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Oscar and Lucinda 
by Peter Carey

Oscar and Lucinda are twin 
spirits, both addicted to the thrill 
of gambling in a time when their 
illicit pleasure is frowned upon 
by an uncomprehending, strait-
laced society. From entirely 
different social backgrounds, 
Oscar is raised by an evangelist 
minister,  only to tread a new 
path in his teens when he believes 
God has spoken to him directly. 
Lucinda is raised in the 
Australian outback but inherits a 
small fortune when orphaned by 
her parents in her late teens. 
 
Both characters are naive and 
proud and headstrong and shy, 
and when they finally meet, their 
friendship is riddled with 
misunderstanding. When Oscar is 
disgraced as a member of the 
clergy, Lucinda takes him in. She 
shows him her vision of a church 
made of  glass, and in a deal 
designed to consolidate their 
relationship, Oscar sets off 
through uncharted territory to 

deliver the church to its 
destination.

The ending took me completely 
by surprise and in retrospect I 
really appreciate the avoidance of 
cliché and the skill of Carey s '
manipulation of events 
throughout.  

The Potato Factory
by Bryce Courtenay
Ikey Solomon, Prince of Fences , ‘ ’
is the anti-hero of this murky 
Dickensian London underworld 
of petty thieves, pickpockets, 
debt collectors, and brothel-
keepers. The story leads you to 
the convict colonies of Australia 
and back again  through a series 
of intricately plotted 
coincidences. The strength of 
Courtenay s writing provides a '
wealth of fantastically colourful 
yet fully-rounded characters, and 
a vivid world described in the 
tiniest detail.

 
Although it easily stands alone, 
this is the first book in a trilogy. 



For my money, it is the best of 
the three, but as a result, it will 
leave you desperate to know 
what has happened to Ikey s sons, '
which is, helpfully, the subject of 
the next volume, Tommo and '
Hawk . (The third volume is '
Solomon s  Song .)' ' '

Strandloper
by Alan Garner

In 1801, Cheshire bricklayer 
William Buckley was transported 
to Australia, where on arrival, he 
escaped, and lived as an aborigine 
for 31 years. It sounds like a great 
plot for a historical novel, and it 
is a great historical novel, but it s '
not at all  conventional, and you 
may be disappointed if you 
prefer a linear narrative.

 
Garner cleverly mirrors the songs 
and rituals from William s '
Cheshire life in his new 
aboriginal world  just as the fairy ;
tales he tells a fellow transportee 
are echoed in the dreamtime 
tales.  The importance of 
knowledge, of words and writing 
resonates throughout.  

Although at first Garner s writing '
may appear inaccessible, it soon 
becomes utterly fascinating and I 
couldn t put this book down.  An '
unusual, but rewarding novel.  

Miles McGinty
by Tom Gilling

Miles McGinty and Isabel 
Dowling are born on the same 
night under completely different 
circumstances into completely 
different social worlds  but from ;
the first moment onwards, their 
lives are destined to be 
intertwined. Something in the 
air.
 
From the first scenes of the novel 
set in a 19th century Australian 
theatre, I was hooked. The 
characters presented are so vivid, 
and well, so full of character! 
And while the period of the piece 
is accurately portrayed, only the 
background detail necessary to 
fully appreciate this particular 
story is provided. 

Miles McGinty  has an airy  and ' ' ' '
accessible feel which suits its 
subject.  With no insult intended 
at all, I often think of it as Oscar '
and Lucinda -Lite. '

 

The Bone People
by Keri Hulme

With sumptuous, poetic language 
this novel quickly reeled me in, 
swept me along and threw me 
out, gasping for breath at the 



Snake
by Kate Jennings

This deceptively simple short 
novel portrays an Australian 
farming family s life. In cool, '
precise prose and with an gift for 
eloquent imagery, Jennings 
builds a brooding atmosphere of 
claustrophobia against the open 
spaces of the outback, a looming 
darkness  beneath the scorching 
sun. A wonderfully controlled 
and compact masterpiece.
 
Irene s moods filled the house  " ' ;

there was no escaping. Rex was 
pinned by them to the walls, 
pushed into corners. Leaving the 
house did not make it any better  ;
everywhere, sweeping blue sky, 
an horizon that stretched to the 
back of beyond, and yet he was 
suffocating."

Sixty Lights
by Gail Jones

Lucy Strange grows up in 
Australia, then England and 
Bombay, then finally returns to 
London where a passion for the 
new technology of photography 
shapes both her life and the 
structure and character of this 
short novel.

other end.  It is a massive, 
swirling story which consumed 
me entirely.

 
The story begins with a mute 
child called Simon who breaks 
into the home of reclusive 
(repressed?) artist, Kerewin, and 
proves determined to strike up a 
friendship with her. Simon s '
father, Joe, forms the third 
corner of the triangle, and also 
sees in Kerewin a chance  for 
redemption and friendship. 

 
This is no romance novel. How 
does Simon acquire the vicious 
bruises and worse all over his 
body? Can Joe really be 
responsible? Kerewin doesn t '
want to be the person to step in, 
but should she?  Joe finally snaps 
and Simon suffers the 
consequences, so what happens 
next?  Redemption is eventually 
found, but at a price, and the 
ending is heartbreaking.

 
The book covers lots of issues  ' '
(not just abuse) and Joe s Maori '
ancestry adds another contextual 
layer, but for me the strength is 
in the language and the story and 
the ability to suck me in so 
utterly.  This isn t a perfect book '
and would have benefited from a 
little editing down, especially 
over the middle section, but even 
so is one of my favourite novels 
of all time.



I was surprised by the power 
behind this carefully exposed 
story. There are moments of 
pure, undistilled beauty in the 
prose, but the biggest strength 
for me was the evocation of 
place (Gemmy s British '
childhood, for instance, was 
vivid) and more importantly the 
people within those places.

 
A motley assortment of 
characters grow from one-
dimensional caricatures into 
living, breathing, flawed human 
beings as their stories are 
revealed.  We don t learn full '
biographies, but are told just 
exactly enough to provide a 
person s essence.  The prose is '
understated allowing the 
characters to speak for 
themselves, yet leaving a 
tremendous sense of everything 
that is left unsaid hanging in the 
air. 

Pobby and Dingan 
by Ben Rice

When Kellyanne s imaginary ’
friends disappear, she develops a 
mystery illness. Against his better 
judgement, her elder brother 
rallies the townspeople round to 
search for the missing Pobby and 
Dingan, in the hope that it will 
help his sister. 

The story is told through a series 
of prose snapshots, each distilling 
the image of a moment from 
Lucy s life which has left a lasting '
impression for however trivial a 
reason. The language is spare, 
concise, and poetic, but there is 
also a sense  of distance, as 
though you are looking at 
photographs rather than living, 
breathing people. In some ways 
this is successful, as Lucy is by 
nature quite detached. At the 
same time, there isn t quite '
sufficient depth of emotion to 
fully engage with the characters, 
a fault I also noticed in Distance  ' '
by Colin Thubron.  I did enjoy it, 
though.

Remembering 
Babylon

by David Malouf
A white man who has lived with a 
tribe of aboriginals since 
childhood stumbles back into the 
white man s world, where he '
finds love and loyalty but also 
fear and petty loathing. 
Remembering Babylon  is not so ' '
much about the re-integration of 
Gemmy into society as a 
character  study of the society 
which may or may not accept 
him  – which culture is the more 
savage?



This short and sweet novella 
explores the nature of reality and 
the power of the imagination  –
how do we know what is real and 
what is not? 

Everman s Rules '
for Scientific Living
by Carrie Tiffany

Jean meets Robert on the Better ‘
Farming Train , travelling across ’
rural Australia, showing how 
scientific principles can improve 
quality of life when applied to 
day to day living.  Jean and 
Robert, once married, buy a plot 
of farmland in an agriculturally 
dry region, with the intention of 
leading by example: using 
equations derived scientifically 
and applying to the crops they 
grow, they hope to show the local 
farming community a better way 
of life.

But equations and fertiliser don t ’
allow for extreme weather 
conditions and year upon year, 
instead of improving yield, the 
crops deteriorate and Robert s ’
reputation among the locals 
becomes increasingly sullied. 
Robert has always prided himself 
on his scientific thoroughness, a 
singlemindedness bordering on 
obsession  but amidst all the –
scientific formulae Jean becomes 

less and less convinced there is 
room for something as irrational 
as love.  

Tiffany s light prose brings a ’
warmth and humanity to this 
story of a distant man, with 
spare imagery perfectly suited to 
bringing the dusty outback to 
life.  A deceptively 
straightforward story.

Further reading:
Gould s Book of Fish'
by Richard Flanagan

~
The Lieutenant

by Kate Grenville
~

The Secret River
by Kate Grenville

~
Bettany s Book'

by Thomas Keneally
~

The Playmaker
by Thomas Keneally

~
English Passengers
by Matthew Kneale

~
Conversations at Curlow Creek

by David Malouf
~

A Fringe of Leaves
by Patrick White

~
Carpentaria

by Alexis Wright
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