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LIVES IN PARALLEL


To the best of my knowledge, I never met Peter Blazey.  Yet I feel that I know him intimately.  Our lives ran in parallel like the tracks of a Melbourne tram.  


Like me, Peter Blazey was born in the war year, 1939.  Neither of us could quite get out of our minds the memories of family sacrifice, of the returned soldiers, and of ANZAC Days overflowing with diggers from both of the Great Wars.


Like me, he was closely associated with the return of the Menzies' Government in December 1949.  I passionately urged my school friends, all of ten years of age, to vote for Menzies and to "put value back in the pound".  For his part, Peter Blazey was posed in what might have been one of the first 'spins' of the Australian media.  He had to deliver a newspaper to the great man announcing his return to office.  Menzies patted the young Blazey on the head and called him a good lad.  It was featured in The Sun.  The infused magic did not last for life.


Like me, Peter Blazey stood in the sun for hours to await the Queen's arrival during the Royal tour of 1954.  In his autobiography Screw Loose, he confuses the year - as I would never do - with 1953 which we all know was when the Coronation happened and when Hilary climbed Everest.  Furthermore, I would never, like Peter Blazey, put the Queen in the company of Debbie Reynolds and the other starlets of that era.  But he did.


Like me, Peter Blazey went to a fine school.  In my case it was Fort Street in Sydney.  For him, it was the Scotch College in Melbourne.  We were both stunned and awed by hormonal changes in the middle of those school days.  But unlike me, Peter Blazey did a lot about it.  At least, he did if the stories in his book are more than an old man's fantasies of what he wished, and hoped, had happened.  


In the 1960s he knew the student politicians at Melbourne University of that era.  So did I.  Garry Evans was the President of the Students' Council.  Many a student leader of that time has made good, or bad, in life, depending on your point of view:  Peter Costello, Barry Humpheys, Germaine Greer.  The list is long.


Like so many Australians of the time, Peter Blazey travelled to London in the 1960s.  So did I.  He returned to the agony of the Vietnam War.  He lived through the strange death of Prime Minister Holt. And it was at about this time that he developed a keen eye for politics.  True to the Menzies' laying on of hands, he started with the Coalition parties.  From early days he had an eye for irony.  When LBJ thanked the young Prince Charles for coming to Harold Holt's memorial service, the Prince deftly returned the compliment by thanking the President.  After all, his mother was Queen of the place.  The exchange stuck in Blazey's mind and is remembered in Screw Loose.

POLITICAL BISEXUAL


In 1970 an old school friend, Andrew Peacock, called him into political service as a member of his staff.  Blazey warned Peacock that he was inclined, by this stage of his life, to the Labor side.  "Never mind", the Minister said, "that will make you more popular with the press gallery".  Naturally, Gough Whitlam quickly detected in him a certain political bisexuality.  


He began writing his famous biography of Henry Bolte.  He tried to take his bisexuality into his personal life.  Screw Loose recounts the happy/sad story of the planned marriage that was called off at the last moment and the desperate attempts to retrieve a valuable ring from the family dog who had nonchalantly consumed it.  Walking around the streets after the dog with a pannikin to sweep up its business did not pay off.  Dog and ring went to heaven together. 


The fall of the Coalition government in 1972, and the advent of the Whitlam government, saw Peter Blazey cross the political line forever.  He joined the office of Moss Cass, later a Minister.  He recounts the fervent early days of the Whitlam era.  His descriptions of Lionel Murphy, Clifton Pugh and the Gietzelt brothers bring back memories of those times that I can partly share.  The dismissal of the government led him to flee to London.  But he returned and switched his non-political allegiances.  He came back to Sydney and began to pay close attention to the home of Tammeny Hall in Australia:  New South Wales state politics.


The intimation of his homosexuality to his parents could, on reflection, have been a little more subtle.  They learned about it when watching national television to see their beloved first son on prime time news announce his candidature for the New South Wales Parliament as a gay man.  "Put a Poofter in Parliament" was his catchy theme.  Following Spiro Agnew, alliteration was the political style of those days.  His mother thought it would kill his father.  Somehow they all survived.


In Screw Loose, Peter Blazey recounts a confrontation with the New South Wales Premier, Sir Eric Willis.  He and his then lover, Phillip, attended outside the Willis' homestead in suburban Sydney.  Sir Eric, thinking it was a grateful constituent outside his home, calling to express apprecation and best wishes for the election, tenderly called Lady Willis to the picture window.  They looked down smiling at Peter and Phillip.  With this, Peter Blazey clutched his companion in a loving embrace.  Shocked, Sir Eric tried to shield Lady Willis's eyes from such an outrage.  He flicked the venetian blinds so that they fell and closed.  The times were not right to put a poofter in Parliament.  But from that moment on, no one could doubt the courage and determination of Peter Blazey.  He became a leader in the movement for gay liberation in Australia.

FACING LIFE'S END

Intervals in New York and Los Angeles followed.  It was there that Peter Blazey believed that he had acquired the virus that was to lead to AIDS.  He came back to Australia and the latter part of Screw Loose recounts his struggle against HIV at a time when there were few allies.  I know most of the doctors whom he describes from the Sydney practitioners around St Vincent's Hospital and Taylor Square.  John Byrne, Mark Robertson, David Cooper.  How valiant they were during those empty years.  Peter Blazey had some wrong views about Western medicine towards the end.  But he was clear-sighted about the need for radical new solutions to HIV and AIDS.


At about the time Peter Blazey was infected, I became involved in AIDS issues.  Attending funerals propelled me into action.  That action caused a judicial colleague to offer me a reprimand.  After I spoke at the first national AIDS conference in Melbourne in the early 1980s, my colleague sought to dissuade me from such involvement.  "It is not fitting for a judge to go to a conference with homosexuals, prostitutes and drug users".  I looked into his pale eyes and told him that I would not desist.  There were real legal questions and issues of basic rights.  The mood that Peter Blazey had earlier reflected was catching on.  For homosexual citizens, times were a changing.  For us, the old pretence of 'Don't ask, don't tell' was over.  But Peter Blazey was one of the first to say so.


In January 1997 he lay dying in St Vincent's Hospital.  The last words Peter Blazey wrote tell something of the point at which he had arrived by the time his life was over.  

"What is it like to cross over?  I like to imagine floating up into a blue labyrinth like Buddha in his realm of joy.  A surge of love pouring onto everything like the sun's rays.  Once you decide you are going to go then everything is easy".


His partner at that time, Tim Herbert, had to complete the epilogue in Screw Loose.  His chapter is very moving.  It is a paean of love.  He describes the flashy exuberance of Peter Blazey's life and the quiet end of a man who mixed spiritual feelings with sharp political insight and determination. 

"Peter could be as contradictory as he was complex, but when it came to burial he asked for something simple.  We scattered his ashes at Heronswood beneath a Deodar or Himalayan cedar.  I knew it was the right place for him when Penny told me that high up in its magnificent branches the local kookas gather in the late afternoon and laugh absurdly at the setting sun".


Peter Blazey's brother Clive was with him at the last.  It is fitting that his memory should be sustained by such a brother and by the partner of his last years.  Peter Blazey was a writer, journalist, raconteur, activist, biographer, intellectual and humorist.  Clive Blazey and Tim Herbert are to be thanked for funding a Fellowship for a Writer in Residence at the Australian Centre in this great university where so many of Peter Blazey's ideas were formed and first expressed.  The Fellowship will support biography, autobiography and life writing.  It is from the stories of lives, great and small, that we capture the essence of a time in the Australian story.  Just as we do by reflecting on the events of Peter Blazey's own life recorded in Screw Loose.  It goes beyond facts and events.  It recalls the moods and feelings of that time.

ISSUES TODAY

If Peter Blazey were with us now, there are countless issues upon which his energetic activism would consume his mind and inspire his heart.


I have continued involvement in the struggle against AIDS as he would have done.  I do so on a panel of UNAIDS, the body of the United Nations formed to mobilise the world community against this enemy of our species.  


When the new Director-General of the World Health Organisation (WHO), a Korean, took office last year, he summoned the mortality statistics of AIDS.  Three million people die each year as a result of AIDS.  "Totally unacceptable", declared the new Director-General.  And he was right.


To turn this figure around it is necessary to supply the sick and dying with the antiretroviral drugs that we take for granted in Australia.  It should not depend on where you are born to decide whether you receive drugs that will save life and profoundly alter the quality of living.  So Dr Lee Jong-wook is right.  So many deaths, and so much suffering is totally unacceptable.


But what is to be done?  Procuring the drugs at affordable rates is an economic problem to be overcome.  But testing millions of people to identify those living with HIV presents many perils.  In most of the developing world, identification of HIV status is a source of terrible stigma and fear.  How can we increase the number of tests at a time of so much irrational discrimination?  How can we respond to this epidemic without protection of the basic human rights of all those infected or at risk?  How can we persuade governments to overcome the ignorant prejudice that informs most of humanity's responses to sexuality, sex work, drug use and death?  Were Peter Blazey still with us, he would be most closely involved in these issues.  He would fearlessly be pressing his answers upon us.

LESSONS

When I look back on Peter Blazey's life, I feel that it has a special contemporary relevance that makes it fitting for us to remember him in a Fellowship that supports Australian writers.


He knew the importance of living life to the full.  He knew it instinctively and earlier than most - much earlier than I did.  He knew it and he recorded it.


He also knew the importance of using to the full that marvellous instrument, the human brain.  He had conviction that out of words and persuasion, addressed to the rational part of humanity, things would inevitably get better.


He also knew how important it was for each one of us to contribute to making a better world.  He saw the critical importance of honesty as the ingredient that would change people around.  This is what propelled him to take part in political action, in public marches and in media persuasion.  He never lost faith of the lesson he learned at school.  He knew that sometimes it was important not to go with the crowd.  Sometimes it is important to stand up for one's own integrity, however unfashionable that may seem at the time.


Peter Blazey also knew that it is vital to search for love.  He found it in his family.  He searched for it and found it in friends and lovers.  He did not deny his humanity.  He explored it to the full.  That is why Clive Blazey and Tim Herbert have contributed to support a Fellowship.  It will keep this hero's memory green.


So as we launch the Peter Blazey Fellowship of the Australian Centre of the University of Melbourne, we acknowledge a man distinctive and memorable.  A political activist.  A political biographer.  A political journalist.  He saw both sides of politics.  He tasted all sides of life.  He pretended to be naughty and some churchmen called his nature "intrinsically evil".  But for me, he was a good man.  And if you have doubt read his book, Screw Loose and judge for yourself.


As a Justice of the High Court, as an Australian citizen, as a homosexual man and as a human being I am proud to launch the Peter Blazey Fellowship.
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