sure I understood that I was not to order room service as it was extra and expensive, and nor was I to imagine that Roberto Cicutto, our Italian distributor, was flirting with me, as he was gay. This same man, though, was also the film’s saviour, responsible for the television series becoming a film, and for the film being at the festival in the first place.

After the shooting of the film I never saw Janet Frame again. Our paths never crossed, yet my understanding of Janet and her devotion to writing, her gift, is still unfolding in me. I see now that she was not, as I sometimes thought, lonely, but lived in a rare, almost divine state of freedom, removed from the demands and conventions of a husband, children and a narrow social world.

I read that at the end of her life in 2003, when she was diagnosed with acute leukaemia and facing her own death, she was reported to have said that her death was an adventure ‘and I’ve always enjoyed adventures’. Little Nini, the adventure-loving, practical red-haired girl with nits. A poetic soul has rarely come better disguised.

I regret now that I never took the time to write to her when she was dying and still able to receive appreciative and consoling mail – some addressed simply to ‘Janet Frame, New Zealand’. This introduction is my posthumous letter of appreciation to Janet, the mythic now eternal Janet, famously shy, yet sharing her life with anyone who cares to read this book.

 

Jane Campion, 2007


VOLUME ONE
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To the Is-Land


This first volume is dedicated to my parents and brother and sisters


1

In the Second Place

From the first place of liquid darkness, within the second place of air and light, I set down the following record with its mixture of fact and truths and memories of truths and its direction always toward the Third Place, where the starting point is myth.


2

Toward the Is-Land

The Ancestors – who were they, the myth and the reality? As a child, I used to boast that the Frames ‘came over with William of Orange’. I have since learned that this may have been so, for Frame is a version of Fleming, Flamand, from the Flemish weavers who settled in the lowlands of Scotland in the fourteenth century. I strengthen the reality or the myth of those ancestors each time I recall that Grandma Frame began working in a Paisley cotton mill when she was eight years old; that her daughters Polly, Isy, Maggie spent their working lives as dressmakers and in their leisure produced exquisite embroidery, knitting, tatting, crochet; and that her son George Samuel, my father, had a range of skills that included embroidery (or ‘fancy-work’, as it was known), rug making, leatherwork, painting in oils on canvas and on velvet. The Frames had a passion for making things. Like his father, our Grandad Frame, a blacksmith who made our fire pokers, the boot-last, and even the wooden spurtle smoothed with stirring the morning porridge, my father survives as a presence in such objects as a leather workbag, a pair of ribbed butter pats, a handful of salmon spoons.

As children, we heard little of our father’s ancestors, the Frames and the Patersons, only that most had immigrated to the United States of America and to Canada, where ‘Cousin Peg’ became a schoolteacher. And none remains now of that Frame family of eight sons – John, Alex, Thomas, Robert, William Francis, Walter Henry, George Samuel, Charles Allan – and four daughters – Margaret, Mary, Isabella Woods. The fourth, my namesake, died at thirteen months.

Mother’s family, the Godfreys, had long been established in Wairau and Blenheim and Picton, where Mother, Lottie Clarice, was born and brought up in a family of three brothers – Charles, Lance, William – and five sisters – May, Elsie, Joy, Grace, Jessie (who died in her twenty-first year). Mother’s father, Alfred Godfrey, also a blacksmith, was the son of John Godfrey, a political character known as ‘The Duke’, who owned the Sheepskin Tavern in Wairau Valley and was later editor of the Marlborough Press. We heard from Mother of John Godfrey’s brother Henry and of their father, an Oxford doctor, whose ‘Godfrey’s Elixir’ was known in Great Britain in the early nineteenth century; of Mother’s mother, Jessie Joyce, from a Jersey Islands family of French origin, and her mother, Charlotte, formerly Charlotte Nash, author of the poems in a small book with an engraved cover and sweet-pea-coloured pages, written at eighteen, before her emigration from Harbledown, Kent, to New Zealand – Charlotte, whose second marriage was to James or ‘Worser’ Heberley, of Worser Bay, Wellington, given to him by the tribe of his first wife (Te Ati Awa).

Mother and Father, then. Mother leaving school early to become a dental nurse at Mr Stocker’s rooms in Picton, later to be a housemaid in various homes in Picton and Wellington – the Beauchamps, the Loughnins – and, during the Great War, in the early years of her marriage, in the home of Wili Fels in Dunedin; Mother, a rememberer and talker, partly exiled from her family through her marriage out of the Christadelphian faith and her distance from Marlborough, remembering her past as an exile remembers her homeland; Mother in a constant state of family immersion even to the material evidence of the wet patch in front of her dress where she leaned over the sink, washing dishes, or over the copper and washtub, or, kneeling, wiped the floor with oddly shaped floorcloths – old pyjama legs, arms and tails of worn shirts – or, to keep at bay the headache and tiredness of the hot summer, the vinegar-soaked rag she wrapped around her forehead: an immersion so deep that it achieved the opposite effect of making her seem to be seldom at home, in the present tense, or like an unreal person with her real self washed away. Perhaps we were jealous of the space that another world and another time occupied in our mother’s life; and although, perhaps fearing immersion in this foreign world, we struggled to escape, we were haunted by her tales of the Guards, the Heberleys, Dieffenbach, shipwrecks in the Sounds, life in Waikawa Road and down the Maori pa, family life at the Godfreys, remembered as paradisal. We came to know by heart incidents reported with exact conversations at school, at home, in the dentist’s rooms, and in the homes where Mother worked – from her excitement on her first day at school at seeing a weta crawling on brother Willy’s knee (‘Oooh, look on Willy’s knee!’) to the words of Mr Loughnin the magistrate as he (in nightshirt and nightcap) lured his wife to his bed with ‘Letty, I want you …’

When Mother talked of the present, however, bringing her sense of wondrous contemplation to the ordinary world we knew, we listened, feeling the mystery and the magic. She had only to say of any commonplace object, ‘Look, kiddies, a stone’ to fill that stone with a wonder as if it were a holy object. She was able to imbue every insect, blade of grass, flower, the dangers and grandeurs of weather and the seasons, with a memorable importance along with a kind of uncertainty and humility that led us to ponder and try to discover the heart of everything. Mother, fond of poetry and reading, writing, and reciting it, communicated to us that same feeling about the world of the written and spoken word.

Father, known to us as ‘Dad’, was inclined to dourness with a strong sense of formal behaviour that did not allow him the luxury of reminiscence. One of the few exceptions was his tales of ‘the time we had the monkey’, told with remembered delight and some longing. When his family left Oamaru, where he was born, to live in Port Chalmers (where his mother, Grandma Frame, became known as midwife), Grandad Frame brought home from the pub a monkey left by one of the sailors. ‘Tell us,’ we used to say to Dad, ‘about the time you had a pet monkey.’

Dad, too, left school early, although he was a good student, as the class photos of ‘Good Workers at Albany Street School’ testify. His first job was making sound effects (horses galloping and wild storm sounds) at the local theatre, and his first adventure was his attempt to fly from the roof of the family house in Dunedin. Later he began work on the railway as a cleaner, progressing to fireman, second-class engine-driver, which was his occupation when I first met him, later to first-class engine driver, following the example of his brothers who spent their lives with engines and movement – Alex, who became a taxi driver; Wattie, a sea captain, later a harbour master in Newport, Melbourne; Charlie, who was for a time a motor mechanic and chauffeur to Sir Truby King. Brother Bob became a baker in Mosgiel.

Mum and Dad (Mother was known as ‘Mum’ until I considered myself grown up enough to acknowledge her as a separate personality) were married at the Registry Office in Picton three weeks before Dad sailed to the Great War. When Dad returned from the war, he and Mother set up house in Richardson Street, St Kilda, Dunedin, helped by a rehabilitation loan of twenty-five pounds, with which they bought one wooden kerb, one hearth rug, two Morris dining chairs, one duchesse, one oval dining table, one iron bedstead and flock mattress, one kitchen mat, these items being listed on the document of loan with a chilling reminder that while the loan remained unpaid, the King’s representative (the agreement was between ‘His Majesty the King and George Samuel Frame’) had the right to enter the Frame household to inspect and report on the condition of the ‘said furniture and fittings’. The loan was repaid after a few years, and the document of discharge kept by my parents in their most hallowed keeping place – the top right-hand drawer of the King’s duchesse – where were also kept my sister Isabel’s caul, Mother’s wedding ring, which did not fit, her upper false teeth, which also did not fit, Myrtle’s twenty-two-carat gold locket engraved with her name, and Dad’s foreign coins, mostly Egyptian, brought home from the war.

There were the ancestors, then, given as mythical possessions – your great-grandmother, your great-grandfather, did this, was this, lived and died there and there – and the living parents, accumulating memories we had not shared. Then on 15 December 1920 a daughter, Myrtle, was born, and on 20 April 1922 a son, Robert, or Bruddie; in 1923 another son, stillborn, unnamed, was buried, and on 28 August 1924 I was born, named Janet Paterson Frame, with ready-made parents and a sister and brother who had already begun their store of experience, inaccessible to me except through their language and the record, always slightly different, of our mother and father, and as each member of the family was born, each, in a sense with memories on loan, began to supply the individual furnishings of each Was-Land, each Is-Land, and the hopes and dreams of the Future.


3

In Velvet Gown

I was delivered by Dr Emily Seideberg McKinnon at St Helens Hospital, Dunedin, where I was known as ‘the baby who was always hungry’. I had a twin, which did not develop beyond a few weeks. Twins were hereditary in Mother’s family, and she would often quote the poem written by (I think) her grandmother, whose two sets of twins died in infancy: ‘Four little locks of gold’. Mother’s memory of my birth always had two repeated references – her boast that I was delivered by the first woman medical graduate in New Zealand and her pride in the abundance of milk that enabled her to feed myself and other babies.

‘My milk was drawn off,’ she’d say, making a liberal giving motion toward and away from her ‘titties’, in one of her many gestures that we, the ancestors ever alert beside us, assigned to the ‘French’ side of the family. With similar drama Mother spoke of Dr Emily Seideberg McKinnon, which must have impressed me even during my first few days of being, for her lifelong repetition of names important to her – Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Harriet Beecher Stowe, John Greenleaf Whittier, William Pember Reeves (The Passing of the Forest), Michael Joseph Savage – never failed to awaken a sense of magic.

I was born into a town that had lately known two historic events and was preparing for others. In 1923 the low-lying parts of Dunedin and St Kilda, where we lived, were severely flooded by the Leith, while a few years earlier the Prince of Wales had visited Dunedin. My earliest recollections, therefore, are of the talk of the prince and the flood and of the inaccessibility of the talk, so far above me, to and fro, to and fro between tall, tall people. When I was three weeks old, the family shifted to Outram, where we had a house with a big walnut tree at the back and a cow byre with a red and white branchy-horned Ayrshire cow named Betty; and when I was six weeks old, I was in the cow byre with Mother while she milked Betty. My earliest memories are fragmentary and apart from the talking of the adults are all set outside – in the cow byre, in the neighbour’s orchard, under the walnut tree where, as I grew, I was put in a huge kerosene box to play and where I learned to walk, first holding on to the rim of the box. I was told that my first words were ‘Pick walnut up, Mummy’, pronouncing walnut as ‘warnut’. My pronunciation was usually incorrect and apparently amused everyone. A sty in my eye was cured by the ‘pitties’, not, as I was told, by the pixies. I sang, ‘God Save our Gracious Tin’. I drank ‘mook’. The new baby that came when I was twenty months old and was named Isabel became, for me, ‘Iddabull’.

It was while Mother was busy with the new baby that Grandma Frame, who lived with us, became my companion and friend. It was she who told me about the ‘pitties’. I remember her first as a tall woman in a long, black dress and later, when her diabetes forced the amputation of one of her legs, in her wheelchair. Her skin was dark, her black hair frizzy, and although she talked in Scottish, the songs she sang were of the American Deep South. She’d be going silently about the house when suddenly her voice would come out in a singing that filled me with the kind of feeling I learned much later to identify as sadness. ‘Carry me back to ole Virginny …’, Grandma sang, pausing after the first line as if she were almost there but needed a natural delay to transport her whole being. I know I could see it in the way she looked around the room as if she were suddenly a stranger and might even remark, as strangers did, ‘Oh, you’ve got one of these, Lottie. I didn’t know you had one of these. They’re nice to have, aren’t they?’ But Grandma was away in the song, ‘That’s where the cotton and corn and taters grow …’ She sang of ‘Labouring hard for Ole Massa’. I assumed that Grandma Frame was African and had been a slave in America, that her real home was ‘Virginny’, where she longed to return; for you see I knew about slaves.

The book that everyone was talking about in our house was Uncle Tom’s Cabin, by Harriet Beecher Stowe, and I was being called Topsy because my hair was frizzy. ‘Who are you?’ they’d ask me, and I learned to reply, ‘I’m the girl that never was born pras I grew up among the corn. Golly. Ain’t I wicked!’ Mother talked, too, of Eliza crossing the ice as if it had really happened, like the pioneers and the visit of the prince and the flood. She talked of wicked Simon Legree. There was much talk of ice, of sheet ice and pack ice and icebergs, for the Titanic disaster was often mentioned, still uppermost in people’s minds.

Those Outram days until my third birthday give isolated memories and feelings: of the hours I spent watching Betty the cow with her skin-covered machinery working at both ends – all the smells and colours and diversity of solids (turnips and apples) and liquids, taken in at one end and let out the other. I’d stand in front of the bail, feeding her the big, red apples, and from time to time she’d open her mouth and yawn, flooding her potato-and-turnip-and-apple-and-grass-smelling breath into my face and showing her big, worn-down teeth. I remember the Snows and their orchard, my small friend Bobby Little, who taught me to say bugger, which I called ‘budda’. I remember the terrible magazine, which was not to be approached – at the back of the drill hall (or wi’hall, as I called it) – and the shining silver kerosene tin, which was my only toy, which I pulled on a length of string after me wherever I went, while it clanged and rattled and sometimes dented in one side then popped or dinked, returning to its old shape, making the sound the rain made inside the water tank. I remember Topsy and Simon Legree and Eliza on the ice and the bogies (or ‘bodies’), who came after dark when the candles were pinched out and the wick turned down on the kerosene lamp, and I remember, as my earliest memory, something that could not have happened: a tall woman wearing a clothes peg on her nose peered into the bedroom from a small window high in the wall and, looking down at me in my wooden cot, said sharply, ‘You’re a nosey-parker.’

My most vivid memory of that time is the long, white dusty road outside the gate, the swamp (which I called the ‘womp’), which filled me with terror, for I had been warned never to go near it, and the strange unnaturally bright green grass growing around it and the weeds like the inside of the India rubber ball growing along its surface and the golden beastie in a velvet coat grazing near the fence – and of myself wearing my most treasured possession, a golden velvet dress, which I named my ‘beastie’ dress. I remember a grey day when I stood by the gate and listened to the wind in the telegraph wires. I had my first conscious feeling of an outside sadness, or it seemed to come from outside, from the sound of the wind moaning in the wires. I looked up and down the white dusty road and saw no one. The wind was blowing from place to place past us, and I was there, in between, listening. I felt a burden of sadness and loneliness as if something had happened or begun and I knew about it. I don’t think I had yet thought of myself as a person looking out at the world; until then, I felt I was the world. In listening to the wind and its sad song, I knew I was listening to a sadness that had no relation to me, which belonged to the world.

I don’t attempt to search for the commonplace origins of such a feeling. When you bring home a shell treasure from the beach, you shake free the sand and the mesh of seaweed and the other crumbled pieces of shell and perhaps even the tiny dead black-eyed inhabitant. I may have polished this shell of memory with the application of time but only because it is constantly with me, not because I have varnished it for display.

I was learning words, believing from the beginning that words meant what they said. I was slightly puzzled that there should be a railway magazine in the house when we children were forbidden to go near the magazine. And when I sang ‘God Save Our Gracious Tin’, I believed that I was singing about my cherished kerosene tin. In the Outram days, when many relatives lived near, there was much coming and going and talking and laughing, with words travelling like the wind along invisible wires, words full of meaning and importance describing the Great Dunedin and South Seas Exhibition and the visit of the Duke of York and naming places. The relatives who visited were mostly the Frames, an excitable family with a passion for detail and a love of home and hearth that helped to make the smallest expedition beyond the home an occasion to recall in minute detail all the meetings, conversations, news, rumours, and actual events, and when the events were as important as royal visits and great exhibitions and floods and the sinking of unsinkable ships, mixed with dramatic details of books being read and poems remembered as if they, too, had been present occasions, then I can explain the sense of excitement I felt but could not understand as it moved to and fro in the travelling network of words.

But we were railway people. And when I was three, we shifted house to Glenham in Southland.


4

The Railway People

My memory is once again of the colours and spaces and natural features of the outside world. On our first week in our Glenham house on the hill, I discovered a place, my place. Exploring by myself, I found a secret place among old, fallen trees by a tiny creek, with a moss-covered log to sit on while the new-leaved branches of the silver birch tree formed a roof shutting out the sky except for the patterned holes of sunlight. The ground was covered with masses of old, used leaves, squelchy, slippery, wet. I sat on the log and looked around myself. I was overcome by a delicious feeling of discovery, of gratitude, of possession. I knew that this place was entirely mine; mine the moss, the creek, the log, the secrecy. It was a new kind of possession quite different from my beastie dress or from the new baby Isabel, over whom Myrtle and Bruddie and I argued so often (for Mother had said that Isabel was my baby, just as Bruddie was Myrtle’s baby) that it seemed to me that owning people was too hard to manage if you had to keep fighting over possession.

I remembered my overwhelming sense of anticipation and excitement at the world – the world being My Place by the fallen birch log, with the grass, the insects in the grass, the sky, the sheep and cows and rabbits, the wax-eyes and the hawks – everything Outside. I remember my special feeling for the sky, its faraway aboveness, up there where my mother and father lived, and the way I was filled with longing for it, a kind of nostalgia shared by my brother and sisters some years later when we discovered an old schoolbook with a poem that began:



On his back in the meadow a little boy lay

with his face turned up to the sky

and he watched the clouds as one by one

they lazily floated by …





We lay together in the long summer grass, looking up at the clouds, reciting the poem, and knowing that each was feeling the same homesickness and longing for the sky.

This passion for the outside world was strengthened by the many journeys we made in Dad’s grey Lizzie Ford to rivers and seas in the south, for Dad was a keen fisherman, and while he fished, we played and picnicked and told stories, following the example of Mother, who also composed poems and stories while we waited for the billy to boil over the manuka fire. On one of those early expeditions to the south coast, I told my story of the bird and the hawk and the bogie (pronounced by me ‘birdie’, ‘hawt’, ‘bodie’), and although the telling of the story is a reinforced memory as Mother often recalled it, mimicking even my gesture of sympathy as I put my head on one side and said, ‘Oh! poor little birdie’, I do remember the occasion chiefly because I remember seeing in my mind the huge, dark shadow of the bogie as it came from behind the hill: ‘Once upon a time there was a birdie. One day a hawt flew out of the sky and ate the birdie. (Oh poor little birdie.) The next day a bid bodie came out from behind the hill and ate up the hawt from eating up the little birdie.’

I remember, too, the fierce attempt to make my audience, Myrtle and Bruddie, sit absolutely still and my asking Mother for help. ‘Mum, Myrtle and Bruddie’s wiggling. Tell them to stop wiggling while I tell my ’tory.’

The poems that Mother recited to us on those picnics were prompted by the surroundings – the lighthouse at Waipapa, the Aurora Australis in the sky. ‘Look, the Southern Lights, kiddies.’



The lighthouse on the rocky shore

the seagulls’ lonely cry

and day departing leaves behind

God’s pictures in the sky.





There were other poems that Mother had not composed herself – tales of shipwreck, of tidal waves: ‘High Tide on the Coast of Lincolnshire’, ‘Come up, Whitefoot, come up, Lightfoot, Jetty to the milking shed …’ Well, we knew about cows, and we knew about floods. ‘When Myrtle and Bruddie were little, before you were born, Nini.’ We’d had to ‘give up’ Betty when we shifted from Outram, and we now bought our milk from Mr Bennett on the hill opposite. We learned to love those beaches and rivers and the long shadows of a Southland twilight and the golden roads lit on each side by the gorse hedges and the ever-present hawks circling in the sky.

Myrtle and Bruddie started school at Glenham, and sometimes I went with them to the one-teacher school on top of yet another hill, and I sat in a corner, watching and listening to the ‘big people’. I learned a special word at Glenham – gored – following a time of drama when Mr Bennett was gored by his dark brown Jersey bull and rushed to Invercargill Hospital, and everyone said the dark brown Jersey bulls were the fiercest.

I spent much time, too, at ‘my place’, enjoying its being there. Then one night Dad came home with his news: ‘I’ve got a shift, Mum. To Edendale.’ The arrangement was that we were to shift in the early summer, and in the meantime (it was now autumn) our railway house was to be pulled down and rebuilt at Edendale while we spent the winter in railway huts in the paddock overlooked by the school and the Bennetts’ and our house: a paddock with a swamp in the corner and bulrushes and snowberries and penny oranges growing in the silken snowgrass.

Swamp red, beastie gold, sky grey, railway red, railway yellow, macrocarpa green, tussock gold, snowgrass gold, penny-orange orange, milk white, snowberry white, all lit by the sky of snow light reflected from Antarctica or, as we knew it, from Mother’s constant reference, ‘the South Pole, kiddies’. These colours filled my seeing and our excitement at the prospect of living
Outside.

There were three railway huts (possibly a fourth, with a copper, to be used as a washhouse): a kitchen-living hut, a bedroom hut with bunks for Myrtle, Bruddie, and me, a bedroom hut for Mum and Dad and the baby Isabel, each hut being about six feet by eight feet, except for the slightly larger kitchen-living hut, which had a stove with a tin chimney poking through the roof. Each hut was painted railway red and had its own door. The lavatory, or ‘dumpy’, as we called it, was the usual enclosure about a deep hole, with a railway-red seat. Our lighting was by candle and kerosene, and only the kitchen hut had a stove. The anticipated delights, intensified by Mother’s ability to pluck poetic references from those many rooted in her mind, began to die with the first touch of the Southland blizzard. Tales of gypsy camps, or Arabs folding their tents, of Babes in the Wood, could scarcely defeat the bitter cold. It seemed to be always snowing, with the snow lying deep around the huts and in the central courtyard.

I think I knew unhappiness for the first time. I was miserable, locked away each night from Mum and Dad and unable to reach them except by going through the snow. I was at an age to be teased, and because I had let it be known that I was afraid of rats in the wall, I was teased with cries of ‘rats in the wall, rats in the wall’. We were all sick, with colds, and I began to suffer the pains in my legs that became part of my childhood. I was feverish and delirious, seeing insects crawling up and down the wall. The ‘growing pains’ and the fever were rheumatic fever. Everywhere was damp and cold, and the world was full of damp washing and nappies covered with green mess as if the baby, like a calf, had been eating grass. Mum was still breast-feeding Isabel. I had stopped feeding when I was two and had started biting, although Mother’s titties were always there, like the cow’s teats, for an occasional squirt into our mouths. Yet, while Mother ‘believed’ in breast-feeding her children for as long as possible, she also took pride in our early use of cups and knives, forks and spoons. She would say proudly of me that I was ‘drinking from a cup at six weeks’. When she finally wanted us to know that her titties were not for us but for the newest baby, she smeared a bitter substance over her breasts.

In spite of the misery of Inside, the times around the kitchen stove were cosy, and bathing in the round, tin bath in front of the stove – rub a dub dub, three men in a tub – was always pleasant. And Mother, as was to become her habit, helped to lighten our (and no doubt her) misery by pointing out the beauty of the snow and telling us stories of the snow and the rain and Jack Frost, who was ‘after our fingers and toes’. She’d look out into the country-black dark through the small, chill uncurtained window of the hut and murmur, ‘I wonder, is Jack Frost coming tonight …’ She knew and we knew that he came every night, but I was fascinated by the reference to him as a person with a name, and I think I believed in his existence more surely than I ever believed in that other night traveller, Santa Claus. Also, in the warm of the kitchen hut Mother would play her accordion and sing while Dad, sometimes striding up and down in the snow (he insisted that you had to stride up and down while you played the bagpipes), played his bagpipe tunes – ‘The Cock o’ the North’ or ‘The Flowers of the Forest’ or others from his book of bagpipe music.

It was late summer when we shifted into our rebuilt house at Edendale, into the heart of our railway country – beside the railway line and the goods shed and the engine shed and the turntable and the points and the watertank painted railway hut red on its railway-hut-red stand beside the railway line and the spindly red-painted little house high up where the signalman lived and hung out his signals and the resting or retired railway carriages and trucks and trolleys. Among our games was ‘trolley works’, where we pretended to be trolleys on the railway line. I spent much time playing around the railway territory among the railway weeds and flowers – dock and wild sweet peas – and in the goods shed, where the sacks of grain were piled high and I, suddenly powerful as a ‘jackdaw’, climbed to the top of the sacks, or ‘climbers’ as we knew them, and swooped down upon Myrtle and Bruddie, flapping my wings and making a hawklike cry. ‘Nini’s the jackdaw,’ they said at meals when Mum or Dad asked what we’d been doing. ‘Nini’s the jackdaw, and we’ve been climbing up the climbers.’ I’d not seen jackdaws, but I’d heard stories of the way they swooped upon bright objects to carry them to their nest.

It seemed that we had scarcely settled in our new-old house when word came that we were to shift once again – to Wyndham.
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