Patricia Wrightson 0BE 1921 – 2010

Along with the late Ivan Southall, Patricia Wrightson undoubtedly established the modern school of children’s literature in Australia. She became its leading light in the wake of Ethel Turner, Mary Grant Bruce, Dorothy Wall and May Gibbs. She paved the way for internationally acclaimed writers such as Joan Phipson, Eleanor Spence, Colin Thiele, Hesba Brinsmead and Mavis Thorpe Clark. In 1986 she was the first and only Australian writer to be awarded the Hans Christian Andersen Medal for writers — awarded by the International Board on Books for Young People. Her acceptance speech in Tokyo to a vast global audience brought her a standing ovation. Patricia Wrightson was truly one of Australia’s greatest literary ambassadors. Yet she was a genuinely modest person, pleased with her successes, but humble — always elegant and self-possessed yet, in many ways a private person. Even to her intimate friends she spoke little of her early life until her first children’s book, The Crooked Snake (1955), was awarded Book of the Year by the Children’s Book Council of Australia. From then on she became a public figure while her writing developed even greater strength and helped broaden the scope of writing for children world-wide. 

In personal conversation and in several of her talks for which she was in great demand she intimated that she was an imaginative child who created her own internal world. She referred to her ‘cubby houses’ in which that inner world was developed. She grew up in the years of the Great Depression, and during World War II worked for AWA — ‘doing her bit’ for Australia, the country of her birth and of which she was passionately but realistically proud. Her war-time marriage was not to last but bore her two children, Peter and Jenny, to whom she remained devoted until her recent death. They, in turn, were her literary sounding boards and helpmates. After the War Patricia became Administrator of the Bonalbo District Hospital in Northern New South Wales. Living in a country area, having her own children and being passionate about childhood in all its expressions she began scribbling, drawing upon her love of the country itself, its outer and inner landscapes, its human inhabitants and, at that time, its children in particular. So The Crooked Snake was born. Eschewing the pat  Blytonesque adventure mode of that period, she integrated the characters she knew  from experience into a realistic story of  country children. It is a gentle tale of a group at odds with a gang — the Crooked Snakers — in which the children themselves are entirely recognizable against an Australian landscape: ‘Behind fences on either side of the road, cattle browsed in the deep, winter-browned native grass; and beyond the paddocks rugged hills walled them in.’ From then on Patricia Wrightson was to write constantly, each book, in turn, developing her writing style, moving into city settings, developing new genres such as fantasy, writing for teenagers, and later, having edited the NSW School Magazine, seemingly simple stories for beginning readers, yet attracting a growing readership among perceptive adults.  When the international IBBY jury met in 1986 to discuss Patricia Wrightson’s  oeuvre it was evident that she spoke to all nationalities and races. As one juror claimed, the heart-beat of Australia was recognizable deeply in her own Norway and likened Wightson’s Wirrun trilogy (The Ice is Coming (1977), The Dark Bright Water (1978), Behind the Wind (1981) — that follows the adventures of a mythic Aboriginal superhero — to the Norse Eddas. 

It was Wrightson’s use of Aboriginal spirit folk — after deep and detailed research — that brought her writing under the critical microscope. In An Older Kind of Magic (1972) she dared to suggest that such spirits could lurk unseen even in Sydney’s Botanical Gardens, intruding as spirits always do into human affairs. In, perhaps her most famous book The Nargun and the Stars (1973), for which she was awarded her OBE, the huge rock-like Nargun is a powerful spirit creature able to move mountains while the tricky Potkooroks, Nyols, and Turongs are more impish so that the primary world of Australia’s Hunter Valley is contained within the secondary world of the racial unconscious. But here, as in the other Wrightson fantasies, humans can benefit from, or be warned by such spirit creatures. The damaged boy protagonist Simon in the Nargun, can thus achieve healing and personal integration. In the face of some unwise criticism over her use of Aboriginal motifs, the Aboriginal poet Jack Davis, at a Conference, ‘Through Folklore to Literature’, rose to his feet and in ringing tones bade the author, ‘Be brave Mrs Wrightson, be brave’. It was not that Wrightson annexed Aboriginality for literary purposes but that she believed passionately in what Aboriginals themselves —speaking for all of us — call ‘country’; not simply the physical environment but the deeply inherent force of the human mind. She held strongly the view that the writer should not demand that the reader suspend disbelief but command belief — and that she does in all her work. 

Apart from Wrightson’s brilliant depiction of childhood thinking and behaviour she was to win great acclaim for her sympathetic and wise insight into both atypical children and into the dilemmas of old age — the latter as she herself aged. In A Little Fear (1983) the feisty Mrs Tucker removes herself from the soul-destroying benevolence of Sunset House to live in an isolated cottage by the river. As in all her writings Patricia Wrightson’s personal convictions, her integrity, her deep humanity and her wisdom are inherent. She has been the worthy recipient of a raft of awards both at home and abroad for ethnic literature, teenage fiction and the NSW Premier’s Literary Awards include the Patricia Wrightson Award for Junior Fiction. She has been a true luminary and a gracious and loving friend to a host of us who have loved her for herself and admired her for her integrity as a writer of renown.
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