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Peter Carey is a rarity - he is truly multicultural. Born in Australia, and finding himself torn between loyalty to Australia, and irritation at the so-called mother country, Britain, he has very largely assimilated into the US. 

Evidence of this assimilation comes in a letter he wrote to the London paper, 

The Observer, just after 9/11.  It recounts how, on the fateful day, his wife was down in the vicinity of the North Tower of the World Trade Center.   Carey himself heard a passenger jet fly very low and very loud over his south Manhattan apartment.  After perhaps 10 minutes he went into a nearby store - and learned the plane had crashed into the World Trade center.  A friend then phoned to say Alison Carey had just phoned: so Alison had survived the first plane’s impact.  But Alison phoned just when the second 

plane hit the South Tower.  Had she survived that, too? 

Yes, it turned out - Alison appeared, walking the modest distance to their apartment near Houston Street and 6th Avenue, remarkable for the lack of trauma her face reveals. “It takes a little while for me”, writes Carey, “to understand she was in the building when it (was) hit... we are lucky to have her alive.”

Then comes evidence of Carey’s appreciation of America. “Now our neighborhood has become a command center.  That evening we are standing on the corner ...watching the huge earth-moving equipment and heavy trucks rolling, bumper to bumper, in a never-ending parade towards the devastation.  Here is the endless might and wealth of America.  Here are the drivers, like soldiers, heroes.  These are not military vehicles but huge trucks from small companies in Connecticut and New Jersey, from Bergen and Hackensack.”

“Seeing all the individuals rise to the crisis”, wrote Carey, “with their American flags stuck out of windows and taped to radio aerials, I am reminded of Dunkirk.  I am moved.  We are all moved.  The crowds come out to cheer them.  I do, too, without reserve.”

Further into the letter, Carey adds: “Silvano the restaurateur has lost a fireman friend, and Charley (another friend) and I are dismayed to see the huge piles of flowers outside that tiny station on West Third Street.  The station was always so small, it looked like a museum.

But now we stand, Charlie and I, and we close our eyes and say a prayer, although I don’t know who I am praying to. There is no God for me.”

Walking around post-al-Qaida Manhattan with his 15-year-old son, Carey declares himself “more vindictive than my son.  I want to strike back, pulverize, kill, obliterate anyone who has caused this harm to my city.  I have become the dangerous American the world has most reason to fear ... in those first days and nights I was overcome with murderous rage.”

Carey goes on:  “We are all changed by what has happened.  Some of the changes have been totally unexpected.  Once, a year or so ago, I heard my son saying: ‘When we bombed Iraq.’ ‘No,’  I said, ‘when they bombed Iraq.’ ‘No,’ he said, ‘we.’  It put a chill in me,” Carey concludes.  “I was very happy for him to be a New Yorker, but I wasn’t sure I wished him to be American.”

Carey was born to a family of car dealers – father and mother were in the trade.  The place was Bacchus Marsh, which a web source called Seattle Arts and Lectures describes as a small town, and the family atlas places a suburban distance from Melbourne, on Australia’s southeast coast, in the state of Victoria.  A long-lost stepbrother of mine used to assure me, 30 years ago, that Melbourne was the most Anglophile place in Australia. 

Carey went to nearby Geelong Grammar, a boarding school that a cousin of mine has described as modeled on a British public (i.e. fee-paying) school. Australians were much amused when one of the British princes was supposedly drinking in antipodean egalitarian ways, when sent to Geelong. It was, Australians felt, as Americans might feel if the prince had been sent to Philips Exeter, to learn about America’s egalitarian ways.  Anyway, 

Carey was a boarder, and told the BBC Omnibus program in 1987 that Geelong was “where the ruling class of Australia go to school.”  He added it  was a “traumatic change” coming from a lower middle class family, and a working class primary school.  One speculates that his background isolated him from the bulk of his schoolmates.

Carey claimed never to have read a worthwhile piece of literature at Geelong, just boys’ books and war books.  His former English master kept correcting Carey, pointing to a curriculum that included Milton and Shakespeare.  Anyway, in 1961 Carey went to Melbourne’s  Monash University, to study  science.  He took  chemistry and zoology. 

Within a year, however, he suffered from “being virtually scalped” in a car crash, and called it an excuse for failing his first year exams.  He then took the path of writing, for the first time.  Creative writing, too – he joined an  ad. agency as a copywriter.  People look down on the writing of ads. – until they themselves have to persuade the indifferent public to buy, say, a certain brand of food or service.  Then the effort to contribute to an image, and change the public’s buying pattern, or even make a sale, is felt and perhaps appreciated.

At the  age of 19, Carey was working at National Advertising Services, a Melbourne agency.  He later described himself as “a child of Menzies (a conservative prime minister of the day) and General Motors, and thought advertising might be interesting,” saying “he probably was a conservative.” Yet the agency was run by a former Communist.

Then arose one of those coincidences that make a difference in a life. He drove a couple of aspirant writers to work.  One, Barry Oakley, described as a “mean bastard,” did not help pay for gas.  Instead, he passed on to Carey novels he had just read for review.  These hand-me-downs included book by Beckett, Bellow, Nabokov, Robbe-Grillet, Kerouac and Faulkner.

Bruce Woodcock, whose book from the Contemporary World Writers series of Manchester University Press in Britain is my main source for this paper, describes these inspiring authors as experimental writers with interests in the bizarre or surreal.  Carey has often cited the impact of Faulkner’s  “As I Lay Dying,” saying it was told “from different points of view ... and people often contradict each other.”  He described it as “exhilarating.”  He added: “To read Faulkner for the first time for me was like discovering another planet. The pleasure of that language, the politics of giving voice to the voiceless.” Kerouac’s The Railroad Earth struck Carey as “very liberating, exciting, wonderful ...”  Joyce was also a  source.  

Carey’s early fiction was in short story form, and Woodcock likens Carey’s emotional background and output to those of Salman Rushdie – both are seen as fabulists. A post-modern literary pundit is quoted as saying post-colonials experience both the local and the metropolitan nation’s society, and come out somewhere in a third territory.  The pundit, Homi Babha, thinks this all allows for “a  more subtle sense of the latent possibilities of infiltration, subversion and transformation of the supposedly dominant culture.”

Carey says: “I try to write like a cartoonist – look at things that exist and push them to their ludicrous or logical extension ... When you push far enough, you can find yourself in some strange and original places.”  Perhaps that is what comes of working for a former Communist – in advertising! 

Anyway, his years in advertising left him with a new post-colonial enemy, what Woodcock describes as “the savagery and absurdities of multinational corporate capitalism from the inside.”  Woodcock goes on to exclaim at Carey, whose writing seems to be an “incessant gamble ... excitement comes from a weird, quirky imagination which adventurously takes on unexpected material virtually book by book, and evolves appropriate but unexpected narrative solutions, promising eternal surprises.”

Little wonder, then, that Carey was casting about for a lifestyle, as well as writing success.  Carey married Leigh Weetman in 1964, at the age of 20.    In 1967-70 Carey made the then-inevitable Aussie trip to London, about which he does not seem to have much to say.  One source attributes his departure to a desire to escape action in Viet Nam.  In 1973, he and his wife divorced.  In 1977, Carey joined an alternative community in Oz.  In a novel called Bliss, in 1981, Carey explores some contemporary conundrums, such as reconciling a fictional Communist ad. agent to the cancer-causing chemicals of a client.  Harry the agent runs off with a James Bond-type lady called Honey Barbara (she has a way with bees) and sees the Bog Onion Road commune they enter as full of hippy mumbo-jumbo.  Carey is a pessimist about reforming the world, and it all ends sadly, despite the presence of Krishnas, Buddhists and other believers.  The time line flashes back and forth, as in Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude .   Magic realism is in great evidence, critics say. Bliss was Carey’s first novel, and a success. It was made into a movie, using Carey’s own adaptation working with another writer. 

Time for Carey to settle down.  He married an Australian theatrical producer, Alison Summers (1985).  Time, too, to make a name abroad.  In 1985, his Illywhacker was published by Harper and Row in New York, and Faber in London.  It was shortlisted for the Booker Prize.  And the movie based on Bliss came out in Cannes.  Annus mirabilis for his career.

1986 marked a downturn, in which Carey’s ecological musical Illusion was dismissed by a local theater critic as a ‘flop’.  But in 1988 Oscar and Lucinda, which the Club read at the time, won the Booker, and moved on to become a major movie.  Peter Carey and his wife celebrated – he sold his ad. agency, and he and Alison moved to New York.  Since 1989, Carey has been teaching creative writing at NYU and now at Hunter College, and of course writing books.

“Almost everything I have ever written has been concerned with questions of ‘national identity’, a seemingly old-fashioned project that seems, to me, an alarmingly modern concern,” Carey has said.

Tonight’s book, The True History of the Kelly Gang, came out in 2000, and seems to me even better than Oscar and Lucinda.  John Updike wrote “about the poetry that Kelly can coax from this lightly educated ruffian’s lightly punctuated prose gratifies us on every page.”  The style is fine, but the passion counts even more with me.  Contrast this with Zane Gray, and define the difference between literature and hackwork. 

The latest Carey, Wrong About Japan, describes a trip around the world’s second nation with his teenage son Sam.  The Careys live in Greenwich Village, and their two sons go to school in Brooklyn.  Carey has been awarded three honorary degrees, and is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, The Australian Academy of Humanities, and the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.  He won roughly an award a year, 1981-94.  Many of my facts came off the web, thanks to Larry Siegler’s everlasting support.  Carey was sent this paper, said it came out about as most such articles do, and made no corrections. 

