TEACHERS NOTES

MY AUSTRALIAN STORY: SYDNEY HARBOUR BRIDGE – Vashti Farrer 
Synopsis
This is Vashti Farrer’s third title in Scholastic’s popular and successful My Australian Story series, but it is unusual because the main character is not human – although to some of the characters it seems almost to have a life of its own. This is the story of the Sydney Harbour Bridge, published to coincide with its 80th anniversary.

But how do you get a bridge to tell its story? Farrer comes up with the ingenious idea of having two of the city’s young citizens record the construction process in their diaries. Just as the two sides of the steel arch gradually meet to form a bridge, a girl from the wealthier north side of the harbour and a boy from the less well-heeled southern side tell the story in alternating diary entries. 

Although the book is set in Sydney in the years leading up to the opening of the bridge in 1932, it is a story that readers everywhere can relate to. Look at the names the author has chosen. The girl is Alice and she starts out writing to her cousin Dorothy: named in a long tradition after two of the most famous characters in children’s literature. The boy, Billy, starts out writing to his mate Bluey – names that immediately connect us with the mythology of Australian men in literature and film. So the characters are subtly representative. 
And the story they tell, while unfolding many intriguing facts from Australian history, corresponds in surprising ways to what is happening both here and in many countries far from here today. It is a story of visionaries and politicians with dreams that they are not sure they can pay for, of power, wealth and unemployment, of the triumph of teamwork and the sacrifice of individuals.

The beautiful harbour, that was the pride and centrepiece of the city that grew up around it, in fact divided that city, and for a century people dreamt of a bridge that would bring the city together. Construction finally started in 1923 and was completed nine years later: despite the worst economic recession the world had known. How could a government spend millions of pounds on such a venture when families were out of work and starving? Those who argued that building the bridge offered both employment and hope asked how could a government not spend the money – even if they had to borrow heavily to do so? The parallels with the Global Financial Crisis 80 years later will strike many students of current affairs.
The narrators Alice and Billy tell us about the growing political and personal tensions affecting middle class and working class citizens alike during the building of the bridge. But these challenges brought out optimism and determination in people who had always been willing to ‘have a go’. So My Australian Story: Sydney Harbour Bridge is finally a very human story about courage, hard work and community. 
Themes
· Is a good life a matter of practical everyday survival? What, if any, is the role of hopes and dreams?

· Can perception be just as important as ‘the facts’? If so, when?
· Does the individual have responsibilities other than to him- or herself?

· Financial responsibility: when is it acceptable to borrow money and what considerations are attached to paying it back?
· In what ways was Australia dependent on other countries after Federation in 1901?

· Is Australia the ‘classless society’ many Australians have believed it to be?

· If Australians were building for the future in the 1920s, what examples are there of Australians building for the future in the 21st century?

· How have the roles of men, women and children changed in the past 80 years?

· How have our expectations of material possessions changed?

About the Writer
Vashti Farrer writes for both adults and young readers. She was born in Sydney and was brought up by her grandparents, both of whom told wonderful stories, so she grew up wanting to tell stories, too. Her first poem appeared in her school magazine, when she was 8, and since then she's had over 60 adult short stories and twenty children's books published.

Scholastic titles include Plagues and Federation: The Diary of Kitty Barnes, 1900, one of the first in the My Australian Story series (2000), and Archer's Melbourne Cup: The Diary of Robby Jenkins, 1861 (2007). Other books are Lulubelle and Her Bones, a tale of two dogs, and Breakfast with Buddha, a picture book with Gaye Chapman, about a cat with a big ego.

Among her many interests, Vashti has written several books related to military history and has been President of the Military History Society of NSW, Deputy Chair of the NSW Writers' Centre and she has twice been President of the Society of Women Writers in NSW. Her hobbies are reading, theatre and films. She's married, with three adult children and four grandchildren, all of whom want books written for them!
Vashti Farrer says
When I was first asked to write about the Sydney Harbour Bridge, with the Bridge a character in its own right, I felt a bit nervous. Maths was never my strong point at school and the thought of trying to understand the engineering involved in building it seemed too hard. 

So I started by reading widely about the bridge: its history, how it was built, the people involved and what life was like at the time. Gradually, I read more and more - not only about the bridge, but about the Great Depression and NSW politics. I tracked down souvenir programs, eye-witness accounts of the opening, studied plans, photographs, watched film footage and inspected the structure itself from several different angles. I also read newspapers from August 1930 when the spans joined to March 1932 when it was opened. 

Some historical events, like the Cowra breakout, rate only a tiny paragraph in newspapers of the day, but coverage of the bridge was huge. Articles, interviews, photographs and advertisements showing the bridge in the months before, grew to full-page pull-out souvenir supplements as the opening drew near. You could feel the excitement growing and yet there were still people who said we shouldn't be building it in a time of such financial hardship.

Even though I had plenty of material to work from, I still had the problem of covering vastly different views in one diary from one child's perspective. People can hold quite strong political views today, but back then the views were often so extreme they were likely to lead to violence. The police, army and air force were all prepared for riots on the streets!

To solve the problem, I chose two children, a boy from a working class background, whose father has been out of work for some time, but who finally gets a job helping to build the bridge and a girl from a middle class background, whose father is an engineer on the bridge. By having two diaries, I could convey some general facts that all of us could understand through one child, and more technical engineering information via the other child.

It also enabled me to show the hardship of the time and the different ways people were trying to help those less fortunate than themselves. One of the bits I enjoyed writing was the different Christmas dinners each child enjoyed, to show that contrast. 

Two diaries also meant I could give some idea of how people felt about Premier Jack Lang and Captain Francis de Groot. Between them, they represented the most extreme views of the political situation. Both men were flawed, but both thought they were doing the right thing at the time, and in the end history has shown them both to be wrong. 

When you write a book like this leading up to a major event, as the author living through the lives of your characters, you can't help but feel the growing excitement. For Sydney, the opening of the Harbour Bridge was the biggest event in her history, with dozens of floats, a flotilla of ships, a, RAAF fly-past and a huge display of fireworks, the first of many. On the day itself the suburbs emptied, as 600,000 people, half the city's population, turned out to see this event.

The bridge ended up costing far more than it was meant to and it took us many years to pay off the debt through bridge tolls, but at the time it provided about 1600 people with work and so helped to support the city. Now the Sydney Opera House is another world famous symbol of Sydney, but the Harbour Bridge is probably still the people's favourite.

With your students
· Ask your students what they know about the Sydney Harbour Bridge and record their impressions on the board. Accept all responses; some will be factually incorrect. Then tell the class that as they read My Australian Story: Sydney Harbour Bridge, they should check to see which bits of information are confirmed by the book, and whether there are points that need further research.
· Show your students a map of Sydney. Ask them why people would want to travel from the north side of the harbour to the south. (work, shopping, visiting friends and relatives, go to the beach, Easter Show, horse races and other sporting events) Ask how people would have crossed the harbour before the bridge opened in 1932.

· Ask who has been to Sydney and if people have been there, ask why. If your school is in Sydney, ask what are the best things about the harbour and what are the problems associated with it. (best: beautiful, lots of little bays, cool, swimming and boating, fishing, transport by ferries and ships; worst: cuts the city in two, pollution, costs a lot to have a harbour view, too many buildings, some people cut down trees to get better harbour views).

· Ask your students which parts of Sydney are the most expensive to live in. Ask which parts are the cheapest to live in. (Encourage general observations: expensive near the water, in the hills, near the bush; less expensive on main roads, in the hot flat areas, near factories)

· Compare this with other major cities you and your class may know: identify the boroughs of New York City; point out London’s West End and East End. Sydney also has districts that are defined by location and class. Sydney too has quite distinct geographical areas. But what sorts of things can bring the people of a city together? (sporting and entertainment events, wars, celebrations, visits by famous people, good weather, parliamentary elections, political demonstrations) Suggest that your students ‘map’ the broad areas or districts in other Australian cities or towns that you live in or know well.
· Point to the places on the map featured in Sydney Harbour Bridge: Neutral Bay, the Rocks, La Perouse. Although now it is expensive to live in the Rocks, it was cheaper in the 1920s. 

· With your students, brainstorm on the smartboard the most interesting facts we learn about the building of the Harbour Bridge.

· The bridge was a co-construction involving the UK and Australia, but tensions simmered that focused on the degree to which Australia was an independent nation – as it had been for almost 30 years. Which elements in the story convey this tension?
(source of the steel and technology to build it, the loan and Lang’s reluctance to pay it back, the decision not to invite the King to open the bridge)
· What do we learn from this book about the Great Depression? What are some of the signs of struggle for working class families mentioned by Billy?

· Many people regarded the Sydney Harbour Bridge as a symbol of optimism: something to give the people hope for the future and something to employ and entertain them during the Great Depression. What other signs of hope or distractions are mentioned in the book? (building of Sydney’s underground railway, building of the Archibald Fountain, triumphs by Phar Lap and Don Bradman)

· Find some pictures of Sydney’s State Theatre and find out when it was opened. (1929) What is the significance of that date and of the theatre’s appearance?

(1929, the Wall Street ‘Crash’; the opulent cinema as a distraction, something to brighten the economic gloom, a ‘palace of dreams’) 

· Divide the class into 4 groups. Each group is to research and brainstorm one topic, appoint a scribe to record the main points of discussion and report back to the whole class:

· What does Billy tell us about La Perouse, Happy Valley and his mate Bluey? (poverty, homelessness, disease, exposed to severe weather)
· In what ways is Alice’s life different from Billy’s and in what ways is it similar? (both are concerned about employment, deaths onsite, have compassion for others)
· What do we learn about the premier of NSW, Jack Lang, and what do we learn about the New Guard? (Lang was anti-British, expected trouble at the bridge opening, New Guard were conservative and monarchists)
· What were some of the ways people made their housekeeping money go further? (grow food in backyard, eat less meat, use dripping instead of butter, mend clothes and shoes, women stained their legs with coffee when they couldn’t afford tan coloured stockings/ tights etc) How are Australians trying to live more sustainably today?
· As individuals and in groups, look up ‘Sydney Harbour Bridge’ on these websites:

· the Powerhouse Museum in Sydney 
· the Art Gallery of NSW 
· the State Library of NSW

· National Film and Sound Archive 
· ebay 
· YouTube  
· Vimeo 
The Harbour Bridge has been celebrated in paintings, photographs, films, souvenirs as well as in writing. Report back to the class on your most interesting findings from these websites. Professor Peter Spearritt has written books on the Bridge and has a personal collection of objects featuring the Bridge in popular culture. Make a collage to celebrate the 80th anniversary.

· In Sydney Harbour Bridge, Vashti Farrer has included some distinctively Australian colloquialisms: some of them are rarely used now. Suggest that your students consult dictionaries and older friends and relatives to find out the meaning of:
· bonza (p.1)

· donkeyman (p.15)

· arvo (p.32)

· Fair crack of the whip!(p.46)

· cocky’s joy (p.77)

· Shanks’s pony (p.123)

· possie (p.155)

· Alice says that people have compared the bridge to the leap of a dancer (p.127) or the arc of a perfect tennis serve (p.169). Some writers at the time compared it to a rainbow or a coathanger. Remind your students what a ‘simile’ is. Ask them to be adventurous and create as many similes as they can to help describe the Sydney Harbour Bridge.
· Say, ‘On 28 May, 2000 more than 250 000 people walked across the Sydney Harbour Bridge together for a symbolic reason. Why?’ (This Sorry Day walk symbolised a bridge of reconciliation between non-Indigenous and Indigenous Australians.)

· As a class create a performance involving gymnastics, dance and music to celebrate the construction of the Sydney Harbour Bridge.
