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 ONE MAN, MANY NAMES

Part of approaching the task of this book has been to name individuals and emotions. As Jaques points out in As You Like It, one man plays many parts. The world may be a stage, but it helps to know the characters’ names. 

My father was Kenrick, a name I never heard anyone call him. It is also the name on the collection of his papers that are held in a university archive. He also had a second Christian name, John, which only seemed to be used by the Department of Veterans’ Affairs in its letters to him. Dad enlisted in the army under his full name. 

The existence of his name is the stuff of legend. There was a panicky tradition among Roman Catholics to ensure baptism followed birth as soon as possible. The pernicious doctrine of unbaptised children going to Limbo - a place of neutral comfort, but not quite heaven - was still in currency. Apparently a neighbour was given the task of rushing the latest of the eventual eleven children to the parish church for a priest to do the business and have the infant christened. Why my grandfather did not do this, I do not know. The story goes that the neighbour did not entirely approve of the parents’ choice of names. So it is said that many of my father’s family have different names on their birth and baptismal certificates. 

Reading Russian novels and plays was a challenge to me until I was at acting school. There a tutor explained the reasons for the several names of any one character -  formal names, patronyms, diminutives, pet names. The use of a certain name was a key to the relationship between the characters. I have since learned of a similar cultural naming in parts of Africa.

In this book people will thus have names that sometimes denote just themselves; at other times they will be indicative of their relationship either to me or someone else. There may also be mention of titles or places in an institution or hierarchy. For instance, Norma is herself, my mother, Ellen’s daughter, Mum, but she is also Ken’s wife.

Kenrick will parade under a number of names or titles: Ken, Dad, my father and, to add the mystery, John Dawes. He told me he adopted this pen-name while he was in the army. The Dawes was from Dawes Point in Sydney Harbour, from which the world-famous bridge heads north to that part of the world we Scullys we brought up to suspect – moneyed, Masonic, rugby union enthusiasts who were, even worse, non-Catholic. Ken retained John Dawes for some published work but not all. He also had another pseudonym, Criticus, under which he wrote a column for many years in The Catholic Weekly.

While each name gives hints to a different facet of him, I am always referring to the man behind the name. I hope readers will see him as God views him: for all his aspects, one and true. 

THREE PERSONS, ONE SON

I have spent much of my life in fear of three angry men: God, my father and myself. As I have grown I have come to realise, at least with two of them, that I have got them wrong. Trying to understand the last of the trio is taking longer. Many of the problems which have arisen have stemmed from the age-old basis of misunderstanding: of thinking you know all about someone and their circumstances. As you come to know them better, you realise how little you knew. In time more gets uncovered or revealed. There follows a secondary, more humbling, realisation of just of how little of the other’s story you have comprehended.

God was and has returned to be more than a minor factor in my thinking. God has become, even when I forget it, the centre and basis of my life. But that has taken a huge education and re-education project. As a boy I was taught about God. Then, for a while, I came to think I knew all about Him. And when He -  and that was the way I was taught to think of God, as big, old and male -  did not fit in with where I was going, then He and all the other tosh that went with Him had to be thrown away. 

My father was an intelligent, mostly self-educated and passionate man. He was not averse to letting you know his view on things. I mentioned this in his funeral sermon. ’It is not my place in this part of the service to reflect too much on Ken and his ways. But one thing that will no doubt be reflected on by those showing us some of the aspects of his life will be his diversity. Suffice to say that when considering what to write on his headstone, one would not pick this phrase: ”I have no opinion on this”.’ Neither was he renowned for being a shrinking violet in the expression of what was on his mind. 

He was a caring, hands-on, good, fun father who, either in reaction to or defence from his children as they became self-opinionated teenagers, became both physically and emotionally withdrawn. His literate and literary interests were and remained his bread and butter, as well as his hobby. He gave his life to them. He was as voluble about them as he was reticent to speak of other parts of his life in which he spent both time, energy and money, usually on behalf of homeless people. He was unusually quiet about this aspect of his life. 

But he also had an explosive side. He would be set off by the most trivial things: keys not returned to their traditional spot, the politicians of the day, rugby league footballers on the field of play, the family feline, motor cars not starting when he turned the ignition key, modern music, prose in short lines parading as poetry, red cars, sloppy education in grammar and syntax. Each would seem at the time the most vitally annoying aspect of existence.

I am the true son both of these men. And I have come to realise that I love both of them and, more important than that, that I am and was deeply loved by both of them. Much of my life has seemed a disappointment to them. At least it can to me. The path of my life has been to realise that the outstretched hands of the father which I first saw in a religious book as a boy is, fundamentally, the image of God and family. The sadness is that I make the same gesture towards Ken whose remains are buried, along with my mother’s ashes, next to the church he loved and served. I take solace that both of them are in the care of the One they honoured as I seek to do.

I should point out that these, while key, are only factors. They do not add up to the whole of life. No more than this book can speak to the whole of life of God, my father and myself. They are part of an attempt, however vain or vainglorious the effort, to portray the journeys that make up any life, and in particular, my father’s and mine. I will also attempt to reflect how what we call Father in God has helped and hindered us. I have variously thought of this as a spiritual memoir, or an attempt to bring together some major themes of what has shaped two Scullys and their religious faith.

My father typed a biography which may be presumed to have been briefing notes for someone who was to speak at his funeral. It is a fascinating document which can be found, along with his professional and personal papers, in the library of the Australian Catholic University’s Strathfield campus. In three pages he outlines what he believes were the highs and lows of his life. Much of the first page is an account of the privations and early working life forced on him during the Depression in inner western Sydney, to which the family had moved from Tamworth in country New South Wales. Another significant aspect relates to his war service and, in particular, his trek through parts of New Guinea as a member of Lark Force, whose members were famously given the order ‘Every man for himself’. (He used that as a title for a book about a missionary priest believed killed by the Japanese.) 

On the third page he mentions Norma, his wife for almost sixty years, and mother to his seven children. The children get no mention at all. This does not perhaps have any indicative meaning. He may have intended the notes for a professional obituary. Or perhaps it was an aide de memoire for his children, who did not need reminding of their existence. His relationship with those he fathered was a complex one. I will draw on some comments from my brothers and sisters but this is, for all its faults, a personal reflection.

Ken and I seemed to mine an inexhaustible seam of irritation with each other. Norma said she used to dread the return of father and son from Saturday football. ‘I could hear you yelling at each other in the car.’ So, no doubt, did our neighbours. The reason for the disputes was my father’s tactics – he was the team’s manager. If he only played me in the key positions, on the wing or in the goal, the game would have been ours for the winning. I was unreasonable and petulant. I was just like him.

As I got older my father would rail against my butterfly nature. With the rear view mirror of experience, I can see he was right in some of these observations. I was variously a keen swimmer, sailor, surfer, player of ball games in all codes: football (soccer, to use its Australian name), rugby league and union, finishing with Australian Rules. In all these ball games I was an enthusiastic participant with little skill or prowess. I was much better in the water.

One place my father took pride was in the swimming pool. In his more morose moments – and they could be many – he would take solace in the fact that all his children could swim. He was a gifted teacher in the water who developed a Pavlovian reward system. My sister Vicki says that as soon as she smells chlorine she can taste in her mouth a meat pie. My sister Bronwyn dissolved in tears at the kitchen table in my house at the memory of Ken not giving her a promised packet of crisps for swimming the width of Enfield pool over forty years before. I have written a poem about his aquatic teaching methods.

For all the accusations of failing to stick with things – I have variously earned a living as a journalist, actor and now priest – I have had a dogged love of words and literature. So did Ken Scully, who also wrote under the pen name John Dawes. Nothing could quite as predictably get the windows rattling as poor grammar and syntax. He could read a book and say nothing about its themes or narrative. He would, however, have an accurate memory of each split infinitive, hanging participle and improper use of conjunctions. Whether by passing on of the genetic code or education, I am the same. My first broadcast radio play centred on such a character.

There was an angry shadow over both us. Irish temper, paddy, or just plain pigheadedness could lead to explosions of dissatisfaction with a long list of grievances. Once I was relating some of my catalogue of complaints against the world and all its works. Dad retorted, ‘Oh Kevin, I am sick of listening to your litany of lamentation’. Sometimes the poet could not be constrained. A guest later congratulated him on this alliterative put down.

The other darkness over the house was God. My parents were devout Roman Catholics but, in that wonderful Australian Rockchopper way of being down to earth. Being religious was no big deal; it was just who we were. There was nothing strange in having a picture of Our Lady of Sorrows in the sitting room. She was replaced by a print of St Mark’s Square in Venice in our suburban reforms in line with Vatican Two. It took some years to realise there was a certain gloss on this. Sydney was in the dying stages of a long history of sectarianism that subsists in parts of the Christian culture there. Over the years all seven children fell from active participation in the church. Not long after I married, through interests in music and the influence of my wife Adey Grummet, I returned to faith. That I did so as an Anglican was as good as lighting the blue touch-paper for Ken. There was no need to retire. The blast could be heard despite the thousands of miles between Australia and the United Kingdom.

In some ways we were both crippled under the weight of knowing we were never good enough for the God we knew loved us without reserve. Somehow neither of us seemed able to translate that tolerant love to ourselves. There was a bed of unworthiness in ourselves that created a special place for self-recrimination. Yes, of course, God loved us. We told each other and the world that. But we still kept a small place of exception for ourselves.

Ken lived into a good old age. What many of those around him recall was the combination of intelligence, professional acuity and occasional outbursts of seemingly unquenchable rage. Dad was a complex man and his complexity had many sources and outlets. A key part of that was his faith in a loving God, and he worshipped Him as a loyal Roman Catholic. 

My life has taken some odd turns. There have been dead ends, wrong turn-offs and difficult driving conditions. There have been mishaps, accidents and crashes. There have been injuries, from the minor to the more serious, and there has been, as there is inevitably in any long haul driving, the odd road kill. It has been a journey from certainty to faithful doubt, with visits to self-righteousness and arrogance only two of many service stations. I too have had moments of unreasonable anger. How much of that is my own, and how much is inherited, is a question I often return to.

I am also a Christian priest. Having rejected consideration of ordination in the Roman Catholic church as a teenager, I have visited a number of houses of the holy and the profane, before returning to the Christian faith in my thirties. This was within the catholic wing of the Anglican Church, something which was initially painful to Ken and Norma. 

But these three men – God, my father and myself – have continued a dialogue in words, silence and reflection that is far from over. Despite Dad’s death in 2005, I have often pondered his inspiring and sometimes unnerving influence on me. I am also aware that to many people I bear a strong personal and temperamental resemblance to him. This is not always comfortable.

The presence of these three men will set the background of a journey. It is a journey that has taken me from resting at the dying embers of sectarianism that was Sydney in the early 1960s, to nurture and education in a fiercely proud Catholic culture, when and where being working class was taken as read, and how over the years I have come to be the sort of person that my class warned me about - Church of England, arty and educated.

There are many discrepancies and inconsistencies that contribute to these attitudes. And, either by intent or accident, in confronting them and deciding to change or not, there has been a path which has seen me, consciously or no, become the enemy. Enemies thrive on animosity. Trying to find new ways of understanding it, without heightening the crippling distrust it can foster, is a goal that can sometimes seem just beyond my grasp. But that does not discount the worth of the effort in trying to reach it. 

THE CULT OF PERFECTION

Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. (Matthew 5.48)

It may be that this saying of Jesus has been an unconscious driver that led to this book. At the outset I sought to pinpoint some common ground of anger between the Almighty, my father and myself – a task that some may deem blasphemous. In doing this it may have revealed both a symptom and its cause. Anger is often the result of a realisation of a missed aspiration. A desire for perfection can be understood as the driving force for those on earth toward God. And for God perfection is simply a given; it is part of His being. We mortals want to draw close to Him and so are likewise drawn to imitate the impossibility of being perfect.

Yet Jesus does not advise his followers to strive to do better, to improve themselves. He tells them, at least in many translations of the text, to be perfect. Yet how can mere mortals even aspire to this, especially those who acknowledge their shortcomings and failings? Part of being a Christian is just that: to accept that you are a sinner.

For Australian Roman Catholics of my generation, that fag-end of embedded sectarianism that shaped so much of our social and working lives, the hierarchy of existence was laid on hard foundations. As soon as we could form letters by holding sharpened pencils in our hands, we received the template that gave our learning coherence. At the top of every page we would write

AMDG

J.M.J.

and the date.

The centrepiece, the initials of the Holy Family, Jesus, Mary and Joseph, was one that reflected the piety of the child or the pernickitiness of the nun in charge of the class. When pupils found themselves going through the school the requirement to write J.M.J. was sometimes dropped. Its being optional led to understandable bewilderment in some children: why did one nun insist on it and another not? The poles of the initials AMDG and the date gave another inference. Our doings were to the glory of God but what we did was temporal; it was worth doing but it was of no real great worth. When I was let loose on the wonder that is the Bible, I found myself understanding this in other terms. It was worthless or vanity, to quote Ecclesiastes.

The purpose of the superscript AMDG was a dedication of what we learned. We knew it first as All My Deeds to God. At some point – Latin still being the compulsory language of the liturgy – we were instructed that it had a purer rendering, Ad Mariorem Dei Gloriam. By that time, however, only the more nostalgic of the Christian Brothers, under whose care my education had been placed, would insist on our writing those letters at the top of the page. 

The second aspect was subliminal. We were always encouraged to do our best, to compete in all things. But behind it we were reminded that any glory was transitory, like Paul’s athletes competing for a perishable wreath in the first letter to the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 9:25). Like the Corinthians, we were pointed to a bigger prize, the imperishable garland. This had two competing consequences. We were highly competitive but we were aware that there was no ultimate substance in seeking to be the best. Our best would never be good enough. 

Generations of Catholics look back in puzzlement and bemusement at this tension of ideals. Many people blame the educational ethos and style for deeply embedding within them a default setting that leads to fault finding, usually within themselves. In one of several literary capturings of this, the narrator of Anne Enright’s novel, The Gathering, sees this in a man she is involved with. 

Tom was taught by Jesuits – which explains it, he says. He is clear-sighted about the world, and yet he questions himself, constantly. He pushes himself hard, and is rarely satisfied. He is completely selfish, in other words, but in the poshest possible way. I look at him, a big, sexy streak of misery, with his face stuck in a glass of obscure Scotch, as he traces the watermark of failure that runs through his life, that is there on every page. (Anne Enright, The Gathering, Jonathan Cape, London, 2007, p 71)

There was a positive gloss to this pushing for excellence through education. We were seeking to better our individual and collective lots. Working class Catholics of mainly Irish ancestry were being educated in the fullest sense, moving into the professions, achieving what in the next generation became known as the Murphia.

This ever present vigilance could be both crippling and amusing. Two stage plays of the 1970s by Christian Brothers-educated playwrights Peter Kenna and Ron Blair dramatised the bathos and humour such an inculturated attitude could give rise to. The potentially debilitating nature of faith and worldly striving are in the very title of Kenna’s play, A Hard God. The characters both revere and fear a deity who they believe keeps them under severe judgment. Blair’s play, The Christian Brothers, has a terrifyingly funny scene in which a sloppily drawn margin in a boy’s exercise book is held up for eternal disapproval. The brother walks up behind a chair which serves as Everyboy in the play.

No, don’t mind me. Just get on with your work. Just a minute –what’s the idea of that? Weren’t you at school yesterday? Well, didn’t you listen? And look at that margin! Like a dog’s hind leg. And look at this! Ink blots everywhere! The whole thing’s a dog’s breakfast. Heaven’s sake, sonny. This work is disgusting. It’s more than that. It’s insulting. And it’s not just insulting to me. It’s insulting to God. Well, it is.

(Pause.)

What do those initials on the top of the page mean? Right! To the greater glory of God. And how does this squalid work glorify God? Eh? Tell me that. That’s right - it doesn’t. If it doesn’t glorify God, who does it glorify? I’ll tell you. The devil himself! He delights in filth and…squalor and…wretched margins.

The marking regimen at school followed much the same pattern: grades, percentages, marks out of ten. My high school was selective, with clear streaming according to ability. We all aspired to the highest but were often disappointed. Perhaps it was the accumulation of the negative assessments that stuck in the memory – the ‘could do better’-s, ‘disappointing’-s, and ‘not as good as your last effort’-s. I had an added loving burden, a perennial comparison to my academically brilliant brother, Paul, who was two years ahead of me. ‘Your brother was never like this.’

It would be both dishonest and belittling to those who suffered my student efforts to suggest they were never positive or encouraging. They were, and that I embraced English and writing with such fervour is a testament to them. Three teachers stand out: Brother Julian McDonald, Brother Peter Hancock and a layman, Stan Sinclair. Stan, on a drunken night in his Helensburgh home, some years later berated me for selling out when I was working as a television journalist in Wollongong. He told me he had seen creativity in my work and thought I would make an artist. He thought I was letting the side down by working as a hack. 

Notwithstanding the positive input of these teachers, somehow negativity took root. It was a short step to angry outbursts at oneself and one’s work if it collected a low mark. Was this looking on the dark side there already like a dormant weed in the soil just waiting for some sun to allow it to flourish?

Dad was likewise alternately encouraging and dismissive. The difficulty for his children – or, at least, for me – was knowing which side of the emotional bat the ball would fly off. I once took a pile of execrable adolescent scribblings, done out in a neat script on pages from a promotional notepad headed with ‘Thibenzole – the sheep drench you can trust’. (My brother Mark worked as a traveller for an agricultural firm.) One of the poems began with the indelibly awful line, ‘I am the pigeon of love’. I had had at the time some success with publication of verse and prose, but these poems were an exception: the clash of hormones, emotionalism and incessant groinal concern resulted in utter tosh. Dad looked over the pages and returned them with constructive responses, pathways to improvement, without once dismissing them as they dross they obviously were. 

Yet at times Ken could be devastatingly dismissive. At one stage his voracious reading became close to anti-social. Not content with the stock of books he was given for review or as presents, he would swoop on visitors’ literature to push the boundaries of his knowledge and entertainment. I had to resort to taking two books when I visited Bensville. Dad would see I was reading something he had not encountered before and, taking advantage of my absence because I had gone for a swim or walk, he would pick up the book and read it cover to cover in one sitting. Once he took up a particularly large tome. I would love to think it was Anthony Burgess’s stunning and award winning novel, Earthly Powers, but cannot be sure. When I returned he was about one hundred pages into the volume of six hundred and fifty. He sat in the chair with the occasional break for food, drink and the toilet. On completion he did not offer any comment about the novel’s content. If it were Earthly Powers, he could have said something about the book’s narrator, an ageing gay novelist, or the events he related which centred around the possibility of canonisation of his brother-in-law, the now dead Pope. The writer within the novel was a witness to a healing that could be evidence for the requisite miracle to allow beatification. Whatever the plot, Dad closed the book, placed it on an occasional table by his chair and declared, ‘There’s a literal on page 336.’ Later I checked. He was right. 

This culture of achievement and disappointment far from exorcised the ghost of self-criticism. Writing became a tortuous exercise. Did the sentence parse? Had I committed one of a host of solecisms? Hanging clauses, split infinitives, mismatching articles and verbs – this was the stuff that reached a personal apogee in the 1980s. It could also lead to a near crippling shame on realising you had fallen short of the impossibly high standards you set for yourself. Again, outbursts of anger or a lowered spirit would follow. Whether seeking to imitate Ken or not, I would pontificate on the shortcomings of published authors, broadcasters, journalists and academics. These obsessions were the stuff of Dad’s complaints, oral and written, some of them despatched to and printed in various journals, about falling standards. My first broadcast radio play, Verbal Assaults, is a comic take on how such matters can put strain on relationships.

Attention to syntax, semantics and grammar had a dual effect. It presumed an extensive knowledge of linguistic form. We each became a walking Fowler’s Modern English Usage. This could be extremely annoying to those who did not populate newsrooms or bars frequented by journalists. In my father’s papers there are extensive printed and scribbled lists of crimes against the language. On the back of one large envelope he scratched out the offences that he had given his life’s energies to rail against. 

Knowledge required rules. Rules need learning. Learning meant form. And form needed teaching. At each stage of this, there was another potential failure and this entailed another person responsible for allowing the precious bar to drop. 

This concern for writing was only one of a wide range of traps short of the ideal. There were many others: when the depth charges of annoyance exploded into harsh words; when drinking exceeded comfortable amounts; verbal displays later viewed as sins of pride; selfishness; avoidance of contact with fellow workers or members of the family. The catalogue of misdemeanours waiting to happen was as thick as we allowed it to become. 

Even acknowledging the existence of such a disposition could be used as a rod for one’s own back. Knowing the inappropriateness of seeking to be best – God alone was perfect – could be compounded into a failure of humility, causing another vortex of accusation and self-abnegation. 

In some ways this process was an inbuilt part of our working lives as journalists. My sister Vicki recalls how a holiday treat, when one of us was allowed to go to work with our father, was a lesson in observation. She would play at employment, sitting at a typewriter in the outer office, while Dad would tear strips off minions for their sloppy expression, failure to check facts, confusion of participles or purple prose. During my cadetship with The Sun in Sydney the arrival in the reporters’ room of the formidable chief sub-editor, Len Cossey, would halt all conversation. It was always a bad omen. He would stand at the door, growl out the offending hack’s surname and give a public lecture on the crime against Fairfax house style. Not long into my time there Cossey came in, stood on his pillar of humiliation and barked my name. He yelled to explain the mess I had made of a piece of copy, concluding with, ‘You just write the shit, son, and we’ll knock it into English.’

Such a crippling educational, professional and personal attitude may be argued to have a theological genesis. How many of us were brought up with an intense sense of the negative? God was the all-seeing scorekeeper of our wrongs, who maintained the register of every shortcoming and failing of our lives. Saint Peter would become custodian of the scorecard and would show it to us at the Pearly Gates after our deaths. We all wanted a clean report card for eternity but we realised this was an impossible ambition. We were once again captured on irreconcilable poles: the desire to be blameless and an awareness of our flawed human nature which militated against it.

Once in a French class in my early teens I stopped to draw a margin. I was obviously taking too much time for my teacher, the ancient Brother O’Connor. (I was later to learn he was actually Michael Maximus O’Connor, affectionately known as Mad Max to his brethren.) Pointing to my laborious efforts as I sat in the front row of desks, Brother remarked to the equally ancient and eponymous Madame Petite, who was wheeled in to hone our pronunciation in the light of our teacher’s Irish brogue, ‘C’est un perfectionist.’

Striving for perfection was permissible, even laudable. To claim to have attained perfection was, however, an abject failure in understanding the order of creation. To be reminded thus was to increase your awareness that you had again fallen short of the standard that would always be beyond your reach. Perfection was for God. 

There is a series of letters that did not initially make it into the Kenrick Scully Collection at the Strathfield campus of the Australian Catholic University in Sydney. Norma had deemed them ‘personal’ and, as such, unfit for perusal. This ban was only lifted after my brother Mark agreed to surrender them about five years after Mum’s death. The letters are from the Passionist Father Raymund of the Holy Angels to Ken and seem to address Dad’s feelings of hopelessness and failure. Through the counsel offered in response, I assume Dad was repeatedly struggling with a loving but implacable God. 

Fr Raymund was a priest at the Passionists-run church of St Brigid in Marrickville, where Dad grew up after the family moved from Tamworth in the north-west of New South Wales to Sydney. A typed obituary in Dad’s papers Fr Raymund, known ‘in the world’ as Arthur Ouvrier, traces the career of this teacher whose poor health raised a question about his membership of the order which he eventually served as Superior. The letters to Ken begin on January 12, 1939, a fortnight before Dad ‘received the holy habit’, continue through the war and end with a note from a recently opened house in Wando Grove, East St Kilda in March 18, 1956. The last letter, four months after my birth, seems to be confirming arrangements for Ken to stay at the Melbourne religious house. 

In the one extant side of correspondence there are repeated assurances of my father’s worth, despite his own evaluation. His sense of pointlessness and existential angst brought on by introspection – elements I recognise in myself from the past and, to a diminished extent, in my present – are creatively countered, sometimes with circuitous metaphors, gentleness and the occasional jarring direct jab. In all, there is sustained encouragement as this excerpt from a note sent from Brigid’s Retreat, Marrickville on August 19, 1945 shows:

I am delighted that dawn is at hand. The darkness has been worth while, Ken. It proved the courage was in you. Sursum corda. You must know, laddie, that there are great depths in you and so I never lost Faith in the ultimate result of our talks. Everything was worth while. Although I must confess that there were times I wanted to give a good biff in the Solar Plexus – in order to shake you out of your moods, still patience did it. 

There are jolting similarities of concern and comfort between the respective letters to Ken and those, fifty years later, from spiritual directors to his son. In our correspondence Dad displayed the same encouraging tone to me.

Literary ambitions were shared across the generations and, in each one, pre-emptive solace was being offered in the event of possible failure. In July, 1944 Fr Raymund writes from Passionists’ College, St Ives:

Glad to know of your novel. Do not be alarmed if nought comes of it, although it will be good and acceptable. I have just read again the biography of Edgar Wallace. It is very absorbing. He had drawers full of rejected mss. Even some of his plays were a flop in production. Still in spite of all, he was Edgar Wallace.

Many a gem of purest ray serene

The dark unfathomed caves of ocean bear.

Atta boy. Keep at it and keep busy. Who knows…

I know the path Dad trod. A number of times a novel or play of mine came near to publication or production. One publisher called me ‘a talented writer who will be worth looking out for in the future’ only to fail even to acknowledge subsequent overtures with new work. Twice a play (the same one) was highly commended by the artistic director of a theatre company, telling me they would love to produce it, only for them to move on. The repeated near-miss can, and did in my case, become crippling. Surely the fault was mine? At one stage I wrote to Dad telling him how I had hoped to present him with a novel, as an heir presents his progenitor with a firstborn. Dad’s response was both loving and urging me to share the acceptance he had of me, without the need for literary proof.

The encouraging fob-offs in publishing and theatre led me to label myself as an overachieving mediocrity. Not surprisingly, this destructive worm turned in my psychic apple until I, perhaps as Dad had before me in by writing to Fr Raymund, had to seek professional help unravelling underlying issues.

Accepting the fallen nature of humanity is essential to the Christian faith but it can become a chronic handicap. Everything is the result of God’s grace. Our efforts are responses to this but they are not a coin to buy God’s blessing. It is a theme of many of the pastoral epistles. One take on this comes in the letter to the Ephesians:

But God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us even when we were dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved— and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that in the ages to come he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness towards us in Christ Jesus. For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God— not the result of works, so that no one may boast. For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life. (Ephesians 2:4-10)

Saint Benedict is credited with a variation on this: when things go well, praise God for His goodness; when they don’t, it is probably your fault. It is a great disincentive from claiming credit for any of one’s own efforts. But then you can accuse yourself of false humility. And so it goes on.

Both of these have substantial Biblical precedent. The Psalms are some of the oldest literature in the Bible. The writer of Psalm 44 gives an ancient and militaristic variation on the same:

You are my King and my God;
   you command victories for Jacob. 
Through you we push down our foes;
   through your name we tread down our assailants. 
For not in my bow do I trust,
   nor can my sword save me. 
But you have saved us from our foes,
   and have put to confusion those who hate us. 
In God we have boasted continually,
   and we will give thanks to your name for ever. (Psalm 44:4-8) 

Six albums of my father’s writings published in various newspapers and journals attest to a prodigious and fecund mind: reportage, comment, opinion mix with poetry and, what took my sister Marea and me by surprise when we looked over two of the contents of two of them, a vast amount of children’s literature in both verse and prose. 

For all that it was the novel that held highest place in Dad’s early writing life. (I discuss aspects of this in the chapter, An Homebush Boy In Our House.) How much he shared my hope that a publication of this sort would assuage an inner sense or projected failure is up to conjecture. In the ACU collection there is one full manuscript, some typed fragments and a number of projected plots in both hand and no doubt vigorously bashed machine output. 

In some ways writing seems to feed some inner monster, a demon that demands to be placated. Ken typed, wrote, scribbled on clean pages, waste paper, the backs of envelopes, torn off TAB tickets, margins of newspapers. The archive holds some which were penned as he lay in his bed in the months up to his death. Some were speculative, the grumpings of a bedridden grouch. Others were no doubt intended to be uplifting to writer and reader. They take the form of little rhymes, ideas, the sort of material that would, had he been that kind of writer, have been entered into a commonplace book. Quite a few of them are distinctly theological. Some managed to combine a few or even all of those elements. 

Sometimes I feel that man whom God made in image and likeness of himself tries to make God in the image and likeness (literally thought) of man. 

Dad’s knowledge of this distance was worn on his back. For all his awareness of the dilemma of perfectibility, his personal grooming and haberdashery were statements of the distance yet travelled. In two photographs Dad cuts a dashing figure: one in the cassock and cloak of a novice Passionist, and the other in an open-necked soldier’s uniform. Such trim presentation was abandoned with age, whether as an outward sign of an inward eschewal of dandyism, or that he plainly did not care, was hard to determine. Perhaps as a retort to this I have, at times, found myself more concerned with my appearance as I age than I was in younger years. 

It was certainly a puzzle to his children. Ken would wear outsized jackets, weighted down in each pocket by notebooks, pens, wallets and various bits of paper – jottings, news clippings, receipts and other assorted ephemera. His trousers over time went from the unconcerned to the outright hideous. At one point Dad went off to Campsie and returned boasting over the purchase of a couple of pairs of trousers for the price of one. These overlarge confections of some manmade fabric would put his family at risk when he would drop burning ash from his cigarette. They were spectacularly hideous, rivalling only his plastic duck-shooter’s cap that he wore to the rugby league, when his children would sit some yards away from him out of embarrassment. I suspect his criteria in choosing such garments were simple. The clothes he chose were cheap and came even more so if he bought if he bought them in twos. Every now and then Norma and the children would seek to improve his sartorial display. But, for the most part, he was incorrigible. 

Dad was designer-blind. He took to wearing a car crash of checks: jacket, trousers, shirt, tie, each in a different shade and design. Such was the impact that one Anzac Day he became a flittering celebrity in the televised march. Dad had not marched for over twenty years in what has become the most evocative national day. It has so many disparate elements: celebrating the achievements, failures and resilience of the members of the Armed Forces. Ken had taken the train to Sydney from the Central Coast where he had planned to take his place in the taxis provided for ex-servicemen unable to cover the couple of kilometres march on foot. 

Dad had been a member of Lark Force, a unit whose most celebrated claim was to have lost more men per capita than any other Australian fighting unit in World War Two. On his arrival in Sydney Dad, who by this time was sedentariness personified, was informed that he could provide the vital component to allow his comrades to march behind their regimental marker. Without him Lark Force would not be on the streets. So it was that Dad got more exercise that morning than he had had in years. 

He was dressed in his traditional cavalcade of checked clothing. As he paraded along the route a broadcast camera caught Ken in a close-up. At home that night this shot made it in the highlights shown as part of the evening news. Dad was bemused. He asked what he had done to have been singled out by the vision mixer. As a former television journalist, I was on hand to give the expert explanation. ‘Dad, no-one has ever seen such a combination of checks on one man on the streets of Sydney.’

For many years I followed this path of non-regard for preening. I would buy baggy, ill-fitting and fashion-defying clothing. Part of that was, and remains, an aversion to spending cash on manipulative trends of mode makers. No doubt the wide lapelled jackets, flared trousers, fat ties and platform shoes of the 1970s were contributory to this backlash attitude. I spent a lot of money to look like a man about town. As with many retrospective glances, a look at photos of the time makes me cringe with embarrassment. Dishevelled chic was a statement: no amount of dressing up would improve my lot.

I do not know when I embraced the timeless – or so I consider – but well turned out appearance I seek to sport now. Perhaps it was at ordination or came with the adoption of a style, such as imbibing dry martinis when Adey and I first visited New York City. It may also have a deeper psychological cause. Perhaps I just did not want to end up looking like the sartorial plane crash Ken was. That he was so well turned out in his coffin was our revenge.

The inherent irony is not lost on me: in seeking to be unlike my father, I am conscious of his influence. In striving to be our own person, we can be aware how much of our behaviour is affected by those who have gone before us. My brother-in-law, Chris McGinley, who became perhaps Ken’s closest friend and saw a placid side of him that his family was denied, once quipped, ‘Just because someone has left their footprints in the ground ahead of you, you don’t have to put your feet into them.’ It is true. You don’t have to. But in many ways I seem to.

INSPIRATION, ASPIRATION, DESPERATION

A disturbing factor in anger is its unpredictability. A storm at sea is frightening and awesome only because it can be compared with calm. Those who have worked on the water will tell you of times of almost unnerving placidity: no wind ruffles the unbroken sheen of water. Noise from an engine reverberates to shatter the silence.

Yet a storm can be truly terrifying. As the Psalmist says of the men ‘who go down to the sea in ships and occupy their business in great waters’ (Psalm 107:23 Coverdale)

They saw the deeds of the Lord,
   his wondrous works in the deep. 
For he commanded and raised the stormy wind,
   which lifted up the waves of the sea. 
They mounted up to heaven, they went down to the depths;
   their courage melted away in their calamity; 
they reeled and staggered like drunkards,
   and were at their wits’ end. 
Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble,
   and he brought them out from their distress; 
he made the storm be still,
   and the waves of the sea were hushed. 
Then they were glad because they had quiet,
   and he brought them to their desired haven. (Psalm 107:24-30)

God is seen as responsible for all weather. For the ancients He was the agent of everything, good and bad. It often seems modern believers only want to attribute one aspect – blessing or cursing – to the Almighty. Or, if they can discern both elements, they have separate purposes. Good things happen to me, so I am blessed for walking in the Lord’s way. Bad things happen to them because they are being punished for evil doings.

Ken and I had volcanic temperaments. Eruptions of outrage and despair could smash the pacific world others were enjoying. Like the residents of an island subject to unpredictable smoke and lava flow, those around us from time to time would find it necessary to flee, either physically and emotionally. This mental trick of cutting off took many forms: ignoring it, condemnation, pity, annoyance or like-for-like response. 

At some point schadenfreude tinged with humour would set in. Once, before he had gone to sleep in a lounge chair, Dad pushed his spectacles back on his forehead. On waking he could not locate them. He asked a number of his children who, spying them above his eye line, said they did not know where they were. His mood began to darken. ‘Where the bloody hell are they? I had them here just a minute ago. They couldn’t have just got up and walked away!’ Each outburst became more impassioned and the children found it increasingly difficult to check their amusement. Norma sensibly intervened. ‘They’re on the top of your head, Ken.’ His hand went up and touched them. ‘Oh, yes. Of course.’ Placated, he took pity on himself and gave a sheepish smile.

Not every event ended happily. Once I had a set-to with a fellow sub-editor in the ABC newsroom. Strident opinions were pressed forth in angry and increasingly loud terms. Neither of us was going to take an alternative view, let alone concede the point. It was alarming to the other workers in the office. Two typists fled the room. Another burst into tears. We kept yelling. Later, in the pub, we were fine. We spoke of each other’s intransigence and laughed. On reflection, I believe we were selfish and abusive of the needs of our work colleagues. Did we apologise or seek to make amends? I do not recall having done so. I doubt it even occurred to us. 

The trouble with saying what is on your mind at all times is that such a policy is ultimately selfish. It places your need to air a view or opinion over and above all others in a social setting. I have fought, sometimes unsuccessfully, from commenting and calling out in churches during sermons and in theatres mid-performance. Some of the incidents are the stuff of marital anecdotes. Yet I would not be surprised if one day an aggrieved member of the clergy or the acting profession punched me on the nose for my verbal incontinence. Being aware of it is a start. It is for that reason I have asked that Psalm 39 be sung or read at my funeral. (My friend and mentor, Allan Scott, disapproves. He considers the choice unseemly despite it being a centrepiece of the Book of Common Prayer 1662 funeral service.)

I said, I will take heed to my ways:  that I offend not in my tongue.
I will keep my mouth as it were with a bridle: while the ungodly is in my sight.
I held my tongue, and spake nothing: I kept silence, yea, even from good words; but it was pain and grief to me.
My heart was hot within me, and while I was thus musing the fire kindled: and at the last I spake with my tongue;
Lord, let me know mine end, and the number of my days: that I may be certified how long I have to live. (Psalm 39:1-5 Coverdale)

This appeal to God for holding in check what a former colleague, now a bishop, described as my ‘gift of extreme language’ is central to a pattern I discerned in myself and my father’s behaviour. 

As children one of the holiday treats was for one of us to accompany Dad to work. It was the ultimate playing at running a newspaper, something my sisters Vicki, Bronwyn and I would do at home. Two titles are summoned up from the fog of childhood memory: School News and Giggly Gertie’s. These were both hand-written and –illustrated and posted through the door of our ever-patient neighbours, the Clares. 

Going to work with our father began with a train journey from Campsie to Central, a walk up the hill to The Catholic Weekly’s offices in Surry Hills, broken by a visit to the Blessed Sacrament at St Francis de Sales church in Albion Street. We would follow the Catholic practice of imitation of Dad’s posture and devotion. This routine, sometimes punctuated by a midday mass, was typical of the pattern of his life: he drew on inspiration from God; he aspired to do his best; he sometimes found himself in despair when he did not live up to his ideals.

My sister Vicki, whose memory is prodigious, especially when it comes to my shortcomings as a child, recalls sitting a at typewriter in the newspaper offices as my father tore strips off a hapless reporter. She holds her fingers aloft an imaginary typewriter as she relates the memory. She was frozen, hoping Dad’s ire was not going to be turned on her. 

Yet my father also possessed oceans of calm. Unfortunately the whale of emotion would sometimes break the surface to smash the atmosphere around him. To see Dad in adoration of Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament at Benediction was to see a man looking into the depths of eternal love. It inspired him. Inspiration was a key to his outlook. He often observed that beauty in nature could only lead to wonder at God’s magnificent gift in creation. Expressing that for him, as it is for me, is often in sublime words. We were both agreed that Gerard Manley Hopkins was a beacon in this. 

The world is charged with the grandeur of God. 

   It will flame out, like shining from shook foil; 

   It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil 

Crushed. Why do men then now not reck his rod? 

Generations have trod, have trod, have trod; 

   And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil; 

   And wears man's smudge and shares man's smell: the soil 

Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod. 

And for all this, nature is never spent; 

   There lives the dearest freshness deep down things; 

And though the last lights off the black West went 

   Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs — 

Because the Holy Ghost over the bent 

   World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.
The pattern of tradition was also fundamental to what lifted Ken’s soul. The church – flawed, human and fractious – was the custodian of doctrine. You could not just make it up. You drew on what God had given you. Personal talent was to be channelled through a disciplined process of knowledge, structure and its outworking. And this inevitably seemed to lead to disappointment. 

In Ken’s later years, when not reviewing a range of books, often about events and elements of the Second World War, Dad would write to newspapers about the falling standards of contemporary journalism. The letters were often published though many must have been consigned to the green pen bin – the repository in newsrooms for the ramblings of the mad, bad and dangerous. He would rail about sloppy English. Americanisms infuriated him, as did unnecessary conjunctions, especially when linked to meet and consult, mismatched participles. No issue was too small or large. In early retirement he would ring a former colleague from many years before who had risen to a senior post in the Sydney Morning Herald to make his opinions known. At first his calls were welcomed but, as Dad’s inebriated chapter of faults of his mate’s charges would be repeated, assistants at Fairfax had obviously been told that Ken should be informed that he was not available.

There is also the run of the mill harshness of publication of which he, as writer and editor, knew both sides. Dad was one of the first people to put into print the work of Michael Dransfield, a young poet whose life was cut short through drug abuse. In a Catholic Weekly article Ken wrote about a young man’s unannounced visit to the paper’s office, asking to see the Literary Editor. The lot fell to Dad, to whom Dransfield gave him a couple of poems to read. The Catholic Weekly was then a journal that published new and often unsolicited work. Dad recalled that the poems were very good and duly printed them, authorising despatch of the standard fee of £1 per poem. Dransfield returned in person, protesting that the fee was insufficient to the quality of the verse. Ken’s response that in matters of literature, the Weekly had an equal opportunities policy: literary legends and beginners commanded the same rate.

The inspiration for Dad’s early work was wilderness and faith. He worked away at three long verses, looking at exploration into the heart of darkness that beckoned and beguiled the white explorers in the Great South Land. These poems comprised his first book of adult poetry, Fire On The Earth. (As far as I know, no critic has ever pointed to the title’s drawing on Jesus’s prediction in Luke 12:49 that his ministry would bring fire on the earth.) The poems earned Ken spurs through competitions overseen by the Poetry Society of Australia, founded by Imogen Whyse. In a particularly fecund phase in the mid 1950s John Dawes produced these long verse pieces to some acclaim. He entered them under a range of pseudonyms and collected first prize in the Narrative Poem Competition for No Cairn For Kennedy in 1955. The following year he was runner-up in the Piddington Prize for The Failure. These, along with Sightless To Silence, a poem about a journey of Charles Sturt, were compiled in a volume supported by the Australian Commonwealth Literary Fund. 
It is a testament to how hands-on support for the Arts was in Australia at that time to see the correspondence in the ACU archive. My father, in true Ken style, retained the letters from the Prime Minister’s office informing him of the decision to fund the printing of the book. The wonderful originals of drawings by Keith Harrison, worthy of inclusion in a gallery’s collection, which were published in the book, are also in the archive. 

In his notes at the back of the book John Dawes acknowledges the encouragement of Mary Gilmore, who penned the Foreword, and the competitions’ judge, Professor Wesley Milgate (only ever Professor W. in publications) at the University of Sydney. Milgate, in his judge’s comments in the Poetry Society’s magazine Prism, commented that the author ‘seems everywhere in control; and the idea of the rhymes to clinch the paragraphs is triumphant. The level is, perhaps not uniformly high; but it never falls below distinction. The imagery coheres well, contains an appropriate sense of locality, and is governed by psychological truth.’

This insight into the mind of John Dawes was reflected in an article, An Angry Young Man Who Is No Longer Young (Or Towards an Australian Poetry). 

One of my dear friends has expressed his concern that I may have an obsession for exploration and the possibility that this may have some psychological implications because I have written four verses on Australian pioneers – though no-one has seen anything of significance in the fact that I have published over 100 to Our Lady.’

All of this output, along with John Dawes’s involvement in the Poetry Society which for a couple of editions Prism listed him as Editorial Advisor with the misspelled surname Sculley – no correspondence allows speculation that he railed at the typist responsible for that mistake - seemed to presage a bright future. My father’s writing, under his own name or pseudonym, was widely published but no works ever made it into the mainstream presses of poetry. It seems that, like his mercurial nature, the talent burned brightly but briefly.

My brother Paul, who combines poetry with business in the financial sector, rates Dad’s explorers’ verse highly. As he said in the eulogy at Ken’s funeral,

Dad was a proud Australian and the lives he covers in these poems are iconic in our white history, but I don’t think this is at the heart of these poems – it is more in their transformation into stories of spiritual quest that their meaning lies. He was switched on to the end and wrote a beautiful sonnet for Mum in his last weeks. 

In discussion with me, Paul has conceded he found it more difficult to relate to much of Dad’s religious verse.

Yet religion was the inspiration for much of his output. One poem, At Morning Mass (on his 81st birthday), was included on the service booklet for the requiem eucharist at Holy Cross Church, Kincumber.

When morning comes

I shall wake

and go to some Camelot.

There I shall whisper 

to the breeze and tell

of times gone by;

of when I was young

and saw a world 

so sparkling and fresh

that in that morning

standing by the shore

I saw Him rise and say:

My beloved come to me,

give me your heart,

for I will keep you

through all the day

till night comes down

and troubles fade away.

A couple of times I had the opportunity to discuss with my father how or why his prodigious creative flow floundered. It was, in retrospect, a foolish question. The millions of words in the albums at ACU are a testament to a continued, though changed, channel of the energy behind his work. Dad reflected quietly before answering. He said the need to earn a living, to support a growing family, took priority.

In his letters, Fr Raymund lovingly encourages him to stick with it: faith, life, writing. The three involve inspiration, aspiration and desperation. As I said in the sermon at Ken’s funeral,

Doggedness is not often considered an endearing quality. Doggedness, sticking to one’s guns, ensuring that justice or the right prevail, however you want to express it, this quality of life is not, at its worst, very far from pigheadedness.
I know in my own experience in writing and church life that it can be a white knuckle ride; holding on can take seemingly more energy than letting go. And, as I have reflected elsewhere, the disappointments in putting one’s literary efforts repeatedly on the market requires a thick skin.

I cannot tell, as I never asked him, if Dad suffered the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune in the same way I did when they were shot in my direction as an author. But I do know that pattern of waiting in hope and faith, of desiring the best and accepting disappointment, is an essential part of the human struggle.

Many of those who have accompanied me at various points life have taken different paths. One was a Methodist Sunday School teacher who, having renounced his faith, converted me to evangelical atheism. He is now a committed Buddhist. I am a Christian priest. We still see each other from time.

I have spent much time thinking about the creative urge: whether it is an extension of a God-given gift or a pursuit of vanity. Some of my musings were once aired in a undated letter to Ken, the address from which it was posted suggesting it was sent between 1997 and 1999.

Success is something that eludes, taunts and seduces me. In much of my life, in the deep spiritual homeland which is the real important place to dwell, I find myself condemning my aspiration. Yet I struggle with the sense that my writing, my insights, my gifts are more than mere genetic accidents sculpted by environmental and educational circumstances. Being made, by the grace of God, as I am, I too am made a writer, someone whose basic dissatisfaction with life must have purpose.

Dad makes a similar cry in an article which I presume was written a newsletter for a Catholic literary society. The Campion Group had among its number Francis Webb, perhaps one of Australia’s most gifted of poets. His personal life was difficult, with a history of mental illness. John Dawes writes:

For that I have been alternately praised and bashed about by professors and poets, pedants and peasants. I have had my strengths likened to those of R.D. Fitzgerald and been condemned for my use of clichés. I have been hailed as a thinker (in a minor way) and incinerated as an idiot. I have been accused as an imitator (particularly of Eliot and Donne, even plagiarising a poem of Yeats which I have never read), of ignoring metre and of straining stresses, of despising iambic forms and of cleaving to the ballad firmly. I have won, for one of my poems, the blessing of the Pope and have had my stuff printed in five Australian States and India. I have had it illustrated and been consoled that it has given heart to nuns. I have even had letters from simple old ladies asking me to write something on their favourite themes. I have been thanked for inspiration and attacked for not having any – and from all of this I think I can humbly, but truthfully, say I no longer have any illusions.’

If only I could say the same. 

THE BOARDS CREAK

For some people there is a deep sense of vocation. For those who take up the priestly life, the impetus to do so is often referred to as a call. As young Catholics we were routinely urged to pray for those whom God had chosen to be priests or to pursue the religious life as monks and nuns. We were also asked to spend time considering if this high calling was our own. Indeed, in high school we were visited annually by priests and brothers whose task it was to sow these seeds. (I have written more about this in the chapter Once A One, Holy Catholic…)

Thankfully, not all of us are called to take such a path. My father had entered a monastery as a teenager to discern his vocation. Those in authority decided his future lay elsewhere. This caused him some pain and disorientation. He moved through a few jobs during the war and, while employed as a proof reader at the Government Printing Office, was called up to join the army. Even so, this was against his father’s wishes and he became a signalman. 

Dad’s wartime experience sculpted him in many ways. It gave rise to his best selling book, Every Man For Himself. This was an account of the work of the priest Ted Harris, a Sacred Heart missionary in New Guinea who was presumably killed by the invading Japanese forces. His disappearance came after his having assisted Allied soldiers to follow the order given to Lark Force – the title of Dad’s book - before the fall of Rabaul in 1942.

Memories of this were vivid to Ken, though he rarely spoke of such matters as his family grew up. This was no doubt the stuff of conversation over a few middies at the Belmore RSL, the licensed club for returned servicemen, where Dad was a member. The experience was reflected in a poem published in a 1956 edition of Prism, the journal of the Poetry Society of Australia. The poem, Retreat (The Fall of Raboul (sic))  contains the line ‘Each man for himself.’ It ends:

Sound retreat:

Suture the wound with silence.

When the last note bandages the mind,

Forget the bayonet’s twist, its jar…

The scar is with you – like a star.

While waiting to be demobbed Ken set his sights on a career in writing and journalism. He kept, as he did many items now in the archive, the exercises he undertook as part of the government’s efforts to prepare men for civvy street. His tutor was Alan Marshall, best known for the first volume of his memoirs, I Can Jump Puddles. Dad’s creative and journalistic efforts consistently gained high marks – 100 per cent for a number of them – and Marshall’s red pen notes give him repeated encouragement. 

Dad succeeded in his ambition, working for the Daily Mirror, Sunraysia Daily, The Peak Hill Express and, for 27 years, The Catholic Weekly. He ‘retired’, only to take up a post in the Gosford Star, the local paper on the Central Coast of New South Wales. His faith and his work were always part of the creative tension he brought to much of his life.

His creative output was likewise linked to faith. In a vote of thanks to the poet James McAuley, presumably after the writer and academic had spoken to the Campion Society, Ken spoke of his desire to see a strong and faithful form of writing.

We need in Australia a Catholic literature – but a literature which can sell its way, win its public on its worth. The days, I hope, have gone when we are expected to buy it because it is Catholic. We must know that we will buy because it’s good – and that is the key word – because therefore it is Catholic.

This, of course, means more than just a desire on all to be authors. It means we must also be readers, pledge to probe down beyond the great names, be prepared not to hitch our waggon to the stars already seen, but to lend a hand to the plough of the unknown.

Dad’s star was rising in the 1950s. Somehow, whether because of or despite his faith-related output, it never sparkled in the literary firmament. What is impressive in the collection of clippings over six large albums in the ACU archive is the range of style and output: poetry, children’s stories, criticism, commentary and reviews. There is no doubt his craft in writing was ultimately consuming. The collection contains a manuscript novel, verse dramas, satirical pieces published and unpublished. The scraps of paper in his bedroom contained a vast array of thoughts, comments and proposals for larger works.

There are some inevitable parallels between Dad and me. As a schoolboy I too flirted with the idea of being a priest. As I explain in Once A One, Holy Catholic…there seemed pretty compelling reasons – the flesh, as St Paul termed it – that made me realise that celibacy and Kevin Scully would not really fit together. 

At school I went through what as the routine government departmental assessment of Vocational Guidance. This seemed to take the form of asking me what I wanted to do – I usually said a journalist – and the counsellor agreeing with my choice. As I became increasingly enthused with the drama in our English course – there was no Drama option in New South Wales high schools until some years later – I developed a passion for theatre. I decided I wanted to be an actor.
Perhaps I was never meant to tread the boards. There were plenty of signals beamed in my direction over time but, mule-headed as I am, it took some time for the message to get through – over ten years in fact. Perhaps my grandfather, Ern, had used his gift of vision when I broke to him the shattering news that I had been one of the happy few who made up the successful clique to get into NIDA in 1980. 

It was my second attempt to gain entrance to what was, and still known by its acronym, NIDA. This was for the grander National Institute of Dramatic Art, considered the premier training ground for performers. I had auditioned at the end of my sixth form at St Patrick’s. Lumen, the school magazine, has a photo of a squinting longhaired Scully with the legend under plans: Acting. 

Auditions took place in the hot dusty shacks that dated back to temporary troop accommodation in the Second World War. It was to those hot, airy rooms that I took my well prepared Shakespeare, a rendering of Edmund's 'God stand up for bastards' from Act One, Scene Two of King Lear. One of the tutors, the director Aubrey Mellor, sat patiently with other members of the panel as I launched my attack on this set piece. He commented at its conclusion that there was little call for Shakespearean Ockers. (An ocker is a stereotypical uncultured Australian, typified by a broad speech pattern made famous by the actor Ron Frazer in the 1960s satirical programme, The Mavis Bramston Show.)

I was called in at the end of the day, having survived the cull a few times, for a private interview. One other candidate, younger than I, was taken to a second room in the ramshackle huts that housed the national institute. One to one, I was told kindly that I should try again in a year's time. That I was really too young to be an actor. That I should seek some experience outside an institution. I took that as a coded way of saying I should forget it and then went about the determined business of seeking a cadetship in journalism. (The following year NIDA did accept a Catholic-educated boy straight from school. His name was Mel Gibson.)

Later, when the HSC results came out, I learned I had gained the necessaries to get into Law at Sydney University, having harboured a secret desire to be a constitutional lawyer. It was also my father’s dream, which he visited on three of his children, to see a lawyer among them. But my contact with the learned profession, apart from permanently pacific Con Dunn, one of my father's friends who was a solicitor, suggested that it was not in the company of such types that I was to walk my career path.

It has been something of a conundrum to me that none of my family, a number of whom clearly had the capacity to do so, was urged to pursue academic careers. Years after the times of key decisions I have discussed this with my immediate and extended family. My mother’s aunt, Catherine O’Brien, known to the Munros as Katie, to the Scullys as Mother Ans(elm), was clearly gifted. Spotted as a talented child by a family tutor, Katie was sent to Dominican nuns for education. My grandmother, Ellen, had been sent to Lochinvar near Maitland, a school then better known for turning out ladies rather than blue stockings. This remarkable woman entered the convent in 1914 and later attended Sydney University where she won the University Medal. She was awarded a first class degree, and again for a Master’s with a thesis in tragedy. 

While going through Dad’s papers, I raised the issue of why the Scullys, unlike the Munros – a cousin from that branch of the family, Christopher Clark, is Regius Professor of History at Cambridge University - seemed to be discouraged into academic pursuits. The range of answers varied: dangers of free thinking, tainting by contact with non-Catholics, temptations of the flesh, class consciousness and cost. This latter aspect would not have been for me the issue it was for my older siblings, as the election of Gough Whitlam and the Labor government of 1971 brought in free tuition for tertiary education. 

My sister Marea says she was intentionally put off pursuing university studies in Social Work, to train as a teacher instead. Indeed, I believe my father had to be persuaded to take my sisters’ education seriously, believing their future to be as wives and mothers. Norma, wife and mother of seven children, wanted her daughters to have more options than this. She stood out against my father’s views, using her own resources to fund Marea’s school fees at Santa Sabina, where Mum and the Munro girls had been educated. The school library there is named in memory Sister Anselm.

At the time I was not really attracted to the academic life. The lure of money and independence was more immediate. I have mused, sometimes unhelpfully and under the influence of alcohol, that my writing career would have turned out differently if I had gone to study English at Sydney University. It now seems that there was a clearer route to success in publishing through its portals. Some of my near misses may have hit the target if they had been shot from a different bow. I am aware, though, that I was angrily insistent on choosing my own path. I doubt I would have responded to well meant advice.

There is no record of Dad’s desire to go to university. Dad pays tribute to his older brother Bill for making his education possible. Notebooks of philosophy, New Testament Greek and theology, presumably from his time in the Passsionists’ juniorate and novitiate, are among his papers. His knowledge, displayed in conversation and on the printed page, was formidable. He was bookish in a wide ranging way. I was not aware of his undertaking any concentrated or guided study but he was to the end a voracious reader. For all his free ranging intelligence, Dad was respectful of the censoring edicts of the Roman Catholic hierarchy. He and I were to argue about a number of authors who interested me in my late teens and early twenties – Jean Paul Sartre and André Gide among them – whose works had been placed on the Index of banned books. There was a similarly entertainingly preposterous listing of film recommendations each week in The Catholic Weekly. I recall it contained very few outright recommendations. It seemed to revel in the sultry and smutty. Not Recommended was the longest entry.

As to the matter of advice, I was somewhat surprised to hear my cousins Anne Eagar and Paul Munro speak of the calm and commonsense Dad brought to a number of events and issues. Paul said Ken had offered both and pointed him in the direction of wise counsel when he raised intellectual objections to faith. Anne spoke of Dad’s calm practicality. They witnessed explosions we lived under, but saw no malice in them. They thought the children more or less ignored them too. That was its charm.

Ignoring my father’s advice seemed a key component in my psyche. By now a strident atheist, I turned my attention once again to performing. So it was that with six years journalism under my belt, acting classes and several amateur performances, I returned to the hot dusty shacks of NIDA again. I made it through the first day's auditions, was given two more pieces to prepare for a call back a fortnight later when I was again put through my paces. The same bespectacled Aubrey Mellor, sitting with an air of indulgent bored suffering, tested me several times on my rendering of Kostya in The Seagull - 'You see, my mother doesn't love me'. After I had done it three times, he asked, 'Do you have the full text?' I replied in the affirmative. He asked me to leave the room, read the scene again, and, after another call back candidate was put through the mincer, to come back and do it again.

 On reading the scene again, I saw my error. Sorin's urging that Konstantin's mother adored him was swept aside: 'You see, my mother doesn't love me.' Simply moving the stress back one word, gave the opening and thereby the rest of the speech a new angle. A discussion followed and we agreed on how this had admitted a new, freer approach to the scene than that which I had been banging away at all day. I like to think that that change, and my ability to take direction during the audition process, if not during the course itself, led to my eventual acceptance into the acting school.

At the end of the afternoon the survivors - I think we numbered three - were told that we should go home and await the final decision of the panel. In the lead up to Christmas, I continued my roving reporting duties at 2UE, flicking the switches, editing the always overhyped and enthusiastic style that is commercial news, interviewing and rewriting despatches from abroad. 

I was working as a casual for 2UE. That term had infected my entire attitude. From the days when I wore a suit and tie as a reporter for The Sun and WIN-TV, radio had allowed my dress sense to relax. No-one could see me, so why bother? One morning the news editor of 2UE, Mark Collier, rang and appealed to me to eschew my normal jeans and tee-shirt and dress appropriately as he wanted to send me out to interview some bigwigs. 

I was desperately trying to give up biting my fingernails at the time. One strategy that I had adopted was colourful. I would buy discontinued lines of nail polish in the most garish colours I could find - metallic greens, gold, red and black. These colours of the North Sydney rugby league team were the ones I chose to paint stripes on my fingernails.

That afternoon I was interviewing the Minister for Social Security, Dame Margaret Guilfoyle. While conducting myself with what I thought was professional aplomb, having done my background as deeply as the clipping from the Sydney Morning Herald in the office allowed me, Guilfoyle looked nonplussed. I would like to think that it was the sturdy prosecution of my questioning. I think perhaps she was more put off by the patterned nail stubs.

The journalism served to distract me from, as well as fund, what was the obsession of my life. I went to acting classes two nights a week and was involved in the drama society at Macquarie University, where I was studying philosophy. The activity led to questions. Was I going to get into NIDA? Was I going to be the theatre star I liked to think I could be? As I was preparing to go to the Central Coast for Christmas I received a telegram. It told me I could have a place at NIDA and to let George Whaley know as soon as possible if I wanted to take up the offer. By the time I received this bombshell, the office had closed. Nothing could be done until after the holiday season. 

I was excited and had a keen desire to share this extraordinary news. I phoned around my friends. No-one was home. I decided to pop in to see my grandfather on the way to the coast and let him be the first to bask in the reflected glory of his newly discovered descendant star. Pop had a performance style of his own. In his eighties, his magisterial pronouncements were much loved and satirised. His brother, Honest Bill, had been a cabinet minister in the Curtin war government. Ern had been the confidant, or so he claimed, of the hierarchy. He would repeatedly regale the family with the same stories of how he had told Ben (Chifley) and Doc (Evatt) that 'nationalisation of credit is the only way to run the country'. These latter six words were perennially accompanied with a strike of a flat palm to the arm of the chair. 

There was something naturally histrionic in Pop's style. After one federal election this diehard Labor man came to our house and asked, as he always did, how my parents had voted. Les Haylen was standing for the local constituency and, as far as I could determine, he did not meet with my parents' approval. 

The politician was also a playwright, novelist and journalist. He appears in An Appreciation on the typescript of a novel, The Quiet Road, by John Dawes. Having noted the encouragement of Alan Marshall, Ken goes on to say, ‘Lately Leslie Haylen M.H.R. also read my stories. His encouragement has been beyond repayment’.

Haylen, I have come to understand, was from the left of the Left. He has also fallen from his religious faith. Standing against him was a smooth tongued barrister, Tom Hughes. Both candidates had election strips up on the telegraph pole outside our house. The suit, the hairstyle in the photo told anyone who looked that Tom Hughes QC was not from the western suburbs. But he was a rarity among the Liberal Party: he was a Catholic.

'So, son,' demanded Pop, wiping the froth from his Flag Ale off his lip, 'who did you vote for?' Dad muttered something into the head of his beer. 'I can't hear you, son.'

'Tom Hughes,' whispered Dad.

Pop put his beer down. He extended his spine to give himself the superior position. 'I never thought I would live to see the day when son of mine would vote Liberal.' And once again the touch paper was lit for a political argument at 112 Campsie Street.

It was to this man I released the dizzying news that I was to train for the theatre. I was going to be an actor. I had, so I thought, made it. Pop went to the fridge of his Housing Commission flat in Belmore, took cold gold KB lager cans for himself and me, and we went out onto the verandah. We spoke of his wife, Emmy, who was in a nursing home up the road. Every day he would walk the half mile, climbing stairs which made even us who were sixty years his junior puff, to visit her. He did this even though she neither recognised him nor engaged in conversation with this up to the minute news follower. When I saw my opportunity, I all too effusively broke the news. Pop, not even bothering to put down his can at such a trifle, simply remarked 'You won't make us much money doing that as you do in journalism, will you, son?' He was right. I would not.

This curtain raising prediction held true. On arrival at NIDA I was somewhat shocked to see my name was omitted from the lists of small groups in which we were to do the intense practical work that makes up the bulk of performance training. That this happened at the beginning of every term in my first year should have told me something. I worked hard, too hard. I strained and stressed my body and voice trying to make myself different, better, bigger, more actorly. My vowels were flat, my consonants indistinct, my posture was collapsed, my breathing shallow, my acting was forced. Whatever natural flair I had arrived with was battered and bashed out of me. If the tutors were not doing it, I was. (The atmosphere of drama school and theological college is not dissimilar.) The only area where I seemed to excel was in the History of Theatre, to which I assiduously applied my intellect. Books were read, assignments were typed up and handed in on time and, for the most part, marks were high. Most of my colleagues held the subject, if not its teacher, Peter Carmody, in seeming contempt, suffering it as some sort of pebble in a shoe worn on the road that had to be walked towards performance.

Looking through my notes of assessment interviews of my time at NIDA - and yes, they are kept in meticulous order - there is an undeniable theme in the record of the hardworking good bloke who, despite his nature and application, was not likely to make an actor's bum: my intelligence did not inform my performance; my body was stooped and bent in a way to stop the release of emotion; my voice, oh my poor, sad Australian tones which, for all my love of language, did not make the text soar. I scraped into promotion each time and the last year would have been told by someone with a stronger external eye that little was to be gained in the field. As one of the oldest - I was just 26 - I always seemed to be cast as an ageing, crumbling character in the background of the action. When it came to the graduation plays, I battled against the directors asking if only once I could be allowed to play a central role. John Clark wanted me to play Giles Corey in The Crucible. It may have been my salvation to play this heroic fool, a mixture of comedy and folly, but my wounded pride was not to have this. I held out for, and eventually, got the role of one of the ministers. Not Hale, as I aspired to, but The Reverend Samuel Parris.

Parris is an hysteric. He is panicky at the beginning of the play and he only ascends the ladder to the heights of emotion. I gave what I thought was an honest and heartfelt performance. It was terrible. On the opening night in the opening scene, I fluffed my lines. Harry Kippax, the aged doyen of critics, noted this unsteady start in his Sydney Morning Herald review before going on to praise the heroic performance of David Whitney. When I cry my face contorts into a clown-like visage. This real expression of pain was greeted on more than one occasion with howls of laughter. (The schools audience is an unforgiving one and it was to this constituency many of our performances was marketed.) On a number of occasions I returned to the dressing room in distress. The generosity of my colleagues was touching. Once I blubbed into the chest of Philip Dodd as he prepared to go on stage to restore order in the uproar of the court scene that was Act Three. I was acting my tits off and the bastards laughed. Of course, I was blaming them for what was clearly my lack of skill.

Such dramatic aspirations also affected my choice of agents' audition piece before our graduation. For this we were given a free slot on the stage of the Parade Theatre, after which we would press the flesh with the great and good, serving the wine which the administration had provided. I chose Martin Luther's speech from the end of Act Two in John Osborne's play about this father of the Reformation. In the scene Luther ascends the pulpit and declaims against the pope - 'papal decretals are the devil's excretals' - and then falls to his knees pleading and calling on God. 'Oh God, are you there?' If the writing of the scene were not already on the nose, my performance of it took it there. Dressed as trendily as I could manage, I tore the emotions to shreds. I thought, ‘This will get them; they will see me angry and they will see me cry. This will show them I can do anything’. A fellow student, Arky Michael, cagey as ever, did a cooking demonstration. What quite it had to do with acting I did not know and still do not. It was, however, blissfully eccentric and funny. It was unforgettable and showed him to be a performer of consummate fun and danger at the same time. He was taken on almost on the spot. In fact, agents were fighting to get to him.

After the auditions and the strained social, it was up to us to approach each agent in turn at their offices. There was a not-so hidden hierarchy and we approached them knowing full well that certain agents would know that we would only be knocking on their doors if we had not clicked with those higher up on our lists. I made my appointments with the big three: Bill Shanahan, Gloria Payton and June Cann. The format of each of these interviews played out a similar scene. I would be offered coffee and the agent, who seemed distracted by greater events than the potential of taking me on, would ask me how I liked NIDA and what I thought the future would hold. What it did not hold, in the case of each of them, was my being on their books. I was wished good luck.

My undiagnosed Coeliac Disease, along with a natural tendency to morbidity, combined to send me depression's way. Agent after agent treated me with undue respect and civility before telling me that they had more than enough artists already. That these very full books could be expanded to take on my fellow students after they had seen me increased my sense of inadequacy. In time, I picked up the phone to Central Casting. No-one else, as far as I knew, had slipped so low. 

The offices of Central Casting were in a windowless bowel of the Philip Street Theatre. A pleasant and extraordinary interview took place, in which Penny Williams spoke to me between phone calls while the producer Peter Williams yelled at me from his office on the other side of a curtain. Penny, I learned, had two books. One was for the voiceover work of Roger Climpson. The other was for all the other artists of the agency. On the wall behind Penny's desk, impossibly stacked with papers littering the surface, were some large pictures of the thoroughbreds of the stable: Roger Climpson, Geoff Stone and others. On the opposite wall were several ten by eights of the lesser actors. 'There are two walls here,' declaimed Peter. 'The stars and the others. Which one you stay on is up to you.' My photo, or my latest one in the series I had done, stayed stuck in the same place for the ten years I was with the agency.

An audition for Richard Tulloch's Theatre-in-Education company, Toe Truck, was reportedly well received but unsuccessful. He was gracious enough to suggest me to a number of other companies who were seeking actors and I found myself auditioning in the same room in Ultimo, doing the same pieces for various TIE teams from around Australia. In the end, almost miraculously to my mind, I was offered a six month contract with Crosswinds Theatre in Community Team in Benalla, Victoria.

It had profound impact. It meant I would earn my living as an actor and allowed me the first real opportunity of writing for performance. But it also set me on a course which led to a demolition of the emotional and relational structures that had sustained me through NIDA. It was selfish and uncaring and, ironically, eventually led me to Adelaide. There I auditioned for On Our Selection, a comedy featuring Steele Rudd’s famous father and son double act, Dad and Dave. I got the role of Sandy, which had been played by Mel Gibson in the original Sydney production. It was through that show I came into contact with a woman who was to become the enduring mark of sanity in my life. Her name was Adey Grummet.

A move to Sydney, where Adey joined the cast of Cats, her involvement in the Evensong choir at Christ Church Saint Laurence, an interest in the ABC radio programme Sacred Music combined to my opening a new dialogue with religion. This deepened when we moved to the United Kingdom. Adey has written about this with charm and humour in her book, Suddenly He Thinks He’s A Sunbeam. The long and short of it: I was performing in my first lead role as Jimmy Porter in John Osborne’s Look Back In Anger when I realised my life was going in a different direction.

IN OUR CUPS – HALF, FULL OR EMPTY

My father was a drunk. How harsh that sentence seems – both in its writing and its pronouncement. As I have pointed out many parallels between Ken and me, the implications of such a statement are daunting. Yet there was something about alcohol in Dad’s life, as it has been in mine, that can make it a very uncomfortable companion.

That is not to say my father was always inebriated. He was not. But drinking was part of an almost daily routine and he often drank to excess, especially at the end of a working day. The trajectory of his moods under the influence was a common one: a dropping of reserve, a jollity that was both charming and infectious, a dawning tendency to nitpick and criticise, sometimes progressing into full-blown belligerence and incontrovertibility. 

It gives me no pleasure to say that there have been times – which can reoccur if I am not vigilant – I have found myself on that same liquid-led course. I have seen, with no pride in the recollection, those whom I love most ducking for emotional cover when I have overstepped the alcoholic mark. My wife Adey refers to ‘the man in the bottle’. He is not always a jolly individual, as she tends to be under the influence. He can be like the character in Nick Lowe’s song, The Beast In Me, sung with confronting conviction by Johnny Cash on the first of his American recordings.

The beast in me
Is caged by frail and fragile bars
Restless by day
And by night rants and rages at the stars
God help the beast in me

The beast in me
Has had to learn to live with pain
And how to shelter from the rain
And in the twinkling of an eye
Might have to be restrained
God help the beast in me

Sometimes it tries to kid me
That it's just a teddy bear
And even somehow manage to vanish in the air
And that is when I must beware
Of the beast in me that everybody knows
They've seen him out dressed in my clothes
Patently unclear
If it's New York or New Year
God help the beast in me

Being alert to the beast in me has at times been hard work. I try to ensure that I am both of aware of my limits and keep to them. I am not always successful in that. I also try not to be the kind of drunk who takes refuge in the excess or boast of his exploits. It is a failing and one that needs astute supervision. 

The parallels between Ken and me could be blamed on many things: Irish heritage, genetic make up, a morose temperament, a personality that tends to rage outwardly and inwardly, the culture then associated with journalism, or simply a small capacity for alcohol. Yet it is a delusion to try to blame others for an inability to hold one’s drink. Too often many men resort to that excuse for both taking to the bottle and their behaviour under its influence.

There was a period of my growing up – well before I started regularly drinking myself – that Dad would return to the house worse for wear. It was in my first year at high school that I stumbled on the awareness that this was not universal. I was visiting the home of my friend Greg from school. Dinner was regimented in a different pattern to that which occurred in our home. Each family member had a designated seat. I was allocated that of Greg’s brother Chris, who was not in for the meal. Greg’s father Pat sat at the head of the table, eagerly rubbing his hands saying, ‘What’s for tea, wifey?’ I turned to Greg and asked, ‘Is it a special occasion?’ His reply was a blank look. ‘Your father’s home for tea,’ I offered by way of explanation. ‘Dad’s always here.’ It was at that moment I realised not all fathers headed straight to the pub after work. 

As Dad and we aged, his return to the family home got even later. He would bring home a block of chocolate to be divided among his children. My older siblings withdrew from the ritual of dividing and gobbling the spoils after Dad’s faltering key in the front door lock alerted them to his return. Sometimes we needed to open the door for him. As we got bigger even Vicki, Bronwyn and I, known as ‘the little ones’, lost interest in the chocolate. He stopped bringing it home. 

My brothers and sisters, apart from Bronwyn, recall the petering out of physical and emotional closeness as we got taller and more confident in ourselves. Dad was a fun, hands-on father when we were little. He began to withdraw this lightness as we grew into the independent individuals we have become. That remoteness increased as we all got older. We each found ways to relate to him as adults. It was a delight and a comfort to see that his grandchildren did not seem to suffer this distancing with age. Somehow the intimacy was maintained in the next generation. 

Some years later Mum told me that Ken found the growing antagonism of his increasingly teenaged and opinionated children difficult to take. She told him not to take our hormone-fuelled rants personally. For Dad, as it was for most of his children, everything seemed to be personal. His absences lengthened and, as a result, the distance between the generations widened.

Our evening meal had its own routine which Dad rarely witnessed. My studious brother Paul set the domestic timetable. He would emerge from the lounge room that had become his personal study just before 6.30 to watch the music programme GTK on the ABC. This was followed by the fifteen minute country soap, Bellbird. Tea would be eaten during the broadcast of the evening news and Paul, as well as those of us attending to homework, would return to his books. This put enormous pressure on Mum to whom no-one thought to lend a hand in the three meals: one for the older children, one for Vicki and me, and one for Bronwyn whose choices in food could only be described as bizarre.

My father’s expeditions to the toilet were never brisk. Dad always used the ‘old’ one, eschewing the newer and more spacious little room built as part of a 1960s extension, the work of ‘Jacky builder’. Of a morning Ken would head to the loo with the Sydney Morning Herald under his arm. He would sit there, dragging on a Rothmans, turning the pages, paying particular attention to the obituaries pages. He would return to the house, place the now fully perused paper on the breakfast table where we children would object to the real or imagined smell, and head off for his morning bath.

Evening excursions to the dunny took a different, but similarly predictable, course. Dad’s dinner would be set aside, either to dry out or char in the oven, or placed on a plate atop a saucepan on the stove. Mum would serve Dad with his shrivelled or reheated meal on his arrival only for him to leave the table to go to the toilet. He would postpone his assault on the meal after few exploratory cuts and chews for a visit that seemed to take an inordinate amount of time. On return to the table Dad would find the cat, one of his soberly christened and beloved Bobs, eating his now cooled again dinner. A cry of theatrical despair, like King Lear railing at the gods, would go up. Dad’s voice, tinged with existential angst, would ask, ‘Cat! Why do you persecute me?’

This bemused those of us for whom the experience was not painfully predictable. My siblings, one of who usually fingers me as the culprit, recall the cat being maliciously placed on the table as Dad quitted the room to vacate his bowels. 

There was a bellicose maudlinism that was released, like a floater in the eye, when Ken was in advanced inebriation. His words slurred, he would repeatedly recall some slight or intone a curse on a colleague or friend who had wronged him or taken advantage of his better nature. At his best he was heroic. He would boast of his prowess and strength in standing up for the right and his righteousness. At his worst he became a self-referential sad sack. Norma tolerated this with her pervasive calm. That was until the circularity of accusation, dissatisfaction and pain of injured pride and ignored genius became too much. 

Once again I feel timorous to admit that these elements have bubbled up in me. They can still. There is a tendency to explore and try to explain this effervescence, perhaps as a way of avoiding the revealed or submerged similarities between my father and me. The sad truth is that in unreasonable drunkenness I know that those around me, particularly Adey, have been unfairly treated. I could, like many others, seek refuge in a defence that there has never been a physical side in this, which is true. Verbal abuse, however, particularly a result of or affected by substances, is just as undermining and frightening for the victim.

The alarming part about drunken outbursts is that they can happen at the most inopportune times: the classic being the office Christmas party, where the unwary can implode a career; celebrations and mournings, such as weddings and funerals, where things are aired that should not be; the unravelling at a set piece through nerves or social dysfunction; occasions where hospitality is so lavish that the guest loses the capacity, desire and control to monitor adequately their intake. Whatever the venue or circumstances, the results can sadly be equally catastrophic. 

An abiding memory for a priest friend of mine was my father’s capacity to multitask. One evening Ken was sitting on the sofa with the television playing at an uncomfortably loud volume. At his right foot was a can of lager, known in Australia as beer. In one hand was his prayer book. Dad was saying his evening prayers, as he faithfully did at the end of the day. From time to time he would bend down, pick up the can and take a swig. With one eye on his breviary, the other on the unfolding saga of the broadcast of a Sydney Swans’ match, he alternately whispered to God in the set formal prayers or call out against the umpire and players. ‘He’s absolutely bloody useless,’ he would cry against a newly signed full-forward, only to follow it up with the hushed opening of the Magnificat. It was one of his best performances though, unlike many of my father’s idiosyncrasies, it was not really meant for spectators. 

My sister Vicki tells of another unique combination of Dad’s religious devotion and his seeming pathological dissatisfaction. She witnessed him pray his way through the set canticles, prayer cards and novenas to make his intercessions. She claims she could clearly hear him whisper, ‘Bloody Norma’ or ‘Bloody Kevin’. My name, she says, could not pass Ken’s prayerful lips without his use of the more sedate version of the Great Australian Adjective.

The bottle and its contents consumed a great part of my early journalistic income. Between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one I joined other hacks at one of two pubs across the road from the Fairfax building in Jones Street, Ultimo. Our favoured watering hole was the Great Western but for brief periods, usually after a dispute with the publican over one of the scribes’ bouncing cheques, the caravan moved one pub west to the Australian, which was usually a printers’ haunt. At lunch in 2013 with Kerry Myers, a journalist at The Sun when I was a cadet, who was at the time successor to Ken as editor of The Catholic Weekly, we both marvelled at the waste of time and money so enjoyably spent in bars avoiding intimacy and productive activity. We had essayed the experiment Tim Minchin describes in his song, Not Perfect, when he tried filling his body with wine. (Kerry was later awarded the same papal honour, Knight of St Sylvester, that Ken had received.)

Being a journalist for some years was a handy excuse for over-indulgence. You could pretend that lifting a glass with a contact was work. It was a certainly a hard drinking game but so were many others. I marvel now that people in dangerous occupations felt no more restraint than actuaries – my brother Paul is one – who would knock back three or four schooners during the lunch hour.

I have had to witness the destruction of individuals and observe the collateral damage in the lives around them through uncontrolled drink. The alcoholic seeks a thousand excuses before, if he ever does, he confronts the reality that drink is a prohibited activity. Denial of this fact allows, sometimes permanently and terminally, the destruction to continue. Eugene O’Neill’s actor James Tyrone describes it as the ‘good man’s failing’ in A Long Day’s Journey Into Night. In the assessment of a fellow writer’s shortcomings Dad once wrote that the man had fallen into ‘the journo’s trap’.

Once again, I cannot be sure how much of this is sprayed from my psychic decanter onto my father, but I fear both Ken and I have spent a fair share of our mornings in alcohol-fuelled remorse. The long hours propping up a bar were followed with dawns of resolution for future temperance only to be cast aside later in the day by the lure of fellowship over a quick one. 

Dad developed a taste for a shudder-to-think cocktails – red wine with lemon soda. I have related elsewhere how my mother intervened when I witnessed this crime against vintners, having purchased a couple of bottles of fine wine for a visit to my parents. I still think I could have pleaded justifiable homicide for what might have eventuated.

Repeatedly I call myself, as I had been called, to order when too much drink ends in my splashing into dangerous waters. Good cognacs were sloshed back, social barriers were smashed, outlandish opinions were aired. Awareness leads to restraint. Restraint prevents disorder. Disorder avoided has many benefits.

People can sometimes point to the Bible for a justification for drinking. I am often challenged by Muslims in the parish I serve about alcohol. I point out that Christianity does allow us to drink. The Psalmist says wine is a gift from God ‘to gladden the human heart’. (Psalm 104:15) And Jesus himself was a guest at a reception where, as the chief steward’s comments about the high quality of the wine which was water at the wedding of Cana suggests, the guests were presumably drunk. I do not point to these texts glibly. I am aware of many warning texts in the Bible. Nazirites eschewed wine and strong drink as part of their devotion to God. The Wisdom literature provides a quotation that I have never heard on the lips of a drinker:

Hear, my child, and be wise,
   and direct your mind in the way. 
Do not be among winebibbers,
   or among gluttonous eaters of meat; 
for the drunkard and the glutton will come to poverty,
and drowsiness will clothe them with rags. (Proverbs 23:19-21)

An angry drunk is often a very scary drunk. The combination of rage and alcohol is potent. Fights can erupt over imagined slights. Intervention and negotiation are pointless. Reason can be the first faculty to quit the scene. I have witnessed altercations over trifles which would go unnoticed in sobriety. It is also hugely damaging to people’s reputations.

I was once shocked when I heard myself described as ‘a borderline alcoholic with anger management issues’ by someone with whom I regularly work. What added injury to insult is that I had never drunk more than a glass of wine or cider in their company. I will admit that I had often been confrontational in certain areas of managing our common goals. It was an easy shot but it got home.

Keeping things in their proper context is part of the Christian calling. Celebration and weakness go hand in hand. Forgiveness and repentance are both one offs and ongoing. I was very struck by a comment of a colleague who works in rehabilitation of alcoholics. He told me that in his experience the only clients with whom he deals who make a lasting recovery are those who have some kind of religious faith. I have also seen, with some pain, people who have refused to enter the effective twelve step programme of Alcoholics Anonymous because of its mention of God, albeit in veiled terms. 

I do not believe my father was an alcoholic. Nor am I. I trust this is not a denial of reality. But I have seen in him and me the destabilising of personal and social life by misuse of drink. And I am aware that no-one is ever really safe in these matters. It is an area of ongoing challenge and vigilance. Without such an awareness anything might happen. To call on the saying attributed to the English reformer and martyr John Bradford, there but for the grace of God go I. That is a sobering thought.

ONCE A ONE, HOLY CATHOLIC…

The idea of catholicity is a complex one. Yet when we capitalise the adjective to Catholic, a host of presumptions, projections and prohibitions can follow. For many people being Catholic is about seeking to embrace the universal; for others it is about diversity. For others it still has very narrow definitional boundaries. Each Church Catholic – and there are several of them -  can seem to argue contradictory aspects of faith and order. Some of the niceties of thought and praxis are lost even on their adherents. What is it about the universality of faith that causes such problems? After all, Jesus said, ‘Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me scatters’ (Matthew 12:30). Or is the contrary view correct, as captured in the Lucan variation on this saying, ‘for whoever is not against you is for you’? (Luke 9:50)

Certainly as a Church of England catholic I have added confusion to the already heady cocktail of contradiction that makes for church politics. As a parish priest I am often asked if I am a Protestant. Such a question is understandable, when I allow it to be. After all, people will say, the Church of England was set up as an act of reformation. Yet my response does not always open the subject up for discussion. ‘I am not a Protestant,’ I will respond either calmly or irrationally. ‘I am a catholic.’ Often I am understandably then asked, ‘How can that be?’ An explanation is expected and it should be a reasonable one. Depending on my mood or lucidity, and the receptivity of my audience, what follows can be received well or ill. 

In the many layered divisions about women in the ordained ministry, ‘Catholics’ are usually portrayed as opponents. No attempt to persuade journalists and opinion-makers of a contrary view is easy. Indeed some journalists, as I did in the past, enjoy refusing to acknowledge that there may be an alternative reading of ‘catholic’. I have encountered this when trying to promote awareness of the objectives and work of the Society of Catholic Priests, of which I am a member. This intractability of the use of the word reflects an aspect of the intransigence and simple setting up of opposing views which counts for discussion in much of our public discourse. 

The Catholic Group in General Synod is a compendium of attitudes that seem to shout the word ‘No’ when it comes to women. Yet its leaders would suggest otherwise. They seek, as it states on the group’s website, to witness ‘to the universal faith and order of the Church, and to seeking the reunion of all Christian people’. Their arguments centre on a particular understanding that requires ‘traditionalists’ to have a particular provision in the structures of the church.

Catholicity is something the Church claims. The Church of England uses a version – each denomination tweaks the words to a certain degree – of the Nicene Creed. The creed states that ‘We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church.’ Yet those who claim to be catholic among its members are diverse, ranging from the broad left to the extreme right. Its adherents, including me, invoke the spirit of catholicity in its attacks and defences. 

An appeal to order is a common thrust in many an argument. Yet the question, ‘What kind of order?’ demands to be asked. Too often the response is, ‘The order we want’. Such an exchange is clearly the result of flawed thinking. Those who want to impute authority to their line of thought will invoke catholicity. To do so is for many catholic combatants to play their trump card. The one who insists on one holy, catholic and acceptable bishop stresses credentials that invoke circularity: a catholic bishop is one who agrees with their definitions and bias. Their opponents suggest that having a bishop who only ministers to like-thinking believers is sectarian, therefore not catholic. And so it goes on.

Much of the background to this is, of course, how we think about God. And this too can be complex. Among the scraps, torn pages and jottings of Dad’s papers is one of his reflections on this subject. Its provenance is not immediately discernible. It is impossible to determine if it is meant to be part of a projected larger piece – he was for some years scratching away at snippets for a novel to be entitled In Partibus Infidelium. These jottings contain aphorisms, random thoughts, and kernels for bigger works. 

If I were God I’d get fed up with some churchmen, speculators, exegetists, theologians, philosophers and even journalists telling me who I am (I am who am.) God knows who he is. 

That God endures this show that God is love. 

Ken Scully was a Catholic to his very core. In a world and age of shifting identities the C word for him was essential. I have used the formula ‘my catholicism is ontological’ in job applications and have been surprised when it goes unquestioned. Maybe it is true. Maybe that is why I have never got a clerical position by either application or interview since being recommended for ordination training.

For my father the breadth of the love of God and the Church should have been inextricable. Though even he had his limits. On the day of my ordination in St Paul’s Cathedral, I was making ready for the service by putting on my clerical uniform for the first time. This involved placing on a dog collar, something I had not wanted to do until after the bishop had laid his hands on me. The organisers had different views. I put the plastic strip into its casing on the collar when the phone rang. It was Dad, who rarely picked up the phone to call; almost never, unless in the case of an emergency, if long distance charges applied. ‘It’s not too late,’ he said. ‘Son, you don’t have to do this.’

Both my parents had been deeply upset by my moves into ministry. I had been told by my siblings that it disturbed them greatly. I had heard that Mum and Dad had variously wished that I had become a Buddhist, a Hare Krishna, anything but a priest in the Church of England. I have no doubt those views were formed by the seeming anti- Roman Catholic Anglicanism that formed and subsists in the city of my birth.

Being a catholic obviously matters to those inside the Church. Yet for many outside and in the organisation such a view is aspirational, or even delusional. It is something a commonplace to observe that God must cry or laugh when he looks at our efforts to be His people. 

The Catholic – Roman-, Anglo-, or any other brand – struggles with a perennial problem: how do you include all people while retaining the essence of exclusivity with the label? Much of Christian life involves those seeming polarities. We are the true believers. How can we involve ourselves in the true mission of the church while isolating ourselves from other, lesser manifestations of the faith? Growing up in the fag end of sectarian Australian expressions of faith culture in Sydney reinforced this. (Though I am still amazed by the virulent anti-catholic element of some evangelicalism there.) We were forbidden even to cross the threshold of a church of another denomination without the express permission of our parish priest.

This intransigence was once overcome on the advice of my father. My cousin Anne Eagar suggests that my grandmother Ellen Dwyer and my great-uncle, her brother, had been invited to their nephew Paul Munro’s wedding, which was to take place in an Anglican church. The prospect of going to such a church went against the grain of so much culture. Their non-attendance at the nuptials would have been potentially hurtful to the groom, his bride and their families. Ellen had effectively brought up Paul, and his sisters, Joan, Margaret and Anne, in their early years on the property Enmore after their father had died. Their mother, Margaret, universally known as Toot, stayed working in Lithgow. Each of the children was later sent to board at Catholic schools: the girls to Santa Sabina in Strathfield and Paul under the charge of the Christian Brothers at Waverley. 

Anne says it was Ken who noted that the service was non-eucharisitc and, as such, would not involve priestly ministry. He suggested that this would allow Nan and her brother to attend the wedding with a clear conscience. Catholic order would not be subverted and a greater good – the celebration of the marriage of Paul and his wife, Jane – would be served. 

It was not always plain sailing. In my first year at high school a visiting priest, a Fr McGovern, spoke to us as part of the annual recruitment drive for the priesthood and religious life. A bit later this was widened to a double act – Fr Kerry Bayada pitched for the secular priesthood; Brother Peter Hancock, who was later one of my inspiring English teachers at St Patrick’s College -  took a similar role for the Christian Brothers. I recall these visits vividly. There must have been some ground for my consideration of vocation. 

Fr McGovern’s performance was unforgettable. No doubt egged on by the contrary nature of adolescent youth, the priest laid out the well-regarded stall: we were blessed to be of the one true faith and that all else need either conversion or compassion. This was because, no matter how good their lives or sincere their belief, they were damned. Similar arguments have been laid before me by fellow Anglicans both in England and Sydney, as well as Muslims and Jews. Their sense of being right is, like Fr McGovern’s was, unsettling. 

It needs to be admitted that the Bible does contain texts that support this aspect of exclusion. Many point to Jesus’s telling of Thomas, ‘I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.’ (John 14:6) This much cited quotation, however, follows a more generous attitude: 

Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also. (John 14: 1-3)
 in God, believe also in me. In my Father’s house there are many dwelling-places. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?
Biblical interpretation is inevitable. It also raises the question of which aspect has priority and how it should be assessed. Too often citing texts avoids this: you take your pick and use the quote you have chosen to support your point. Religious discussions can be like that: choose your weapon, stand back and fire. Some people worry about the inerrancy of scripture. They claim, falsely, that there are no contradictions in the holy book. Once again we are in the whirlpool of argument.

Catholicity points me to three elements: order, discipline and practice. I cite these three aspects because in many ways they were common to Ken and me. Not that we shared how these elements were expressed. Too much good disagreement would have vanished if that were the case. In fact, we found much in them to be at loggerheads. 

There is a story that I heard for the first time after Dad’s death which brought together these elements. It surprises me that I had never heard it; perhaps I was deaf to any experience of my father’s over my own. As a member of Lark Force, Dad was one of those who had been given the order to make his way from to places of evacuation in Rabaul. This was no sustained or organised retreat. The order was ‘Every man for himself.’ There are some appalling stories: men captured, killed by the Japanese, a ship mistakenly torpedoed by the Americans with the loss of over a thousand Australian soldiers.

Ken penned a number of accounts of his experience which are in the Strathfield collection of his papers. His testimony over part of this to a military enquiry is also available on line. Here the tale turns to the stuff of legend. When he got to the bay there was flying boat bobbing in the water. With no craft available to cover the distance, he set out to swim. As he did so, he made a vow to the Blessed Virgin Mary that, should he be successful, he would pray to her every day. When he reached his goal, a voice from the open door of the flying boat said, ‘Sorry, mate, we’re full’. From inside came the voice of another soldier. ‘Whose kitbag is this?’ Someone owned up to it. ‘You know what to do.’ The bag was jettisoned and my father was hauled aboard, the boat’s door closed, and he was among those repatriated. Ken kept his vow. He had learned his prayers growing up. He had the discipline to say them every day. And he had a personal order to ensure the practice was maintained.

When I was in the process of discerning my vocation to the priesthood, something I had put off in my teens, a range of issues surfaced. I thank God that I was aware of the burden celibacy, compulsory then for Roman Catholic priests, would be to me. This awareness over piety is perhaps best expressed in a conversation which I had with a teacher in a parish school many years later. She asked, with that insouciance some people have when speaking with clergy, what sort of teenager had I been. What were my interests and passions? I recall the shock on her face when I said I was like most youths. ‘All that really interested me,’ I told her, ‘was getting my hands up a girl’s shirt.’

Order needs regulation. The process and procedures can vary but there was something in Ken that made him both a loyal team player and something of a ratbag on the sidelines. I expect much the same could be said of me. Dad for many years toed the party line by virtue of his 27 years of employment with the official mouthpiece of the Catholic church in Sydney. He could, at the same time, be capable of reasoned and impassioned criticism of those who set policy. Pope John Paul II had a special place in my father’s heart, especially when he awarded him his Knighthood of St Sylvester. The same pontiff, as they both entered their suffering twilight years, was described by Dad as ‘that conservative old Pole’.

Ken would proudly tell people not long after he had met them that he had received an honour from the Vatican. He would often go on almost immediately to say how he had to restrain himself when, some months later, Rupert Murdoch was also given a papal knighthood. People would think the two old Australians had received the same award. This was not so. Dad was a Knight of St Sylvester; Murdoch was awarded a Knighthood of St Gregory.

For all that, Dad remained loyal to the institution which he saw as God’s revelation to humanity properly channelled. This loyalty remained even when it dumped on him, as certainly my mother considered it had, on his termination from long service. She refused to read The Catholic Weekly until her death. Dad saw there was an hierarchy that maintained order, no matter one’s private objections. That order was seen in the church’s doctrine. It was the lot of the faithful to follow the duly elected - some would argue divinely appointed – leadership. Some matters were up for discussion; others were not. 

I am in no place to determine how much my father’s attitudes led to his papal knighthood. The honour which he received in 1991 gave him inordinate satisfaction. The award was for his services to the Church and journalism. These aspects of his life were to the fore in a reception in his honour at the Catholic Club (now renamed the Castlereagh Club) on his retirement from the paper. At this Dad was awarded a Life Membership of the club. An account of the function appears in Clubman Junior, the journal of the Catholic Club, dated July 1976.

His Lordship Bishop Clancy, supporting Mr Smith’s remarks, spoke in laudatory terms of Ken, not only as a journalist but as a humble and gentle man and one who carried his Catholic faith as a banner for all to see. 

It is hard to describe how much hilarity the phrase ‘humble and gentle’ evinced from my siblings when I read it to them. That may seem unfair but when my brother Paul and I mentioned Ken’s explosive side at his funeral – Paul in his eulogy, I in my sermon – people were puzzled. They had simply not encountered it. 
For my part, I seek to reassert the order, discipline and practice as the outworking of being catholic. Again I contend that these three aspects point to a kernel of the faith. It reflects the triune nature of God. The one God above, in and through all, is manifested in different ways –as creator, redeemer and sustainer. These three showings are traditionally deemed persons, a term that has led to much confusion. It is hard to set oneself against thousands of years of tradition, but I believe many fail to understand the concept of persons, let alone their being expressed as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. People of concrete thought can often separate the entities which, as we are expected to know, is a misunderstanding of basic doctrine. It is worse than that; it is heretical.

The three outworkings of being Catholic were clearly to be seen in my father’s life. He was respectful of the church’s order while reserving disapproval or even contempt for some individuals who held positions of authority. This blindness to systemic faults is perhaps best seen in parallel to the way Americans look at the presidency. Even an out-and-out crook like Richard Nixon escaped prosecution because he resigned his post. Many believe that to impeach the president would have impaired the standing of the highest office in the nation.

Dad loved the Church. He loved it because to him it played out the way God worked: He blessed us by drawing us into loving relationship with Him, revealed Himself in the particularity of Jesus (not always helpfully referred to as the Son of God) and sustains us in the form of those He called to follow him in worship and service to others, be they fellow believers or not. This order is meant to channel God’s grace through signs, the sacraments. Anyone who has been prepared by me for Confirmation will know what a sacrament is – an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace. 

Discipline has two possibly contradictory aspects. The first is that which is exercised by an organisation on its members. It is responsible for the maintenance of order. The second is more personal. Adherents to a code or faith are by their membership agreeing to act in a manner which reflects the disciplines of the organisation. For a church member this can involve respect for the hierarchy, but it can also mean that certain personal rights and interpretations are ceded to a higher authority. The simple definition for a Roman Catholic, as my father would remind me in one of our many heated arguments, is ‘You can’t pick and choose. You believe the lot or none of it at all’. What was to be believed is set by the Magesterium, whose definitions are overseen by the Curia. 

This concept of always being right, typified by the maxim that the Roman Catholic church is one where everything is illegal until it becomes compulsory, is one that cannot but help lead to friction. Certainly in the house I lived in with my father there were many examples of where his children thought the Church was lacking. Many social issues show the diversity of flashpoints for the believer: financial oppression, contraception, interventions around the time of death, sexual orientation being but four of them.

The Roman Catholic church, unlike many of those who worship under its aegis, assumes an oversight of people which many individuals clearly dispute. There are many openly expressed divergences from the official line about divorce, birth control, euthanasia and the nature of the priesthood. The now abandoned insistence that clergy be celibate is a case in point. How this is worked out is casuistry of the highest order: allowing Anglican ministers who have wives and families to be ordained, while denying single ordained men the possibility of marriage is a puzzlement worthy of a koan. Yet the discipline allows this. If the Church says it is okay, then it is. The single man who is ordained and seeks a partner in life must leave the sacred ministry. One may become a priest through a different route. For some time the Roman church suggested that married clergy could live with their wives, but as a man lives with his sister. This fiction has been abandoned. (A similar preposterous suggestion resides in the Church of England, where a homosexual man who is ordained must deny any physical manifestation of his sexuality with his partner.) 

I was spared much of this in my desire to explore under girl’s blouses. The Roman hierarchy has decided that anyone with a pre-existing condition of Coeliac Disease cannot be ordained. If it is diagnosed post-ordination, it is permitted. Ordination cannot be undone. I was not diagnosed with this intolerance to gluten, thereby carrying an innate inability to eat ‘real’ bread, until after my marriage. So I am doubly soiled. But I am sure someone, somewhere, could find a loophole if the Roman Catholic church authorities now wanted me back. Which I doubt they do.

Discipline makes sense in its observance by individuals and groups. Yet this is not as straightforward as it may seem. It is more a dialogue, of seeking to submit oneself to authority while reserving the right to work out how that is embodied in one’s own life. There is, not surprisingly, a tension in this. Parts of who we are find it difficult to fit into the template designed by authority. That is no bad thing. Seek to engage in an ongoing conversation between external and internal factors is part of daily life. It is the stuff of everyday morality. What makes it compelling is the nature of the dialogue. Too often those conversations remain hidden. Making them public is part of discipline.

In many ways this place a burden on an individual. The organisation has formulated areas and activities to which its members adhere (or, at least, seek to). This adherence can lead to growth or restriction. That can depend on both the organisation and its members. 

The Church is a particular case in point. Sections of both catholic and protestant denominations accuse the other of mind-control. The much vaunted Jesuit maxim, ‘Give me a child until the age of seven, and I will show you the man’, has a kernel of truth in it. Likewise it is sadly predictable that some people who come to faith through programme-led churches end up mouthing a script composed of a lexicon that ranges little from the self-referential.

Some churches own up to a technique called ‘heavy shepherding’. They use a system by which someone ‘comes alongside’ another person – though to my mind this is more like a prolonged playing of the line, like a fisherman, to hook an individual. Having done this, the person is kept under supervision through a period of intense church-related activity. This often denies access to family, friends and pastimes outside the church’s remit. Having encountered people who are thus moulded, and hearing the predictable script that falls from their mouths, it is inevitable that I admit I view this less with ambivalence than contempt.

Yet, again, we have to allow that an individual’s commitment is required for discipline to work. True, at its worst, people are brainwashed into becoming religious automata. But many people are also thoughtfully committed to both faithful worship and social outreach. Discipline can be cynically commanded, a kind of vicious domineering, but it can also be a dialogue through individuals can grow by adopting, following, and questioning, the practice of a church. 

It is in this that Ken was a stalwart. When I was a director of ordinands – a post that combined responsibilities for the selection and training of would-be priests – I would encounter candidates who simply refused to accept the decision of those whose task it was to decide their future. If the body of advisors, the name of whom routinely morphs as does the acronym to identify them, decided that someone should not go forward it was inevitably hurtful. What alarmed me, however, were the ones who then decided that they personally discerned their vocation as opposed to that of the collective church process. Simply, God had told them that they should be leaders; the Church of England could go hang. Many of these, if they were not trying to prove the hierarchy’s foolishness in rejecting them by presenting themselves again, would go to other churches and try to sell their pastoral potential there. Most of those who did this were either serially disappointed or ended up in situations that others had sought to protect them from. They just could not accept the discipline of the Church. 

Dad was seventeen-years-old in March 1938 when he entered the juniorate of The Congregation of Discalced Clerks of the Most Holy Cross and Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ, more easily rendered as the Passionists. He took the religious name Denis of the Sorrowful Virgin. This was chosen by or for him from a list of available names. A priest of that name was a member of the congregation in the United States of America. Baptised Michael Galvin, Father Denis is recorded on a website as having died in 1935.

After two years Ken moved from St Ives in Sydney to join the order’s novitiate in Goulburn. (Incidentally, the splendid Italian stations of the cross, now in the grounds of the Passionist monastery in Glen Osmond, Adelaide, were at Goulburn until 2001.) 

The Passionists’ archives record, ‘K.Scully received holy habit Jan 24, 1941 but was advised he has no vocation after six months of novitiate’. There is a photo of Dad beaming while dressed in his religious rig in the family collection. The substance of Fr Raymund’s letters to Dad follow Ken’s departure from the monastery. He was nineteen-years-old. 

This period of discernment is, by Roman Catholic standards, a brief one. Seminarians spend about six years in formation. As Thomas Keneally, Ken’s bête noir, put it in his debut novel, The Place at Whitton, when writing of two men approaching the end of their time in seminary:

Counting of days and years was the lot of poor fellows who were a year or two back from where Buchanan and Wadell stood on the rim of eternity. Counting of years and days and numbering of minutes was the lot of those who weren’t sure yet, who doubted their motives or their powers, who had been afflicted with lassitude or had met a dazzling girl once and still carried a knot of love round in their chest. But Buchanan and Wadell were safe. They walked with that inevitable lambent certitude you see in new parliamentarians or in betrothed stenographers strutting amongst their unspoken-for colleagues.

Church of England ordinands train for two or three years before being deployed. Their first curacy is supposed to be part of their training. For those who train on courses, rather than in residential colleges, the exposure is both more dispersed and concentrated: one or two evening classes a week over a couple of years, with a number of residential weekends. In all, it is a short period compared with the Roman Catholic church. There is an increasing trend to prepare candidates for ordination through the courses. The percentage of those who are removed from training once the decision has been made to approve their ordination is much lower in the Church of England than for those in the Roman discipline. 

In my own case it was determined that I should undergo a two year Certificate in Theology while a member of a college in Oxford. Despite the rhetoric of each student being given a tailor-made course, I entered a theological training sausage machine. It could not adapt to the fact that I could, as I showed, do concentrated academic work to a relatively high standard. My lacking a degree, for reasons too tedious to relate, and what I took to be an English assumption that Australians are thick, meant I was only allowed to do a short course. 

In the end this was a blessing. A mixture of events, the most important being the General Synod’s 1992 vote to allow women into the ranks of priesthood, and personalities at St Stephen’s House meant that two years was about all I could endure without injury to others or myself. 

Despite the confessional and personal differences, training in both denominations contains an element of doubt when it comes to the quality of individual candidates for ordination. Dr Stenner, the principal of Thomas Keneally’s place at Whitton, muses on his charges’ desire to serve as clergy:

No! That would be a psychological impossibility. Because it’s not enough simply to be a priest. They want to worthy priests. No man wants to be a walking mockery. If they were sure they wouldn’t be worthy, they’d leave this place.

That decision was made for Kenrick Scully. Some of his children believe he carried that hurt for much of his life. I can say, for my part, that in the twenty years since my ordination I am regularly called to account by own conscience in these matters. Too often for my own comfort I find myself lacking.

What compels me and many other priests is a discipline that is the result of a dialogue between external demands and inner compulsion. Church of England clergy are supposed to pray publicly in the parish church daily after the ringing of a bell. As with many other regulations, such as those relating to authorised services, this canon of the church is often more evident in its breach than observation. 

Gathering for, or conducting on one’s own, morning and evening prayer is a regular, public part of priesthood. The office has sustained many priests, as it has me, among many barren and difficult times. A similar discipline in regular attendance at, or celebration of, the eucharist, contact with a spiritual director, meditation and annual retreats is considered by many a minimum for survival. This can take a formal Rule of Life which, for me at least, is one I share with members of the Society of Catholic Priests.

A key part in Ken’s life was within the discipline he maintained in his public and private devotions. Some of these were joyfully singular. I have written elsewhere of the trinity in unity: night prayer, lager and television viewing. He was a regular communicant, penitent and reader of religious works. This latter aspect was facilitated in some way by the book reviews he wrote for a number of publications. It was no bad thing to be edified, encounter new ideas while being paid to prepare public opinions. On his death my family asked me to take delivery of Dad’s prayer books – I have often wondered whether they should go to the ACU archive – which chart so many events in the form of prayer cards stuffed into them: first masses, ordinations, memorial cards, requests for prayers for the deceased. These have a classic form: an image – we used to call them holy cards – on one side, and the accompanying bespoke text printed on the reverse. 

The final key aspect of catholicity is practice. It is essential that a Catholic practise the faith. For some, those words have a loaded meaning. They mean going to mass. There was also a sinister element involved: if you weren’t practising the faith, you were not really a Catholic at all.

In many ways discipline, in the same way it embraces authority, requires practice. It is not enough to say one observes, or even believes in, the faith of the church. One has to make good observation through practice. For a cleric this is relatively easy: say your prayers, conduct public services according to authorised rites, administer the sacraments of the Church. For a lay person it is much the same: regular Sunday worship, a personal life of prayer and devotion and engagement in some social outworking of the faith. 

It is not up to me to judge my father’s worthiness. It is appropriate, though, that I state that, as far as I am able to do so, he maintained a threefold Catholic life: he lived it out under authority; he maintained a personal discipline that was both reverent yet questioning; he maintained a public practice of the rites of the church. It is my aspiration to do the same.

Of course, these three elements – authority, discipline and practice – can come into conflict with each other. When a Pope says Anglican orders are null and void or that even the very question of whether a woman can be ordained is not allowed to be aired, the dialogue can become heated. The threefold legs of faith can wobble. No wonder I began this chapter by suggesting that the idea of catholicity can be a complex one. 

AN HOMEBUSH BOY IN OUR HOUSE

‘The bishop’s arse was itchy.’

The opening sentence of this chapter is part of a legend; or has become so in the life of the Scullys. So laden with explosive emotion is this sentence that, had my father’s tempers been flammable, he would have vanished in a puff of smoke on hearing it. It would be as if a burning broken matchstick had fallen on to his plastic trousers to spark a small fire, as happened from time to time, and gone to its logical conclusion. As it was, there was a double burn: first to the garment itself, and then from the melted fabric on to his skin. This entailed two screams of anguish. The bishop’s backside had a similar twofold pain: the words themselves and the story they unlocked.

There were many triggers to Ken’s cries and rants: misplaced keys, sloppy grammar, disrespect for the church’s hierarchy, the political leadership of the day, the kids, the cat and, of course, the diminishing powers of rugby league players. ‘They can’t run without their legs, Chris.’ Even the flaming match on his trousers could set him off.

One especial detonator was a name – Tom Keneally. Having learned of the irritant quality of this world-renowned author’s name to my father’s psyche, I would delight in exposing its charge to tripping. Sometimes all it took was, ‘You knew Tom Keneally, didn’t you, Dad?’

The responses were predictable in temper and lexicon: ‘That bloody bower bird!’ The accusations would follow, with concomitant rises in Dad’s blood pressure. For my father it seemed that Mr Keneally’s success had been misplaced. I sought to reason with his unreason: someone who had consistently plied the writing game would find it difficult to sustain such an output based on a sleight of authorial hand. 

Dad would fulminate. He could become inconsolable. Thomas Keneally, the Homebush boy who had produced the book that led to the film Schindler’s List, had in his eyes ruined John Dawes’s chances of novelistic fame. My reaction to this was consistently risible. Despite our both having slipped several times on the rungs of the publication ladder, I always supposed Dad’s ire against another writer was based on envy – unlike mine, of course.

I had heard many versions of the crimes against Keneally. The variant accounts had one consistent accusation: Keneally had used the opening line of a John Dawes’s novel in a short story. In doing so, the projected magnum opus had been spoiled. There was no point in tying to peddle his prose to publishers or agents now the first five crucial words had been released to the public.

The story had always fascinated me. Had Dad, like many others, had a good idea, a key phrase, an arresting opening from which an imagined work of genius could not help but flow? But had he, again like myriad other writers, been unable to cast the creative output that followed his cleverly crafted opening? (As, indeed, I had for many years with this book.)

According to Ken’s often heated account, the alleged infringement of creative copyright occurred when Mr Keneally was working as a proof reader at The Catholic Weekly after his leaving St Patrick’s seminary in Manly. Keneally has written about this part of his life with verve and insight. In Dad’s diverse recollections it was he who gave Tom the financial lifeline he needed to make his re-entry into the world from the semi-cloistered life of a to-be priest. 

In the lead up to, and during, the research and writing of this book, the issue of the short story that allegedly assassinated the novel enticed me. How could I investigate the multi-layered aspects of the scenario? Was there any way to authenticate or discount part, parts or whole of the story? What if it were true? Or what, as I had more than fleetingly imagined, it were merely a product of years of imploded dissatisfaction fuelled by lager in Ken?

There were some parallels between Kenrick Scully and Thomas Keneally. Both had tested a vocation to the priesthood. The former had done so in a monastic order, the latter as a secular priest. In his personally typed biography Dad gives no insight into why he found his vocation to the priesthood lacking. Neither had he ever revealed whether the decision to leave the novitiate of the Passionists was his own or his superiors’ decision. 

There is a splendid photo in the custody of one his children of a smiling young novice in a cassock and cloak. How he came to re-enter the world is dealt with in the archived biography in this way:

In 1939 he went to the Passionists Fathers juniorate at St Ives and in 1941 to the novitiate at Goulburn. 

That year he came back to civil life and was employed as a proof reader a the NSW Govt Printer.

Thus the dual aspects of Ken’s life – religion and words – are dispensed with. 

Dad would usually respond to enquiry that he had left the Passionists to join the army during the war. That is partly true. In research for this book I made contact with Jim Yeo, a volunteer at the Passionists’ archive which is housed at what was St Brigid’s Retreat, Marrickville, which was the childhood parish church attended by the Scully family. Their accounts of Dad’s time with them are similarly brief. Mr Yeo emailed me to say:

There is not a lot of information available. Records indicate that Kenrick John Scully arrived on 30 March 1938. Religious name was Denis of the Sorrowful Virgin. He studied in 1939 and 1940. (Presumably at the Juniorate). He arrived at the novitiate on 9 January 1941. An entry in the records book states - ‘K. Scully received holy habit Jan 24th 1941 but was advised that he has no vocation after 6 months of novitiate.’ It is recorded that he left on 28 June 1941.

Keneally has written of his unique but similar path in more detail. A memoir, Homebush Boy, covers the ground of his growing up in the western suburbs of Sydney, attending St Patrick’s College, Strathfield and discerning a call to the priesthood. It ends with his imminent departure for the seminary. He has recounted in various places about what led him to quit it. It is hard to imagine Keneally, having realised his unsuitability for the clerical life, would express his regrets as Ken did in a poem that his children selected for use on a memorial card after his death.

Fiat Voluntas Tua

(For Hilaire Belloc)

I was not called

To that exalted lot,

To hold the Holy Bread –

God willed it not.

No hand to raise and fall

With words of absolution

At life’s triumphant, final hour

Nor decree baptismal pouring –

Not my resolution!

But given me a pen

And words to spin therefrom

To keep the truth for men –

He willed it thus!

The pursuit of earning a living by some form of writing and higher literary ambitions became his lot. 

The Strathfield campus for the Australian Catholic University was once the Training College for the Christian Brothers. It was a short walk from St Patrick’s where Thomas Keneally, my brother Paul and I went to school, albeit at different times. The chapel remains the centre of the foundation, with its other facilities spanning in an arc from it. 

The Kenrick Scully collection of papers is now in the library at Strathfield and it consists of a prodigious array of writings: reportage, criticism, features, a surprising number of children’s stories, poetry, drama, journalistic and creative prose. Six albums contain much of this material, which Ken had deemed worthy of retaining in his chaotic study. There are also typescripts and manuscripts that did not get an editor’s approval. There is one unpublished novel, They Shall Not Contemn, which miraculously runs to the exact number of pages of the exercise book in which he wrote mostly in lead pencil, bearing the words, ‘The End, John Dawes. 1944’ It is an extraordinary document, written in a free-flowing hand with minimal corrections. 

There are other stories, typed on the now lost foolscap sized paper. There are also fragments, drafts and sketches of what was intended to be expanded at a future date. In all this heady mix of material there is no draft, sketch, outline, manuscript or typed evidence of any that begins with the words, ‘The bishop’ arse was itchy’.

Dad claimed this arresting opening had two ideas, of which I can only guess at his punctuation, about which he was emotionally opinionated as other things. 

The bishop’s arse was itchy; he had something on his mind. 

In an undated handwritten letter to me, Dad aired his perennial grievance.

I am thinking of resurrecting the writing of my novel which Thom Keneally so kindly wrecked by pinching the opening lines for a short story he wrote for the Bulletin while he was assisting as proof reader at the C.[atholic] W.[eekly]. He’s always been a bit of a bower bird – (Ah! that phrase again!) – and I like a fool discussed my project with him.

As mentioned, this is one of a number of variant accounts on the matter. In other ones it was Ken himself who gave the rudderless Keneally employment. Intrigued by many aspects of this dissonant recollection, I made a tenuous overture to Thomas Keneally’s agents in Australia. I placed before them a general query, centring on his employment at The Catholic Weekly following his quitting of the seminary. Mr Keneally made contact. He said, ‘I did work at the Weekly – an almost forgotten but no unpleasant part of my career as lost soul following the seminary’.

Emboldened I put to him the situation as I then understood it to be: that both my father ‘and he had the same/a similar opening sentence for a short story/book.’ I admitted that I had found no trace of this in either Keneally’s or John Dawes’s output. Again, Mr Keneally graciously responded.

I would love to claim I had a book beginning with that fine sentence, but am sad to say it’s apocryphal.

I’d be grateful if you spread the story though.
He said he would be happy to continue contact over the matter but my proposed time in Sydney coincided with his being away in America. My intended attempt to follow it up in Australia was frustrated by failing to take his contact details with me on the trip on the off chance he would be in Sydney. 

On going through Dad’s archived papers I came across another redacted account of his grievance against Thomas Keneally. It varied from other versions I had heard or read. It did, however, mention something none of the others had – a title. It was The Sky Burning Above Me. Relishing research, I set out to find this story and seek to disprove or confirm Ken’s obsessionally held grievance. 

I thought to approach a Keneally scholar, of whom I believed there must be many. He has significant body of work, embracing a wide range of interests and styles. Seeking such an expert proved more difficult than I expected even in this search engine-driven cyberworld. An internet trawl did come up with a profile by Peter Pierce in The Australian newspaper of December 2, 2009. It produced a pearl that repeated dives had so far failed to find: Keneally’s first published piece was in the Bulletin of June 23, 1962. The Sky Burning Up Above The Man was attributed to Bernard Coyle, a pseudonym drawing on the author’s mother’s maiden name. 

Compulsory registration as a reader at the State Library of New South Wales preceded a visit to inspect the editions of the Bulletin archived on microfilm. Within minutes of gaining access to the library I spooled onto a machine a film which held the edition I was looking for. There in front of me with a line illustration was a story that began:

People in Peninsula were used to Peninsula College. Yet still, after eighty years, they failed to understand the young men who occupied it.

The setting is a seminary, fictionalised, but arguably identifiable as Patrick’s, Manly. The story centres on a man’s leaving the priesthood after a romantic engagement with a woman. In the arc of the narrative there are references to various priests and members of the college hierarchy. One section was particularly evocative of the personal style of one prelate who was kneeling in the chapel next to the story’s protagonist.

This man was princely. He never betrayed himself into scratching the back of his head, blowing his nose heartily, wringing his hands or spilling food on his clothes. A literary friend of Dan’s, speaking once of this statuesque impeccability, promised to write a novel beginning, ‘The bishop’s arse was itchy’. 

Seeing those oft-quoted words sent a visceral thrill through me. But they came with a distancing attribution, midway through a reflective narrative about one man’s decision to leave the Catholic priesthood. 

My research in to my father’s papers was subject to a certain amount of frustration. Not long after the History Company had done is work, putting into files boxes and albums the various elements of Dad’s extensive but, until their involvement, carelessly curated collection, some members of the Scully family visited the university. To my horror my nephew Michael had been allowed to remove some files. This led to a distance-challenged personal campaign to retrieve them and restore to their place in academe. That took some years but in 2013, after a couple of false leads described elsewhere, they made their way back to me and, in turn, to ACU.

In the errant paperwork were a number of works including They Shall Not Contemn. Nowhere could I locate any document that began with, ‘The bishop’s arse was itchy.’ There is one, possibly redacted, lead. In Dad’s papers are two typescript papers in poor condition. One, an Introduction to what was clearly intended to be a major work, In Partibus Infidelium, commended with a framework about faith and humour. Another, on page 3, reads:

Chapter One

BACKGROUND TO THE DISPUTE

The Bishop’s ear was itchy. It always was when he got excited. Therefore, with a cable from the Vatican in his left hand, His Lord the Most Rev. Gringold Crassmore D.D., D.Litt., Titular Bishop of Micromosmia in partibus infidelium, was walking around his study tugging alternatively with his right hand, at his nose and starboard ear. 

It was an interesting discovery but what could be drawn from it? Was it a coincidence? That authors from similar backgrounds might have common material to draw from? Ultimately, I believe it confirms nothing. Yet for my father there was half a lifetime of resentment against a man who had both succeeded and found fame where he had ambitions. 

I have tended to describe myself as ‘an over-achieving mediocrity’. There is something stronger than self-effacement in this description. I have long held hopes for literary success. A number of plays and novels have been turned down with suggestions that I keep at it. Others were dismissed outright. The parallels between father and son subsist. Where they diverge is how we retained records. Dad kept encouraging remarks. I have kept everything. 

What could lead to this stockpiling and filing of rejection letters? Do I harbour some sense of superiority, wanting to rub agents’, publishers’ and producers’ noses in it if and when the longed for big break arrives? I recall a wonderful act of hubris when a company formed to present John O’Donoghue’s play, Essington Lewis – I Am Work at the Stables Theatre in Sydney posted a series of letters it had received from companies in response to it seeking sponsorship. Each had politely rejected the overture apart from one which was framed, almost garlanded like a deity in a Hindu restaurant, promising financial support for the venture.

There is no question that Ken Scully, as John Dawes or under his own name, achieved much in the literary world. Yet he appeared to feel something in his ambitions were unfulfilled. Or this perhaps my projection of my own self-deprecation on to my father?

We addressed such issues in our correspondence. He received support and encouragement in his formative years from the Passionist Fr Raymund. Dad served much the same office for me. Indeed, separated by half a century, the priest and the former editor gave similar counsel: lack of publication in no way belittles the effort of creativity and it is certainly not a token to be traded for love and affection that we even entertained such thoughts points to something beyond and writing and publication. I have sought to reflect on those issues elsewhere, especially in The Cult of Perfection.

DO NOT GO GENTLE

In 2005 I took a holiday to Australia. It had been my practice since moving to the United Kingdom at the end of the bicentenary of the arrival of the white colonisers in the Great South Land in 1988 to take shorter ‘at home’ breaks in order to amass longer amounts of leave and money to fund long haul trips. So, every two or three years I would spend up to five weeks catching with my friends, former colleagues and family.

A solid amount of these visits, which usually took in at least two Australian states, was on the Central Coast of New South Wales where Ken and Norma had lived since Dad ‘retired’ from The Catholic Weekly in 1976. It was at the converted holiday house in the once sleepy hamlet of Bensville – a typical paradisial setting transformed in time into the suburban inanities in which Australia specialises – that I spent time with my parents. And that also meant engaging in sometimes heated verbal swordplay with my father.

Those times were, and remain, a source of great love, comfort and potentially explosive pain. At the end of my first visit in 1991 Ken accompanied a number of the family on a drive to the airport. It erupted into howls of outrage as Dad, with his usual unreliable mental street atlas, yelled repeated instructions to the driver of the car. Calls of ‘Turn here!’ and ‘Why don’t you just bloody well do what I say?’ unnerved all occupants. We tried to choke back rebukes, knowing the traffic rules to have changed, and maintain our course to the international terminal. Such good intentions eventually failed. I exploded in what I would like to think was a like-for-like manner for increasingly bad tempered directions. 

Later, in one of those pregnant waits for a departing jumbo, I pondered that my possible abiding farewell exchange with my father was to be one of unreasonable rage. The frustration that I had once again allowed Ken to break through my composure was evidenced in solitary tears. 

The trip in 2005 was to be a different and memorable one. My parents had begun the decline that comes with age. Frailty in the body entailed regular contact with doctors, increasing dependency on a range of drugs to keep one or another part of anatomy in some kind of functionality. 

Ken, in his righteous outrage, would delight in trying to minimise his personal expenses in this. Mum and Dad would relate in letters to me Ken’s ultimately successful manoeuvres to gain full benefits from the department responsible for ex-servicemen. One particular triumph centred on Dad’s having to travel 100 kilometres from the coast to the Prince Henry Hospital in eastern Sydney for a consultation. He forcefully made the case that the proposed car-train-bus journey (not to mention the walk of a few hundred yards) and its return was beyond his diminishing capacities. Both he and Norma, somewhat in disbelief, recalled when the promised road transport which was deployed to allow him to make the journey turned out to be a high-end government limousine. 

Ken’s medical conditions was the result of a range of sources. He presented doctors with that combination of genetics, experience and self-induced conditions that makes each of us unique in God’s eyes and resemble others on their list of patients. In Dad’s ageing psyche – and officially agreed with by the Department of Veterans’ Affairs – his service as a soldier in New Guinea and Darwin had taken its toll. A piece of shrapnel had lodged itself in his flesh when a round of ammunition exploded in one of Dad’s hands. Over the years his hand turned from the wonder of muscle and joints into a clawed ball. It made everyday activities – eating, personal care and typing – challenging. Ken, of course, ensured there was a voluble commentary to this. ‘How’s a man to supposed to bloody well function with this? The bloody thing.’ The rants against St Francis’s brother ass, the body, the medical establishment, the government, with particular reference to the Department of Veterans’ Affairs, were increased in number and fervour. 

He had trouble with blood pressure, skin conditions, breathing, blood sugar levels – this was a man who had routinely refused dessert until after he stopped smoking in his seventies, only to develop the most alarming sweet tooth. One Christmas he even ranged as far as eating his grandchildren’s gifts to allay his craving for sugar. In his younger days he had the mixture of qualities that drew Julius Caesar’s comments to Mark Anthony:

Yond Cassius has a lean an hungry look;

He thinks too much: such men are dangerous.

As he aged he became spectacularly lazy. Ken eased into the car-bound culture that produces the proverbial beer belly of the Australian male. He would not even make the five minute walk to the end of the lane to the shop to buy his daily paper. He would go out to the car, rev its engine until it flooded and choked, the noise of the motor only eclipsed by his tirade against invention of the internal combustion engine and circumstances that denied him mastery over it. There was special invocation: ‘Bloody, stinking, rotten, bloody machine!’, delivered with a particular cadence. Norma would come quietly out of the house, get behind the wheel and start it first time. She was rewarded with an harrumph and a spectacles-flashing glare. He eventually even abandoned that drive in favour of home delivery. It was no surprise he became increasingly rotund. 

Sitting in state in his green armchair this man of insight and education would watch a series of uncomfortably loud – he was going deaf as well – television programmes that made me pray to God to lift certain moral constraints so I could at least self-trepan, if not end my life, to avoid them. These entertainments chiefly consisted of highly excited crowds yelling at hyped-up contestants who displayed their general knowledge (or lack of it) to gain a range of products that seemed to embody an Australian cargo cult. Dad would call out the answers, deriding the ignorance of the participants who would clasp their hands in front of their faces as they wiped away tears in joy at having won some new household whitegoods, furniture or the ultimate car or cash. 

It was while on this throne that Ken would devote himself to his singular contribution to mixology – cheap red wine cut with lemon squash. The drink was yet another affront to my sensibilities. On one journey to visit, having learned of my parents’ increasing resort to red wine ‘for their hearts’, I stopped off at the incoming duty-free shop at Kingsford-Smith and purchased two bottles of high end vintage. I found my ire rising when later, as he hardly took his eyes from the quiz show on the television, Dad polluted this fine wine with the soft drink. My rebuke was stifled by the famous-for-the-family raising of Norma’s hand, a combination invitation and command: keep quiet, say nothing, it’s not worth the grief. I came to learn that Mum’s manual gesture was very like a pose used to denote a rebuke to bad thoughts and a rejection of evil in some statues of the Buddha. Among the saintly epithets that became attached her, a personal favourite was Norma the Buddha.

Dad’s dependent decline and his struggles with bureaucracy led to an increasing range of personal and domestic support for my parents. Home helps would clean the house. Nurses would assist Dad in showers and dressing, while overseeing his medical regimen. This was lovingly and ably overseen by Mum, with the support of family members who had followed my parents to the white hinterland of tradespeople and affordable housing that was the Central Cost. 

By 2005 there had been many attitudinal changes in my parents’ views on my vocation. They both began to address letters to Fr Kevin Scully. Mum introduced me to people as her son, Father Kevin. A number of familial discussions entailed some discord after I tried to maintain antipodean familiarity by telling the visitors just to call me by my Christian name. Dad would tell friends and associates that I was an Anglican priest, not a minister. These were seismic shifts.

I was routinely invited to join them in the Rosary before Mum went to bed. Norma was almost apologetic in the first invitation, telling me that she had decided to make this nightly devotion in response to a particular issue which I have forgotten. Roles reversed as Ken and Norma would tell their beds with breathless urgency, nearly bringing out an asthma attack in me as I tried to intone the prayers with the finesse of an Australian race caller. Mum would retire to bed and Dad would resort to his prayer book for his personal mumbled drink-accompanied devotions while watching a late night programme on the box. 

One particularly gifted angel in Dad’s life was Gemma Casey. Gemma washed and prepared Ken a couple of times a week. She developed a seemingly deeper relationship with him than other equally caring and gifted angels who flew into the Bensville home. As she told me, ‘You can’t spend all your time talking about nothing’. A fellow Roman Catholic with a personal life that had its own challenges, Gemma brought a holy endurance to Dad’s degenerative suffering. She also witnessed how, and intervened when necessary, Dad’s social charm could turn spiteful on my equally declining, but less demanding, mother. Gemma was proactive in gaining access to medication that reduce the suffering in both my parents.

It was at the beginning of my visit that Gemma called me to one side before she got into her car to go to her next patient. ‘You know he’s been waiting for you.’ It was then I realised that this trip was to be more than a social top-up. I would be seeing my father into the grave.

I had arrived with the plan of setting up the framework for my sabbatical the following year. I wanted to complete a project, begun in research for my degree, looking at parallels between dramatic performance and church liturgy. My intention was to take the stuff of church services from the sanctuary into the theatrical rehearsal room and to see if anything could be drawn from the experiment. Faced with Gemma’s prophetic diagnosis, such planning had to be put on hold. (I did in time pursue the idea. An account of this makes up my book, Imperfect Mirrors.)

Dad’s decline meant I also had to cancel my planned visit to Adelaide, the native town of my wife Adey Grummet. After prolonged discussion, Adey and I resolved that she should go on alone to visit her family while I remained in Bensville. Adey and Ken had, despite his accusations on their first meeting of her personal responsibility for the manifold shortcomings of the ABC– she was a sometime presenter of programmes on the corporation’s classical network – developed a gentle and warm regard for each other. When the time came for farewells, each knowing there was to be no successive meeting in this realm, Ken gave Adey his blessing. (She insists that is what he did.) She bent down to his kiss him, clipped the back of his chair and said, ‘Don’t grump yourself to death, Ken’.

Dad was not a patient by profession or temperament. So there was little gentle waiting in his progression towards death. In many ways he tried. The effort, and the turbulence it caused within and to those around him, was equally graceful, bewildering and painful. His fellow poet, Dylan Thomas, had called on his father:

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Ken kept up the tension in trying not to embrace Thomas’s words, tempered with the faith in the loving God he worshipped until the end.

Dad’s condition was multilayered: advanced emphysema, along with a range of complaints requiring pumps, pills and poultices. The pharmaceutical industry was thus involved in prolonging a not always comfortable life. While he did not resort to the formula I have often heard in my priestly duties, ‘I’ve had enough,’ clearly Dad had set his sights on meeting his maker with a full complement of progeny to hand.

His decline was predictable and unique. As he ragingly embraced his terminal frailty, the word went out and ‘all the cracks gathered to the fray’. These things, however, take a course that, no matter how willingly embraced, have a timetable not of our own devising. Dad brought his natural intemperate patience to the events. 

Friends and family began a series of visits to say goodbye to him, to which Ken responded with thanks, solicitude and self-awareness. He, like those who came to his bedside, knew he was dying and that such meetings were to be their last. This, of course, brought out a range of emotional responses in each of the participants. On the verandah there were many deep drawings of breath accompanied by the shaking of heads before men and women got into cars and drove off.

One evening the house was full of people. That night our usual collective resources for feeding of the thousands deserted us. We decided to order some Chinese take away. Ever resourceful, and realising the sheer volume of food was more than routine, a plan was devised that would benefit my niece Phillippa, who was the home delivery driver for the restaurant. Phillippa was paid $15 for each drop off of food. After calling on various family members to call and place three separate orders for different addresses – a peculiarity was that the Bensville home had two street frontages, with different numbers for each, and a third order for a house at one at the end of the road – someone rang Phillippa to tell her they were all destined for Ken and Norma’s. This also allowed her extra delivery time which could be spent with the family while collecting a triple fee. At the end of her work related visit she mentioned she could not find her keys. The wounded lion in the den, usually deaf to conversation in the wider world, yelled ‘Bloody keys have been the bane of my bloody life!’ A room of adults was infantilised as we recalled the heartfelt cry of the patriarch, ‘Why can’t you just put things back where they bloody well come from?’

A vigil of care and companionship, both professional and personal, was mounted as Dad struggled to put himself on the final path. Father Henryk Micek, the parish priest, was called. The sacraments, including what we were taught at school to call the Last Rites, were administered. Yet much of the ministry was in that holiest resort where no words are necessary. An uncharacteristic silence came over the house where so many words had been whispered, spoken, shouted, scribbled and pounded out on typewriters.

I took my place in this watchful rota. From time to time Ken would emerge from his now morphine-controlled state to make one or other request, often for increasing doses of the pain killing sedative. 

There were false alarms. One afternoon he decided the time was ripe and demanded that we recite the Rosary. Mum and I took out our beads and the rest crowded into the room. ‘Which mysteries do you want, Dad?’ I asked. ‘The Glorious.’ I then prayed the preparatory prayers and confidently announced, ‘The first Glorious Mystery.’ A pause followed. None of us had a clue as to what was the first mystery upon which we were going to meditate. I timorously ventured, ‘What is the first Glorious Mystery, Dad?’ ‘The bloody resurrection,’ he snapped. I then proceed to lead the dubiously faithful in the words which their minds grasped in sketchy remembrance. We continued to tell the decades until Dad called out, ‘Stop! Stop! It’s not bloody working.’ At which point prayers ceased and the assembly dispersed.

An intimacy between patient and carers developed as family members took turns to partner another in company with Dad as visitors came and went. This was maintained day and night, with Norma overseeing and participating in the dutiful watch. A touching closeness came into my contact with my father. For some reason, which I have long since pondered and failed to comprehend, Dad would call on me to move him from bed to commode and do the necessaries in assisting in this all-too-human aspect of life. It became something of an embarrassment to hear his pleading, ‘Kevin!’ and to ease him onto the appliance where he eased himself. 

At one point I found myself sitting in the chair in the room with no companion. Torrent and confusion were battling in my heart and mind. I had long felt that Ken had never been able to express in spoken word to me the love he felt. I realised this was reciprocal. Some years earlier this dilemma was dramatised in my play, The Glint of the Irish. In a scene that drew on a device I had seen in Simon Gray’s Close of Play, characters would pour out their hearts to an unconscious patriarch. One man, who had plied the same trade as the sleeping giant in the chair, berated his father for the lack of praise lavished on him. As I emerged into the New Theatre foyer on the opening night Dad came forward, shook my hand and said, ‘Well done, son.’ My sister Vicki followed him, approached me and said, ‘Well, at least that got through to him.’

I realised this reluctance to communicate in spoken terms was not a solitary fault. Over the years we had found correspondence, with the possibility and temptation to interrupt the other removed, had allowed a prosaic and, at times, poetic evocation of ideas and emotions. Why the hell could we not just say it out loud? I decided to act. I told him he was loved; loved by God and by many people. I checked myself. I was avoiding the issue. ‘I love you, you know.’ ‘Of course I bloody know that,’ he retorted. And that was that. 

In time Ken lapsed into a drugged slumber, fretfully fighting the mounting pain and discomfort his dying body rose to remind him of existence. There was an uncomfortable discussion about moving him to hospital for his final hours, something Dad had expressly opposed. The decision was averted as Gemma proposed that the morphine be moved from oral administration to intravenous. Such intervention was not required. As though sensing the mounting discord, Ken resolved it by rapidly shutting down his vitality.

His last moments were as he wanted: he was surrounded by his family, apart from his daughter Bronwyn, who had gone to collect one of her sons. I leaned forward, giving him the traditional priestly commendation, ‘Go forward on your journey, you Christian soul…’ He lurched upwards and, with an ooze of yellow foam from his mouth and nostrils, breathed his last. Vicki, who had been holding his hand, was the first to break the tearful silence. ‘There was nothing wrong with his bloody heart.’ Dad had had a heart attack when we were small children and were routinely advised not to rile him in case it aggravated any latent cardiac condition.

For all the angry outbursts that featured in Ken’s life and his final days, his end was remarkably peaceful. He eased out of life with assistance by painkillers, well-wishing and prayers, having followed Dylan Thomas’s invitation well in advance of the dying of the light. Dad appeared, as many do in death, peaceful and yielded. It was with heartfelt thanks that I commended him to God.

Bronwyn returned and there was much mournful hilarity as my three sisters and I washed down Dad’s corpse and dressed it in Ken’s best suit, ensuring for once there were no competing checks, for its removal to the undertakers’. Norma was adamant that his body would not stay in the house, recalling a childhood horror when she had been forced to sit in vigil with a deceased relative. This was not to happen with Ken. 

A detailing of the differences of opinion, disputes and their resolution is unnecessary. The Scully family is probably no better or worse than many others but there were a number of occasions where Norma’s sagacious calm settled what might have flared into a grief-led altercation. Mum’s instructions on the nature of the obsequies prevailed. The main event would be a Requiem mass in Holy Cross Church, where Mum and Dad had worshipped since quitting the western suburbs of Sydney. There would be hymns and one in particular praise of the Blessed Virgin Mary. At the graveside there would be a commendation from a member of the RSL, with the sounding of The Last Post. (Dad had himself performed this ritual at the funeral of many ex-servicemen.)

I put myself forward to preach the homily in the mass and my brother Paul volunteered to give the eulogy. The service held together disparate elements in Catholic ritual. Dad was commended to God, parts of his life were featured in the offertory along with the bread and wine for the eucharist: his typewriter, his war service medals, a history he penned of the church in which his coffin now lay, his papal knighthood and his prayer book.

The mass was said by Father Henryk, a conservative Pole like his Pontiff who had died in April that year, who, having learned that Adey and I were Anglicans, expressly forbade our receiving holy communion at the funeral. This was in stark contrast to a home communion some weeks before Ken’s death. When Adey and I sought to make a discreet withdrawal when a special lay minister brought Ken the sacrament to the family home, Dad asked why we were heading for the door. Adey attempted to offer the excuse that we did not want to compromise the ecclesiology of the participants – though, to be fair to her, those are far from the words she used. ‘There’s only one question, isn’t there?’ said Dad. ‘Are you in a state of grace?’ We stayed.

I had seen Father Henryk about my receiving the sacrament at the Requiem mass. He regretted the decision, playing the true card that he did not set the rules. Many Roman Catholic clergy with whom I have discussed the matter take a different view. They have told me that the canons of the church expressly allow professed Christians of other denominations to receive under such circumstances. For me it was simple: following a policy made explicit was sufficient to the day. On the other hand I was privately proud of my brother Mark who forgot or failed to mention Father Micek’s request that that divorced Roman Catholics or non-Romans should not present themselves at the communion rails. That way I got to see members of my family being welcomed where I had been expressly barred. Remarried and divorced siblings, nephews and nieces, lapsed if baptised, who rarely stepped into a church, were all greeted by our Lord. 

The graveside events stick with me. An old digger, probably following Ken in the not-too-distant future, stepped forward to say a few words. He described Ken as a hero, something Dad used to be at pains to deny as a description of himself. This unnerved me enough that I grunted. The gentleman assumed that a poem, Miss Me But Let Me Go, often used by RSL members at such events, published on the back of the service sheet without acknowledgement of the author Robyn Rancman, had been read. It had not but, acting on his supposition, he read a piece by Henry Scott Holland, Death Is Nothing At All. He was not to know that while I often accede to its use at the request of a family as an officiating clergyman, I have a personal aversion to it. My reaction was immediate. ‘I’m not having this,’ I said. A firm, gentle voice from the past and in the present - that of Brother Julian McDonald who had been my English teacher at school and was the Chancellor of the Australian Catholic University and was standing behind me – came into my ear. ‘You will behave.’ Later the RSL veteran and I made antiphonal apologies. Neither wished ill on the other, but he really had nothing to say sorry about.

The second inerasable memory came with the cassette player’s rendering of The Last Post. This evocative piece of military music is inherently powerful and, given the bright sunlit churchyard not far from the upper reaches of the Brisbane Water, it did the trick. Tears filled the eyes of many, including me. As the sound of the recorded bugle broke forth a chorus of kookaburras rang out from a clump of trees by the edge of the cemetery. Thus Dad’s send off was accompanied by laughter.

In this I knew the relief of knowing Ken’s anger was stilled. But once again I could feel my own as I believed I had let other people and myself down by muttering during an old man’s tribute. Dad was where I am to join him – before the judge with whom he struggled so often. As Paul said in his address:

Finally, I hope it is not disrespectful to note that Dad was a man in whom fallibility was writ large. For that is true of all of us and Dad did not pretend to be more than he was. He had a profound sense of mercy and forgiveness born of what he had been taught was our fallen nature and his inner charity. He had his particular foibles and gave them a character unique unto himself. I have read in different places that you are really not required to be good – that is too much to ask of anyone – you are more required to be good enough in many ways: good enough for the things that fell his way; good enough for us to be here now; good enough for us to be able to say, ‘That was a life well lived’; and that we will miss him because we loved him and love him still. When all is said and done, I think, that should be good enough for anyone.

TILTING AT SHADOWS 
Not long after Ken died I told my mother-in-law Pat Grummet that there was no unfinished business between him and me. I think I truly believed that. Over the years I have come to understand the illusory nature of that statement. It is true that there had been rather large steps on both our sides to find some sort of rapprochement. The tending to his bodily functions, while seeking to oversee my own spiritual needs, was part of a complex searching to communicate with a person with whom conversation had become strained, if not seemingly impossible. 

How amusing, if painfully so, we had come to recognise the exchange of letters had allowed us to express elements which we struggled to put into vocal words face to face. Reading my father’s papers was humbling. Millions of words revealed a mind that was to some extent undervalued. I still wonder what his life would have looked like if he had had the advantage of academic study which he sought for his sons or, according to my sisters’ accounts, he stymied in his daughters.

We are all products of our time. My father’s spirit could only roam in a landscape governed by the certainties of faith revealed and held in check by a God-given hierarchy. As with the animals my mother had charge of as an arm’s length grazier, Ken’s intellectual sheep could only safely graze in the secure knowledge of strong doctrinal fences. Some ideas were just beyond the pale. To give freedom to such thoughts was to compound the crime.

My claim to Pat about unfinished business was, of course, delusional. As I entered my fifties many of the repressed feelings and experiences battled with my will to come to the surface. Sleepless nights, punctuated by disturbing dreams, led to explosions of daylight anger. It was, as it must be for any partner, unpleasant for my wife. If I were not yelling at her, I was banging down objects, slamming doors and drawers, or running myself down for being such lousy company. 

Depression has no shortage of synonyms: black dog, the blues, a dark night of the soul, being not right, out of sorts or below par. Whatever you call it, it can suck all energy from the sufferer and, if that person is neither careful nor self-aware, from those around them. 

I came to confront the darkness several times willing, as so many before me, that its daunting image would evaporate. It refused to do as bidden. Somehow I found I could not pull myself together. Discussions with my ever-patient spiritual director – yes, I too have someone in the place of Dad’s Fr Raymund – led to a decision that something had to be done.

Dad had tried, complicated by reasons of distance and warfare, to do something similar. For both of us the fabric of our lives could only be woven on the loom of faith. I drew intergenerational parallels from what I assumed he had expressed in his letters to Fr Raymund. Certainly the priest had to deal with a toxic cocktail of personality and events that seemed to battle within Ken’s self-esteem.

In the Cult of Perfection, I have noted that Fr Raymund wrote from St Brigid’s Retreat, Marrickville to mark the end of a long, dark period. So confident was Fr Raymund that the worst was over he admitted that he ‘wanted to give you a good biff in the Solar Plexus – in order to shake you out of your moods…’

If Dad’s eruptions in later life were indicators, Fr Raymund had heralded a false dawn. Still, hope springs eternal and I hope it did so in my father’s young man’s breast. The ten years following that letter from the monk were some of Dad’s most prolific. Ken’s creative output reached its apogee in 1955. In 1970s I recognised that Dad’s flow of fiction, drama and verse narrowed down to a trickle around the time of my birth. Once I found myself melodramatically in tears as I related this observation to a lover.

No doubt there was enough anger, explicit or internal, in either of us to allow the other’s to go untrammelled. But faith, genetics, personality and the other factors never seemed to stem in it in him or me. We just had to let it out. Confronting the dark side of our natures is akin to boxing at shadows. Our would-be knockout punch is never really enough to do the job, our opponent always too deft to stand in the one place and be hit on the soft jaw.

When I came to Strathfield I looked at the nineteen boxes of material and was unnervingly brought to a halt. The question, ‘Where to start?’ was the immediate one. The only response seemed to be that offered by Oscar Hammerstein II out of the mouth of Julie Andrews as Maria in the film of The Sound of Music - ‘at the very beginning’. Over the course of my first day I methodically worked through them, starting with a box larger than the rest containing photographs, one being of a clean shaven bright eyed man at his typewriter with a copy of his poetry book, Fire On The Earth on the desk. I made note of what was missing from the numbered boxes with folders headed as Items in the absence of an index.

At the end of the first day I visited the Enquiries desk and commented that I was perhaps more interested in what was not in the files over what was there. That observation was prescient. In many ways it still holds true.

There was supplementary material I had lodged after the initial gift to ACU. I had found some miscellaneous papers, jottings and scraps. The room in which my father died was littered with such paperwork. No piece of paper was deemed unworthy of his scratched thoughts, prayers, rhymes, comments, observations, snippets, outlines for larger works in verse or prose, outbursts of bile over the ineptitude of governments and modern journalism.

Dad had kept letters from many people. Among them were those that could only give rise to regrets over lost insights and opportunities. A retired Cardinal Gilroy writes from a nursing home that he believes Ken to have both the skills, insight and knowledge to make him the appropriate author of an authorised biography. The book was never written. 

There was one element missing in the collection that was personally worrying. Among his hoarded correspondence were missives from me. My thoughts from the mundane to the meaningful had been retained for posterity. I cannot believe that Ken would reread this letters from his travelling son. Letters, handwritten and typed, along with numerous aerogrammes had been stuffed into drawers and removed on his death. I placed all of them in piles as I made a preliminary sort of them at the request of my mother before flying back to London in the week after Dad’s funeral. Here in Sydney I noted with puzzlement that all the aerogrammes had not made it to the archive. Perhaps there had been a curator’s decision that these were insufficiently important to remain in a collection?

On return to London after Ken’s death I realised that I had the complementary letters which crossed the world in the other direction. Having argued with my family that nothing in Dad’s papers was without interest from an archival point of view, I was confronted with a dilemma. What should I do with Dad’s letters to me? They were a mixture of insight, literary skill and belligerence. I made an overture to the librarian, Michelle Matek, asking if the library would want the letters to add to the collection. She welcomed the suggestion. 

As I compiled the correspondence I came to the realisation that the exchange of views, opinions and news were more than potential public property. Much of the verbiage was camouflage for the love and regard for each other that we could not make explicit. They also pointed indirectly to our common, but differently branded, faith in God.

I found among the papers a birthday card on which Ken had scrawled a poem, The Disciple. 

Of all the ways that I have seen

And of all the paths that I have trod,

The best, by far, has always been

The road that I have walked with God.

It was signed not by Dad or Ken, but John Dawes, his literary alter-ego. The wishes on the other side of the card which accompanied the gift of a book of poetry, Easter Sunday by Peter Skrzynecki, was in his handwriting with the sign off of, ‘Mum and Dad’. I was confronted by the challenge I had placed before my six brothers and sisters. I had maintained that nothing should be held back through sentiment. I took the view that the original should be lodged with the rest of the materials. There could be no exceptions. 

When I first looked over the collection in Strathfield I was concerned that the miscellanea and Ken’s letters to me did not form part of what I saw. Over my time at the library I was able to provide more clues to the ever-helpful staff as to the appearance of what I could not find, but had expected to.

One morning I was delighted to see two large envelopes sitting on top of the boxes of archived paperwork. One, with my handwritten address to Michelle Matek, contained all of Dad’s letters to me that I had forwarded to the archive. The others held the missing jottings and notes, which in time I came to believe were for Ken’s much vaunted, postponed and never completed novel In Partibus Infidelium.

There was an added bonus. The current librarian, Marianne Chauvet, had located a guide to the collection which had been drawn up by the History Company which had been given the task of restoring order to my father’s natural filing mayhem. In the guide was a handwritten sheet which contained a list of items, including two volumes of published journalism, that had been removed from the boxes. At the top of the page was my nephew Michael’s name and mobile phone number. I immediately called him. He told me that all these items were now with his father, Mark, on the Central Coast.

This reduced the number of items unaccounted for. The most pressing was the absence of the four accompanying albums for the two Michael had been allowed to borrow. The list noted that he had taken Volumes 5 and 6. Despite searches to my requests, the location of Volumes 1 to 4 remained a mystery. 

The other missing link was not within the provenance of the Australian Catholic University. It was the subject of internal family politics. These centred on the controversial Fr Raymund letters. These, as I have mentioned elsewhere, had been deemed ‘private’ by Norma. My brother Mark, executor of Ken’s will along with my brother Leo, had custody of them. In addition to his appointed responsibilities, Mark believed he had a claim on the correspondence. He was actually baptised Raymund Mark, a name only used in official correspondence. Mark had agreed to allow me to look over the letters but, as he told me in a phone call shortly after my arrival in Sydney, he intended to retain custody of the papers until his death. This raised all sorts of problems which I canvassed: what were his intentions for them on his demise? had he left instructions in his will? There was also an immediate and future issue: how were we to locate them?

By design or accident, Mark was not at home. He and his wife Carol were in Western Australia, to where they had towed a caravan in grey nomadic adventures following my brother’s retirement. I arranged with my sister Vicki, who was looking after the Green Point house in their absence,  to dine there one evening to start some forensic searching. As Vicki prepared the meal Marea and I first located Albums 5 and 6 in the master bedroom. Mark had told us other materials were in a storage box in the same room. They were not. What followed was a methodical all but ransacking of the house with our locating and searching nooks and crannies in various rooms. We established fairly quickly that Mark’s recollection of where things lay in his castle was sketchy. In the course of our search I did, however, learn much about my brother and his wife, none of it germane to the cause of its uncovering.

After many fruitless avenues of investigation which even took us into the garage to the amusement of the two resident dogs we found ourselves in a mostly given over the to plastic playthings hoarded by the contemporary grandparent. In a wardrobe we found a briefcase, its contents protected by two combination locks. The locks displayed the most popular combination for such devices but the clasps did not yield. I began to spin the canisters in the hope that I could summon up any dormant safecracking skills I might have possessed. 

Fortunately my brother-in-law Chris McGinley intervened. He suggested that I retry the codes that were on display when I found the case. A resetting to the original numbers resulted in a gratifying click and the clasps came open. A quick search of the contents elicited a cry of ‘Bingo!’. The Fr Raymund letters were in my hand. Almost miraculously later that evening Mark called to tell me he had changed his mind: the papers could join others in the university archived collection, the only condition being that he be furnished with a photocopy.

There still remained the issue of the other folders. I exchanged texts with Michael who, in the course of the evening we were all but lifting the floorboards of his father’s house, moved from denial of knowledge to the whereabouts of the papers to the realisation that they were indeed in his custody. He promised to send them by the fastest post possible to Marea. That would allow me the leisure to look over them and, in turn, repatriate them to the archive from which they had been removed three years earlier.

The ‘discovery’ of the much discussed Fr Raymund letters led to an immediate reflection that they were much as I expected them to be. They were spiritual direction to a young man who was uncertain of his place in the world and a professional future. The first in was dated July 1939, when Ken would have been in the Passionists’ juniorate. He would have been seventeen-years-old. The final one was from March 1956 with arrangements for a visit by Dad to the order’s St Kilda house in Melbourne. Some assumptions have to be made as there is only one side of the correspondence. Like the epistles of Saint Paul, questions are inferred by the content of the older man’s responses. The younger seems worried, concerned about a lack of direction which is manifested in introspection and a sense of personal uselessness and, at one point, sexual temptation. 

It is no great revelation to say that all those failings – or perhaps mere states of being – have affected my attitude in life and to work. At times the frustration of unfulfilled ambition, coupled with professional jealousy and personal self-regard seemed overwhelming. A darkness of immobility, an ennui that all things are vanity, as Qohelth says in Ecclesiastes, was a constant gnawing at the back of my brain. This could have occasional ridiculous manifestations. For some years my wife Adey and I were represented by the same theatrical agent. When the agent would call with a possible work for Adey, a blonde, blue-eyed, dancing soprano, I would react with a sense of envy. Yet how could I, a dark haired man who was no singer or dancer, be put forward for the same job? Common sense, sadly, is often cast off in such green eyed circumstances.

Such feelings were not confined to potential professional performance. It is a truism that one essential element of being a writer is a thick skin. The many ups and downs of a would-be literary life call for a resignation that neither Ken Scully, or John Dawes, and his son could call on with consistency. Indeed, the book of Ecclesiastes gives a Biblical warning:

The sayings of the wise are like goads, and like nails firmly fixed are the collected sayings that are given by one shepherd. Of anything beyond these, my child, beware. Of making many books there is no end, and much study is a weariness of the flesh. (Ecclesiastes 12. 11-12)

On the one hand it is a charter for fundamentalism, akin to that captured in the bumper sticker, ‘God said it; I believe it; That settles it’. For an author the words Qoheleth, variously rendered into English as the Preacher, Teacher, Speaker, Philosopher or Spokesman, are daunting. They can add up to the advice, ‘Don’t bother’.

Scanning the millions of printed words by John Dawes and Ken Scully, with or without attribution, contained in the albums at ACU, one can only admire Dad’s output. Yet Ken had a sense that all work, no matter how personally dispiriting, should be to the greater glory of God. Writing was, after all, like God and sin: seen and unseen. Indeed, Qoheleth has the conclusion:

The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God, and keep his commandments; for that is the whole duty of everyone. For God will bring every deed into judgement, including every secret thing, whether good or evil. (Ecclesiastes 12. 13-14)

Judgment for a writer comes in many forms. The most regularly seen by aspirants is the rejection letter. Even these are becoming rarer. Many agents, publishers and producers simply refuse to acknowledge overtures from authors. Some – in fact, very few – go to those who have penned neglected works of genius and an emerging writer is not greatly assisted by journalistic frenzies when a much rejected manuscript is picked up and goes on to be a million seller, such as J.K. Rowling’s first Harry Potter book or John Kennedy Toole’s A Confederacy of Dunces. 

In the early stages of my writing career the long wait for the ultimate rejection which, in my case came close to publication a number of times, was a time of existential crisis. I took the time it took and the decision personally. The sheer inconsistency of reactions to the same work was bewildering. One play came back from the Australian National Playwrights’ Conference reading panel with polar assessments. One reader pointed to a ‘splendid flair for writing character comedy’, though thought the play needed tighter plotting. The second could not have been more direct. ‘On the evidence of this script I would hesitate to encourage you to continue writing for the theatre.’ The play, after having undergone a rewrite and placed in another country, won an award and has had three productions. I admit it was not a hit, though it received encouragement from artistic directors in Australia and the United Kingdom, only for them both to leave their posts before it went onto the professional stage. 

It would be tempting and tedious to list the history of near misses and resentment toward those who had cast off my efforts. All assessments are, of course, subjective but the fact remains that the damning decision of one person can be hurtful to another. And that can lead to a bomb of outward and inner personal anger. Writers are not always their own best advocates, a visit to a bar frequented by those hopeful of selling a book being sufficient evidence of that. There is little pastoral care in publishing: good, indifferent and outright bad writing can draw similar reactions from a jaded reader. I have not even mentioned the role of critics for published or produced work. Ultimately if one cannot deal with this brutal aspect of the business one should never enter the literary lists.

Fr Raymund was wise in his counsel to Dad in a letter from Passionist College, St Ives, on July 1, 1944 when he told Ken not to be alarmed if his completed novel came to nothing. The note slightly clips some of the following lines from Thomas Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard:

Full many a gem of purest ray serene
The dark unfathom'd caves of ocean bear:
Full many a flower is born to blush unseen,
And waste its sweetness on the desert air.
John Dawes reflected on the divergent responses one’s efforts can elicit in an article entitled An Angry Young Man who is Longer Young (Or Towards An Australian Poetry). The article, which I assume to have come from a newsletter of the Catholic writers’ Campion Group, of which he was a founding member, recounts varying reactions to his own efforts in trying to produce ‘serious verse, even verse plays’. I have quoted the article in Inspiration, Aspiration, Desperation. The point he makes is that the inconsistency of reaction to his output has got him to a point where he ‘can humbly, but truthfully, say I no longer have any illusions’.

Being a member of a relatively close family despite divergence in distance and diversity of personalities has reinforced many insights and mundane observations. The first is that each of us places a different emphasis on, even recollection of, events with the home and the impact they were to have on us. My sister Bronwyn has repeatedly said she cannot relate to the tortured reminiscences of the rest of us. She declares she had a blissfully happy childhood in a beautiful setting. Bronwyn’s view notwithstanding, whenever we get together in large or smaller combinations, the stories of family past-life dominate. It is impossible for us not to mention our parents. Dad’s fiery personality and Mum’s calming presence are a constant feature of discussions.

The quest to find out more about Dad has been a long-term one for me. So much of our lives have parallels: productive working lives, expression of opinions sometimes unfettered by information, a tendency to self-over-dramatisation, religious fervour, a passion for reading and producing literature, a softness for alcohol and explosive emotions that some made personal communication difficult. 

The written word, upon which both of us had to rely on for income, allowed us to converse without interruption. It gave us a way of doing what we did not seem capable of in person: we could listen to each other. We could allow the space and time for each to put forward a view with no pre-emptory questions, comment, dismissal or denigration. 

How much we succeeded in this is hard to tell. We each, no doubt in our own way, made this the stuff of prayer to the God we both knew loved us but somehow had that quality of anger we so disliked in ourselves and the other. Prayer and silence also allowed us to give the other oxygen we somehow could choke off in each other’s company. How haunting it seems when silence is now Godward and Kenward.

The process of reflection in therapy, spiritual direction, family discussions and writing have allowed me to get a wider sense of Ken’s life. How much of it is projection on to him or on to myself is a moot point. How much inner turmoil he suffered is conjecture. Going through Dad’s papers confirmed my initial opinion I aired at the enquiries’ desk on the first day at ACU: I was looking for what was not there. In many ways I feel better informed. I also feel I have allowed him and me to speak in another way, long after his death. In that I have no doubt made it clear that for me no business with him was, and may never be, unfinished. In this, I suppose, we will always tilt at shadows. God is the light behind the people that cast the shadows. The length of their grounded image can depend on the angle of the light on those who stand in front of it. My father casts a long shadow which, when looking at the ground behind him, makes him still appear a giant, even if in a small world. 
I am two men;
and one is longing to serve thee utterly,
and one is afraid.
O Lord, have compassion upon me.
I am two men;
and one will labour to the end,
and one is already weary.
O Lord, have compassion upon me.
I am two men;
and one knows the suffering of the world,
and one knows only his own.
O Lord, have compassion upon me.
And may the Spirit of our Lord Jesus Christ
Fill my heart and the hearts of all men everywhere.


- A prayer used by Austen Williams, 

Prebendary of St Paul’s Cathedral

AFTERWORD

This book has been a long time coming. While I have spent much of my life pondering the three angry men – God, my father and myself – the idea to turn them into a book really belongs to others.

First and foremost was my agent Tony Williams who, over a well-oiled lunch in Sydney, urged me to start on the task. He only ever saw a snippet of a first chapter. His death in 2002 robbed Australia of someone who, according to the playwright David Williamson, ‘was the closest Sydney ever came to having a Noel Coward presence in its midst. Imposing, erudite, possessed of a rapier wit, a love of gossip and an apparent infinite capacity for lunches and partying, he was a ubiquitous part of the Sydney scene.’

I first drew back from the suggestion because I did not want to be the focus of my reflections. We have all cringed at those books, My Wonderful, Wonderful Life and All My Friends by Me. Over the years I have discussed with people from various aspects of life – religious, family and friends – and have found repeated encouragement in thinking of working out the ideas we chatted about.

A special thank you must go to my family. My mother Norma, who died in 2008, and her children who are my family: Mark, Leo, Marea, Paul, Vicki and Bronwyn. Growing up in a large family under a man like Ken, who was himself one of eleven children, is formative. As I said at the outset, each of us has a different view on some of the common events of family life. I reiterate that while I have spoken with my sisters and brothers about this, it is a personal memoir. Any shortcomings are all mine.

I would also like to thank members of my extended family from my mother’s side, Anne Eagar and Paul Munro. Their insights, time and hospitality were tonic to some of the excesses I might have had alone.

My wife Adey Grummet has lived though the genesis, exploration and construction of the book. She has been enthusiastic and patient, as the literary midwife and widow has to be. 

Other great support has come from spiritual directors and therapists. While I publicly acknowledge my debt to them for giving me space to deal with the tangled web of emotions and faith, it is appropriate that I respect the nature of our relationships. They thus remain anonymous. 

Particular thanks must go to Thomas Keneally, who graciously responded to my enquiries about his time just after leaving seminary and working for The Catholic Weekly. I am indebted to him for that and the permission to quote from our exchange of emails, as well as his writings: from his first short story, The Sky Burning Up Above The Man written by ‘Bernard Coyle’ and published in the Bulletin of June 23, 1962; also for the extracts from Keneally’s debut novel The Place at Whitton, Cassell and Co., London, 1964.

Likewise, I thank Ron Blair who has given permission for the use of quotes from his play The Christian Brothers, which had its premiere at the Nimrod Theatre in 1975 in a double bill with a play by Peter Kenna, Mates.

Dad’s time with the Passionists was verified by a volunteer archivist, Jim Yeo. My thanks go to him.

All scripture quotations, except where acknowledged in the text, are from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible © 1989.

There is an also a earthly and heavenly host, some of whom I must mention:

Greg Stewart and Maureen Robinson; Stephen and Cathy Chase; Fr Daniel Dries, Fr Ron Silarsah and the saints of Christ Church St Laurence, Sydney, where I preached Holy Week before embarking on the research at the Australian Catholic University; Marianne Chauvet and her ever-helpful staff in the library at the ACU’s Strathfield campus; The Revd Sr Judith Blackburn SSM, Malcolme Bass, Ingrid Doris and the people of St Matthew’s, Bethnal Green who maintained the praise of God in that part of the vineyard in my absence; Adrian Newman, Bishop of Stepney; Rachel Treweek, Archdeacon of Hackney, now Bishop of Gloucester; Fr Andy Windross the retired but never retiring dogsbody for clerical training in the Stepney Area, now devoting more time to trout fishing and his encyclopaedic knowledge of Bob Dylan; Br Julian McDonald cfc; others who shared meals and drink with me.

I also gratefully acknowledge financial support from:

· Christ Church St Laurence

· St Boniface Trust

· Sion College

· Ecclesiastical Insurance Ministry Bursary Award Scheme

In The Cult of Perfection I mentioned our daily dedication of work to the greater glory of God through the acronym AMDG. It should come as no surprise that, as a result of that early embedded ethos, I also ask that this book be seen as an offering to the God who reaches out to us all in love. 

Enlighten with faith’s light my heart,
Inflame it with love’s fire;
Then shall I sing and bear a part
With that celestial choir.
I shall, I fear, be dark and cold,
With all my fire and light;
Yet when Thou dost accept their gold,
Lord, treasure up my mite. 
( John Mason 1645-1694)
- London, 2015

PAGE  
42

