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Praise for Precious Bodily Fluids

‘This is a story for every person who has ever been on the threshold of change. Who knows that things will soon be different and so sets down to record that all too brief moment when the world stretches for ever. Childhood. A story of larrikins, rival pubs, words of wisdom and wistfulness from the inhabitants of a small town by a border.’

William McInnes

‘Full of engaging character sketches and entertaining set pieces.’

Tom Gilling, Sydney Morning Herald

‘There really is one book you should read to make you laugh, chuckle and think about what it was really like to grow up surrounded by Catholicism. Yes, Charles Waterstreet has penned the tome for you! Most nights I’d get home and couldn’t put it down before smiling all the way into noddyland.’

Melissa Hoyer, Sunday Telegraph

‘Charles Waterstreet … has tackled something very difficult—writing a childhood memoir from the perspective of a child but using the wisdom of hindsight and a more or less hybrid child/adult vocabulary—and brought it off … Waterstreet achieves a nice balance and blend of the comic and the sociological which makes the book readable and likeable … a well-written, well-organised and highly amusing book.’

Peter Corris, Australian Financial Review

‘Everyone … who has read Precious Bodily Fluids, by barrister Charles Waterstreet, has come away chortling … [It] contains two characters who’ll enter the pantheon of Australian literature—young Charlie’s best mate “Taillight”, a sort of Ginger Meggs on speed, and Albury’s long-serving, legendary mayor Cleaver Bunton.’

Elisabeth Wynhausen, The Australian

‘Charles is a country boy at heart. In his book Precious Bodily Fluids he brilliantly and hilariously captures the humour, tragedy and poignancy of what it was like to be a young boy growing up in rural Australia. It’s an honest, vibrant account of an 11-year-old enjoying the final freedoms of his boyhood within the confines of a small Aussie country town in the early ’60s.’

Leonie Dale, Woman’s Day

‘Charles Waterstreet has written a hilariously funny book. But his real achievement is historical: he’s produced a true and affectionate portrait of a community which really existed and which is gone forever.’

Vaughan Tucker, Northampton Chronicle and Echo

‘An Australian childhood memoir so warm and witty that, what with Clive James and Barry Humphries, it would appear the Ozzie male is world leader in approachable autobiographies … Evoking a Catholic education of the fifties and sixties, it’s comic, loving, and often painfully sad: as good a biography as any Hollywood made-it. If not better.’
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GENERAL RIPPER: Captain, fluoridation of water is the most monstrously conceived and dangerous communist plot we have ever had to face. The fluorides … pollute our precious bodily fluids! They clog them, Captain! Our precious bodily fluids become thick and rancid.

Dr Strangelove or How I Learned To Stop Worrying And Love The Bomb from the screenplay by Peter George, Stanley Kubrick and Terry Southern, based on the book Two Hours to Doom by Peter George


In all directions stretched the Great Australian Emptiness, in which the mind is the least of possessions, in which the rich man is the important man, in which the schoolmaster and the journalist rule what intellectual roost there is, in which beautiful youths and girls stare at life through blind blue eyes, in which human teeth fall like autumn leaves, the buttocks of cars grow hourly glassier, food means cake and steak, muscles prevail, and the march of material ugliness does not raise a quiver from the average nerves.

The Prodigal Son

Patrick White

A lovesong to my Mum and Dad
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A sense of place, a place of sense

IN THE EARLY ’60S my border home town of Albury lay flat on its back in the sun swatting flies in southern New South Wales with its feet sticking out across the Mighty Murray River into a part of Victoria we contemptuously called Wodonga. Every summer a photo appeared on the front page of the Border Morning Mail of a young lad in a T-shirt as striped as a bar code, with a freckled sister or two, crouching over an egg frying on a sizzling hot footpath, with the record heatwave recorded in three-figure Fahrenheit which still seems much more stifling than its equivalent in centigrade.

In winter the Mighty Murray would burst its banks under the weight of water released from the Hume Dam and householders up and down the Murray River Valley would repair to relatives with all they could carry.

A drought would almost certainly follow. Bushfires raged and were doused by men and women with wet towels and blankets drenched with water from big buckets from Nail Can Hill to Monument Hill. The summer saw flies as big as frogs and frogs the size of small dogs. It was God’s own. Dad reckoned if God came back, He’d settle in Albury, probably at our pub, in room 17.

In 1824 Hume and Hovell were the first white men to cross the river and they inscribed a tree each as a memorial to their feat. Regrettably a bullock driver accidentally burnt down Hume’s tree and Hovell’s died after they poured concrete into the trunk in order to preserve it. The City Council chose another tree nearby and got someone with good handwriting to inscribe it carefully with a replica of Hovell’s markings. They built a wrought iron fence around it to keep sticky fingers from rubbing out the forgery. Tourists stood next to the tree and took each other’s photographs with Box Brownies. We giggled at them as we ran down to swing off the big thick rope dangling from the huge branch of a river gum that almost swung us over the river to Wodonga flats. Aunt Faith said of the fake Hovell tree: A lie is the truth, if you believe it. That’s the sort of thing that set me up for life.

Albury was called Bungambrewatah by the Aborigines but white men renamed it to save ink and bad spellers. In 1961 you could not believe it was once called Sleepy Hollow by passing travellers. On Saturday mornings you couldn’t park in Dean Street and Dad and Mum, from their seats in the front of the Holden, would poke their arms out of the side windows, left and right, to indicate as we drove round and round the block.

Mates store bulged with men’s and women’s clothes, furniture, toys, crockery, cutlery and something they called haberdashery. My theatrical cousin David aspired to be a window dresser at Mates. It was the Broadway of Albury. At Christmas they sprayed Santa Snow on the inside of the front windows which melted down like at the butcher’s shop in the midday sun. The nativity window always attracted an enormous whirl of onlookers glancing over each other’s shoulders to see if it had changed at all from the year before, or the year before that. In Mates window Baby Jesus never grew old, swathed in swaddling clothes and Santa Snow.

The City Council was so concerned about the state of the traffic that parallel parking in Dean Street was introduced but after a time it was realised that it actually cut parking spaces by half. Traffic lights like in Sydney were discussed and discarded by Mayor Cleaver Bunton by tucking the folder in the drawer at the base of his chestnut Empire desk. Mayor Bunton neither drove a motor car nor frankly cared to. That was what Mrs Bunton was there for.

During the other cold war of the ’50s, the real war between Fords and Holdens, Mayor Bunton opened the latest General Motors Holden showroom, Preston Motors, with the proud boast that he never handled anything more complicated than a fountain pen. In his firm sun-speckled hands Albury grew at half the rate of Wodonga. He had been mayor since the War but fell out of office when a worldwide sweep of pro-Catholic voting catapulted Kennedy to President of the United States and Alderman J.C. King to Mayor of Albury. From his Vatican balcony, Holy Roly Poly Jolly John XXIII, the other apple of all my aunties’ eyes, introduced laughter into the liturgy, looking like a clean-shaven Father Christmas in white.

We all walked with a skip to St Pat’s school—a Catholic President and Mayor!—but Alderman King was struck down by a fatal heart attack four weeks after the election. Not even the nursing nuns at the Sisters Without Mercy Hospital could save him. Aunt Faith variously blamed Cubans and Communists. Dad and I knew it was the shock and guilt of beating Bunton at his own game. Mayor Bunton was back in the saddle before the cortege left for the Catholic portion of Albury cemetery.

Menzies Bloody Credit Squeeze was putting everything out of reach except for glasses of beer served at Waterstreets Railway Commercial Hotel but it must be said that drunks were drinking less. That meant Dad had less money to give to the bookmakers around the local tracks who then couldn’t build additions to the grand castles they built on the sides of Monument Hill where they lived side-by-side with life’s other lottery winners. That meant builders and labourers had less money to buy beers. Albury’s fragile economy was under the darkest threat since the War.

My father’s side of the family had managed the pub closest to the Albury Railway Station since late last century and with it came a particular sense of loyalty to our State. Until the standard gauge line was built all rail traffic between Sydney and Melbourne had to stop at Albury. Nana Waterstreet called the standard gauge the greatest backward step this country had taken, adding that the States’ identities were taken away and thereafter you could hardly tell a Victorian accent from a New South Welshman’s. This backward step did affect turnover when 80 per cent of our customers—shunters and labourers—were sacked as superfluous and rail travellers no longer needed to stay in Albury overnight. It meant losing my good little earner for movie money: punching work cards on and off in the Bundy machine for railway workers while they stayed put in the bar. The supervisors weren’t too fussed as long as I bundied their cards as well.

The Albury Railway Station was touted as having the longest platform in the Southern Hemisphere except for a couple in South America and half a dozen in Africa. It certainly was the finest railway station between Wagga Wagga and Myrtleford.

Just as we were reeling from Menzies Bloody Credit Squeeze, the standard gauge and King’s suspicious death, the rabbits became immune to the myxomatosis. Boatloads of rabbits came over with the First Fleet and once they arrived in God’s own they naturally bred like, well, like rabbits. They ate everything in sight but they were manna from heaven to a boy with a slug gun, a pocket full of slug boxes and the promise of 25 shillings a pair at Mackie’s Butchers even without their fur. But the rabbits were declared vermin by the Pastures Protection Board, and the best minds in Albury came up with the idea of using a mosquito-borne virus that gave rabbits and no one else the flu. However, they also invented an antidote to give to domestic rabbits which was itself mosquito-borne and within a few generations—about a couple of weeks—rabbits were laughing their heads off at the myxomatosis. Farmers were up in arms as their grazing lands were nibbled away by myxo-toughened bunny rabbits.

The rabbit plague was always near the top of the news read out by Mayor Cleaver Bunton on 2AY, the Voice of the Lower Murray River Valley. He had the most beautiful speaking voice in the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area. He always began with: This is Cleaver Bunton with the evening news. First he gave the footy scores from the local competition: Woomargama-Cookardinia 10 goals, 13 behinds, defeated Burrumbuttock 8 goals, 10 behinds, and so on through teams like Walbundrie, Tallangatta, Brockesby, Holbrook and Bungowannah. Teams too small to field a full team had to join with another nearby small town and become WallaWalla-WaggaWagga. During the local news Bunton referred to himself in the third person: Today Albury Mayor Cleaver E. Bunton opened the Spring Fête with an historic address.

In January of 1961 Albury was chosen as the number one evacuation site for people fleeing Sydney and Melbourne in the event of war. Local shopkeepers thinned by Menzies Bloody Credit Squeeze prayed for war. Yellow arrows were drawn in chalk on the blackboard by Brother Farrell following the irresistible path of the Red Chinese Communist army who were intent on invading Albury. The Russian army massed along the Berlin Wall in readiness. The army tanks from Bonegilla which clanked along Dean Street every Anzac Day causing cracks the size of river beds seemed hardly enough. Catholic boys prayed fiercely on their grassy-grazed knees against the inevitable showdown between us and them, between Australia and the combined weight of China and Russia, between Catholics and public dogs sitting on logs eating maggots out of frogs.

Spy rings were turning up everywhere. Communists plotted infinite ways to get under our beds. Ben-Hur was screening as a full-length feature after Mein Kampf at the Regent Theatre. Khrushchev had hurled two men into space and the Americans were still fumbling around with monkeys and dogs. The citizens of Albury were vigilant and ever-ready for the call when the latest worldwide Communist plot to weaken the minds of their town and make them more susceptible to indoctrination struck home.
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It’s not just the place you grow up in that leaves its mark on you, it’s also the space. Things that happen to you when you’re a kid may only show when you’re a lot older. When I was just a toddler Mum and Dad were working behind the shop counter. In order to keep an eye on me through the front window they would either put me into a plastic harness with the lead tied to the verandah post on the footpath outside or put me in a wooden playpen with plastic round counters on one side tethered to the same post. Later as I was growing, whenever I got agitated or upset I’d work myself up into a great lather because I’d be torn between walking in six-foot ever-decreasing circles until I came to a dead halt or four-foot endless squares. As a result I was paralysed and stood still, too frightened to move.
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