


Patrick White was born in england in 1912 and taken to australia, 
where his father owned a sheep farm, when he was six months old. he 
was educated in england and served in the raF, before returning to 
australia after World War ii. Happy Valley, White’s first novel, is set 
in a small country town in the Snowy Mountains and is based on his 
experiences in the early 1930s as a jackaroo at Bolaro, near adaminaby 
in south-eastern New South Wales.

in Happy Valley White found a more honest ‘lumbering after truth’ 
than in the plays he had written to date. he said, ‘i began to write from 
the inside out when roy de Maistre introduced me to abstract painting,’ 
and he dedicated the book to the artist.

White went on to publish twelve further novels (one posthumously), 
three short-story collections and eight plays. his novels include The  

Aunt’s Story and Voss, which won the inaugural Miles Franklin Literary 
award, The Eye of the Storm and The Twyborn Affair.

he was the first australian to win the Nobel Prize for Literature, in 
1973, and is considered one of the foremost novelists of the twentieth 
century.

White died in 1990, aged seventy-eight.
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it had stopped snowing. there was a mesh of cloud over 
the fragile blue that sometimes follows snow. the air was 
very cold. in it a hawk lay, listless against the moving cloud, 
magnetized no doubt by some intention still to be revealed. 
But that is beside the point. in fact, the hawk has none but 
a vaguely geographical significance. it happens to be in 
the sky in a necessary spot at a necessary moment, that is, 
at nine o’clock in the morning about twenty miles to the 
south of Moorang, where the railway line dribbled silverly 
out of the mist that lay in the direction of Sydney, and 
dribbled on again into another bank of mist that was the 
south. Moorang was a dull silver in the early morning. 
there was no snow there, only frost. the frost glittered 
like a dull knife, over it the drifting white of smoke from 
a morning train. But to the south, following the trajec-
tory of the hawk up the valley and towards the mountains, 
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everything was white. it was higher here. there was grey 
slush in the streets of the township of happy Valley, but the 
roofs were a pure white, and farther up in the mountains 
kambala was almost lost beneath the drift. 

happy Valley extends more or less from Moorang to 
kambala, where originally there was gold, and it received its 
name from the men who came in search of gold, the pros-
pectors who left the train at Moorang and rode out with 
small equipment and a fund of expectation. they called 
the place happy Valley, sometimes with affection, more 
often in irony. But in time, when the gold at kambala was 
exhausted, the name applied, precisely speaking, more to 
the township than to the valley itself. it is here that we have 
left the hawk coasting above the grey streets. there is not 
much activity in the streets. they are silent and not very 
prepossessing in their grey slush. and we have no business 
with them yet, rather with kambala, which is almost hidden 
under the snow. 

ordinarily, if you could see for yourself, there would 
be about six or seven houses, inhabited by families of no 
particular distinction. the people at kambala are a kind of 
half-bred chinese, quiet and industrious, though perhaps 
a little sinister to the eyes of a stranger. But there is not 
much crime in kambala, in spite of the large grey erection 
that is a gaol. there is no explanation for its size, except 
that perhaps the architect could not get out of his mind the 
days when there were nine pubs in the town, and colonies 
of tents down the mountainside, and english and French 
and Germans digging for gold. But now it is very peaceful. 
in the summer the police sergeant sits on the verandah of 
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the gaol, tilts back his chair, and swots at flies. i repeat, 
there is not much crime. only the publican before the man 
they had at the moment once set fire to his wife, and on 
another occasion a drover from the Murray side ran amuck 
and crucified a roadman on a dead tree. old harry Grogan 
found the body. it was like a scarecrow, he said, only it 
didn’t scare. there was crows all over the place, sitting there 
and dipping their beaks into the buttonholes.

Now the gaol is covered with snow and the police 
sergeant is inside, writing an uneventful report that he will 
send later to Moorang. the gaol is an impressive white 
mound, the houses smaller ones. there is a general air of 
hibernation, of life suspended under the snow. Literally 
under, for in the winter the people of kambala communicate 
with each other by channels or even tunnels carved through 
the snow. you seldom see any more than a streamer of smoke 
waving weakly from the arm of an iron chimney-pot or the 
eyelid of an eaves raised cautiously out of the snow.

in one of the hotel bedrooms the publican’s wife was 
giving birth to her first child. She lay on her back, a big 
ox-like woman with a face that was naturally red, but which 
had now gone putty-coloured. Sometimes she tossed about 
and sometimes she just lay still. She was having a child, 
she told herself dumbly at first, until with the increase of 
pain she did not know what she was having, only that she 
was having, having, straining, it was tearing her apart, and 
the doctor’s hand was on her. She closed her eyes. She had 
resented the doctor at first, did not want him to touch her, 
then by degrees she did not mind whether he touched her 
or not. Because the pain was there, whatever happened. 
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She had come from tumut with her husband a year ago. 
everyone told them they were mad. and now she began 
to wonder herself, somehow confounding her pain with 
kambala and all that snow, snow everywhere, you could 
hardly see out of the window except at the top. She opened 
and closed her eyes and moaned. the doctor was still there 
looking at her.

there were two other women in the room, one a silent 
half-bred chinese woman with a cast in her left eye, and the 
other an old woman with little greasy puffs of hair standing 
out over her forehead in a kind of arch. they had come in 
to help. Mrs Steele, the old woman with the puffs of hair, 
always came to assist at a birth or a death. She had helped 
bring a lot of children into the world. She could also lay 
out a body better than any woman in the neighbourhood. 
Now she stood by the bed and stared at the doctor with 
all her expert experience, and resented his presence a great 
deal, because apart from her own experience (she could 
have managed the lying in herself, only Mr chalker, the 
publican, had to send to happy Valley for the doctor), apart 
from this, the doctor was not old Dr reardon who had left 
the district a year ago, and she could not help holding Dr 
halliday responsible for this. She and Dr reardon knew  
a thing or two. they were a source of mutual admiration. 
Dr halliday told her to mind out. Very politely though. 
he was a gentleman. and this was an additional point for 
scorn. She refused to own that ability was a possible quality 
in a gentleman.

Dr halliday stood by the bed, with his back to old Mrs 
Steele, looking at the patient.
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you could put out the lamp, Mrs Steele, he said, 
without turning to look.

Mrs Steele stood like a post. the chinese woman 
climbed up silently on a chair and turned down the wick 
of the lamp, till the light was out, and a white smoke mean-
dered up through the glass. 

the doctor looked at his watch. it was nine o’clock. 
he had been there since the evening before, and now it was 
light again, and there was a shadow of bristle about his 
chin. the rims of his eyes were dry and taut. they felt as if 
they might never close again, stuck there, glued. the calves 
of his legs ached. he had been there how many hours? he 
would not count, could not be bothered to count. But it was 
a weary business, and the way she moaned, weary, with 
that pale hair flattened back from her face. Somebody was 
cooking bacon and eggs. he could smell the fat, smell the 
wick of the now extinguished lamp, and the little oil stove 
against which the chinese woman was warming her skirts. 
it was monstrously cold in this room, in this wooden house 
with the snow piled up outside. the little stove seemed to 
make no impression on the temperature. he shivered and 
put his fingers on the woman’s pulse.

She opened her eyes and looked at him blankly.
it’ll soon be over now, he said.
it was like delivering a cow, he felt. When she moaned 

it was almost like the lowing of a cow. and that same 
bewildered stare. or perhaps he had become callous. 
Some people called it professional, when perhaps it was 
just callousness. Not like that first time, the woman in the 
tenement in Sydney, somewhere out in Surry hills. She had 
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screamed, or that was what it sounded like, something very 
personal and connected with himself, so that his own body 
had tightened up with the screams, and he sweated behind 
the knees, and the afterbirth had almost made him sick. 
When he left the house, when he got on the tram and found 
himself in William Street, he could still hear the screams. 
they were stamped on wax inside his head, the record going 
round and round. at the bottom of William Street he got 
out of the tram and had to go into a pub to get a drink.

the poor soul’s havin’ an awful time, said Mrs Steele 
behind his back.

She was having an awful time. But she was strong, 
strong as a cow. and in a little while it would be over. 

in a little while it was. the child was born dead. it 
was a red, motionless phenomenon that he picked up and 
handed to Mrs Steele, waiting to receive it in a folded towel. 
Mrs Steele sucked her teeth. you felt that Dr halliday was 
responsible for the stillborn child. She could have delivered 
it better herself, and that poor soul lying on the bed, it was 
terrible, Mary Mother of God it was awful what women 
had to go through. She carried the child out of the room 
still sucking her teeth.

But she was strong, he repeated, in the absence of any 
genuine compassion. he could not summon this. he began 
to gather up his instruments, while the chinese woman 
floated round the bed, so silent that she almost wasn’t there. 
he would wash his hands. there was a basin in the kitchen, 
the chinese woman said. he would pack his bag, a small 
compact affair in darkish leather with his initials on the side 
in black. o.h. he had had it done in Sydney after taking 
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his degree, correcting the man in the shop, saying it was 
not a but h, for Halliday. it was good to have a bag with 
your initials on it. it made you feel important. you were less 
a medical student than a doctor. that was one stage, and 
the woman screaming in a tenement house in Surry hills. 
Life in jerks, in stages. it ought to flow, theoretically, in an 
even rhythm, as he read (he was nineteen) in some book, 
and he must do something about his life, work it out into a 
neat formula, or make it flow beautifully. everything would 
be beautiful. then it began to move in jerks. and that was 
all wrong. he yawned. Perhaps chalker would offer him 
bacon and eggs.

Mrs Steele was back in the room. While she was away 
she seemed to have caught on to the thread of the inevitable 
again, for she stood with her arms folded and began to 
compose a low, monotonous kind of recitative. 

it’s funny, she said, it happened that way. it happened 
that way with my first. all the rest boys but the first. the 
first was a little girl. they’re good boys, my boys. there’s 
young tom, just got a job in the post-office at tumut. he’s 
good to ’is mother, tom. Sends me money from tumut. 
tom says i oughtn’t stay on ’ere. kambala’s no place for 
an elderly woman. When the summer comes i ought to go 
down to tumut an’ live.

She went on like that, and Dr halliday did not listen 
to her. he would be getting on down to happy Valley. he 
would be there in time for lunch, leaving the publican’s 
wife to Mrs Steele. She would soon be about again. She was 
strong as a cow. only the child was dead. So he went past 
the old woman, standing there as leisurely as a chorus from 
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euripides, and out into the passage, where the publican sat 
on a deal chair smoking the frayed remains of a cigarette. 
he would have to say something to the publican.

Well, he said, i’m sorry, chalker. We’ve done all we 
can. i’m sorry it’s turned out like this.

the publican jumped to his feet and came forward, 
bending a little, nervously. he was relieved now that it 
was all over, even if not particularly moved, because he 
hadn’t really stopped to think about the child. only his 
wife. the possibility of reproduction only moved dimly at 
the back of his mind. Sometimes it moved farther into the 
foreground, and he thought, well, a kid would show you 
there was nothing wrong, and afterwards it could lend a 
hand in the bar, give rita a chance of laying up. So when 
he sidled nervously to the doctor there was a propitiatory 
smile on his flabby face.

Better luck next time, eh, doctor? he said.
then he laughed. it was a wheezy, semi-coagulated 

noise. halliday found it rather unpleasant. he refused to 
encourage chalker’s relief and asked if he could wash his 
hands. there was yellow soap in the kitchen sink. chalker 
hovered, talked, coughed. he was a big man, perpetually 
in his slippers, with yellowish whites to his eyes. a stream 
of soft platitude fell about halliday as he washed his hands, 
as he accepted a whisky in the bar, as he refused an offer of 
bacon and eggs. No, he’d be getting down. his wife.

all right, doctor, said chalker, unlatching the front 
door. if there’s ever anything i can do. you never can tell, 
eh? you never can tell.

tell what? how these people talked, just another 
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minute, as if they were afraid that this was the last human 
contact they would make. halliday bent down in the tunnel 
of snow to fasten on his skis. and it might be up here, so 
quiet in the snow, a long, slow, seeping quiet. chalker clung 
to the door. Literally clung. he was afraid of something 
slipping away, smiling feebly, and trying to make a joke. 
halliday straightened up. 

Good-bye, chalker, he said.
So long, doctor. God, it’s cold, ain’t it? Freeze the snot 

on your nose.
he was shivering. halliday was conscious of his own 

brutality as he felt his way along the tunnel and out towards 
the light. But he could not stop. he did not know what to 
say, and the man was not so much worse off than anyone 
else, if it came to that. Up here at kambala or down at 
happy Valley was a choice of evils. only here the isola-
tion was physical. that was why chalker shivered like an 
unwanted dog.

at the end of the tunnel the valley widened out into a 
long sweep of snow. he slid off on his skis, his bag, fastened 
with a cord, bumping against his back. how the air cut. 
it shaved the flesh off your face. it made you feel lean, 
leaner, almost non-existent, as you arrived with a rush at 
the bottom of the slope. he was a little out of breath, for 
physically he was thirty-four. But it did not feel like that, 
feel like anything. he was sixteen, that night on the ferry in 
Sydney when he knew he could do anything, and Professor 
Birkett had said there was something in his poems that was 
not just adolescence, and he would be a writer, he would 
write poems and plays, particularly a play with some kind 
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of metaphysical theme, only the trouble was to find the 
theme. a crow flew out of a tree with a half-hearted caw. 
he had not found the theme. he was now thirty-four. hilda 
said she thought it was a lovely poem, she hoped he would 
write one for her, one she could feel was her very own, he 
must call it to h.G., though she knew he must wait to be 
inspired. She had grey eyes that were full of sympathy as 
they sat on that seat in the Botanical Gardens and there was 
a smell of old banana skins and squashed Moreton Bay figs. 
it was so easy to get sympathetic on a warm morning in the 
Botanical Gardens. you began to talk about ideals. it was 
hilda’s sympathetic eyes. Later on you began to realize that 
sympathy in women was largely compound of stupidity and 
anxiety for the future. however, that was later on.

it was warm now, tramping along the level on skis. he 
would be in a sweat by the time he reached the place where 
he had left the car. you left the car at halloran’s corner 
when you came up to kambala in winter time. Snow never 
fell very heavily as far down the mountains as that. But it 
was cold. it was colder at happy Valley than anywhere else 
in the world. take your scarf, dear, hilda said, poke it into 
your waistcoat over your chest. She coughed as she served 
apple dumplings to the boys, and rodney said he hated 
apple dumplings, they stuck in his throat, he began to cry. 
hilda said, dear, dear, oliver, you’ll have to do something 
about that child, he’ll finish by driving me off my head, i 
can’t stand any more.

oliver halliday, father of a family. that’s what he was. 
and it didn’t feel any different, in essentials, from what 
it was at sixteen. Wrongly, no doubt. Just this coating of 
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the essential sameness with superficial experience. there 
hadn’t been any adjustment, he hadn’t had time. the way 
you were going to do everything, make your life flow in 
an even rhythm, like that damn pretentious book. he had 
copied out bits of it, too. it made you feel rather intellectual 
to write down things about the Life Stream and cosmic 
Force in coloured inks. that was sixteen, cosmic Force, 
and cultivating an expression of intensity in the glass before 
going in to tea. he works very hard, said aunt Jane to 
Mrs Meadows, so that he would not hear, but he did. he 
wrote interesting letters too, bits of thoughts and things 
going over on the troopship, and sang bawdy songs in the 
evening. there was a man called Wright, a shearer with 
cross eyes, singing, and the streamers that morning as the 
boat slipped away, and aunt Jane saying, this’ll kill me, 
oliver, why you had to do it i’ll never know. he felt very 
proud when he told them he was nineteen. Nobody would 
have known. he was big. But he was frightened lying in 
his bunk at night, and the way the men snored, and the sea 
seemed eternity, and perhaps hilda would forget what she 
said, that she would marry him when he came back, because 
she was proud he was going to the War. on the newspaper 
placards in Sydney the War was cold print. you went to the 
War. then suddenly in the indian ocean you were going 
to God knows what, and it wasn’t so good, but it couldn’t 
go on for ever, it was already ’18. Perhaps he would get a 
medal, and newspaper placards in Sydney, because he was 
sixteen, would say…once he was sixteen.

oliver halliday wiped his face with a handkerchief. 
there was something vicious about letting your mind run 
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on like that. you felt a bit ashamed as soon as you pulled 
yourself up. it was like reading in the lavatory or lying too 
long in a hot bath. if he had a gun he’d take a pot at that 
hawk, put a shot in its belly for lunch, and it would fall 
down and lie on the snow, its blood red on the snow, dead. 
But there would be no pain before annihilation. all its life 
it would probably know no pain, not like Mrs chalker 
writhing about on the bed at kambala. the hawk was 
absolved from this, absorbed as an agent into the whole of 
this frozen landscape, into the mountains that emanated 
in their silence a dull, frozen pain while remaining exempt 
from it. there was a kind of universal cleavage between 
these, the agents, and their objects: the woman at the hotel, 
forcing the dead child out of her womb, or the township 
of happy Valley with its slow festering sore of painfully 
little intrigue. it was a medieval attitude perhaps. But they 
were still living in the Middle ages with their dark fears 
and antidotal faiths. his skis made a long slurring noise on 
the snow. a handful of snow rattled from off a tree, falling 
down out of the interstices of twigs. the arches of the trees 
were white with snow, almost Gothic in structure. Like a 
cathedral, he felt. Miserere of the crows. a plump black 
crow peering out of the window of a briar like a priest from 
his confessional.

there was still some use for the holy roman church. 
it taught you to turn pain and the fear of it to some spiritual 
use. But you weren’t a catholic, and pain only made you 
bitter, or made you ashamed because you were bitter and 
afraid. he said his prayers every evening on the troopship, 
quietly to himself in his bunk. he lay there feeling afraid, 
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getting closer, and closer, and then the War stopped. of 
course it had to stop. he was sorry in a way, because a 
gesture like enlisting when you were sixteen, and afraid, 
wasn’t as big when you couldn’t carry it through to the 
logical conclusion and give everyone the impression you 
were brave, even though bravery was something forced on 
you whether you liked it or not. But he went to London. 
he had two weeks in Paris, where everyone was very tired, 
and old, spiritually, and nobody took any notice of him at 
all. he felt far younger than he had ever felt copying Great 
thoughts into a notebook at home, but it was a fresh sensa-
tion, he appreciated it, walking about the streets in Paris 
and everyone else preoccupied. But he was worried because 
everyone was old and when he went out of the city into the 
country, to Saint Germain or the forest at Fontainebleau, 
the country was young. that was the strange part. it was 
stranger because at home everything was reversed. the 
people were young, adolescent, almost embryonic. When 
he got back from europe he looked at them and there was 
nothing there. Life was a toy, you rattled it. But the country 
was old, older than the forest at Fontainebleau, there was  
an underlying bitterness that had been scored deep and  
deep by time, with a furrow here and there and pockmarks 
in the face of black stone. over everything there was a  
hot air of dormant passion, of inner war, that nobody 
seemed to be conscious of. in Sydney you went to parties. 
in happy Valley you fornicated or drank. you swung the 
rattle for all you were worth. you did not know you were 
sitting on a volcano that might not be extinct. it puzzled 
him at first.
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and he wanted to get away again. even when he was 
married he wanted to get away. and hilda said, you’re 
restless, dear, you’re tired, if only you could take a week or 
two we might drive down to Wollongong. he married hilda 
when he was twenty-four. that was eight years. But waiting 
was hilda’s strong suit, for more than eight years. rodney 
was nine and George four. and he was still only sixteen, 
which was something that hilda did not know though she 
knew pretty well everything else. it was far better to be 
like hilda, complete in superficialities, complete in your 
own conception of completeness. he had only once felt 
complete. it was an accident, he felt, and being in Paris, it 
was somewhere round about the Luxembourg, and he had 
gone into a church, he did not know why, it was an ordinary 
church, but perhaps there was a cold wind, anyway he went 
inside. the organ was playing. he could remember that his 
feet were cold and there was a smell of varnish. the organ 
was playing a Bach fugue. he knew it was Bach because 
he had picked out bits of Bach on the piano at home. and 
then he was at home again, but not at home, it was in the 
church in the neighbourhood of the Luxembourg, it was in 
France, with old German Bach streaming out of the organ 
loft, and the War had stopped, and he was losing his breath, 
he was losing…then he sat very still. he supposed he was 
breathing. he did not know. But he knew he was crying. 
he did not care if he cried; there was nothing wrong with 
this sort of crying and nobody would see. the music came 
rushing out of the loft, unfurling banners of sound. you 
could touch it. you could feel it. you could feel a stillness 
and a music all at once. you were at once floating and 
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stationary, in time, all time, and space, without barrier, 
passing with a fresher knowledge of the tangible to a point 
where this dissolved, became the spiritual.

a great boulder of black rock rose nakedly at the edge 
of the whitened road. he stopped and kicked at it with his 
ski. the tangible. there is a stubborn, bitter ring if you kick 
at a piece of black rock. and how would serene, christian, 
German, eighteenth-century Johann Sebastian have dealt 
with a lump of antipodal rock? Serenity perhaps was the 
effect of environment, not so much the result of spiritual 
conflict. at least you would like to think that. it would 
make things easier. you could give up the ghost at the start. 
But you did not give up the ghost, you went on swerving, 
wheeling, in the direction of happy Valley, ducking beneath 
the arm of a tree when it nearly hit you in the face, half 
closing your eyes to keep out the spray of snow and the 
wind, and it was exciting, and you held your breath, hoping 
this wasn’t your last moment, almost, but not the last.

oliver halliday caught the point of his ski in a trough 
of snow and fell over in a heap, though it might have been a 
knot, it felt like a knot. he had that blue, constricted sensa-
tion of being winded. he felt that his face was a distinct, 
bright blue, then that his toes were hurting. he put his 
hand on the snow to raise himself up, sank in an inch or 
two, touched the ground. he was almost out of the snow. 
he would take off his skis and walk, if he could walk, if he 
wasn’t dead, but he felt he was dead, physically more than 
thirty-four. So he lay back on the cold snow, to consider the  
situation, and it was good and cold lying there, the way  
the ribs moved with his panting, in and out. his ribs moved 
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in and out the day he won the quarter-mile, and the cup he 
received from the Governor dropped on the gravel drive as 
coming down, and somebody sniggered, he was very foolish 
bending to pick up the cup. he laughed. he was lying on his 
back in the present. his bag made a pillow under his neck. 
he was laughing up at a patch of sky that looked rather 
chaste and bewildered in the scud of cloud. once he had 
written nature poems, on clouds and things. But he did not 
do that any more. he would get to his feet, and take off 
his skis, and after reaching the car he would drive on home 
to lunch, probably find cold mutton and pickles out of a 
bottle, it was a Monday, and hilda said, you can’t expect 
anything hot on Monday, there’s always the wash. So the 
present was cold mutton and pickles, not nature poems 
about a cloud or mountains, he used to be keen on the idea 
of mountains, they recurred over and over again, generally 
blue, or else there was a mist, but that was before he had 
heard of kambala. the way that man clung to the door, 
shivering on the mountaintop, perhaps standing there still, 
waiting for someone to come, and the whole winter nobody 
would come except a half-baked chinese, creeping along 
the snow tunnel from one of the other houses.

But you needn’t think, of course. the Miracle of 
thought, he had read somewhere, in a Sunday newspaper. 
God making a clockwork toy and feeling pleased with it, 
then scratching his head and seeing that it might work too 
well, so he put in an extra mechanism in a moment of 
compassion, you just pushed down a lever and the action 
was held up.

he walked along slowly. he would not think. there was 
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the car now, with a thin powdering of snow on the roof. he 
began to whistle a tune, a Ständchen. elisabeth Schumann 
sang it on the gramophone. it was thin and very cold and 
very sexless, but there were moments when it persisted it 
coming into your head, jamming down the lever, on cold, 
thin, sexless mornings walking over the snow.


