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The comfort in death

A s early as primary school, I remember thinking that if  
I ever had a son I would call him James. I had no friends 
with this name, and I can’t remember how I arrived at such 

a certainty. I never thought much about having children, but when 
the time came to meet my son, I knew he would be a ‘James’. My 
wife Robyn and I may have given him the name, but our boy gave it 
all its beauty and dignity, colour and character. I knew, too, he would 
be called ‘Jamie’, and so he was until about halfway through high 
school, when he informed the world that he was once again ‘James’. 

James was adopted, as was our daughter Mandy. James was only 
three weeks old when we met him and our daughter was five weeks 
old when we first met her, nearly four years later. I have a sister and 
three brothers. My brothers each seemed to be able to make girls 
pregnant by telepathy, so it was a surprise to discover I was infertile. 
I had all kinds of medical investigations to find the cause of my 
infertility, but my guess is that I was so sick and underweight during 
puberty that something did not work as it should. I was diagnosed 
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with bronchiectasis as a kid, so, particularly in my primary school 
years, I seemed to be forever sick. My dad, Harold, used to joke 
that I was so underweight I looked like I’d just been released from 
concentration camp.

Finding out I was infertile was no great drama to me. My plan 
was to live a relatively wealthy life as a result. But Robyn had other 
plans, and so we unsuccessfully endured the artificial insemination 
(AI) program. I say ‘endured’ because it was difficult in every way. 
One doctor thought he might be able to get my sperm count up 
from nothing at all to something, with the assistance of a drug. 
This involved regular visits to a clinic where sperm samples had 
to be given. As a young man with a fundamentalist Christian 
background, approaching a young woman at the desk of a medical 
centre and saying I was there to give a sperm sample required 
courage beyond my capacity. On my first visit, the young woman at 
the desk said something like, “If you’re having trouble let me know” 
and I’ve spent many years since wondering what kind of assistance 
might have been offered to me if I had asked for it. Worst of all was 
walking back to the waiting room to find three or four other fellows 
holding little plastic cups just like mine! After various attempts 
failed to find a reason for my infertility, and after donor AI failed 
for Robyn, we embarked on the process of adoption. 

I remember well how Robyn’s joy was mixed with pain whenever 
friends and relatives announced their pregnancies. Adoption was 
quickly becoming a phenomenon that belonged to a past age. Once, 
hundreds of babies were offered for adoption each year in South 
Australia, but by the mid-’70s that number had been reduced to only 
a handful. Waiting lists began to grow dramatically and we had to 
accept the possibility that perhaps we would not be given a child. 
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One day, in October 1977, I received a phone call from the 
adoptions branch of the South Australian Department of 

Community Welfare to say that a three-week-old boy was waiting 
for us in hospital. I then had the unusual task of ringing my wife to 
tell her we had just had a baby, a son. 

The next morning we drove from Berri, in the Riverland of South 
Australia, to the hospital in Adelaide with an empty bassinette in 
the car. Fears that had been pushed aside suddenly began to make 
their presence felt. Robyn and I walked into the hospital feeling like 
the process of picking up our baby was remarkably like filling the 
car with petrol, or some other everyday task.

The director of nursing was a wonderful woman who quickly put us 
at ease. In due course, she led us to a nursery, which had, I recall, half-
a-dozen large cots. All were empty except for the one we approached. 
The nurse said to me, “Would you like to pick up your son?” Something 
happened in that moment, something too deep to explain. Somehow, 
as I looked into his little face, I knew that this was my son and I would 
lay down my life for him. Somehow I knew it was my capacity to love 
this child that made me a parent, not genetics. In the blink of an eye  
I became a different man. This was my son. It would not have mattered 
one bit what he looked like, but as it happened, he was the most 
handsome baby I had ever seen. A desire was born in me to become  
a better man, a father who was worthy of such a son. 

James was born keen for life. He grew to be a boy, and then  
a man, who loved life and loved people. His presence filled every 

room he walked into, and warmed it, lighting up people’s lives and 
imparting on them a sense of fun. 

Being a father is fun and fulfilling, and from that first moment 
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I saw James the highlight of every day was the moment I saw him 
again. He was always fun to be with. Once, I told him that I had to 
get out of bed and mow the lawn even though I was feeling unwell. 
He was out of the room in a flash and within minutes, he came back 
proudly proclaiming that he had filled the mower for me. “How did 
you do that?” I asked nervously. “With the hose,” he replied.

He was always keen to help me, and as he grew he clearly enjoyed 
being helpful to anyone. When he was in primary school we were 
living on the premises of an aged-care home in Sydney. Although 
many of the oldies around the place tended to be nervous about kids 
riding bikes past their front doors, James would make sure he said 
“hi” to every oldie he met. In time, they came to adore him. 

James was always affectionate. He never cared what his mates 
thought when, even in high school, he would throw his arms around 
me and give me a kiss. I had never been that affectionate with my 
father and so James was forever surprising me with his natural 
warmth. He was protective, sometimes to be funny, other times to 
be serious. When he was just a little boy of about five years old 
he approached a mate of mine whom he thought might have been 
making fun of me. Keeping constant eye contact with my mate,  
he showed him his little left fist and said, “See this? It’s a ride in  
an ambulance.” Then he showed him his little right fist and said, 
“See this? It’s a ride in hearse.” 

There was another time, soon after James had married, when  
I brought considerable public disgrace upon myself (deservedly) and 
upon my family (unfairly). I heard James on the phone to a friend and 
they were clearly talking about me. James did not know that  was just 
within earshot. I heard him say, “To tell you the truth, my estimation 
of Dad has dropped to 98 per cent but it’s coming back up quickly.”
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A t six years old James could ride a bike on its back wheel for 
the length of a street. It was at this age that we noticed he had 

started to lose weight and that his thirst was unquenchable. I took 
him to our doctor, who diagnosed diabetes and arranged admission 
to hospital and a referral to a specialist. The doctor cried as she told 
me the diagnosis. James stayed in hospital for the next 10 days. With 
the help of insulin injections, he was able to achieve some stability.

Not in a million years did I think I could put a needle into the body 
of my beautiful boy. I did not leave his bedside in those 10 days except 
for one trip home to tell my daughter, who was just under three years 
old, that I loved her and to bring her a Cabbage Patch doll, which were 
all the rage with little kids in the mid-’80s. It took hospital staff about 
five days to tell me there was a fold-up bed that I could set up beside 
James at night. In the first few days I think Robyn, James and I were 
all struggling to come to terms with the idea that the injections might 
be required for the rest of his life. I remember revealing my ignorance 
by asking the doctor if my pancreas (the organ that produces insulin) 
could be removed and placed in James’s body. 

Leading up to the first injection, a nurse offered me an orange to 
practise on. I did not see the point of what was no doubt a kind act 
because I could cut an orange in half without any anxiety. An orange 
is an inanimate thing that feels no pain and an orange was not my 
son. She then offered her own leg for me to practise on, but I simply 
couldn’t do it. Slowly, I began to form the view that I would probably 
be gentler with James than some of the nurses who were injecting 
him. The day came and I sat him on a bench, explaining that if  
I could keep him alive by putting the needle into me rather than 
him, then I would surely do that. I pinched the skin on his upper 
leg and plunged in the needle as gently as I could. Then I pulled the 
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needle out of his body and threw my arms around him, stabbing him 
in the back! I had tried to be so gentle and it had backfired. 

I thought I was the worst father in the world.

James’s career at school was an overwhelming success from a social 
point of view but not so academically. Although the students and 

teachers all adored him, he left early and tried his hand at various jobs, 
eventually becoming a courier with a well-known courier company.  
I loved him for working so hard, but I knew that if he took into 
account the need to replace his delivery van one day he was working 
for next to nothing. James was one of the astonishing number of 
people these days who are subcontractors, which means they aren’t 
paid much and receive no benefits from their employer. I quietly 
fume whenever people who are on good incomes tell me about 
how hard they work and how much they deserve the big wages 
they make. Large parts of today’s workforce are in unrelentingly 
difficult jobs and work without holiday pay, with no provision for 
sick leave, or long-service leave or superannuation.

A couple of times I went to work with James and I was shocked 
to find that when he wasn’t driving in a way that pushed his van to 
the limit, he was running. He had to go at such a pace to get the job 
done that a couple of times he reefed on his hand brake and got out 
of the still-moving van with me in it. He knew the van would stop 
within a few feet, saving him vital seconds as he grabbed the next 
box and raced to the next place of business. That was his pace all day, 
every day. Later, when his kidneys failed because of the diabetes,  
he used to do dialysis in his van as he worked. He hooked a bag 
above his head and had another one at his feet, and no one on the 
road would have guessed he was undergoing dialysis. 
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All of James’s life I’d had an interest in motorbikes, so it was not 
surprising that he loved them, too. We rode from Sydney to Phillip 
Island, off the southeast coast of Victoria, to see motorcycle legend 
Wayne Gardner win down there in the 1990 Australian Grand 
Prix. On the way home, in the middle of nowhere, James had what’s 
known as a ‘hypo’ (short for hypoglycemia) where the sugar levels 
in his blood dropped so low he lost consciousness. He was on the 
back of my bike at the time and thankfully I felt him slipping off.  
I put one arm around him and brought the bike to a stop as safely 
as I could. Hypos became a more frequent and disturbing feature of 
James’s life as he grew older.

There was one difference between me and James when it came to 
motorbikes, and that was that he was a much better rider than me 
from the moment he threw his leg over his first bike. At one stage 
we had identical bikes and I remember he was just behind me on 
my favourite stretch of road, out in the country near Windsor on 
the Colo Road, west of Sydney. As we twisted through my favourite 
corners I remember thinking to myself that this was the one place  
I could show him that the old man knew how to ride a bike. I went  
as hard as I have ever gone and then pushed harder. I was  
pathetically trying to salvage some of the hero status that a young 
man bestows on his father. I was determined he would not get by 
me, but he did, riding on his back wheel and waving as he passed. 

We both had several sessions together at Eastern Creek 
International Raceway (now the Sydney Motorsport Park). Riders are 
graded into three groups based on their confidence and competence. 
A couple of times James started in my group, which for me was 
always the middle group, but soon enough he was moved to the 
most competent group. His lap times were always 15 to 20 seconds 
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faster than mine, which in the world of racing motorbikes around 
a circuit is a massive margin. Several times he would see me come 
into the pits and put his arm around me and say, “Never mind Dad, 
you’re doing your best.”

James fell in love with Sarah and married her in 2002. Sarah 
had a little girl from a previous relationship, Paityn, who was 

under two years old when we first met her. We loved both Sarah and 
Paityn at first sight. We were instant grandparents. 

Sarah worked long hours as a hairdresser and for a long time 
Robyn and I looked after Paityn every Saturday. What fun! Paityn 
often hopped into my car asking the question, “What are we going 
to do wrong today, Papa?”

When she was about four years old, Paityn asked if she could tell 
me something. I was always keen for her to tell me anything at any 
time, but this information would only be forthcoming, she said, if  
I promised not to tell her mum. It is easy for a grandfather to be skating 
on thin ice, so I’m always nervous when I hear, “Don’t tell Mum.” 
After I agreed not to dob her in Paityn said, “Bum.” It was the rudest 
word she knew. We agreed that we would use the word for the rest 
of the day and managed to work it into just about every sentence we 
could. On the way back home in the car, my darling girl once again 
reminded me that there were certain confidences to be kept between 
little girls and their grandfathers. We pulled up outside her house and 
Paityn got out of the car and ran straight to her mum and proclaimed, 
“Papa said ‘Bum’.” I was betrayed. I had been dobbed on. Sarah looked 
at me in dismay, no doubt wondering what kind of grandfather I must 
be. This little moment was an important part of my learning curve, 
and it’s how I discovered the limited value of a ‘no secrets’ policy.
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In due course, Sarah gave birth to Georgie and then to Mahlee. 
Grandparents know something about life that few others know: 
that it becomes richer and feels more complete with grandchildren. 
It does not get much better than to have your granddaughter explain 
to you how the world works and do her best to help you understand 
all that she knows. Even more wonderful for me was to see James, 
my son and my best mate, become a father. I saw him play games 
with his children that he could not possibly remember playing with 
me, yet they were the same games that we had played together.  
I could see him investing all the love that I had invested in him into 
his girls. I never anticipated that life could be so good. James and  
I spoke just about every day, mostly telling each other stories of the 
funny things his children had said or done.

James and Sarah had been looking for a new car for ages.  
In this respect James was not quite like his old man. I would be 

embarrassed to tell you how often I have changed cars and motorbikes 
on a whim. After years of careful consideration, James and Sarah 
bought a Toyota Kluger. It was just a couple of years old, and big 
enough to give the kids room and allow their friends to travel with 
them, too. Sarah’s family was mostly located in South Australia, so 
they decided to take the new car to visit them. It was January 2009. 

I spoke to James a couple of times during his drive to South 
Australia. He was his usual bright self and on both occasions that 
we spoke everyone in the car was asleep and he was enjoying driving 
his beautiful ‘new’ car. 

On the way home, however, James had a headache and so Sarah 
drove the family back to Sydney, a trip that took most of a day. 
It must have been a long and difficult trip for Sarah, with a sick 
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husband and two-year-old, four-year-old and 11-year-old in the 
back seat. They arrived back home in Sydney in the late evening, 
and put the kids to bed. After unpacking the car, James also went 
to bed and Sarah eventually joined him, but James could still get 
no relief from his aching head. He told Sarah that he might as well 
get up again and watch television instead of tossing and turning.  
He pushed himself up and collapsed right onto the floor. Sarah 
phoned the ambulance and then me. It was two o’clock in the 
morning. I hadn’t gone to bed and I do not know why. 

Robyn and I were in our car within minutes. We drove from 
Bondi to their house in Blacktown, arriving just as the ambulance 
left with James. Robyn stayed with the sleeping children and Sarah 
and I followed the ambulance. At the hospital, they told us James 
had had a stroke and that at best he would never again have use of 
the left side of his body. They wanted to transfer James immediately 
to Westmead hospital that was better set up for such an emergency 
and where a team of specialists might be able to tend to him. The 
ambulance officers had sedated James and he looked unresponsive 
as he lay on the bed in Blacktown hospital. I put my head close to 
his and said, “Do you know your dad is right here loving you and 
do you know Sarah is right here loving you?” He lifted his right 
hand high into the air with his thumb up. He knew he was loved. 
At Westmead, a doctor interviewed Sarah and I together and asked 
how hard they should try to save him. I could hardly believe my 
ears and spasmed out some words about him having three little girls  
at home that needed him. A procedure took place the next day,  
but he had another stroke on the table and we lost him. 

Sarah decided James would be an organ donor, and so the next 
day he remained in the hospital bed while the arrangements to 
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utilise his organs were made. The sensitivity shown by the hospital 
staff on this day was gentle yet stunning at the same time. They gave 
us all the room and time we needed to be with James. They allowed 
Sarah to get in bed with him, and to remain with him right up to 
the moment when he was taken into the operating theatre. 

It was typical of James to leave behind a heart that is pumping in 
someone else’s chest today, and other organs that gave the gift of life 
to someone we will never know or meet.

To me, he left behind some little girls to love. How lucky I was 
to have been the father of this boy for 31 years. I baptised him,  
I married him and I said the benediction on his deathbed. 

Life is never the same for a parent who has lost a child. As far  
as I am concerned words such as ‘closure’ mean nothing at all. There 
is no resolution, and you never recover the life that you once had.  
I think we can learn to live better as a result of such a death, but we 
can never live as if it didn’t happen. 

On the television recently I saw some New Zealand soldiers do 
the haka, the traditional Maori war cry and dance, in front of a 
hearse. I don’t often cry, but to my own surprise tears ran down my 
face, watching these tough men whose actions spoke of a connection 
that was not only stronger than death but also in defiance of death. 
I do not know if the haka is an angry act. It was certainly a display 
of strength as they bent their knees and slapped their arms and 
contorted their faces and boomed their words. I do not know any 
Maori words, but as I sat there in a pool of tears, crushed still by the 
finality of my boy’s death, I wished I had been able to stand with 
such a group in front of the hearse that carried the body of my son.  
I wanted to bend my knees and slap my arms and contort my face 
and boom words that spoke of a connection stronger than death. 
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Not long after James died, Sarah asked if I would like to keep his 
watch. I have worn it every day since, and many people have asked 
why I wear two watches. Within the first year after he died, James’s 
watch stopped at one minute to midnight. 

I have not replaced the battery because it reminds me that I have 
only got one minute left whereas my timepiece only tells me the time 
of day. Since James died, I have had an overwhelming sense that our 
lives only last for a few minutes. When the church invites me to yet 
another talkfest, or when I am tempted to spend too much, or drink 
too much, or pursue silly goals, I look at his watch and remember 
that I am living my last 60 seconds. 

You might wonder how there could be any comfort in death.  
I would not wish the death of a child on any parent at any 

time, and yet I know comfort. My grip on many things that I once 
held on to too tightly has been loosened. 

I no longer care about where I live. 
I do not care about what car I drive, or what clothes I wear  

or whether I am financially secure. 
I no longer need people to tell me I am doing a good job. 
When I was younger, I was driven to prove to everyone, especially 

myself, that I was doing a good job. Today, I am free. Gloriously 
free. All my life I have loved cars and motorbikes, and I have spent 
more money than I care to calculate on updating them for next to 
no reason. I still love to look at and appreciate anything that is well 
built, but I am no longer possessed by possession. I can gladly look 
at a mate’s new car without a twinge of “I need one of these”. 

Losing my grip on many things that count for nothing has freed 
me to embrace those things that count for a lot. I know for sure that 
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on our deathbed, the level of achievement in one’s professional life 
counts for nothing. I know that whether you owned a house or not 
means not much. The only thing that matters is who you loved. 

On my left arm is a watch that reminds me of order and deadlines, 
but the watch on my right arm reminds me that time is my friend 
and the end of time for me, when it comes, will be welcome.  
My death is near, and knowing this allows me to really live. 

I explain what I mean by the ‘privatised self ’ later in this book, 
but for now it is sufficient to say that I point to society’s shift towards 
life being lived in an insular way. Insular living hurts our culture in 
many ways and leaves us less able to deal with many of the difficult 
but normal ups and downs of life. I think I am more alive now than 
at any other time in my life. I am working hard and loving as best as 
I am able, knowing that the great rest is coming.

Living as if we will never die is not good for life. It enables us 
to save and spend and invest without regard to the one fact in life 
that is certain: that we will die. My understanding of economics is 
laughable, but even I know that money in an economy is like blood in 
the body; it does its best work when it is moving. The gift that James 
gave me in his death has helped me to keep my money moving for 
the maximum good and I am comfortable knowing that I, just like 
the late Kerry Packer, who was one of Australia’s richest men, will 
soon have none. 

I look forward to my death. I think it will come like sleep after 
a long and exhausting day. I have no inclination to rush towards 
that day, but it comforts me to know that it is not far away. In this 
culture, where the self has been privatised, I probably wouldn’t 
admit my anticipation of impending death for fear that someone 
would diagnose me with depression and seek to medicate me. 
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There is a world of difference between depression and sadness.  
I do not want to spoil anyone’s day but I don’t want to part with my 
sadness either. I am sad because my boy is not at my side to see his 
children get an award at a school assembly. I am sad because when 
I hear a funny joke or I need to impress someone or just share some 
hot news, I am left for a moment looking at my phone and knowing 
it is not nearly smart enough to let me connect with my boy. 

Life moves on, as it should. Although I carry an ever present 
sadness, I do not want to hold anyone back from living to the 
full. Sarah eventually went on to marry one of James’s best mates. 
Greame loved James and it comforts me greatly to know that he 
will honour James as the girls grow. Greame is not my son but 
I would be most proud of him if he was because I know he is a 
trustworthy protector and defender of our beautiful grandchildren, 
and that they adore him. In one of the greatest moments of my life, 
Sarah honoured me by asking me to walk her down the aisle on her 
wedding day. In late 2012 Greame and Sarah added a fourth little 
girl to their household. Harper is adorable.

I reject warm fuzzy sentiments from people who tell me my son 
will live on in my memories. It is not my memories I love but James 
himself. I love him no less today than on any day of his life. I cannot 
explain this ongoing connection, but I constantly live with a sense 
he is just in the next room, or he is a witness to some of the things 
I am doing. I refuse to say that I had a son. I have a wonderful 
partner who is proud to be my wife; I have a daughter who is wound 
around my heart; I have beautiful granddaughters who light me up 
and bring me to life on the darkest of days; and I have a son.


