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Expelled

1970
‘Comment va le college?’ asks Mum.

‘Pas fameux!’ I reply and that’s enough. 

I go to Melbourne over the yearend break and stay with Robbie’s family. They live in Blackburn South. 

Christmas is coming up so I buy Traffic’s John Barleycorn Must Die album for 15-year old Adrian, and I ask Wilma to hide it so she can present it to him in my absence on Christmas Day. I like Robbie’s vivacious mother and all her affectations. She talks about her working days as a stenographer for a State government Minister, she talks about the Bechstein piano they owned before getting the Yamaha.

Grandmère dies while I’m in Melbourne, so I miss that drama. She was moved into Neridah Hospital Wahroonga where she died. All I get is Mum on the phone, absolutely desolé. I wish I could be sadder.
After all we’ve been through, from Wimbledon to North Turramurra, you would think I would be upset about grandmère, but I’m not. Grandparents are supposed to die. 

Bob Roy agrees to drive Robbie and me back to Sydney (in the Holden Monaro). He’ll go see his brothers Glenn and Ron. Robbie will stay with is and sleep in grandmère’s bedroom, which is empty now. We stop for a break in Goulburn where Robbie and I get out of the car and walk into a newsagency where we read the headline about the Rolling Stones’ Altamont concert: a young guy has been stabbed by the Hell’s Angels who Mick Jagger hired as bouncers. It happened during Sympathy for the Devil. We expected peace and love. Robbie and I idealise much of the hippy dream, especially country living.

This gives Bob the ammunition to berate us about the evils of alcohol and drugs, but we’ve got our own worries. John Lennon is right, ‘the dream is over’. Only days ago Charles Manson and hippies from Death Valley in western LA were picked up as suspects for the slasher murders of Roman Polanski’s wife, the pregnant Sharon Tate and at least six others. It looks as though they’re guilty, which it is difficult to accept because, they’re hippies. 

*

As well as visiting anarchist and Adyar bookshops, and second hand record shops like Ashwoods, when in Sydney I spend many Sunday afternoons listening to the speakers at Sydney’s Domain. It gives me ideas. Maybe I can have my own stand. 

And that’s what I start doing on the remaining three Sunday afternoons during the year-end break. I print a small publication of my poems, make a banner, wear a bowler hat and head off by train carrying the lot, plus a guitar. 

At the Domain I find a spot as far as possible from Webster, knowing how popular he is. I set up beside some Jesus Freaks. 

‘Hello everybody - can you hear me up the back? Welcome to the Nothing Stand. I sell a poetry publication called Rags. I’d like to kick off with a song I wrote called Illegitimate Child…’ which I play to small applause. 

‘Next, a poem I wrote called Nude Swimmer…’, and I read poems, which the crowd seems to like better than my singing. Then there’s a real blank where I’ve quickly got to come up with something or lose the crowd. A voice in my head goes back to college sermons, so I preach a sermon about the ‘nothing’. 

‘Where do you go after you’re dead? Nowhere! Where were you before all this? Nowhere! What’s the meaning your jobs? Nothing! World War II was an act of Dada! We should have done nothing about Vietnam, and now…’ clearing my throat, ‘…if someone from the audience can sing a few songs, I’ll wander down and sell you my poems for anyprice’. 

Someone yells, ‘Nothing becomes of nothing!’

Someone else, ‘Nihilism?’

‘No -ism,’ I reply, ‘nothing at all’.

Then I read a poem I wrote called Applegromp, which goes, ‘ca thrommie, crieth applegromp, the mighty man of whence, in singatrough and politic, comfingy bing of drence...’.
People come up from the crowd, I lend them my guitar, they sing a few songs, I read a few more poems and it’s great. Allan shows up one afternoon, he plays a few songs too and we sing together. Clayton comes along with a few friends who sit in the crowd and smoke. And so it goes.

*

After doing it successfully three times and turning a small profit, I return to college in February and publish a fourth issue of Rags.

I printed the first three issues on the St Ives High School Gestetner machine where my father is Language Master so, remembering that all school’s have such machines, I make an arrangement with Pam McBryde – an approachable teacher at Avondale High – that she’ll leave the staff room door unlocked so I can get in after hours, print the issue, which is okay so long as I pay for a ream of paper.

I’m not sure how my poems get to Dr MacDowell, the principal, but something in the text must have offended someone and they’ve taken it to the top. How could they know? Why should they care? Maybe I left the misprints in the rubbish or maybe I gave away an early copy. Either way the word is out, I am in big trouble for writing poetry. 

Yesterday Robbie and I were really happy. It was her birthday and we threw a big party in the cafeteria. There was a dozen of us, dressed in satin shirts, spotty ties, out came the bowler hat again, and we all gave her offbeat presents after which she had a midnight feast in Girl’s Dorm. Happy birthday Robbie, what a difference a day makes, as you are about to find out.
*
Next day I sit with her and Byron in the cafeteria, eating our evening meal. It’s all laughter until Les joins us. Apparently the Dr Macdowell wants to see me. Les is a real nay-sayer and many times this year he has told me that I draw way too much attention to myself.

‘Not true!’ I exclaim. ‘I don’t do anything – I play chess, write poems and avoid haircuts’.

‘You also avoid lots of other things too,’ he replies, ‘like church, sport, vespers, all college activities and if anyone ever bothers to check out your library they’d have the choice of expelling you for obscenity or heresy. Mate, you’ve got Portnoy’s Complaint not even hidden!’

Robbie is taking this all in, not saying much, though I know she will have a good deal to say later, because she too wonders why I seem to make a point of attracting controversy. There are a string of issues. 

Why – she wants to know – do I always defend the Abstract Expressionists (who I dislike)? Answer: Christians hate them. Why do I back Evolution when I don’t care? Answer: because it amuses me. And why am I so outspoken on gay issues? Answer: because of Dale.
‘On the last point…’ I begin.

Robbie says she’s tired of it, she’s heard it all before. Les reckons there are much bigger issues at stake. No one is pleased with me. 

Nevertheless, Robbie and I sit together in the Library. She is studying Piaget and I’m reading Penguin Modern Poets 10 when the Assistant Dean of Men – a real little jerk – approaches our table and smugly announces that Macdowell wants to see me at 8.45pm. 

‘Unusually late for disciplinary matters,’ Robbie whispers thoughtfully. 

‘Naah,’ I laugh, as if about to crack a joke, but I can’t think of anything. So I just sit there and read until the clock says 8.40.

‘Good luck,’ she whispers, squeezing my hand under the table, then off I go, bringing the Mersey Poets along in case I have to wait. Lucky I do, I sit outside his office for ages, I can hear Dr Macdowell ranting to some students. He really is a pig.

He’s berating Lyndon Hill, David Iredale and Beress Brooks who are in trouble for having a jointly-owned car hidden on campus. They’ll be all right, they never get mixed up in Abstract Expressionism, evolution or gay issues. Through the door I hear outbursts from Macdowell followed by a brief mumble, then more yelling. Another mumble. At 9.45 it’s still going on.

I was pretty confident at 8.30 but at 10.00 I’m no longer so sure. 

I’ve been disciplined by the Doc on eight occasions over the past two years - resulting in three sets of 40 hours hard labour, one one-week suspension, a two-week suspension and several haircuts. But I had a different head on my shoulders when I pissed in M-M-Malcolm B-B-Bull-Bull’s water jug, and yes - I should have understood that taking blasphemous photographs is asking for trouble at a theological college. Les is right, I’ve been an idiot here and there – but this year I am a poet, with my own publication and my own stand where strangers come up and tell me that what I’m saying about Nothing makes heaps of sense. 

Suddenly I hear raised voices, the students are shouting back!

Bang! 

Brooksy bursts out of the office in a flurry. 

‘How’d it go?’ I ask. 
He doesn’t answer and hurries straight past. Well, he’s got the shits about something.

‘How’d it go?’ I ask Lyndon, whose father is employed by the church which must certainly mitigate harsh punishment.

‘Expelled,’ he says, ‘all of us’. 

‘Expelled?’ I’m shocked. Boy, if that’s what you get for owning a car, I can expect no mercy for writing poetry. Then David walks out, ‘Your next’ he shrugs.

I walk in. 
*
Macdowell is glowering behind his desk and the Dean of Men, Pastor Crabtree, is to his right. I stand in front of the desk. ‘Your behavioural record is dreadful…’ Blah blah blah.
I bet Robbie is worried. She’ll be in her room wondering about the outcome. Her parents won’t be impressed if I cop another two-week suspension. Blah blah blah, Macdowell is berating me and I’m watching his face change colour. I’m wondering whether he is certifiably insane? He looks like an ugly gnome, that’s what he looks like. Blah blah blah – ‘long hair – attitude – hanging out with unbelievers…’.

This is just the preliminary outburst. The real issue is going to be poetry because the entire print run of Rags is on his desk like a trophy. Someone must have pinched it from the storeroom and given it to him. Who would do something like that? 

Apparently I have three charges to answer: (1) pornography, (2) bestiality and (3) Nihilism. I know it won’t be easy.

The first – porn – is a poem I didn’t write. It was written by Jim Ward, currently employed as a schoolteacher at the Strathfield Seventh-day Adventist school. It’s called Southern Flyer and it’s about a returned soldier picking up a girl on the Sydney to Melbourne night train. In the third verse she arrives at Spencer Street Station with sore breasts. And that’s what’s done me in, the use of the word ‘breasts’ in a context that arguably celebrates wanton behaviour. 

‘What have you got to say to that?’ questions the gnome.

‘It’s Biblical, in the Song of Solomon!’

‘No,’ he replies, ‘The Book of Solomon is an analogy of Christ’s love for the church, nothing to do with sex’.

‘Thy two breasts are like two young roes that are twins…?’ I laughingly quote, which only makes matters worse. I’ve got no chance in an institution where the librarian pours through the art books and covers every nipple and pube with black tape. 

Now for charge of bestiality: this time Macdowell leans back in his chair, looks confident and says, ‘I’ll read this poem in full, shall I?’ looking to Pastor Crabtee for confirmation, 

‘the dog and the spoon

took a trip to the moon

on a secret astronomical search

the dog got peeved

cos the spoon wouldn’t cooperate

and swiftly returned to the earth’

‘What exactly does that mean?’

‘It doesn’t mean anything,’ I reply.

‘Lies!’ he retorts, ‘all poetry means something – otherwise, why did you write it?”

‘No reason.’

‘There’s always a reason.’

‘Not really,’ I clear my throat, as at least a dozen inexplicable poems spring to mind. ‘Some things just mean nothing’.

‘Nothing!’ he scoffs, ‘Don’t you talk to me about nothing! Your next poem Black is a disgrace! Jesus Christ spilled his blood for people like you and you call it nothing! God creates an entire universe and you call that nothing! It’s you who are nothing – nothing but a Nihilist!’

‘Excuse me,’ I say, knowing how it irritates him to be interrupted mid-outburst, ‘what exactly is a Nihilist?’

‘It’s why you’re being expelled!’

‘If I don’t know what the word means, how can I be expelled for it?’

‘I’ll tell you how – and why,’ he leans forward and reads the concluding words of Black. 

and when all is all

and all has ceased to be

there will still remain

only remain

black

black

black

He shakes his head, ‘Not a word about the efficacy of Christ’s blood, just the black, black, black, and if that’s not nihilism I don’t know what is!’

‘Neither do I,’ I quietly reply, which somehow maddens the gnome who starts yelling all over again. While he’s babbling on, my mind skips through my past wondering how innocent like me could ever lock onto something like nihilism? It can only be Webster at the Wayside Theatre and the Domain.

There’s that barking voice again, saying something horrible about ‘worldings’ of which I am clearly one.

‘Oh well,’ I shrug, ‘I’ll just take my poems and leave’.

‘You’re not taking those filthy poems anywhere!’ he jerks back his chair and bustles around the front of the desk defending the pile.

‘First you’re expelling me, now you’re stealing from me,’ again I speak quietly, not out of politeness but because I know how irritating that can be. 

‘We’ve put up with you for too long!’ he explodes, grabbing my left arm to throw me out. ‘I should have expelled you last year – twice!’

Right now I could punch him on the nose so easily – whack, a little tap with my right fist. It would be self-defence too, he’s pulling my arm. I’ve actually got the punch lined up, but I don’t. Poets don’t hit people. 

So with Rags 5 to be incinerated tomorrow, I leave the office empty-handed, glancing at Pastor Crabtree who hasn’t said a word. It’s midnight.
I must see Robbie. So, against rules which no longer apply cos I’m no longer a student, I walk through the front door of Preston Hall, up the stairs, rap on her door and walk in. She’s in bed, I clamber in beside her. Why haven’t I done this before? 

It’s a sad night. Although we promise to stay together though far apart, the conversation reeks of a break-up. While Robbie remains in this Christian prison, I’ll be in Sydney with all its freedoms on offer to 20-year old me. 
*
Being expelled is a terrible feeling, it means that you have been judged as  no longer fit to keep company with a group of people who used to be your peers. It rips up your academic year, upsets your parents, disgraces your girlfriend’s family and threatens to break up your romantic relationship all for the sake of a ‘sore breast’, an uncooperative spoon and the blackness of death.

Next morning, I wander across to the White Building, looking for Pastor Lowe who will drive me home. Every conversation is doomed. Byron is sorry, Les says ‘I told you so’. My Shakespeare lecturer John Cox is sad in his formal way. My art teacher reads me one of Vincent van Gogh’s letters, ‘…I should be glad if it were possible for you to see me as something more than an idle man of the worst type…’.

Then I see Mrs Rita Macdowell, the gnome’s wife. She is heading in my direction, a round woman with a busy walk. Mrs Macdowell says she hopes I’ll be all right and then adds these odd words, ‘My husband really likes you, know you…’ 

I smile of course and stop myself from saying, ‘And I think your husband is a real cunt’. 
