
Australian Political Facts

b y  Ian McAllister, M alcolm  M ackerras and  Carolyn Brown Boldiston; M a c 
millan Education 1997 2nd edn; 540 pp; $95.00 hardcover.

The second edition of A ustralian  P o liti
ca l F acts is almost three times longer 
than the first edition which was pub
lished in 1990. It is intended to be a 
comprehensive source book o f political 
information in the broadest sense since 
federation. For example, as well as full 
lists of senior federal ministers and State 
and Territory leaders, A ustralian  P oliti
cal F acts includes material on women in 
the church ministry and Australia’s 
peacekeeping operations overseas.

Much o f the material in A ustralian  
P o litica l F acts is presented in tables 
that are clear, helpful and well sourced. 
The volume has an extensive index

Survival of the Fittest

with effective cross-referencing. Not 
all the information is quite as current as 
it could be —  Brian Johns has been 
head of the ABC for some time now —  
but in a work of this breadth that’s 
forgivable.

Not only is this an excellent refer
ence book but it’s fun for a browse if  
you’re into that kind of thing although I 
imagine $95 is a bit expensive for the 
average trivia junkie. You never know 
when it might be important to find the 
name of the only Australian Governor- 
General to die in office, Viscount Dun- 
rossil. •  FW

b y  Jonathan Kellerman; Little Brown and  Co; 7 997; 451 pp; $22.95softcover.

Sometimes I think a detective has an 
obligation to get around the metropolis 
on foot, trailing the culprit through the 
rain along crowded avenues in the late 
afternoon, ducking up dank Paul Auster 
New York alleys as night falls, or div
ing down Dennis Potter London bars in 
the early hours of the morning. The 
sound of footsteps on a deserted pave
ment is the proper signature of the 
genre. When the private dick gets on the 
road, it should be in the back seat of a 
cab, and then only to cut across town a 
few blocks. If the detective is not prin
cipally an urban pedestrian, what damn 
use is the overcoat?

But as the crime scene moves west 
across the US, we see Sara Paretsky’s 
V.I. Warshawski burn rubber around 
the Chicago Loop, and further west still 
we find LA, the setting of Jonathan Kel
lerman’s latest novel Survival o f  the 
F ittest, where N ew York-style peram
bulators are run off the freeway. So in
stead of the detective’s sharp eye for 
personal demeanour and attire, we now  
have the detective’s attentive appraisal 
of the American automobile. Keller
man’s psychologist-hero A lex Dela
w are ( ‘A g en t D o u b le -O -S h r in k . 
Licence to interpret’) pieces this mys
tery together pretty much entirely ow 
ing to his access to the LA Department 
of Motor Vehicles database, his ability 
to memorise number plates, and his ex
tensive understanding o f the semiotics

of brown Mustangs, light blue Ford 
Econolines, little red Fieros and a 
bunch of other cars that have not been 
marketed in Australia. One of the nov
el’ s profoundest observations is that se
rial killers, on the whole, prefer to drive 
vans; Raymond Chandler’s grey Ply
mouth has, it seems, been replaced by 
an entire traffic jam, and Delaware’s 
second vocation is to avoid parking 
tickets. Of course what is lost in the 
cloud of exhaust fumes is a feeling for 
the landscape of the city, and the famil
iar reassuring rhythm of the detective 
novel.

Kellerman is no stylist; he is, how
ever, an ex-child psychologist, and Sur
viva l o f  the F ittest is well constructed 
and psychologically provocative. The 
villain of the piece seems to be a ‘fre
elance bioethicist’, murdering retarded 
children, and the novel ties together an
tisemitism, eugenics, and queer poli
t ic s ,  d ir e c t ly  c o n fr o n tin g  the  
ramifications of such insidious non
sense as Hermstein’s The B ell Curve. 
Sadly, Kellerman can’t do so without 
avo id in g  an ti-ab ortion  and an ti
euthanasia overtones, but Survival o f  
the F ittest remains a convincing por
trayal of post-Rodney-King-riot cop 
culture where relations between the po
lice and the public are as bad as rela
tions between the police and the legal 
profession. As Delaware’s cop sidekick 
says in a moment of frustration: ‘Alex,

that doesn’t sound half bad. W e catch 
the bastard, finish him off, no publicity, 
no media bullshit, no goddamn law
yers. Just between you and me and the 
dashboard.’ •  JM

Snake Cradle

b y  Roberta Sykes; A llen & Unwin 
1997; 3 3 0 pp; $19.95 softcover.

Snake C radle  is the first instalment in 
the planned three volume autobiogra
phy of prominent black activist and 
author Bobbi Sykes. It is a brave and 
moving portrait o f the racism, harass
ment and abuses that Sykes endured as 
a child growing up in Townsville in the 
1940s and ’50s. Every non-Indigenous 
Australian should read this book.

Sykes’ non-Indigenous mother re
peatedly had to prevent bureaucrats 
from taking her three black children 
away to be raised by that glorious par
ent, the state. Sykes was excluded from 
school at the age of 14 on the basis that 
she couldn’t possibly need further edu
cation. Her mother kept her father’s 
identity secret throughout her child
hood. When identifying one o f her rap
ists in an ID parade, Sykes had to touch 
him and say ‘this is the man’. At least 
we have one-way glass these days.

In many ways, the current genera
tion of Indigenous young people are in 
the same position o f disadvantage as 
their parents, Sykes’ peers. Here’s the 
tip o f the iceberg. Indigenous kids 
make up 4%  of the child population in 
Western Australia but account for over 
60% of young people in police custody. 
Black kids are also over-represented in 
care and protection proceedings and 
school exclusions. What indicators of 
preference was the Prime M inister 
looking at when he said that the pendu
lum has swung too far in favour of In
digenous Australians?

While reading Snake C radle  I had to 
keep assuring m yself that Sykes sur
vived and, indeed, triumphed. If it’s gru
elling to read, imagine how it must have 
been to live. Snake C radle  reminded 
me of the opening lines o f Maya Ange- 
lou’s beautiful poem ‘Still I R ise’ (put 
to music by Ben Harper on his album 
W elcom e to the C ruel W orld):

You many w rite me dow n in history
W ith your bitter tw isted lies
You m ay trod m e dow n in the very dirt
And still like the dust I ’ll rise.

Lucky for us you can’t keep a good 
woman down. This is the woman. •  FW

B its  w a s  c o m p ile d  b y  Frith W a y  a n d  
J o n a th a n  M orrow .
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