LAUNCH SPEECH- 
THE LOVEMAKERS Book One -Saying all the great sexy things
By Garrie Hutchison, Poet.    
Melbourne, 15 March, 2001.
Alan’s been telling me that I was launching his book for almost as long as he’s been writing it.

I don’t know why I was the chosen one, perhaps because I am a retired poet, now beyond the competitive misery that was involved in the profession in the 1970s.

Perhaps because it’s because we go back a long way, first appearing between the same covers in 1970.

That anthology was called Australian Poetry Now edited by the legendary accountant and novelist Thomas W. Shapcott ... Tom was putting the book together in 1969, and we were all asked for personal statements of our poetics ... 

I’m not going to embarrass Alan, or myself, by reading any of those effusions - suffice to say that Alan’s was much less effusive and embarrassing than mine. But back then Alan made this note about his schooling. He wasn’t just brought up in Blackburn, but in Blackburn South- ‘the South is important.’ 

South Blackburn is south of Canterbury Road and north of the Burwood Highway. It’s east of Burwood, and west of Forest Hill. I can see this means very little to anyone here. But it meant a lot to Alan then, and after - it was an example of his fabulous eye for Melbourne detail, for the fine grains of his observation.

Alan was at Monash at the time. He was, with John A. Scott, a vital part of the Monash series of poetry readings 1967 - 69 - and thus in some weird way the opposition for Carlton poets.

I was part of the La Mama Tuesday night events, organised first by Kris Hemensley in 1968. 

These were rival poetic camps, just as at the same time there was rivalry between the Monash Labor Club who were a weird kind of eastern suburban Maoists, and the Melbourne University Labor Club, who were for the most part, weak kneed social democrats.

What the rival poetics were, I couldn’t say. The best I can come up with is that Alan said in his 1969 statement that he was investigating the New York poets, John Ashbery, Kenneth Koch, John O’Hara, and that we, or I, was trying to understand William Carlos Williams and Charles Olson. That was a bit like saying you preferred the Doors to the Grateful Dead or The Band.

We had more in common because some time in the 1970s I discovered that Alan was a life long Esse’don supporter, and a founder of the Nunawading District Junior Football League. That meant he was all right, because it fulfilled the basic rule for getting along with anyone in Melbourne, which was that it didn’t matter who you barracked for, as long as you barracked for someone.  I was an Esse’don apostate, having given all that the suburb and football team represented when I moved to Carlton.

I can remember several lock out Carlton Essendon games at Princes Park with Alan in the days when there was an outer, and suburban footy was still permitted.

And Alan is, of course, the inventor of Damien Chubb, a football private eye - a former Essendon ruckman, who was called upon to investigate the disappearance of ace Magpie full forward Johnny Moomba. That was Kicking in Danger, published by Black Pepper in 1997 - described rightly by Peter Craven as having been written by ‘one of the great connoisseurs of suburban Melbourne.’

We next appeared - together for the last time - in John Tranter’s New Australian Poetry 1979 -   me with a very New York Berrymanesque sequence, and Alan with some poems, first I’d seen from The Nightmarkets.

That year Alan was also the Labor Candidate for the Upper House seat of Nunawading, becoming with Jack Dyer the poet of the pigskin, one more great man not supported by the electorate. 

If Les Murray is the poet laureate of the Country Party, then Alan is the poet laureate of the Labor candidate. I think he might be the only one. Henry Lawson, the previous Poet Laureate of Labour never had the guts to stand for public, and I don’t think I would either. 

Poets on the whole are not joiners or leaders, and one has to salute one who is. Or was. 

In The Nightmarkets Robert Metcalfe is the candidate and I suppose what Alan wrote back then reflects something of what he might have felt about the Labor Party, and standing exposed as a candidate. 



To join any group,



become a front man and reach an understanding



that honesty is no doubt inadequate



is just like some village,



for a life



pivoted round the constant approval of ‘looking good’.



The party faithful



seem to inhabit a form of village, don’t we?


     I try to imagine, construct and fill this


      entire town of stalwarts.


    (Brotherville?)



      These women I’ve befriended, men I’ve battled into truce,




whoever we are.




    Oh, my town won’t be puritan or hedonist.



         It wouldn’t impose required moral structures,



          one exclusive version



       of what’s ‘good’.



       On my part guesswork. Why should it be anyone else’s?







(p113 The Nightmarkets)
The electorate. The Legislative Council province of Nunawading has transmogrified into Silvan and Koonung, both staunchly Liberal, despite the lower house changes in fortune in 1999.

Alan’s home burb, Blackburn South falls into the lower house seat of Forest Hill, and that is Liberal as well, 47% to Labor’s 45.5% last time.  North of Canterbury Road however, is one of the classic swinging seats of eastern Melbourne, Mitcham, Labor’s third most vulnerable seat with a swing required of .55% but a seat that since 1967 has gone to the government of the day.

If Alan had have stuck around to 1982, and overcome his prejudices about North Blackburn, he might not be here today, instead, like a Coodabeen Champion did, sitting on the government couch - perhaps Minister for the Arts. Imagine that, a poet, an acknowledged legislator for the Arts ...

The Nightmarkets was published, by Penguin, in 1986 to the general dropping of jaws of poets around the nation. Here was something quite new, as if the Maximus Poems of Charles Olson, or Paterson by William Carlos Williams had been re-written by a latter day CJ Dennis. 

Here was a Melbourne that was bigger than Blackburn South, hell, it was bigger than Berlin.

Here were the people of Alan’s generation, and mine, men and women of Australia whom we drank with at the Albion or Stewarts, voted for or against, made love to or wanted to, read in The Age, and sometimes went to the footy with. 

Here were the transcendent Eastern suburbs of Melbourne, writ large as life, larger than life, the haunts of some species of antipodean Joycean miscreants, who gave suburban minutiae a sort of grubby nobility.  

Frankly, if I hadn’t already retired as a poet (til 2020 when I am making a comeback) The Nightmarkets was enough to send a bloke in the direction of non-fiction.

Since then Alan has, of course been labouring in lovely Wollongong, in search of a crust, and honing something even more extraordinary than The Nightmarkets. 

The only other verse novelists of recent times who might hold a small candle to Alan are Vikram Seth and the aforementioned Les Murray - and they only managed one book each. Alan has made two, the second being The Lovemakers. I know that the second part of this immense enterprise is already written, awaiting the button to be pushed.

This is a tour-de-force of style and observation, with an Australian language that is as artfully constructed as CJ Dennis, as deadly and ironic as Barry Humphries, as loquaciously imagined as Jack Hibberd and more mordantly observant than David Williamson. It’s not a fake language like Peter Carey’s  -  this is the language as Australian as Jack Dyer and as inventive as, who, Ned Kelly?

It’s a loaded vernacular, using all the rhythm and bounce and breath we learned from the Americans, and applied to a world and characters which only we - we Australians - know. 

And in that fashion Alan acquires the world, in the way that Nicolas Freeling, or Michael Connelly also create something big out of their minute observations, and narrative invention.

Open any page, you’ll find something that makes you take notice - take page 125:

Hannah is a young adult at a student action conference in June 1970. I was probably there too, if it was the one where we dashed the hopes of the Sydney Trotskyites at La Mama, in the post Moratorium euphoria ...  but this didn’t happen to me ...

... and what’s any faith? Just a bigot’s crutch.

But one of them’s about to have this love chil’

They’ll all be tagging Missie now. Don’t like her much.

But I should talk: anything avuncular needs only to smile

and, later, ask ‘There, that wasn’t too bad

was it? No, except I’m easily charmed:

like pashing at her party with Monica’s dad

(everyone was rooms away) and ‘Hannah,’ he smarmed,

‘you kiss, kiss like a married woman!’

Trouble was I always liked his wife,

and where there’s trouble there’s fun. Oh man,

and all that goes with man, exit my life!

Still, I think you’re understanding, Karl;

and we sure clobbered the Trots. Ta-taa, darl. 




(p. 125 The Lovemakers BOOK ONE Part 4, Catholics for Friends (ii), 



Tango (iv) Monday afternoon) 
So what’s it about?

Like The Canterbury Tales - there’s some comparison, Al -

the stories that started the English language, and yours

life, the universe, Melbourne - the whole damn thing.

Lovers, livers, rovers, jivers

public service, and the footy,

the fine divisions, the Pope’s divisions of family,

clan and ‘burb, inner and outer

and the times they were a changing

still are. Still are.    

In launching The Lovemakers, which as you might have gathered I think is clearly the most important swag of writing by an Australian in the 21st Century - so far -  I offer this final clue to reading the book, which you must do, too.

Put it beside the bed, beside the dunny, a page a day will give 359 moments of more wise enjoyment than anything else you’ll find in a month of Sundays. 

So as the final clue, I give you something from page 340: Alan’s talking to YOU




Okay you reader guys

(no-hopers, nannies, notaries and nerds,

the wonderful, the wicked and the wise)

to see who are the wheys and who are the curds

I’ll institute this quiz without a prize.

Let’s hear from those who can translate these words.

So be you man, hermaphrodite or female

drop us a line or contact me by e-mail.

I name this ship The Lovemakers and declare her well and truly launched.

