
With almost thirty novels
under his belt, and being
one year short of his 80th

birthday, you might think Thomas
Keneally could now put down his
pen and rest on his laurels.  Not
so.  Published last year, to great
critical acclaim, The Daughters
of Mars is epic in scale, based on
solid research, and covers a huge
emotional and geographical terrain.
“A war novel that achieves genuine
grandeur” wrote James Walton,
in a review in The Telegraph; and
James Urquart in The Independent
calls it “a triumphant novel about
sibling rivalry, pain, guilt, self-esteem and the
horrors of nursing the casualties of conflict”.

The Daughters of Mars centres on two Australian
sisters who volunteer as nurses during the first
World War.  But this is not the first time Keneally
has visited the subject of war. Schindler's Ark
is perhaps the first to spring to mind, winning the
Booker Prize in 1982, and filmed as Schindler's
List, which led to the author acquiring celebrity
status on the world stage.  An earlier book,
Gossip  From the Forest focused on the armistice
of 1918;  and, moving across time and the
Atlantic Ocean, Confederates dealt with the
American Civil War.

Together with many others
on Keneally's list of pub-
lications, what these
novels have in common
is a merging of fact and
fiction.  In an interview
recorded for the Austral-
ian Biography Project, he
spoke of his strong belief
in “recovering history
which has been stereo-
typed in various ways

and stereotyped in a way that
makes it seem distant and irrele-
vant”.  He does a great amount of
research and is careful to give an
accurate context, but characters
could be composites of many in-
dividuals he finds amongst the
records:  “You can mess about
with characters”.

Writing is an addiction for this
“Homebush boy”.  Not long out of
the seminary, and back home
with his parents, studying law
part-time, and with just one pub-
lished short story behind him,
Keneally boldly sent off to a London

publisher his manuscript of The Place at Whitton.
A murder set in a seminary, its publication began
the long list of work we see today - one that covers
a range of genres:  fiction, non-fiction, memoir,
drama, and even a novel for children (Ned Kelly
and the City of Bees).  One of his earliest works,
Three Cheers for the Paraclete, elicited this com-
ment from the New York Times Book Review:
“Keneally's novel about a doubting priest is rich
in unexpected visions and sudden epiphanies.
He writes like an angel”.  No surprise then that
he won the Miles Franklin Award  two years
running – for Bring Larks and Heroes in 1967
and Three Cheers for the Paraclete in 1968.

Thomas Keneally will be
our very welcome first
guest speaker for 2013.
One of Australia's National
Living Treasures, he is
not only a writer of great
stature, but also spokes-
person for many causes,
including the Republican
Movement and the plight of
asylum seekers.

– Herma Sieper

The Daughters of Mars
An Evening with Acclaimed Author

THOMAS KENEALLY
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The Friends of Balmain Library

THURSDAY 21st March @ 7.00 for 7.30 pm
Ticket Sales : Balmain Library Reading Room
Members :   Friday 15th March  2 pm  to  4 pm

             & Sat.    16th  March 10 am to 12 noon
General Public (if not sold out) :

           Monday  18th March   2 pm to  4 pm
   $ 15 ($ 10 members)  Supper and Drinks included
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It has been a busy year so far and it is only February.
The library has become the venue for a number of
exhibits, author talks, and a wide range of children’s
and young adult programmes.

The changing nature of libraries is reflected in the
social activities that find their way into Balmain’s
event’s diary.  It is heartening to think that so many
local and not so local people see Balmain Library as
such an important part of cultural exchange and
discussion.

Recently, the library played host to a number of
exhibitions to raise social awareness. Amnesty Inter-
national brought our attention to the plight and tri-
umph of displaced persons who have made Australia
their home.  The photographs displayed were a great
testimony to the joy that comes from the ability to
simply live outside a war zone.

The Oxfam exhibition brought to our attention the
rapidly deteriorating state of the world through climate
change.  Small islands such as Tuvalu face the bleak
prospect of flooding and submersion which inevitably
leads to the demise of rich cultural bonds

Other events held in February included an author talk
by Sydney based writer Andy Kissane.  Andy’s talk,
which coincided with the recent publication of his
latest work The Swarm, focused on his love affair with
form in the short story.  This collection is very much
influenced by the genre of magic realism where he
introduces strange and fantastic elements to highly
detailed realistic settings.  In his writing he has likened
his style to the artwork of Marc Chagall.  It was a very
entertaining community event.

There are many more exciting reasons to keep in
touch with Balmain Library – one of which is the author
talk by local historian Fergus Fricke.  Fergus is going
to take us through the riveting history of Balmain’s
dunnies, a significant part of Balmain’s architectural
heritage – March 13  :  6.30 to 8.30 pm.

Next month we see the launch of the Balmain Library
Film Group.  This year’s programme concentrates on
film adaptations of literary works.  The first screening
will be The Kite Runner and it will be presented on
March 20.

Planning is underway for future courses such as
tracing your family history – beginner computer classes
– as well as a range of children’s programmes such as
photography-walks through Balmain.  Something to
suit everyone’s level of interest.  We are very fortunate
to have such a wonderful facility.

We are also very fortunate to have the support of the
Friends of Balmain Library with their continuing
assistance and generous donations.  Currently, cour-
tesy of one such donation, we have on display a range
of Nobel Prize-winning novels. This collection has
greatly enhanced our fiction shelves.  Many thanks
Friends of Balmain Library.
2013 promises to be a year of engagement on many
levels.  We look forward to greater community involve-
ment, generous exchange of ideas and suggestions,
and a stronger profile within Balmain.

Edition 1  :  March 2010

EX LIBRIS ...
with Nola Pearce - Team Leader, Balmain Library

Balmain Library
Opening Hours

 Monday :  9.30 am  –  5.30 pm
 Tuesday :  9.30 am  –  8.00 pm
 Wednesday : 9.30 am  –  8.00 pm
 Thursday :  9.30 am  –  5.30 pm
 Friday :  9.30 am  –  5.30 pm
 Saturday :  9.30 am  –  4.00 pm
 Sunday :  10    am  –  4.00 pm
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As reported in a previous edition, our quest for a “Top of the Pops” Chart of the 50
best fiction and 50 non-fiction favourites was not exactly a success!  However, your
editor thought it might be fun to list those that were entered …

As there was no duplication at all – in true library fashion, authors are listed
alphabetically in the fiction category but, my lack of the necessary Dewey knowledge
means that the non-fiction selection must, for the most part, do the same.

FICTION
Aiken, Joan
Alain-Fournier, Henri
Alcott, Louisa May
Austen, Jane
Burnett, Frances Hodgson
Byatt, A.S.
de Cervantes, Miguel
Dostoevsky, Fyodor
Grass, Günter
Ishiguro, Kazuo
Kipling, Rudyard
Lee, Harper
Lehmann, Rosamond
Lessing, Doris
du Maurier, Daphne
Moorhouse, Frank
Porter, Eleanor H.
Stead, Christina
Waugh, Evelyn
White, Patrick

NON-FICTION
Attenborough, David
Blair, Tony
Deakin, Roger

Edwards, Anne
Fermor, Patrick Leigh
Fraser, George McDonald
Frater, Alexander
Greene, Graham
Heseltine, Harry (ed)
King, Michael
McCourt, Frank
Meyers, Jeffrey
Remarque, Erich Maria
Spender, Dale
Tardif, Richard (ed.)
Tucker, George Holbert
de Vries, Susanna
Winchester, Simon

FOBL'S 'CLASSIC 100' BEST READS

Over a year ago now, I offered to check
through and organise all the papers that

have been kept for the Friends of Balmain Library since it
began in 1998 with a view to including them in our
library’s local archive.  It didn’t seem such a big task as I
knew there was only a filing cabinet full of stuff upstairs
in the archive section.

The minutes of committee meetings had been kept in
orderly fashion, initially pasted into books in the trad-
itional way and more recently filed in ring binders.  Only
one meeting record was missing and later I found a copy
in someone’s extensive file- what joy!  Though I have still
to work out how or whether to insert this in the bound
volume.

The rest of the records were kept over the years by
successive Secretaries, Treasurers and Chairs of the com-
mittee in a variety of different forms of filing, not always
organised.  The most time-consuming operation was to
go through each bundle, sort them into categories, put
them in date order and check for duplicates.  Lots of
copies of meeting minutes were kept, so these all went
into recycling along with a lot of other papers I found in
duplicate or more.

I had decided early on that apart from the minutes, other
letters and papers would be organised into a small number
of categories which should be helpful for anyone wanting
to use the records later.  These were:  FOBL Administration
(which includes memberships, patronage and sponsor-
ships, banking and other financial arrangements, insur-
ance);  records from AGMs (some minutes and reports
from the Chairs are also included in the minute books);
papers relating to speakers and other events organised by
FOBL; correspondence, plans and reports on the refurbish-
ment of the library and the Town Hall (a substantial file
which is the only one with an end date); correspondence
and reports from library staff (many, but not all, reports
are included as attachments to the minutes); Writing Com-
petition papers; miscellaneous correspondence;  corres-
pondence and papers relating to FOLA (Friends of Libraries
Australia, of which FOBL is a very active member); and
copies of our own newsletter, Bookworm. These file cate-
gories reflect the nature and extent of FOBL’s work over
the years.

So at last initial sorting is complete, except for the most
recent Writing Competition papers, and four of the cate-
gories are in plastic sleeves in binders. I think this is the
point at which one says “getting there”.  I hope I am not
being too optimistic in hoping to make a final report later
in the year.

Shirley Allen

RCHIVING FOBL RECORDS
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FOBL’s  OPEN  BOOK  GROUP

Balmain Library Meeting Room was humming with antici-
pation as the FOBL Open Book Group gathered for its first
meeting after the summer break.  We are now in our sixth
year and it was good to see friends again, as well as some
new faces … … word of mouth, our posters, and the
website are obviously working!  Our most successful
advertising initiative is Jan’s gate on Darling Street.  Most
of Balmain seems to walk past Jan’s Darling Street home
and we have welcomed many new members who have
stopped to read our poster en route between Rozelle and
Balmain.

We ended 2012 frozen solid in Helen Dunmore’s The
Siege, a relentless, unsentimental, account of a family’s
fight for survival in the 1941 winter of the Leningrad
Siege.  She sucked us into its world, even though at many
times we cried to get back to ours.  Her descriptions of
characters' continual search for warmth and food in the
snow-trapped city are so vivid you could touch the ice and
taste the jam.

In contrast our February book The Inheritance of Loss by
Kiran Desai found us soaked in the monsoons of far
Northern India.  A novel about dislocation, both within
class, caste and space, it gives poignant descriptions of
the subject group’s favourite character Biju, trying to
survive as an illegal immigrant in New York.

We have set our program for the coming year.  Books are
chosen from  recommendations from members, a list is
drawn up for review, and we then pare it down to what
we hope is a selection that provides varied, enjoyable and
sometimes challenging, reading.

A comment we often hear after our meetings is “I would
never have read that book if it hadn’t been on the list, but
I’m really glad I did.”

Books selected for 2013 include: Oranges Are Not The
Only Fruit together with Why Be Happy When You Can Be
Normal? by the indomitable Jeanette Winterson;  the
modern American classic Crossing To Safety  by Wallace
Stegner; Norwegian Wood by Japanese author Haruki
Murakami;   Bethan Roberts’ My Policeman;  and Pulitzer
Prize-winning A Visit From The Goon Squad  by Jennifer
Egan.   On the non-fiction side we look forward to The Long

Exile by Melanie McGrath – a fascinating true story of
deception and survival amongst the Inuit of the Canadian
Arctic – and the surprise best-selling The Hare With
Amber Eyes by Edmund de Waal.

Hopefully there is something to interest everyone.

We average about a dozen people per meeting and,
because it is ‘open’ to everyone, you never know who will
drop by.  Conversations can take a surprising direction
with members’ life experiences often enriching the
discussion.

Even if you haven't read the book, the lively discussion is
sure to prove stimulating.   Each meeting we have a
Moderator to act as a central focal point to ensure all
voices are heard, and all aspects of the work considered.
And after the book talk is exhausted,  there is still time to
socialise over tea and cake.

Meetings are held every 2nd Tuesday of the month at 1pm
– in the Meeting Room, Balmain Library – and they are
free of charge to all comers.
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 FOBL’s  FOURTH  PRIMARY  SCHOOLS

WRITING  COMPETITION

The Friends of Balmain Library will host its fourth

writing competition for primary schools on the

Balmain peninsula in 2013.

From its first tentative steps in 2010 the competition

has  grown into a very successful, annual event.

FOBL has been fortunate to have the continuing

support and commitment of the Balmain / Rozelle
Community Bank in the form of a community grant

that includes covering the cost of the prizes for the

winner and highly commended entries.

Winners will also continue to receive a $100 book

voucher as well as a $100 Bank  Account.  Highly

commended entries will receive a $50 book voucher.

The 2013 writing competition will be open to Balmain,

Rozelle and Nicholson Street Public  Schools, Father

John Therry School and Orange Grove Public School

at Lilyfield.

There will be two categories of entry – a short story

and a poem. Students will be asked to write either a

story of up to 800 words using one or both of the

signature words, or a poem about an object that is

special to them or their family.

The signature words this year are story and writing.

A poster announcing the writing competition – and

providing information about the submission date for

the entries was sent to all eligible schools during

December of last year.   This early notice was at the

request of the schools who start organising their

year’s calendar and work programs at the end of

the previous year.

Submission date will be the same date as in 2012 –

that is by 1st August.  Further information for schools

including posters, entry forms and conditions of entry

leaflets will be distributed to schools early in Term 1

and will also be available on the FOBL website. It is

planned that the competition will take place after the

NAPLAN tests in May.

FOBL is looking for someone amongst our membership experienced in Calligraphy.

Each of our Competition winners receives a certificate and we would be delighted if someone
could volunteer their services to fill in details, such as the person's name and the name of
their school.  Please contact Maryellen Galbally at maiellen@iinet.net.au if you can help.

Balmain Secondary College

In 2012 FOBL introduced a Secondary Schools

Writing Competition for the first time, combining with

the Balmain Campus of Sydney Secondary College.

Students were asked to write a book review, and to

our delight the winner for the year 9/10 section had

her winning entry placed on the author’s website!

Details about this year’s competition are still in the

development stage, but we will continue  to have

two categories of entry – Years 7/8 and Years 9/10 –

and the task this year will be a short imaginative story

using an image, or images, as stimulus material.

Maryellen Galbally

FOBL Writing  Competition Sub-Committee  member
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Then again, this is fiction, so her character can do just
about anything …  But can this shambolic opening subse-
quently be tied up into a neat package of story?  And
should it even be encouraged?  We look to fiction to give
the order that is lacking in real life, but is that just a
weakness on our part?

There is a point where the book muses on the ineffectual
nature of readers and I think that this is a real theme of the
book.  The habit of reading makes the reader into an acute
observer, who can see the forming pattern in events, but
lacks the habit of action which would permit them to
change the play.  The protagonist exemplified this for the
bulk of the book.  Her only attempt at action was when she
was effectively kidnapped by a ten year old.  Mostly, even
when actually involved in living an adventure, she was
thinking in terms of book plots, as a way to process and
resolve her dilemmas.

But the truly clever thing was that the playing out of these
themes did not turn the two very engaging main characters
into puppets subordinate to this resolution, nor did it
detract from the rather enjoyable story. As for the story
itself – was there a happy ending?  Well, just as in life,
there was an ending – maybe not the one you thought you
saw coming during the twists and turns of the saga.  But a
good enough ending, just the same.

Overall, a very good book and thank you for recommend-
ing it.

On the ‘new book’ shelf at my local,
Central Coast, library, I spotted a novel
called The Borrower by a writer un-

known to me.  Perhaps its connection to what I was doing
in the library appealed, or the blurb that mentioned
Rebecca Makkai's award-winning short stories, but either
way I decided to give it a go.  And I loved it!   So much so,
I recommended it to former FOBL member Gabrielle
Caddy who quickly found it on the ACT Library catalogue
and reserved it immediately via her i-phone.

As you will see from her review below, Gabe's enthusiasm
is equal to mine. [Herma Sieper, Editor]

The Borrower is Rebecca Makkai’s first novel, but from
its quality I’m sure (and hopeful) that there will be more
to follow.

The book is written in the first person, a technique often
regarded as the cheat’s form of storytelling.  In too many
class exercises, vanity publishings and chicklits, this style
is stuffed with earnest but clunky expositions of the plot,
which only serve to show the backstage machinery.  But
in the hands of a good writer it can give immediacy to a
story by allowing the reader and the writer to reach their
revelations at the same rate.  And that is most definitely
how this novel unfolds.

This is a story told from the point of view of Lucy Hull, a
children’s librarian at a small town library in Missouri.
The first question which springs to mind is why is a young
woman, well educated at an eastern college, with family
and resources, whiling away her time under an alcoholic
head librarian in a small and insular mid-western town?
And this question will be answered during the course of
the story, as various events unfold.   But in the short term,
other matters must take precedence.  Because Lucy is
worried about the home life of a young boy who comes
regularly to the library.  When she opens early one morn-
ing to find that he has run away and is hiding in her
bookshelves, she finds that she must take action.  And this
leads to a journey across states, through family history,
and through books.

Lucy, like all good librarians, is an avid and accomplished
reader, with a wide range of literary references to draw on
in making sense of the events that follow (which I shall
not spoil).  And this characteristic allows for some deft
play with both the conventions of fiction and the contem-
plation of its proper place in the scheme of things. Take
the basic premise: on the one hand we have all looked at
children suffering with inappropriate adults and wanted to
save them (at least, I know I have and I’m sadly sure that
others watching me with mine will have too);  but on the
other hand, we can’t because how would it end?  It
couldn’t be well.

BOOK REVIEW … by Gabrielle Caddy

The Borrower - Rebecca Makkai
(Vintage, 324 pages)
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BOOKOPOLY – The Booklover's Board Game

Readers might be interested in a newish board game.  Based
on Monopoly, avid readers both young and old will have a
great time with Bookopoly – a bookish spin on that classic
game.
Properties turn into books, houses and hotels into bookshops
and libraries, while tokens take the form of icons from the
classics:  a carousel horse from Catcher in the Rye, a whale
from Moby Dick, and a fly from, yes you guessed it, Lord of
the Flies. And there is also one in the shape of a bookworm!
Those familiar with the layout and rules of Monopoly will
easily navigate this version.  But you won't pass “GO”, but
pass “READ” instead to collect your dollars – and you won't
pick up a “GO TO JAIL” card, but instead will be made to
“WATCH TV”!  “Free Parking” turns into “Free Dreams”,
taxes are book club fees, and the four railroads are “Genres”.
As well as being fun, it sounds like an excellent learning tool
for younger readers.  And when you know the answers too
well, players can make up new cards based on their own
reading.

AUSTRALIAN LIVING TREASURES
– FOBL Guest Speakers

Did you know that our first guest speaker for 2013 – Thomas
Keneally – is the fifth Australian Living Treasure FOBL
has been lucky enough to put on the stage in Balmain?   Most
recently, Margaret Fulton for our Christmas event last year
(and also back in June 2002);  trade union activist Jack
Mundey in 2010;  Dr Karl Kruszelnicki upstairs to an
audience of 300 excited children and their parents in 2001;
and former politican and prisoner-of-war Tom Uren way
back in 2001.   A long-time resident of Balmain, on Australia
Day this year Tom Uren received the highest honour his
nation can bestow on a civilian:  Companion in the General
Division of the Order of Australia.

ACTORS' FORUM – March Performance

Readers may recall Goldie Hawn's  performance in Butter-
flies Are Free. Based on the play of the same name – by
Leonard Gershe – you'll be able to catch a performance by
the Actors' Forum in March.
It's a romantic comedy about a young and self-reliant blind
man, his domineering mother, and the free-spirited girl next
door.  One of the longest running plays in Broadway history,
Eileen Heckart won an Oscar for her rôle as the overbearing
mother in the film version.
WHEN :   Sunday March 24
WHERE :   St Andrew's Church Hall
  223 Darling St Balmain (Cnr Curtis Rd)
TICKETS :  $ 20 admission ($ 15 : seniors/conc.)
  On sale at door from 1 pm

THE METROPOLITAN ORCHESTRA
 – Balmain Concert

If you're keen on classical music, and prefer a venue close to
home – put Sunday June 23 in your diary now.
The Metropolitan Orchestra will feature internationally
renowned percussionist Claire Edwardes performing the
Rojas Chamber Concerto for Marimba and Orchestra.
Other works on the programme are Mozart's Eine Kleine
Nachtmusik and Haydn's “London” Symphony. Plus another
exciting element to the afternoon's enjoyment is the inclusion
of the world premiere of a new Australian work.
WHEN :  Sunday June 23   at 3 pm
WHERE : Balmain Town Hall - Darling Street
TICKETS :  $ 40  ($ 30 : conc.)  Children aged 7-15:  $ 20
All ticket prices include an on-line booking fee.

IMPROVE YOUR CREATIVE HEALTH ...
is the intriguing title of a new series of art courses in collage,
drawing, and printmaking being offered by Erica Aronsten
from Creative Kick Start.
Erica, a FOBL member, is keen to promote the benefit of
creative expression in our lives.  The courses are made
possible through a Community Grant from Leichhardt Council
and are offered at a most affordable rate : $ 50 for 4 classes.

WHEN : Friday classes to be held on April 5,12,19 & 26
 Saturday classes on May 11,18,25 + June

ENQUIRIES :
 Erica Aronsten
 E-mail : earonsten@iinet.net.au
 Phone  : 0420 221 271
WEB url : www.creativekickstart.com.au

BALMAIN



Have you ever read one of those novels where

every chapter presents a new puzzle?

It goes like this: Chapter one begins:  It was a clear
day in autumn when Mary Jane was sitting in the
garden of her grandmother’s house in Devon.
Chapter two begins: At his castle in Bratislava,
Count Rupert stubbed out his cigarette and sum-
moned his chauffeur.  Chapter three begins: The
pack ice was beginning to break up but the port of
Inuithaven could not be reached by boat and Finn
McPherson would have to cool his heels a while
longer.

I could go on – dreaming up scenarios is quite fun.

But the point I wish to make is that reading a novel

like this is quite a struggle.  How on earth can all

these disparate people and places be linked?   But

we do know that they will be eventually – by some

long and tortuous process.  Our rôle and our

problem is to keep all the various bits in our heads

and try to work out the links.  It’s like playing chess

without the board and pieces in front of you.

The most recent book I’ve read in this genre is

Behind the Scenes at the Museum  by Kate Atkin-
son.  By and large we didn’t change countries; but

we did cover a lot of jumps in time and across

families, and the title was quite enigmatic until close

to the end.  Now this was a debut novel which won

the 1985 Whitbread Book of the Year prize and

indeed it is well written with a very wry and humor-

ous touch.

This author has gone on to write more novels with

similar plot jumps, and interesting titles such as:

Human Croquet - Case Histories - Emotionally Weird -
Started Early, Took My Dog.  She now has an occa-

sional protagonist – Jackson Brodie, featured in four

novels so far – and the plots are somewhere between

mad and whimsical and mostly funny, in a dark sort of

way.  Ever so slightly addictive.

My other example in this genre is the work of Robert
Goddard.  Cambridge educated, lovely classical Eng-

lish style,  and a writer who devises plots which are

possibly the most complex I’ve ever read.  Although he

does sometimes give us a protagonist, the rest

pertains – great leaps from here to there and person to

person.  His books are very solid reads and ideal for

long plane flights. You won’t notice the plane landing!

I can recommend the early ones – all with lovely literary

titles: Past Caring - In Pale Battalions - Painting the
Darkness - Into the Blue - Take No Farewell. Goddard

is not very humorous – the subjects are dark, the

dilemmas insoluble, his protagonists losers who may

win at the end.  He now seems to be writing a book a

year – no doubt under the whip of his publisher, but

perhaps of necessity.  If this sounds like your cup of

tea, you'd better get started.  Just to get through his

current list will take a considerable time.  Definitely

worth a look!

This style of writing is challenging and I’d like to read

some more.

Ideas e-mailed to ambrosia@bigpond.com would be

most welcome, and could also be of use to our Open

Book Group.

Finding the Plot …

–  Jan Aitkin


