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PART ONE 

White Paint and Calico 
 
 

Whisper and Hum 
 

WHEN I was in my forties I went on holiday to Vanuatu with a kind and very musical man to 

whom I would not much longer be married, though I didn’t know it yet.  

 

He was at ease in the Pacific climate, but I hated the tropics with a passion: all that sweating 

and melting and shapelessness and blurring. And what I hated most was the sight of a certain 

parasitic creeper that flourished aggressively, bowing the treetops down and binding them to 

each other in a dense, undifferentiated mat of choking foliage. I longed to be transported at 

once to Scotland where the air was sharp and the nights brisk, and where plants were 

encouraged to grow separately and upright, with individual dignity.  

 

At nightfall the whole population of the island would walk into town, and so would my 

restless husband and his discontented wife. In velvety air and under a starry sky, a stream of 

people padded along a sandy track, quietly chattering and laughing.  

 

One evening a Melanesian man in torn and baggy clothes was walking on his own in front of 

us. He seemed to be cradling something small against his chest. Occasionally he lowered his 

face over it. We heard faint rhythmic music, and when we passed him we saw that he was 

playing a tiny stringed instrument, strumming it very softly as 

he swung along by himself in the cheerful crowd. He wasn’t performing, or wanting anyone 

else to hear what he was doing. He was playing just to keep himself company.  

 

I wanted one of those instruments. I wanted to hold it in my arms. 

 

I crushed this longing with my usual puritanical savagery. You’re too old. You couldn’t even 

learn the piano. You have no musical talent. You will make a fool of yourself and everyone 

will laugh at you. Pull yourself together, woman, and slog on.  

 

But when we got home to Melbourne I took down the Oxford Companion to Music and 

looked up the ukulele. ‘It has four strings and a very long fingerboard…It was patented in 

Honolulu in 1917, from which date it gradually became popular in the United States amongst 

people whose desire to perform was stronger than their willingness to acquire any difficult 

technique or their desire to make intimate acquaintance with any very elaborate music.’  

 

So. It was a cop-out for the lazy and talentless. I went straight downtown and bought the first 

one I saw that didn’t look trashy. It was made in Czechoslovakia and it cost $45. I also 

bought Mel Bay’s You Can Teach Yourself Uke. I put them in a cupboard under a pile of 

blankets and said nothing about them to anyone.  

 

Whenever I was home alone I would rush upstairs and take the uke out of its cardboard box. 

It was so intimate, so un-awe-inspiring, with its curvaceous waist and pretty metal frets and 

creamy tuning pegs. A faint perfume drifted out of its woody little body. And, unlike the 
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hulking piano which years earlier had brought me to my knees, it was small. No one could 

possibly be afraid of this instrument. I fell in love with it. I spent secret afternoons sitting on 

the bed strumming my way through the beginner’s book. I learnt ‘Row, Row, Row Your 

Boat’ and ‘Camptown Races’. It was easy. It was natural. Four strings, four fingers, not like a 

guitar, where you’re ganged up on every time you try to make a chord.  

 

I found I could learn a three-chord song in about thirty seconds. It dawned on me that there 

are several million three-chord songs in the world, many of which I had effortlessly, long 

ago, stored in the mud at the very bottom of my memory. Up they came from the depths, 

dripping and sparkling—so fresh, shining with common human feeling. And I saw that the 

ukulele, despite the snotty entry in the Oxford Companion, has in fact a simple and 

benevolent purpose: to create a gentle bed of sound for the human voice; to enrich the single 

line of melody that a human voice is capable of. 

 

Somewhere in the background of all this, my marriage crashed and my daughter grew up and 

left home. Next time I looked around I was living in Sydney with a severe modernist to 

whom the presence of a ukulele in the house would have been an outrage. With him it was 

Wagner or nothing. Even a string quartet or a solo piano was too minor. I had to put 

headphones on to listen to my funk tapes. It wasn’t a dancing kind of marriage. How it flew 

past! Ejected, I scrambled to my feet in Bondi Junction Mall, dusted myself off, and got 

talking to a woman who was busking on a chunky little thing with a round body. She said it 

was called a pineapple uke and that her brother imported them from Hawaii. She gave me his 

phone number.  

 

Oh, my Kamaka. It was so beautiful that I hated to put it away in its case. Even the wind 

wanted to play it. One day when I’d left it lying on the back of the couch and gone into the 

next room, the faintest, airiest twangling sound reached me. I ran back and found that a 

breeze coming up the hill from Bondi was puffing over the windowsill and drawing the hem 

of the calico curtain back and forth over the open strings.  

 

Fast forward. I’m a grandmother, back in Melbourne where I belong. I’ve owned a ukulele 

for thirty years and I’m still a beginner. A uke is humble. It inspires in me no ambition, no 

duty or guilt. It’s so low in the hierarchy of things that the bullying superego can’t touch it. I 

play it only when I feel like it. After a particularly introverted winter, I got to the point where 

I could play ‘All of Me’, and ‘I Will’ (very slowly). But everything I learn I soon forget. I 

have to keep starting again. I can’t pick, I can only strum, and I don’t care. Sometimes I hold 

the uke on my knee while I’m reading the paper or waiting for the kettle to boil. I love it as I 

would any harmless little creature. I love to hear it whisper and hum.  

 

Once in a while the money-making musicians in my family kindly call me when they’re 

playing in the kitchen after tea, or at somebody’s birthday party, or in the back shed that my 

sister calls her ‘adobe hacienda’. There might be three or four ukes, a harmonica, a mandolin, 

a guitar. The chords aren’t ones I know. The changes are too fast. Someone pushes the chart 

to me. I take a breath and throw myself into the river. No one can hear me, so it doesn’t 

matter if I flounder. But if I don’t panic, if I keep calmly swimming, sometimes I hit the 

current, and it carries me to the end of the song. 

 

2015 


