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For Grandma Kath


‘There was a word for it in Newspeak: ownlife,
it was called, meaning individualism and
eccentricity.’

George Orwell, 1984


In the moment
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Tasmania, 2013

I’m on stage at the Federation Concert Hall in Hobart. With me are three talented musicians from Melbourne: James Ryan on
guitar, Paul Cecchinelli on piano and Rod Bustos on bass. I’m sitting behind a stripped-down drum kit consisting of brushes,
tom, ride cymbal and high hat. Tonight we’re throwing the rule book out the window and performing the first half as a cabaret
set. It’s a combination of my stories and music, to give the audience a nostalgia trip.


We start with some of my older songs, including ‘Brave’ and ‘Bedroom Eyes’. They’re more than twenty years old but they make
a connection. I feel a wall of sound surging behind me. The band is irresistible. I can’t remember the last time I felt so inspired in front of an audience. It’s as if someone has pulled a lever and we’ve jumped from one set of train tracks
to another. Ideas enter my mind and the band responds to them telepathically. I have never felt so completely in control of
my own music. As the first set comes to a close, I can feel the goodwill in the hall. The four of us go off stage to thunderous
applause.


Interval: usually a time to relax, have a cup of tea, entertain the rest of the band with some self-deprecating comments about
the songs or the performance. But not tonight. Tonight I want to remain in the moment. There’s something magical in the air
and I don’t want to lose it. I sit by myself, thinking about segues and the patter, working out what I will talk about and
what I won’t.


We walk out for the second set, which consists of songs from my new album, Kensal Road. This is the first time we’ve performed this material live. My two young backing singers, Jess Fairlie and Alison Ainsworth,
join us. They got hold of an advance copy of the record and learnt it by heart: the lyrics, the harmonies; everything. Their
passion and enthusiasm just blew me away. Although I didn’t know it, they were exactly what I was looking for.


I set myself up again with my little drum kit at the front of the stage and the band begins. The audience is with us, supporting every note. There are gigs that you perform to an audience, and there are gigs that you and the audience perform
together – drawing energy from each other – and that is what we’re doing tonight. I don’t need to look at the band to know
that we all feel it.


There isn’t an adjective in the world that can describe what happens to you on stage, when you’re making it up, creating the
path you will walk just seconds before you have to walk it. I’m forty-six years old and I’ve never felt quite so happy in
my own skin. It’s an experimental concert but the thought never enters my head that the experiment might fail. I feel utterly
fearless. I know that this can only get better …
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Tasmania has always been a special place for me. One of my most vivid childhood memories is of my grandpa Douglas taking my
cousins, my two brothers and me to Tasmania on the ferry when I was about eight. We caught one of the last passenger trains
down through the centre of the island – the service was stopped soon after – and in the dining car we ate jelly and ice-cream
served in cut-crystal dessert glasses.


Grandpa was born in Hobart and grew up in different Tasmanian towns. After his father went to fight in the First World War, Grandpa’s mother worked as a stationmaster on the railways. When he returned from the war shell-shocked, Grandpa’s
father abandoned the family, leaving his wife to raise Douglas and his five siblings on her own in a succession of tiny stationmasters’
cottages. On that train trip, as each little station flashed by, I remember thinking that the cottages looked too small for
a single person, let alone a family of seven.


In Hobart we stayed with an old friend of Grandpa’s, the artist Kingsley Fairweather. Kingsley took us all to St David’s Park,
near Parliament Square. It’s a lovely park, but being there made me feel sad. Something about the place unsettled me, though
I didn’t understand what it could be. Many years later I started taking the band there on visits to Hobart, and once or twice
I also brought my stepfather, Ben. I’d say, ‘Isn’t this the most beautiful park, but don’t you feel something very sad here?’


In 2008, when SBS asked me to make an episode of the documentary series Who Do You Think You Are?, I discovered the reason for the sadness. In colonial times the park was a cemetery. Nine hundred people are buried beneath
its lawns, and one of them is my great-great-great-grandfather, Henry Mundy. As well as writing and teaching music, Henry
was a successful portrait painter; examples of his work are held in the collection of the State Library of Victoria and in private collections and galleries throughout Australia. Henry couldn’t
support his family as an artist and he was not naturally a farmer so he fell on hard times, suffered from depression, and
finally, in 1848, took his own life by overdosing on laudanum in the Ship Hotel, a tavern in Hobart Town. It was very sad
– his family did not attend his funeral, and he was buried in an unmarked grave.


Before making the documentary, I had often wondered what attracted me to music. The discovery that music has been in my family
for generations helped to answer the questions I’d been asking myself for a long time. I’m proud to be the great-great-great-granddaughter
of Henry Mundy, a fellow musician and artist. Even though circumstances threw his life into a spiral of depression and he
died by suicide, I like to think that his spirit was with me in the Federation Concert Hall that night.



Chapter One
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I grew up hoping to be discovered. Sitting in the back seat of our Holden station wagon, I’d press my face to the window, wishing someone
would drive past and call out, ‘Stop the car! There’s the girl I’ve been looking for!’


I can see myself standing in front of the bathroom mirror, trying out facial expressions and practising to cry on cue. My
ambition was to be a dancer, not a singer. Whenever I could, I watched old midday movies presented by Ivan Hutchinson. I pined
for Gene Kelly and was so sad when I worked out that by the time I could marry him he’d be too old.


As a child I enjoyed talking to adults, and because of this they enjoyed talking to me. I was interested in grown-ups; I would
smile and check in with people, ask them how they were. Perhaps it was unusual for a small child to engage with adults, but I had been brought up to be outgoing. In the same way I wasn’t nervous about performing.


North Balwyn, Melbourne, where we lived, was the perfect place to grow up in – a land of boys’ (and girls’) own adventures.
Even in the late 1960s it had an old-fashioned feel to it. Milk was delivered by horse and cart, and kids ran around in hand-knitted
jumpers and played backyard cricket and footy. Our doors were never locked – in fact, none of us owned keys – and children
from around the neighbourhood would drop in to our place all the time. There were several Chinese families in North Balwyn,
descendants of migrants who had come to Australia during the gold rush. Up the road from us were the Chongs, down the road
were the Wongs, and we all played together.


For me it was safe and magical. It felt more like an island than a suburb only about fifteen kilometres east of the centre
of Melbourne. Before the land was subdivided for housing it had been covered in orchards, and some of the streets were named
after fruit: Citron and Lime avenues, Lemon Road, Orchard Crescent. Grandpa would often drive Grandma and us kids up to Eltham
in his Vauxhall to buy fresh honey, and on the way we’d listen to The Goon Show on his old car radio. I never really understood it, but I liked the sounds the actors made and we laughed along with Grandpa;
he enjoyed it so we thought it must be good too. Sometimes we’d drop in to watch the artists working at Montsalvat, Australia’s oldest artists’ colony, or drive on to Warrandyte for scones and jam
at the Potters Cottage.


We lived in a weatherboard house on a huge block of land. On the day the council relaid the footpath in our street, my brothers
and I wrote our names in the cement. I was the youngest, and the boys were under strict instructions to look after their sister.
What that meant was that Paul, the eldest, did his best to save me from mad schemes dreamt up by Phil, who was a total pyromaniac.
He used to play with firecrackers, and once set fire to the end of Mum and Dad’s bed – while they were asleep in it. He also
set fire to himself when, believing denim to be fire-proof, he poured petrol on his jeans and put a match to them. After that
incident he ended up with third-degree burns, requiring a skin graft.


Phil was enigmatic and adventurous (he still is), and Paul and I were always ready to follow his lead. In addition to fire,
he had a dangerous fascination with tunnels and liked burrowing under the fence into our neighbour’s backyard. Over the years
he dug a whole network of tunnels – we even had an underground clubhouse. We’d have to slither into it on our bellies in the
dark with the smell of damp clay in our nostrils. It’s a miracle we were never buried alive. Thinking about it still gives
me goose bumps.


In my mind Paul was heroic. He had a selfless attitude to being the eldest and having to look after us. He was always the responsible
one. While Phil was doing things like falling out of trees and breaking his arm, or ending up with third-degree burns, Paul
was the voice of reason.


We were never given the wooden spoon – unlike our friends the Conheadys, who lived across the road – but one day Phil went
too far. Mum whacked him with a towel all the way up the hill after she found him painting a neighbour’s child from head to
toe with white enamel paint. Phil later said he deserved the whacks.


For a long time my mother’s parents, Douglas and Kathleen Joyce, lived with us, and the house was always full of music and
talk. The Tasmanian side of Grandpa’s family had come from convict stock. My grandmother’s people came from Adelaide, which
was where my grandparents met.


I’m fascinated by the story of Grandma’s father, who came from a tiny village on the edge of a lake in Sweden (bum crack nowhere,
if you get my drift). At the age of fifteen he sailed to London, where he trained as a seaman, then found himself on his way
to Australia, and landed many months later in Port Adelaide, where he jumped ship. He just happened to also be a water diviner
… go figure! He found water beneath the artesian layer in Lamaroo, and his discovery helped farmers to start growing crops in what is now known as South Australia’s wheat belt.


When Grandma and Grandpa met, it was love at first sight.

They had shared interests and many fascinating friends, who were forward thinkers for the time, some quite visionary, some
radical – designers, architects, chiropractors, naturopaths, writers and nudists. Grandma and Grandpa followed the philosophy
of Gandhi and read avidly: Walt Whitman, Hemingway, Keats and Dostoyevsky. Mum told me about the cupboards in the family home
packed with books; there was even a wardrobe full of books in the laundry. Through her parents’ library she came to love the
classics.


They also appreciated modern design and architecture, and loved the work of Frank Lloyd Wright and the Bauhaus. My grandfather
designed and built a controversial contemporary house, in stark contrast to the sandstone bungalows so popular in Adelaide.
For many years it was the family home, where my mum, Aunty Kaye and Uncle Trevor grew up. Inspired by the work of Frank Lloyd
Wright, my grandparents’ home was a building of clean, straight lines, filled with light, and the result was very modern.
It was like a statement of Grandpa’s own belief in radical thinking. He never tired of telling us about the day when a man
cycling past the new house said, ‘Who on earth would build a house like this?’ and Grandpa replied, ‘Well, I would!’ The man rode
off scoffing.


My grandparents were interested in the motives of all humanity and what drives us – the life force, the soul – and they wanted
to learn about all religions. Grandpa and some of his close friends used to meet regularly to talk about philosophy, religion,
socialism and literature, and it was these conversations that set off his interest in spirituality. He wanted to work out
if man could cure himself both physically and spiritually. Grandma shared his interest, and my mum, Cherie, remembers going
with them as a child to hypnosis classes and séances in people’s lounge rooms. She can’t recall being put under hypnosis,
or these gatherings being scary or anything being made manifest, but at the time she was fascinated by the idea that perhaps
you could communicate with the dead through a séance and help people with hypnosis.


Grandpa was a humanist, gentle, always searching for something intangible. He celebrated the idea of the self-made entrepreneur
and admired anyone who was creative and had a big idea. Eventually my grandparents’ search led them to Scientology, which
offered answers to the question of what made people unhappy and unable to fulfil their potential. Finding those answers, and learning to apply them, was a task that occupied both of them for the rest of their lives.


As a young man in Adelaide, Grandpa had worked for General Motors, but he hated the American management style, which he felt
turned workers into robots. He told Mum later that in the evenings after work he would sit at the dining table with his head
in his hands, complaining bitterly about what he called ‘automation’. At one point the American bosses of General Motors visited
Australia and talked about profit, profit, profit. For Grandpa, the most important thing was people, people, people. He was
always battling with management, which he believed was driven only by the bottom line. This made him so unhappy that he would
often have a terrible migraine headache on a Sunday, the day before he had to go back to work.


One of Grandpa’s greatest passions was competitive sport, and in his spare time he qualified to become a state-level basketball
referee. In 1960 he went to the Olympics in Rome as an official with the Australian men’s basketball team. He was always so
proud of this time in his life. However, General Motors had rejected his application to take leave to go to Rome, so when
he returned the company sacked him.


After leaving General Motors, Grandpa was determined to strike out on his own and began working as a salesman for a cosmetics company. A few years later he fell in with some shady business partners, who left him in the lurch when the
firm went bankrupt. Since Grandpa was the only one of the partners who owned any property, the receivers took the family home.
He had built the house with his own hands, and Mum thinks he never recovered from the disappointment of losing it. The whole
experience of bankruptcy and the thought of not repaying those who had trusted him with their money really devastated him.
To Grandpa, with his deep sense of morality, the shame was almost unbearable.


Mum says she can’t remember her parents ever arguing. Grandma was completely devoted, caring for Grandpa with endless patience
through his many illnesses. She would sit and listen to him for hours as he railed against the injustices of the world. They
were very close throughout their married life, and on 25 June 1999, at the age of eighty-seven, Grandma died – two years to
the day after Grandpa’s death.


When my mum was sixteen, Grandma’s mother, Minnie, came to live with them in Adelaide. She was a hard, humourless, bullying
woman – the antithesis of Grandma. Mum said that Minnie would sit opposite Grandpa at mealtimes and snap at every word he
said. When the family finally moved to Melbourne, their decision was prompted by losing the family home, but it was also to
get away from Minnie.
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My father, Tino, was born on the island of Kauai in Hawaii, where his Filipino father had migrated as a young man. Hawaii in
those days was a racial melting pot with immigrants from China, Japan and the Philippines, as well as Europeans and Indigenous
Hawaiians. Itinerant workers who were illiterate – like Dad’s father, Constantino – came to work in the sugarcane and pineapple
plantations for as little as a dollar a day and lived in rough wooden shacks. Mum remembers seeing almost identical shacks
in the Central Luzon region of the Philippines, where Constantino senior came from.


Dad had a miserable childhood. His father used to earn extra money as a professional boxer and there was always an undercurrent
of violence in the home. His mother, Rose, used to beat Dad so badly that he often went to school covered in bandages. He
was twelve when Rose walked out on the family, leaving his father to care for him and his younger brother and sister. Dad
told me that his distraught father once drove them all to a cliff and threatened to drive them over the edge.


While still in his teens, Dad moved to the main island of Oahu, where he started training in karate with his master, Masaichi
Oshiro. At the age of eighteen, Dad joined the US Marine Corps. He played the French horn bugle and was assigned to an elite drum and bugle team that performed in military ceremonies all over the South Pacific. For one of these
ceremonies, to commemorate the Battle of the Coral Sea in the Second World War, the band toured Australia. It was 1960 and
Mum was sixteen at the time. They met at the Cambridge Club in Adelaide, where Mum went dancing most Wednesday nights. There
was a live band and Mum was dancing the cha-cha with another marine when Dad cut in. He and Mum danced together for the rest
of the night.


Mum had been taking formal dancing lessons on Saturday afternoons and was very good at the cha-cha. Cherie and Tino hardly
said a word to each other all night, but, in his gold-braided blue dress uniform, Lance Corporal Tino Ceberano was the most
exotic man Mum had ever laid eyes on.


The marines left Adelaide the next day but Dad and Mum wrote to each other for the rest of the year; they couldn’t wait to
be together again. Mum kept the bundle of love letters, tied with a ribbon, in her bedroom. When I was young – being the romantic
I was – I’d go into her room and read them. I only recently told Mum I used to do this and I was pleased when she said she
has kept every letter. If I was ever in doubt about my parents’ relationship when it seemed a bit rocky, I would just go into
Mum’s room and read the letters and remember how much in love they had been; they’d had a very passionate romance. I found them so reassuring, those beautiful love letters.


By the time the drum and bugle team returned to Australia, Grandpa had moved the family to Melbourne. On the day Dad came
to Melbourne, Mum and her sister Kaye went to meet him at the Southern Cross Hotel. Several weeks later Mum discovered she
was pregnant with Paul.


She was seventeen and had begun working as a designer and colourist for a Melbourne fabric designer, Vida Turner, in Lonsdale
Street. Dad managed to get a discharge from the marines and came back to Australia, and in November 1963 he and Mum were married.


By then Mum was seven months pregnant. Her girlfriend made her a concealing dress and coat for the wedding, and Mum and Dad
exchanged vows in a small church in Collins Street. Afterwards they went back to Grandma and Grandpa’s house in Bruce Street,
Toorak, for a party with a few of Mum’s workmates and some relatives of Dad’s who lived in Melbourne. They spent their honeymoon
in a flat in Malvern lent to them by one of my aunties.


Mum said, ‘Tino did the most chivalrous thing – leaving the marines for me. He came back to Australia and married me. It was
a very noble gesture and it was so difficult for him here with the racism and the different culture.’


Dad had loved the Marine Corps. He loved wearing the uniform and being the fittest and the very best he could be, and Mum says
he stayed that way after they were married.


Dad wanted to take Mum to Hawaii to live, and they sailed from Melbourne on the Arcadia. When they arrived, they stayed for a while with Dad’s Aunty Florence and Uncle Fred and their three children in a two-bedroom
wooden house exactly like the one Dad had lived in as a boy in the Philippines. Aunty Florence was warm, caring and helpful
to Mum; with Uncle Fred she showed Cherie the best of Hawaiian hospitality. Her sisters, Connie and Nita, were also loving,
and the three women did what they could to help Mum as she tried to adjust to the new culture and the very different way of
life.


Dad’s mother, Rose, the eldest of the four sisters, had created a comfortable life for herself in Honolulu, with a new husband
and two adopted children. Despite having walked out on Tino as a child, she was eager to see her son. Tino had told Cherie
all about Rose and the way she had beaten and abused him as a child. While Mum knew how much Rose had hurt him, she understood
Tino’s desire for reconciliation, and she treated his mother with the respect of a dutiful daughter-in-law.


Rose herself had changed; she seemed like a different person from the one Cherie had heard about. The woman who had been so
cruel to Tino and his younger siblings was now a successful businesswoman. She gave Mum and Dad a car and money and was always happy to cook for them. As Mum got to
know Rose, she started to understand the frustrations she must have felt living with Tino’s father.


Mum and Dad lived in Hawaii for two and a half years, and my brothers Paul and Phil were both born there. Mum was eighteen
when she arrived, and she’d had to modify her behaviour completely. She tried her best to be an obedient wife and mother,
but she wasn’t happy. Her upbringing had not equipped her for the domesticated life she was expected to lead in Hawaii, and
she says she ‘retreated into a semblance of the woman I was supposed to be’. The years Mum spent in Hawaii turned her into
someone at war with herself. Even her body rebelled, and she suffered from chronic eczema.


When Grandma went to visit her, she was so shocked by how changed Mum was and by her nervous behaviour that she ordered both
Mum and Dad to return to Australia. Grandma never gave orders, so it showed just how worried she was. Mum was several months
pregnant with me and she knew she had to decide where to have her baby – Hawaii or Melbourne. She was feeling lonely, and
agreed with her mother that the time had come to return home.


The White Australia Policy was still in force, making it difficult for anyone who was not white to migrate to Australia. Mum was horrified to discover that the authorities would not let Dad into the country. It had never entered her
head that the Australian government would try to stop her from coming back home with her husband, the father of her sons and
her unborn baby. She immediately wrote to the Department of Immigration, reminding them that she was an Australian citizen
and accusing them of being unjust and racist. Whoever read her letter must have got a shock, because before long, Mum received
a reply saying that her husband would be allowed to come with her after all. This is a classic example of Mum’s determination
and also her commitment to seeing the right thing done.


The visa was eventually issued, and in October 1966, Mum and Dad decided to settle in Melbourne. I was born on 17 November
at St George’s Hospital in Kew.
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When I was little, Grandpa and Grandma went to England for a few years. By that time they were both dedicated Scientologists,
and while Grandpa travelled around the country lecturing on Scientology, Grandma worked as housekeeper for L. Ron Hubbard’s
wife, Mary Sue, at their country house in Sussex.


When they returned to Australia, they moved into our family home in North Balwyn, and I was effectively raised by my grandma, whom
I loved. She was the symbol of ‘home’ for me, the heart and soul of our family. I can still picture her so clearly, cooking
in the kitchen and taking care of us. She was a tiny woman, just five foot, and would dress like a graceful English lady in
pretty dresses, suits and cashmere cardigans. To me she exemplified virtue and good manners.


Even when we were very young, my brothers and I would sit around the dinner table with our grandparents discussing everything
from the day’s events to the state of the world, the adventures Grandpa and Grandma had had over the years, their views on
politics, and their philosophies on life. On the kitchen wall was a big map of the world, and while I helped Grandma make
Anzac biscuits, Grandpa would stick coloured drawing pins into it and tell me about all the places he and Grandma had visited:
Italy, Greece, Saudi Arabia, Hawaii, Gibraltar, India. He told me once, ‘When we went to Dubai on the way to Britain, a gentleman
offered me two camels in exchange for your mum!’ And on another occasion: ‘Kathie and I visited the island of Samos in Greece
and spent many days hardly ever seeing another soul, island hopping with your uncle Trev.’


I used to pore over the photographs of these travels (Cherie’s brother Trevor is a great photographer): children sleeping on
beaches under handmade shelters; Trev and his wife, Maggie, brown and cosmopolitan. ‘Don’t they wear togs in Greece, Grandpa?’
I asked.


‘Well, no,’ he replied. ‘Who needs clothes in paradise?’

The house was open to anyone – that was part of Grandma’s nature. She was so kind. As a child I would often come home to find
strangers eating or just chatting away to her in the kitchen. Grandma had a saying for every occasion: ‘A stitch in time saves
nine’; ‘You never break dishes if you never wash them’; ‘He who hesitates is lost’; ‘Waste not, want not’. She was a great
believer in healthy eating, and our diet was full of wholemeal bread and homegrown fruit and vegetables.


Grandpa shared this passion. Suffering from debilitating migraines (which I experienced too as a teenager) led him on a search
throughout his life to find a cure, and to live a healthy lifestyle. He and Grandma were into naturopathy, which focuses on
health through food and nutrition, and he started a health-food cafe called Naytura, one of Australia’s first, near the Block
Arcade in the centre of Melbourne.


There was room inside for a small band, and Grandpa and his friends would make music and solve the world’s problems in that
basement cafe. Grandpa played the drums. It became a scene, the place to go if you wanted an interesting discussion; writers such as Alan Marshall would drop in and
stay talking for hours.


Grandpa also loved the Victorian Football League (later the Australian Football League), and Saturday afternoons were often
spent watching Sturt, his team in Adelaide, and Hawthorn in Melbourne. Paul is still a Hawks fan to this day. When Grandpa
began to go deaf, Grandma would get a bit impatient with him, frowning at the way he always said ‘Eh?’ and telling him off
when he talked too much about football. When he died, Grandpa’s ashes were scattered on the Hawthorn training ground.
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When my parents moved from Hawaii back to Melbourne, I imagine Dad must have felt quite isolated in that house full of Mum’s
family. Before long he found a job teaching physical education at a local state school. The kids loved him, although he was
the drill instructor from hell, a real-life ex-marine.


The friends who loved and admired him saw Dad as artistic, soulful and friendly. He was all those things, and still is. But
there was another side to him that his friends never saw, a side that we lived with constantly. Dad’s years in the military, and the brutality he had experienced as a child, had left
him scarred psychologically. He had a quick temper, and would occasionally threaten violence and use a style of discipline
that was completely at odds with the bohemian, liberal values Cherie had absorbed from Grandpa and Grandma.


I grew to expect that every family event would end in a row. Tino was a mystery to Cherie, and she sought more from the relationship
than Dad was able to give her. Strangely enough, it was Grandma who was his greatest ally; she was his rock. Grandma would
always listen to him and give her considered, respectful advice when he asked her anything. Dad needed the anchor of domesticity
that she provided. They remained close even after Mum and Dad split up, and Dad was inconsolable when she died.


So many influences shaped the person Dad became. He could never forget the programming he’d endured as a soldier. Years of
being startled awake by the clang of an iron bar on the edge of a steel cot made him react with fury to being woken up. I
once woke him when he had been dozing by the Yarra River after an end-of-year karate party. He didn’t say anything but grabbed
me so fiercely that I thought he was going to break my arm. I got such a fright I burst into tears.


This underlying violent streak was something the marines had put there; their training had created a machine I often couldn’t recognise as the loving father I also knew. His extraordinary
karate skills made him even more frightening. Dad’s reflexes were so quick that he could catch a fly with chopsticks – I saw
him do it once. He said he could kill a man with chopsticks too. He joked about it to a boy who was taking me out on a date.
Needless to say, the boy had me home by curfew, and not a minute later.


For some reason Dad seemed to take out most of his frustrations on Paul, hardly ever on Phil or me. For a long time Paul accepted
it all, never talking back to Dad, until he grew older and started to stand up for himself. But of the three of us, it is
Paul who has done the most to honour Dad’s achievements, by following in his footsteps as a martial-arts teacher.


Whatever his failings as a husband and father, Tino is a true artist in karate – the highest-ranked non-Japanese master of
Goju (an Okinawan style of karate) in the world – and people travel from all over Australia to train with him. He is so revered
in certain circles that, rather than asking if I’m Kate Ceberano, some people ask if I’m ‘Tino Ceberano’s daughter’. I love
that. His motto is that it’s much harder not to hit than to hit; nobler to defend than to attack. With this philosophy in
mind he once took on two rival bikie gangs and managed to stop them fighting, helped them to reform, and kept them out of jail. He told them that he would take them on one by one and prove to each of them that violence would
not help them. Instead, he said, they should learn self-defence, restraint and discipline.


Cherie says that Dad was ‘one of the greatest karate masters in the world, an amazing teacher and leader, dynamic and passionate.
Early in our marriage he once told me that karate would always come first, and it did.’ He trained Mum to become a third dan (a degree of black belt, on a scale of one to ten) and for a while she helped him run the business and became a fine teacher,
developing a group of ten women black belts. The money poured in, but poured out just as quickly to pay for trips to karate
tournaments in Japan, Europe and the United States.


The early 1970s was a golden period for anyone involved in martial arts. Bruce Lee was on his way to becoming one of the twentieth
century’s great pop-culture icons. (Richard Norton, another action movie star, was a student of Tino’s and is a great ally
of his to this day.) Dad’s reputation as a karate master was growing, and his summer karate camps were filled with Australian
men and women looking for more out of life than street violence and housework. Paul was right into it, but not me – I thought
it was unfeminine and I didn’t like to see my mother fighting.


The boom years didn’t last. Dad would never take Mum’s advice about business, or anything else for that matter. Instead he put
his trust in some unscrupulous men, who stole his best students, destroyed Dad’s schools and nearly ruined him. It was devastating,
an awful betrayal. You could say it was one thing he had in common with Grandpa – a willingness to trust people who didn’t
deserve it.


Not all of Dad’s students were cut out for the self-discipline that is the focus of the martial arts. Some were straight-out
psychos. Dad once asked a student to look after us for the afternoon during school holidays. Rather than taking care of us,
the man drove Phil and me out to the cliffs at Torquay and put his foot down, just like Thelma at the end of the film Thelma and Louise, only to brake at the last second. I was so frightened I couldn’t make a sound. Phil didn’t scare easily, but the look on
his face was one of sheer terror. He took my hand and helped me out of the car and we walked back to the caravan park, petrified
in case this man had any more crazy ideas up his sleeve.


We didn’t tell anyone what had happened because we knew Dad would kill the man if he found out. I suspect the student might
have been an alcoholic. It was only later that I heard Dad’s story about his own father doing exactly the same thing to him
on the cliff in Hawaii. It was an eerie coincidence.
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When I was eleven and twelve, I spent a lot of time with Mum and Grandma at the Rivoli Cinema in Camberwell. Mum had always loved
the movies – she gave me the middle name Yvette after the American actress Yvette Mimieux, whom she’d seen in Where the Boys Are in 1960. (The name Catherine was for Grandma Kathleen, though Mum explains that they didn’t use exactly the same name to
give me room to be myself.) We’d go to the Rivoli to see art movies, foreign movies, Hollywood movies, anything. I never minded
what the film was or even what language it was in. I’d watch the movie and then rush home to try on costumes from my bag of
dress-up clothes and try to emulate my favourite characters.


When the Andrew Lloyd Webber musical Jesus Christ Superstar came to Melbourne, Mum and her friend Elaine Allen took me to see it at the Palais Theatre in St Kilda. I was captivated.
It was an emotional experience for me, even though I was very young. I didn’t want to be in the audience, I wanted to be with
the actors on stage, creating that effect. Like magic, it cast a spell over me.


At this time Mum was working on staff at the Church and had met a whole new social group, including Elaine Allen and her husband, Laurie. They lived near us in North Balwyn, and my brothers and I often played with their kids. Their
twins, Lisa and Kate, were my best friends. We did everything together. Elaine had been a stage actor and I loved listening
to her tales of the actors she had known and the plays she’d been in. Mum was going out more, to the movies, the theatre,
and I’d go along with her. They went to shows such as Reg Livermore’s Betty Blokk-buster Follies. (I kept the program and avidly relived the show.) Life was changing for Cherie and as a consequence my own horizons were
broadening; I was being introduced to art, books and an entirely new culture.


I went with Mum and Elaine to see the Commodores perform at the Hilton; black soul and R&B music was Mum’s thing. Security
in those days was much lighter than it is now. At the end of the show we went to the front of the stage and this huge black
hand reached down to me … it was Lionel Richie! The first black man I’d ever met.
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Like Paul and Phil, I went to the local school, Greythorn Primary, and after that to Greythorn High. Both were at the top
of our street – turn left to the primary school and turn right for the high school. The first day of school was a disaster. I felt like I had been abandoned, left in the care
of strangers, and that I’d never be allowed to go home. I sat on my teacher’s lap and cried so hard that I was sick. But Mrs
Bond was my saviour. She was my first teacher, and she held me on her lap at the head of the class and gently told me that
I would be okay. I still remember her as the most reassuring person and a beloved ally.


I was a dreamer through primary school, but at high school I woke up. Every day was a struggle, as I wanted to be elsewhere.
I liked my teachers and they seemed to like me, but I was far more interested in being a dancer than doing well at school.
My school reports would regularly say, ‘Kate is a very affable girl who could do very well if she put half the effort into
her schoolwork that she puts into her social life.’ I used to wag school every lunch break to watch the midday movie. I saw
Shirley MacLaine in Sweet Charity, Cyd Charisse in Singin’ in the Rain, and Gilda, starring Rita Hayworth, and I knew I wanted to be doing that!


I started to get involved in school plays, music, art and English, and began getting better grades in these subjects for a
while. With my body maturing and hormones going into overdrive, boys became more interesting, and vanity prevented me from
wearing glasses. Being myopic and unwilling to sit at the front of the class didn’t help my grades. The cool kids sat where cool kids always sit, right at the back, so that’s
where I sat, too.


By the time I was thirteen, I was failing most of my subjects. I wasn’t a rebel but I had made up my mind that school wasn’t
important; I knew I wouldn’t be there very long. Mum and Grandma had always told me I could be anything I wanted to be, and
what I wanted to be was a dancer. But even at that age I knew that my body was beginning to rebel. It was curvy, busty and
developing at the rate of knots, entirely without my consent.
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