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Editorial

First I'll tell the readers in Newcastle about Kunapipi, and then I'll tell the readers of Kunapipi
about Newcastle. Kunapipi was founded in 1979 with the special purpose of dealing with the
literature, art and culture of the post-colonial world, of all those countries that were once
painted red on the map of the world, an indication that they were ‘owned’ by Britain. From
time to time we publish special issues where we feature certain countries, themes or writers.
The last special issue was on the African novelist, Chinua Achebe. Others have been on West
Indian literature, Aboriginal Culture Today, and Colonial and Post-Colonial Women’s Writing.
This time [ have decided to feature a city, the city of Newcastle, Australia. Why Newcastle,
you ask? First of all, one could say, for selfish reasons. It was the town where I was born,
grew up, and return to whenever possible, and though I have not lived there for over
twenty-five years I still regard it as home. But there were other reasons for choosing
Newcastle. It is a town which, | believe, fits perfectly into the colonial, post-colonial
syndrome. It is approximately 150 kms from Sydney and is built, like Sydney, on the edge
of the Pacific Ocean. The city lies at the mouth of the Hunter River and was founded as a
penal settlement in 1797. The convicts were transported to Newcastle to mine the coal that
was found there, and along with Norfolk Island it came to be one of the most brutal penal
settlements in the colony. For some years coal was to remain its main industry with free
immigrants coming essentially from the coal-mining towns of England and Wales. They were
soon to learn that whatever help they needed they must provide themselves — what interested
management was profit, not people. These early settlers started a pattern of self-help that has
remained one of the characteristics of Newcastle, exemplified in such institutions as trade
unions, Friendly Societies, Sick and Accident Benefits, and co-operative stores.

In 1912 the Government sold Crown land which, ironically enough, they had set aside in
1869 for a botanical reserve to the Broken Hill Propriety Limited to build a steelworks. Other
heavy industry followed, and Newcastle became an industrial city. Growing up in Newcastle
we were taught to be proud of the fact that we lived in ‘the largest industrial city in the
Southern Hemisphere’. We were unaware at the time that the rest of Australia regarded it
as a dirty, ugly industrial city inhabited by a lot of ‘bolshis’ who'd go on strike at the drop
of a hat. In one respect they were right. The pollution was horrendous but it was a pollution
which at that time we accepted as necessary — coal trucks trundling by and black smoke
belching forth over the city meant employment. Management was not concerned with the
social or human cost for, like the absentee landlords in the Caribbean in the earlier cen-
turies, they didn’t live there.

The history of Newcastle is a history of exploitation. It has from the beginning been a
working-class city and it remains so. Its workers have contributed greatly to the economic
wealth of Australia but little of this wealth has been returned to the city. As J.C. Docherty
remarked in his book on Newcastle, ‘Outsiders, both public and private have treated New-
castle like a colonial possession’: absentee ownership, poor infrastructure, no security for the
work force, destruction of landscape, and plain poverty — all these are well-known features
of exploitation but so too is the image of the exploited group. It therefore comes as no sur-
prise that the image of a person from Newcastle is one of an aggressive, uncultured person
addicted to pubs and poker machines.

This issue is to help dispel this image. The quality of the creative writing speaks for itself,
and the scenes from ‘The Newcastle Quilt’ exhibit the skills of the artist and celebrate the
charm of the city as well as the beauty of the beaches which even two centuries of industry
have not managed to destroy. The restoration of much of the natural beauty and the creation
of a cultural life in the city have been achieved essentially through the same process that has
been with Newcastle from the beginning - that of self-help.

I agree with one of Newcastle’s most popular mayors, Joy Cummings, who in defiance of
outside hostility to Newcastle said: ‘It is a special town, a special warm town.’

ANNA RUTHERFORD
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