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Gregory Day

‘A hotel as a work of art in little ol’ Mangowak? It was 
about as unlikely as an indoor creek.’

Robbed of his zest for life by the absurd innovations of his local council, 
including knocking down the only pub in his beloved home town and 
roofi ng over a section of the creek to protect swimmers from the rain, 
artist Noel Lea exiles himself in the hills above Mangowak, on the 
southwest Victorian coast. He returns to fi nd an unexpected destiny awaits. 
At a turning point in the town’s history it seems he has a crucial role to 
play, as the unlikely publican of an even unlikelier hotel.

This is a novel about an Australian pub twenty-fi rst-century style, where the 
toilets play automated Dadaist recordings, Happy Hour comes with a 
blessing from the Pope and the patrons’ libidos are as voracious as their thirst 
for the local ale. As events in the hotel take a twist that not even its inventive 
publican could have imagined, a long-held local mystery begins fi nally to 
unravel. Noel and his friends fi nd themselves in uncharted territory, and, to 
make matters worse, the local authorities are hell-bent on closing them down.

From the award-winning author of The Patron Saint of Eels and 
Ron McCoy’s Sea of Diamonds, Gregory Day’s third novel is a witty, 
earthy and lyrical tour de force that takes some well-aimed swipes at the 
aspirations and absurdities of contemporary life.
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TAKE YOUR IMAGINATION WITH YOU
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A Brolga in the Clearing

I realised early, even as a kid traipsing about the 
coves and clifftops and bush tracks here in Mangowak,  

that you can see pictures in fallen gumleaves on the ground, 
just like you can see pictures in the clouds of the sky. You can, 
in fact, if you’re that way inclined, create pictures out of pure 
blue air.

Another thing I learnt early on, though a little after my 
revelations with the gumleaves, is that time is music. In all the 
long hours I’ve spent doing part-time jobs over the years, dig ging 
ditches for my brother in sticky pink clay, counting roadkill for 
the council on the verges of the Great Ocean Road, clambering 
up ladders to clean the spouting of seldom-used beach-houses, 
I’ve always reminded myself that it isn’t drudgery I’m enduring, 
boring and demoralising, but rather a slow and difficult section 
of a natural symphony, a necessary movement that will soon be 
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resolved with a sweet high note, a bright blast of brass, or a long 
and stately return of life’s most luscious strings.

I’ve rested on that notion over the years and it’s funny 
really because I’m quite unmusical, in the sense that I can’t hold 
a note or play a tune. Of course like nearly everyone else on 
earth I do love music – I hardly know whether I could live 
without it – but the fact remains that I’ve stuck to working 
part-time jobs not because I enjoy those hardcore symphonic 
movements they provide but because they allow me the time I 
need to make pictures in my barn on the days off. Yes, my thing 
is vision. And there’s no paint like the air. It’s what I see that 
gets me moving. That’s when the singing starts for me. That’s 
when the planet hums.

Ironically it was that very singing, that visual music I live 
for, which seemed to have disappeared, along with time itself, 
at the moment when my greatest vision of all, The Grand Hotel, 
was about to be born.

I’d come back into town on the roads without names, the 
ones with just numbers from when the country round here 
hadn’t even been settled yet. The fire blokes built them, and the 
council, and the coal plant, and I swung a wide arc along them 
for a day and a half without seeing a soul, until I was out the 
northeastern side of Mangowak and could make my approach.

I’d been gone nearly ten weeks. I’d been drenched and 
washed out, savaged by mosquitoes and bitten by ants, I’d 
gone hungry, and I’d hovered like a third-rate criminal under 
willows by the creeks at the edge of towns, with blank eyes, 
never daring to step onto a bridge. Time and again I retreated, 
walking back over the old dairies and the hobby farms, slowly 
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back up the slopes to the hills above the coast, seeking shelter 
in the forest on the ocean side, in the clefts and overhangs I 
knew, from where I could gaze down on my home ground and 
try to come up with a way to continue, or even just a feeling, 
any feeling, anything but the terrible wooden sensation that 
had taken over my heart and mind.

To myself I called it the Reverse Pinocchio, that wooden 
feeling, because Pinocchio was a boy made of wood whose 
heart had come alive and I was the other way around – a man of 
flesh and blood whose heart felt like dead wood. I wasn’t upset 
as such – there’d been no tears, I certainly had no particularly 
dark thoughts – it was more the case that I had no thoughts at 
all, and certainly no inspiration. Or that’s how I saw it. Looking 
back, though, I suppose my getting up and going in the middle 
of the night was exactly that, an inspiration. It just didn’t feel 
like it at the time.

Fact was I simply didn’t know what else to do. So I decided 
to go. I went to bed as normal that night but after midnight 
I got up, came down the ladder from my loft in the barn, 
arranged a small swag, a few clothes, a knife and plate and 
spoon, a ball of string, my billy, my sketchbook and ink, and 
a couple of cigarette lighters. I grabbed the shotgun my friend 
Darren Traherne had lent me, half filled a bag with apples from 
the tree on the way out, and headed off along the Dray Road. 
Out of town. Presumably for good.

That first night I simply walked, like a bit of a zombie 
I suppose. I walked up out of the riverflat and into the hills, 
thinking nothing, hardly even noticing the features of the bush 
about me, just putting one foot in front of the other. By the 
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time the sun started coming up, I was on high ground, out past 
the Birdsong Quarry. I cut down through a swale of tall manna 
gums on a track there to the duck ponds, without even a hint 
of tiredness. I was the Reverse Pinocchio you see, incapable 
of feeling, even the most obvious things. I sat down on the 
lichened rocks by the ponds, took a drink from the river and 
watched the light rising. Eventually, when I could feel what 
little warmth there was of the day to come, I spied a stony cleft 
under a big blackwood canopy, crept in with my swag, and fell 
fast asleep.

That’s basically how I lived during my time out there. 
I’d catch yabbies, fish, shoot a duck or a rabbit, then find a 
sheltered spot in the late afternoon to cook and sleep. Tragedy 
hadn’t struck, I hadn’t been betrayed in love or missed some 
great opportunity. It was something far more inexplicable than 
that, something that took a few weeks alone in the wind and 
sun and rain to understand.

The only other time I’d left Mangowak was when I went 
away as a teenager to art school. Back then, and against the 
wishes of my father, I’d left with relish and loved what I’d 
found: the charismatic people, the fantastic studios and expen-
sive equipment, the new methods and techniques I was made 
aware of. It was an exciting life and I’d stayed on in the city for 
a year and a half after the course was finished, to save enough 
money to go to Europe.

But this was different. There was no creative purpose in 
this, and certainly no romantic stories of the different ways 
the artists of history had seen and represented the world. 
Instead I roamed in a kind of coma, from east to west along the 
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ocean-facing ridge, and occasionally south to north when I felt 
the need to hover like a runaway near those little inland towns. 
In the bush I sought out the stone overhangs, because on the 
warmer days they were cool and when it rained they gave me 
shelter. Gumtrees, even big ones, are next to useless in the rain. 
Blackwoods are alright but they still drip, and sometimes the 
drips that gather and fall off tree leaves are heavier and wetter 
than the clear rain itself.

Of course I saw things in those hills, things you don’t nor-
mally come across, things you never see in town. I saw a litter 
of fox cubs supping from their mother in a patch of cushion 
bush, a wedge-tailed eagle chick attempting to fly for the first 
time. I saw magpies soaring high up in the thermals, as if in 
admiring imitation of the eagles, and echidnas sipping daintily 
at the edge of creeks. I came across unexpected human things 
too, like the perfectly preserved shell-heaped haunts of the 
Wathaurong people, whose country this had been for so long 
until they were rounded up, or murdered, or had to flee to save 
their lives.

Nothing seemed particularly easy; even though it was 
winter, most of the available water I could find was brackish, I 
had to keep a lookout for spiders and ants, and at night it was 
genuinely freezing. But not once did I ever consider heading 
back into the comfort of town. Until of course I met the brolga.

I had found my way into a large patch of level ground 
above the course of the river. It was open to the warmth of the 
northern sky yet was protected from the southern and western 
winds by the river’s dog-leg meander, and to the east by a high 
crop of ironstone. It also had an almost pre-prepared shelter 
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between the solid boughs of two old mountain ash trees and a 
blackwood. I had arranged my swag under the shelter, made my 
camp, and before long started noticing odd things lying about: 
a rusted old hammer with the broadest, most oversized head; 
broken sections of what once would have been iron barrel hoops; 
bits of hardwood planking pronged with handmade metal ties; 
and in a recess behind the biggest of the two mountain ash 
trees a pile of ancient looking bright-green copper pipes. Later 
on in the day, when I was sitting up on the crop of ironstone, I 
found a sheaf of nineteenth-century girlie pictures wrapped in 
calico and leather and twine and stuffed into a small dry cleft 
between the slabs. Looking down on the camp, I realised this 
had obviously been somebody’s private spot a long time ago. 
It was good timing. The bush had been drenched with rain, 
there was no dry kindling to be found, so the carefully stashed 
pornos started the fire. In the state I was in, I certainly had no 
inclination to put them to any other use.

Looking back, the brolga seems like a punchline to a joke, 
a joke at my own expense. There I was, a wooden heart among 
wooden trees, staring humourlessly from this camp on an upper 
reach of the Mangowak Creek, when it simply loped into the 
clearing, as if to say hello.

I was sitting by the fire, in my usual hunched state but just 
beginning to feel the benefits perhaps of the ghosty old dell I’d 
found. I remember noticing the homely warmth of winter sun 
on the side of my cheek and then a curious sense of something 
crimson away to my right.

On long stilt-like legs it preened in the stubble, the sinuous 
neck leaning down, before it stood abruptly upright and picked 
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its way along. I had to double take. For a start it was so tall. As 
tall as a man it seemed. With its light-grey scalloped feathers, its 
long jointy black legs and the furry blaze of crimson on its head 
just the sight of it came as a real shock. It was an unbelievable 
looking creature and the last thing I was expecting to see.

Then suddenly it skipped, playfully it skittered, briefly 
spreading its wings into a fluttering cape before seeming to 
high-kick the air right in front of it. My jaw dropped. Unlike 
any of the other creatures I’d come across, this bird seemed not 
only at home in the bush but completely incongruous at the 
same time. Nevertheless I instinctively knew what it was, and 
slowly my lips began forming the word. Brolga.

The clearing beside the river stretched for sixty-odd metres 
towards the northern light and I sat entranced as the brolga 
moved about between me and the trees. Alternately it loped 
along looking straight ahead, browsed the grass, or scissor-
kicked playfully in the air. At one point it picked up a twig in 
its beak, threw it high towards the sky, made a rough barking 
sound as the twig hovered, before catching it again as it fell. It 
was like watching a performance, a jovial play-act, a piece of 
whimsy, as if a bright spirit had entered the bush. Its attitude 
seemed neither predatory nor cunning. It simply pranced 
through the clearing, without a care in the world, and suddenly 
I felt a smile rising within me, for the first time in weeks.

It was then I remembered someone telling me about a 
brolga breeding program that had been mooted for our district. 
The bird had been a fixture in the landscape in times gone 
by, and now from what I could see it was about to be again. I 
couldn’t believe my luck. Along with my smile, a deep affection 
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was awakened within me for the bird. I raised my hand, as if 
to beckon it towards me, and for a minute I thought it was 
going to respond. It stopped still, seemed to look my way, but 
I soon realised it was not looking but listening to something. 
Something I couldn’t hear. Perhaps its mate was not far off, I 
thought. I had a dim recollection that brolgas often travelled in 
pairs. And then it jumped again, made another guttural sound, 
flung its magnificent wings out briefly, before turning around 
and walking off the way it came.

Soon it was at the perimeter of the clearing, sniffing casu-
ally at the ground as it went. Briefly it hovered under a clutch 
of black wattles near the creek, pawed at something in the dirt, 
then drifted off into the larger trees further along the creek-
bank. I began leaning my head this way and that but could only 
catch sight of it occasionally, through gaps in the foliage. A 
little while later it was gone for good.

I sat in a stillness, a deep fuzzy trance. Something must 
have been gradually loosening since I’d arrived in the old camp 
because now, with the visit of the brolga, I had quite suddenly 
come back to life. The bird had been so calm and so lighthearted 
among the difficult bush that I was left almost hypnotised. I 
didn’t get up to follow it or see where it went. I just sat by my 
swag with an enchanted feeling, and an overwhelming sense of 
relief.

The night fell. My fire took centre stage. And yes, an end-
less procession of images danced once again before my eyes. 
Finally, after weeks of sodden solitude, and with the first clear 
thoughts of a new attitude appearing, I looked up at the stars, 
opened my mouth, and I laughed.
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I laughed at the joke. The great joke that is life. I laughed 
at the Reverse Pinocchio, and at all the mad things back in 
town that had made me switch off, batten down, give up what 
I loved. The disappointments I couldn’t face, that I was tired 
of facing, that had turned me away from home. All in a flash 
and by dint of one innocent creature, a revitalised brolga whose 
enchanted manner seemed to defy all contemporary odds, my 
little world had cracked open again. Like a seed. My wooden 
heart was split. Its sap was flowing again. The music had 
returned. And so I laughed, wild and long, and moist and easy 
too, and afterwards ate a feed of blackfish by the fire with a 
relish I hadn’t felt for months.

Over the next few days I kept a lookout but never saw 
the brolga again. I began to draw in my sketchbook, and to 
think. I realised that back in town I had been wrongfooted, 
duped; I’d been naive, deluded. I had let myself be besieged 
by tawdry disappointments, one after the other and seemingly 
unstoppable, until I’d tricked myself into believing I couldn’t 
bear it anymore.

In those last days out among the clefts and overhangs I 
began drawing the brolga from memory, with a few quick, 
fluent and easily repeatable lines. First I showed it emerging 
out of the bush, like a vibrant light out of the nondescript. I 
drew it sitting beside me at night, as a miracle companion by 
the fire. I drew it wide awake with a comical glint in its eye, 
and then asleep, with its beak and long neck tucked under its 
wing. That last image I keep as some kind of talisman in my 
wallet to this day. Simply put, it makes me happy. After all the 
uproarious flights and fancies of The Grand Hotel it seems the 
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closest thing to the dreaming at its source. The world is sad, yes, 
tragic in fact, but out there in that little clearing by the creek I 
discovered how not to go under, how to survive as a stranger in 
an ancient land under siege.

The laughter came easily and with much relief. In the 
end I laughed so hard that I cried a comic’s tears into the river 
below the little camp I’d found. And finally, with the searing 
taste of salt on my lips, I decided I could go back. Back to 
Mangowak.

With my new and unexpected lightness also came a sur-
prising bonus. According to the geologists the land in our home 
valley had been inundated once, to the extent that migrating 
whales had swum right over the roof of my house. But thou-
sands of years ago the waters had drawn back, leaving the two 
ridges and the riverflat etched in their current arrangement, like 
a three-dimensional print with the fluent inky line of the rem-
nant river running seaward through the flat to the rivermouth. 
With the vision of the brolga in my heart and my swag hoisted 
high on the overhangs I now felt I could see this landform like 
never before. From my lookouts I understood the contours of 
the thing. The place where we lived was just like any dwelling: 
there were spaces, big and small, geological walls and balconies, 
wooded passageways, rocky verandahs, an entrance and exit. It 
was somewhere to be, a home, and of course it always had been, 
long before any of our houses were built.

Now I’d decided to go back, I realised I couldn’t ignore 
this vision – that struck me right then as the worst kind of bad 
taste, to just walk in via the Dray Road, for instance, as I had 
walked out like a zombie on that earlier night. No, this time  
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I would enter the right way, take a deeper route, and I could see 
as clear as day what that deeper route would be.

On the western side of our rivermouth a straight white 
line of beach runs away for three or so kilometres until it ends 
at the imposing hills that formed such a barrier between us and 
the town of Minapre back before the Ocean Road was carved 
among them. On the eastern side of our rivermouth, however, 
there is no such obstacle or epic sweep, only a series of coves 
with high cliffs that dance away, one after the other, like the 
shore’s own cursive script. These coves eventually end at a large 
reddish bluff, where they simply straighten out into low dunes 
and another stretch of beach. But just before the coves end at 
the bluff is a blowhole. As I stood looking down on the world 
from high on a mossy bush overhang, it came to me clear that 
I should enter from that side, from the side where each new 
day begins, where every morning the universe hauls its light 
up above the thin rim of the sea. I would re-enter my home 
through the front door, not as a prodigal son as such but with 
new knowledge nevertheless, and new respect. I would re-enter 
the town through the blowhole.
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