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The Masturbation Lecture

1969
1969 is my second year at Avondale College. The new gang is science student Vaughan Speck, building construction Byron Gilmore and primary teaching, Les Renton. I room with Byron because Allan left at the end of last year. 

Allan married Little Byrd last November, they have a daughter called Kim. He got the matriculation he wanted and is doing 1st Year Medicine at NSW Uni. They live in a flat in Randwick and see a whole lot more of Clayton than I do. I spend time with Clayton too, during the year-end break. We’re a bit shaken up that someone five months younger than me could be packaged up, married and a father so suddenly, within such a short time frame. 

Clayton works at Garden Island as an apprentice industrial electrician. His dad got him the job. Nowadays he smokes a lot of hash, as everyone does – apparently – on this Naval Base within walking distance of Kings Cross. I tell him my girlfriend Joanne is going to the same uni as Allan but I’m going back to college because…

…I can’t think of any reason. Allan won’t be there, Joanne won’t be there, I think the religion is stupid and I keep getting into trouble for saying so. Ah yes, I remember why I’m going back. It’s because I don’t want to live with my parents.

Vaughan isn’t interested in the Summer of Love or Tiny Tim, he loves Beethoven’s symphonies which he plays as loud as any Rock band. He feigns ill temper to scare off theology students and has great style. Byron is all about surfing, pop music and cigarettes. He’s actually a great boxer but he’s too good-natured to actually win anything, heaps of girls like him. Whereas Les is a surly bastard, whose interest in art and music (and everything else) is purely pragmatic, his conversation is full of acid drops and best avoided by theology students. 

Vaughan brings vials of coffee to the cafeteria (so he doesn’t have to endure Kwik-Bru, the awful Sanitarium coffee substitute), Byron gets into illicit boxing matches and we cheer him, when he’s got a decent audience Les eats caterpillars on the lettuce because he reckons they’re ‘meat’ and he’s desperate for meat in this vegetarian place. 

We’ve developed our own vocabulary, one that is incomprehensible to Seventh-day Adventists and everybody else. For example, ‘albumin’ is the church prophetess E G White (ie. egg white). We also joke about ‘speed sinning’, where you drive the Recording Angel nuts by sinning faster than it can write. 

*
One of the highlights of attending a Christian college is the inevitable lecture about masturbation. You know it’s going to come from somewhere but you don’t know which lecturer is going to be stupid enough to deliver it. 

Lecturers like Dr Ford won’t touch the subject, nor drugs, long hair, nothing like that. He just says, ‘When the Great God come in, all the little gods go out’. So Ford is no fun.

Pastor Hefren tackles the subject to a men’s-only audience, which is better than nothing, but as he is not usually open for public questioning on the subject, he is therefore not open to public ridicule. Also he uses euphemisms, which again lessens the merriment. He says things like, ‘Cold showers boys! Let the water hit you right here, at the nape of the neck’. And he slaps his neck with an authority that obviously comes from experience. 

But on this day our Educational Psychology lecturer Dr Colin Standish is going to talk about the Christian line on masturbation, and he is doing it for 50 minutes before a mixed audience of over 100 in Lecture Theatre 1 and I can’t wait. I start spreading the word throughout Boy’s Dorm because in this instance it’s the right lecturer on the right subject. 

In his position, I would have done just about anything not to go through this humiliation. I’d have taken a sicky, but Dr Standish is doing this to himself. As far as I can tell, not only is the subject not in the regular syllabus but as he intends to address a group of 22 year olds – not 12-year olds – whether he thinks so or not, it really isn’t a pressing problem in this puritanical theological college. 

I always sit right up the back with Brian Miller and his mates. They sneak into Girl’s Dorm every few days to screw their American girlfriends, so jacking-off sure isn’t their worry. Then further down the front there’s a group of ‘good girls’ like Dulce Rickards, who for completely different reasons don’t really need to hear Standish discuss wanking in detail and at length.

Dr Standish is a fat doctor with an equally boring twin brother Russell, no one can tell them apart. The Standish brothers have no grace, no imagination, no sense of humour and Dr Colin has a wife so skinny that one would have thought might have disqualified this fat man from ever raising the subject of sex. But no, like a real mug, he’s rather keen to get into his subject matter, which I am keen to hear.

I am wild with excitement because the Lord hath delivered Dr Standish into our hands. Such a pedantic, dull man. If he is crazy enough to raise this ungracious subject, in front of a mixed group of mostly puritanical students, my rule is never, never, never, let him off the hook. After all, he raised the subject, we didn’t. 
When talking to Seventh-day Adventists, me and my friends like to slip in a bit of vernacular, instead of the rather formal sounding ‘masturbation’ we might call it ‘pulling your pood’ followed by, ‘sorry, sorry, sorry – I meant…’. Les usually handles that one. 

The other point I want to get to – and I spend ages with Edu and Les trying to work out a strategy – is to somehow get Standish to admit that he’s done it. The only real way would be for me to ask point blank, ‘Have you ever done it yourself, sir?’ But realistically, I can’t see how I could ever get him to the point where such a question might seem reasonable. After all, as guardians of public morality, the three front rows of students would certainly howl me down. So I’d need to slip that one in ‘naturally’ and I’m definitely going to give it my best shot.

It is a packed house, of course. All sorts of people have rolled up, some of whom don’t belong in the class. Like Vaughan, who skipped Science for this. Byron skipped Building Construction because he knows how much time I spent in the Library to come up with the spectacular finding that statistically theology students masturbate more than any other social group. 

Les is priming everyone on the subject by telling anyone who will listen, ‘See these callouses in my right hand, how do you think I got those?’ and building on the prophetess Albumin’s vision that masturbation causes back problems, Les limps into Lecture Theatre 1, complaining of an ache in his lower back. Ha ha ha.

And so we all take our seats, the good girls and the Holy Joes down the front, alongside the mature-age students who take everything seriously, while we sit right up the back waiting with undisguised excitement for our lecturer who seems puzzled why today he’s attracted such a turnout.
*
Standish walks down the aisle, sets his books on the podium, clears his throat and begins. He says stuff like this, ‘Men and women must be awakened to the duty of self mastery, the need of purity, freedom from every depraving appetite and defiling habit…’ which no one can understand.

Then Standish quotes the Albumin who wrote that masturbation causes blindness and yes, bad backs. Some of the rationalists in the class argue this as a medical impossibility but Standish says no. Then Les starts feeling around for things, due to the sudden loss of eyesight. But I don’t do anything like that because I believe that a stupid question works always best because of its seeming innocence. 

Five minutes into the lecture up goes my hand. ‘Yes Lowell…’.

‘Dr Standish, I don’t know what masturbation is.’

Silence.

‘Could you please explain how you do it? Honestly Dr Standish, I have no idea what you’re talking about.’  

He sighs – always a good sign – ‘See me afterwards and I’ll explain.’

‘But Dr Standish, Allan Webster doesn’t know either, neither does Edu. What’s the point of a lecture if no one knows what you’re talking about?’

‘It’s secret vice,’ he mutters in a low voice.

‘Secret?’

‘I thought all vice was secret – isn’t that the whole point?’ says Speck, who’s not supposed to be here.
Then Edu chips in, ‘So if it’s not a secret – like you’re prepared to talk about it – would that make it okay?’

‘Shut up guys,’ one of the Holy Joes calls out from the front. That wouldn’t be a first or second year theology student. Only third and fourth year theology students tell us to shut up in class. 

‘Thank you,’ Dr Standish says with an air of finality. Then he drones on as if in a trance, ‘By the indulgence of impure thoughts the youth weaken themselves and leave themselves open to all sorts of physical disabilities…’ and so on. 

I find this whole scene remarkable because a discussion of specific sexual practices is invariably off-limits almost everywhere at this college. You can’t rock up to the dinner table and start chatting about stuff like this in mixed company without getting hauled up before the Discipline Committee for talking dirty. Yet here he is – a pillar of the faith – getting right into it. 

‘Dr Standish,’ I ask, ‘Do angels have sex?’

‘No Lowell, they don’t.’

‘Do they have genitals.’ 

Standish doesn’t deign to answer. Someone says they don’t.

‘Therefore, they can’t urinate, which means they don’t drink anything’.

Right.

‘Which brings me to my next point – about Jesus.’ 

At the mention of the Lord’s name there is a ghastly silence. 

‘No, no – this is a serious question,’ I continue most earnestly, ‘if Jesus is perfect, he would have a perfect alimentary canal. Having a perfect digestive system means Jesus wouldn’t go to the toilet, would he? You can’t be perfect with a stomach full of faecal waste’.

‘Shut up!’ A few front-row students strongly object to the question. ‘What sort of sick and perverted mind comes up with stuff like that?’ 

I shut up and leave it to Edu to pick up the thread. 

‘Dr Standish? How can masturbation lead to physical disabilities when it involves more or less the same processes as sexual intercourse?’ 

‘Within the context of marriage sex is different,’ he explains. ‘When you have physical relations with your wife it’s done in love.’

‘What if you love yourself?’ chuckles Les, which Standish doesn’t hear though everyone around Les cracks up. 

‘Dr Standish?’ Edu again. ‘Do you make love to your wife on Sabbath?’

‘I love my wife all the time,’ he replies smugly. 

Another question from someone else, not from our gang, ‘Dr Standish, how can it be wrong if monkeys do it? Cos God created them and they’re just following nature?’ 

Things are loosening up nicely, with someone else asking what the prophetess was meaning by ‘the amalgamation of man and beast’, a real catch-cry amongst out friends, used to describe theology students mostly.

The theology guys down the front are calling for us all to shut up and getting sick of what they are calling a ‘circus’. I’m never going to get another questions in now the front rows will shut me down if I try.

Then Vaughan gets spotted and Standish tells him to go to his rightful class. Byron gets his head down because he’ll be turfed out next if caught. Les starts listing jerk-off aids one might find in the kitchen, ‘butter is good, Olive Oil terrific…’, I started giggling. I have to come up with something crazy. 

‘Dr Standish, when Mary had sex with the Holy Spirit, did she…?’ 

Dr Standish cuts in, ‘Lowell, I don’t want you sitting up the back any more. Move down the front,’ he says, ‘and sit right here next to Robbie Roy.’

Which is how I meet my future wife.
