
Q & A With Robert Drewe 

 

 

Q & A with Robert Drewe, author of Montebello 

What is your new book about? 

My new memoir Montebello follows on from my 
earlier book, The Shark Net, and brings it up to the 
present day.At its centre is the notorious and 
mysterious Montebello archipelago, off Australia’s 
west coast, where the British detonated their first atom bombs in the 1950s. 

As my panicky mother said to the nine-year-old Robert, “Listen to me. 
They’ve let off an atom bomb today. Right here in W.A.  Atom bombs worry 
the blazes out of me, and I want you at home!” 

The Montebellos lodged in my imagination ever after, and finally I had to 
travel there, as an observer of a ground-breaking environmental experiment 
bringing together those traditional foes, the mining corporations and the 
conservationists. 

What was the biggest challenge, writing it? 

The biggest challenge was actually getting to the islands, making all the 
complicated travel arrangements, overcoming many obstacles, including 
changes of government and physical injury, and finally getting official 
permission to visit the old nuclear sites.  

There was also the challenge – always present with a memoir -- of writing 
about real relationships and love affairs and day-today personal events with 
frankness and, I hope, some wit and imagination. 

What did you want to achieve with your book? 

I wanted to show how cosy and familiar territory can quickly become 
perilous, and how regeneration and love can nevertheless emerge from 
turmoil and loss. 

Did the title come instantly to you or did you labour over it? 

The title selected itself. 

To whom have you dedicated the book and why?  



To my children. So they will learn a bit more about who I am. 

Who do you think will enjoy your book? 

All my regular readers; people who like literary non-fiction; those who 
appreciate humour and honesty in their reading; high-school and young adult 
readers. And anyone, I would hope, who thinks Australia, its history and its 
culture, are as intriguing, contradictory and bewildering as I do. 

When did you start writing? 

I began writing as a young newspaper reporter on the West Australian on my 
18th birthday. 

Did you always want to become an author?  

Either a writer or a cartoonist. 

Describe yourself in three words? 

Father. Writer. Swimmer. 

What three things do you dislike? 

Hypocrisy. Greed. Fundamentalism: whether right, left or religious. 

What three things do you like? 

How about eight things I love? My seven children and my partner. 
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