


THREEPENNY PLANET
is published so frequently for ANZAPA by John Bangsund, PO Box 171, 
Fairfield, Victoria 3078, that I've forgotten what number I'm up to. 
It could be 3, or more likely 2, but it's December 1980 anyway, and 
not before time. 1980 hasn't been a great year for anything or 
anyone I can think of offhand. And no, I can't bring myself to write 
about poor Susan, not yet.
(OXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXOXO)

8 December' This is going to look like the first draft of an article 
for Australian Book Review, but in fact it's the second. The first is 
pretty hard to read—physically, I mean: I'll leave the other sort of 
judgement to you — .having been scrawled down very late one night when 
I'd given up not drinking.

Flushed with success, having sold almost all the incisive, profound, 
witty articles, seething with relevance and classy grammar, that I had 
written for ABR, I went out and bought some new stereophonic music 
machines.

I regret to say that I didn't get much help from publishers in this 
adventure . The Oxford Companion to Phased Quartz-Looked IF Loops only 
goes up to 1963. Rigby's True Australian Stories of Outback Stereo in 
Colour concentrates on the local product (it's the thinnest Seal Book 
they've ever done). Dick Smith's DX + 0.3dB/mf for Beginners has lovely 
colour shots of voice-controlled re cord- players and cheerful idiots 
climbing inaccessible rocks in the Tasman Sea. And that's about it.

I lie. Australian Hi-Fi tries very hard, more or less monthly, to 
keep up with the scores of brands and hundreds of models that clutter 
up the great Australian dumping-ground, and the Age Green Guide (every 
Thursday, for Melbourne viewers only) often fills the spaces between the 
ads with informative articles about the advertisers' products, so I can't 
say there's nothing helpful around.

What happens is you go to your friendly stereo-gear salesman, like 
one of those chaps who infest the shops around Elizabeth and La Trobe 
Streets, and the first thing he tells you is that you are absolutely 
right: the machinery you have at the moment is junk, sold to you by a 
rogue. You thought it was just a bit out of date, pretty damn good in 
its time in fact, but you don't say so, because this salesperson is 
about to usher you into the twentieth century, and you don't want to 
miss it.

If you've got any sense you'll tell the salesman you've got $200 or 
$500 or whatever to spend, and you'll get pretty near your money's 
worth, and that's that.

If you are like me, you'll wander from shop to shop for a month, 
getting no pleasure at all from annoying the salesmen, and you'll buy 
back issues of Australian Hi-Fi and read the hundreds of ads each week 
in the Trading Post and spend your weekends driving to the outer suburbs 
to inspect equipment that doesn't sound as good as it looks, and you'll 
confuse yourself no end. The first thing you discover as you go from 
shop to shop is that the first salesman's stuff is rubbish, according to 
the second salesman, and his stuff even worse, according to the third, 
and so on. But all of them agree that Australian Hi-Fi is much too 
esoterically technical for the nomal connoisseur of fine equipment, 
such as yourself, and the bargains in the Trading Post laughably 
overpriced — either that or you can't get the parts you know that's 
probably why they're trying to flog them.

So take it from me, the only way to buy stereo gear is to decide 
how much you can afford and how much space you've got. You'll be 
delighted, you'll stick with whatever brand you've bought for good (just 



like most smokers, and voters) and you'll enjoy the music. If you want 
this stuff for the music, that is. If you want it for interior 
decoration, get it all through the Trading Post, and don't spend more 
than $200. For $200 you can get some really splendid-looking dead or 
dying sound equipment. 'Come on over', you can say to your friends, 
'and have a look at my knackered-mi chi . ' Impress them no end. When 
they ask to hear it, tell them it needs a few adjustments to the 
catatonic double-plunging sennheisers, and play something for them on 
the tranny.

I confess that I spent a little more on my new gear than I have 
earned from writing articles for ABR. I confess further that I really 
didn't need any of it. I could have moved the television to another 
room. I could have bought a better set of headphones, and a blindfold, 
and stayed in the same room as the telly. But common sense of that 
degree of sophistication is not what I'm good at, so, apart from the 
faithful old turntable, we now have two of everything. The money ran 
out before I could make suitable provision for playing records in my 
study. This is sad, because every now and then Sally and I suddenly 
get in the mood to play a record, only it's a different record we have 
in mind, so we either compromise like civilized adults, by playing my 
record, or I retreat to my study, where my choice of music is limited 
to tapes, cassettes and whatever's offering on Melbourne's eighteen 
radio stations. This can be particularly distressing when the record 
I want to listen to is, say, the Symphony No.2 by Leevi Madetoja.
I know I should have taped it, but for some reason I never have, and 
at any given moment hardly any of Melbourne's eighteen radio stations 
are playing Madetoja's symphonies.

What I bought was this: one AM/FM/SW tuner, one cassette deck, one 
open-reel tape deck and one set of headphones, or earspeakers, as the 
classier models are called these days. All well-known brands, nothing 
complicated, but nothing to be entirely ashamed of either. I'm having 
a lot of fun with them. They make a wonderful noise. The only thing 
that troubles me about them—well, it's not about them actually, it's 
about me. The thing is, I'm just your average Australian book editor 
and all-round lit'ry mechanic, you see, pretty sheltered Protestant 
childhood and so on, spent my formative years in a house that had many 
books but very little machinery, nothing much more technologically 
advanced than a mantel wireless set and an ice-chest, and—look, do 
you mind if I start a new paragraph? (The black button with the zig-zag 
sort of arrow, yes, that's the one, thanks.)

The thing is, these four machines I've bought have, between them, 
one hundred and thirteen different knobs, sockets, buttons, keys, 
switches, dials, indicator lights and so on, some of them with multiple 
functions. I don't know what possessed me to count them, but I did. 
I then went round and counted all the controls on the other machinery 
in the house — the turntable, the other tape recorder, cassette deck, 
tuner, speakers, headphones and (cheating a bit, because it's only 
mono) clock-radio — and found a further 152 of them. Unable to stop 
myself, I counted also 48 plugs and bits of bare wire that connect to 
sockets and terminals, and nine power leads. Altogether there are 
322 separate bits of electrical business of this sort — and I know what 
every one of them is for!

I don't want to get emotional about this, but I've been trying to 
get on with Schoenberg for at least fifteen years, and despite all this 
high-tech sound-reproducing machinery, I still can't get through to him. 
Is there a switch I haven't discovered yet? Is there some ultradynamic 
MOS-FET IC filter (capture ratio better than +0.001 MHz at 30 kilojoules 
IHF per second, all channels driven into 17.5 ohms on a 5-pole elliptical 
hypemo) on the more expensive models that allows one instant comprehension 
of Schoenberg?

Or have I wasted an awful lot of time studying machinery and not 
listening to music? Arnold, forgive me'.



Wordgames
By John Bingwnd

'Am I still on the payroll?’ I says to Mr 
McLaren, not having heard from him for 
a while.

‘My word,' he expletes. or something 
like that, 'People have stopped complain
ing about the reviews.’

Well, I realize now that was a very cut
ting remark. At the time I thought it was 
one of them non-secateun.

I set out this time to talk about why I 
don't review books. It's a subject close to 
my heart. I’ve always thought I shouldn’t 
write book reviews because I'm not good 
enough. I have a profound respect for 
writers, editors, publishers, readers and 
book-buyers, and I have never yet found 
a satisfactory way of writing for all of 
these people at once, which is what I 
reckon a good book-reviewer should do, 
dealing honestly with the work at hand 
and yet encouraging everybody concern
ed.

I did a fair bit of research for this piece 
about why I don't review books. I read 
all the reviews in the Age and the 
Australian for a month, and all the back 
issues of ABR, and then I read some of 
the books that I’d read about, and at the 
end of all this I took a good look at my
self, shuddered, and said 'JB', which is 
what I call myself under self-examin
ation, 'you are an idiot!'

All those books I want and can't af
ford — all those books I don't want that 
would fetch a few dollars from even the 
meanest secondhand bookseller I know 
— and so many of them could have been 
mine, all mine, legally and respectably 
come by, for nothing more than the price 
of a few hours' thought and prevari
cation. Oh, I could kick myself.

After that public confession, obviously 
I won't be able to review books in ABR, 
not under my own name anyway. I've 
suggested to Mr McLaren that I do them 
under an assumed name (Philip Admass, 
Ma* Harrods, Gouth Whilelaw, Mea
ning Clarke — there’s no end really to 
the invention of a creative proofreader, 
and all good for sales), and the son of 
reviews I’d like to do are those omnibui 
round-up things, a dozen or so books at a 
time. I won't even ask for payment, so 
long as I don't have to give the books 
back.

1 haven't heard from the boss about 
this proposal yet. Maybe he has all the 
reviewers he needs. Maybe he is all the 
reviewers, and I've accidentally tumbled 
to him. Anyway I've been getting in some

practice on writing reviews, just in case, 
and here's my first lot. Not having any 
real books to work on, I’ve had to make 
them up.

Galah Occasions

William Bligh's previously unknown 
water-colours are handsomely treated in 
Breadfruit Upon The Waters, a magnifi
cent volume in AKUP's finest tradition. 
In a limited edition of 130. it is not over
priced at $800, and Steph Campbell's 
sensitive and finely wrought commentary 
in no way detracts from its intrinsic 
value. If Bligh had been anyone else these 
pathetic little drawings would never have 
been reused from their well-deserved 
obscurity, but the book has indubitable 
historical interest and will be eagerly 
sought after by investors. (If you miss 
out, write to me C/- ABR with your best 
offer over SI000.)

A quite different sort of picture book is 
Middlemiss and Swift's Great Australian 
Colour Book of Historic Wombats from 
the Air. This must be the definitive work 
on the subject, and Rigby's have done it 
in grand style. Perry Middlemiss's appli
cation of computer technology to the 
aerial study of natural history is in
novative, and Helen Swift’s photo
graphy is nothing short of stunning. At 
$14.95 this quite hefty paperback 
represents something of a bargain.

Cashing in on the success of the 
Salami Sisters, the Boloney Brothers 
(Lee Harding and John Bangsund) have 
published Cain Get No Satisfaction, a 
sizzling story of the secret world of 
balding men in their forties, ‘a world' (!• 
quote from the blurb) ‘totally alien and 
unknown to today's youth’, and no 
wonder. The chapter 'Dropping Acid', 
for example, from which one might ex
pect to discover something useful about 
the world we live in, in fact is about their 
experiences in Form 2 General Science, 
circa 1951. I don't know who Cain is or 
was, but I didn't like it much either.

There ii far more interesting fiction 
in the collection of stories by Leanne 
Frahm. Head Hunting in Darkmost 
Queensland. There is deft social satire in 
such stories as ‘Pineapple Poll' and ‘The 
Cane Mutiny’, and haunting, one might 
almost say harrowing, imagery in the 
title story and ‘Fifth Man in a Fruit 
Quartet’. Ms Frahm is a fine writer, with 
a delicious sense of the absurd and an ap

parent commitment to the proposition 
that all vegetables are brothers.

The Portable Australian Authors 
series, a most worthwhile project, never
theless seems to be scraping the barrel a 
bit with the latest volume, Michael 
Massey Robinson. It is true, as Gary 
Mason says in his 26-page introduction, 
that Robinson has been neglected, but 
there may be good reason for this. The 
works selected represent Robinson at his 
best and are not without interest, but 
$6 95 seems exorbitant for a 32-page 
paperback. One recalls that Marie 
Bjelke-Petersen, published in this series 
last year, cost the same but was almost 
twice the size. The Robinson may be 
better value, but one couid ask for more 
bulk for the money.

I don't go much for poetry, I must con
fess. but I quite enjoyed Liz Murray's 
The Boys Who Couldn't Wait for the 
Funeral. As an evocation of the events of 
1975, albeit in the form of fantasy, it is 
quite compelling, and the central charac
ters — Big Mac, Li’l Phil, J. D., Haricot, 
The White-Haired Boyo and the rest — 
one recognizes without difficulty. The 
longish account of a secret meeting 
between Rupert Murdoch, Bob Hawke 
and Tirath Khemlani (Murray gives 
them other names) in the games room 
of a government hostel on Brisbane 
Avenue, Barton. I found unconvincing. 
Otherwise it's an entertaining romp, and 
you never find out whether The Big 
Feller gets his funeral or not, since the 
story ends at midnight on 10 November.

1 have no idea how Thomas 
K. Nearly's latest novel ends, because I 
haven’t got that far yet. Designed to be 
sold in supermarkets and corner milk 
bars for a fraction of the price of normal 

■ books. Rip-off Republic has been pub
lished in the form of a toilet roil, an in
teresting approach to marketing alter
natives that will ensure the book's even
tual value as a collector's item. I'm fin
ding it excellent reading as toilet rolls go. 
but it's well below the author's best work.

The Oxford Companion to Puddings 
(C. and D. Ashby, cds.) is good in places, 
but I can't quite see its relevance, and at 
$57.95 it seems rather remote. Likewise 
Michael Tolley's Adelaide Studies in 
Biblical Engineering. Series XVH. which 
sold out before publication, but for Lho 
life of me I can't see why. On the other 
hand, Harold G. Nye's wistful auto
biography, Two or Three on a Tower, 
was remaindered before publication — 
another first for this almost totally un
known author.

44 Ausrraliin Book Review, November, 1980


