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Dear All, 

  

Many thanks to everyone who came to the groups, and a special welcome to the new members at Steglitz. I was 

delighted by the great response and by the enthusiasm of the groups. I hope new members at Steglitz and at 

Hackescher Markt enjoyed themselves and will choose to come regularly. And that I'll continue to see the old 

faithfuls of course! 

  

Our choice for January was "The Secret River" by Kate Grenville. Kate won the Orange Prize for Literature for 

her earlier novel "The Idea of Perfection." "The Secret River" was shortlisted for the Booker Prize in 2006 and 

won the Commonwealth Writers Prize last year. She is Australian and decided in "The Secret River" to 

concentrate on the history of the early settlement of her native land. Her own ancestors had been sent to 

Australia as "convicts" from England. Her great-great grandfather Solomon Wiseman had been a lighterman 

on the Thames. He had stolen some timber and was sent as a punishment to Australia with his wife. Kate 

meticulously researched his story and moulded the  main character William Thornhill on her great-great 

grandfather. William is eventually sent to Australia with Sal and their child, having been reprieved from the 

death sentence. 

  

The novel opens at the end of the eigtheenth century. The London passage of the book created a grim picture of  

the life of the poor- who were constantly hungry, cold and living in very cramped conditions, sleeping on straw 

on rat-infested floors. Finding work could be very difficult and often the only way to survive was to steal food or 

things that could be sold. Comparisons to Charles Dickens were made, but Grenville is writing about 

conditions before the Industrial Revolution. Nevertheless, the harsh reality of the life of the poor people at that 

time, was moving and disturbing. Some of us found this too gloomy and did not want to continue reading. 

Others found this part of the book the most convincing part . And, as so often we discover in the reading groups, 

opinions were divided on which part of the book was most engaging- the English or the Australian sections. 

Out of the three groups, the majority preferred the Australian section. 

  

I asked the groups how much they knew about Australian history. Most of us were aware that Australia had 

been formed as a British penal colony. Settlers were sent from Britain as a punishment. The indigenous 

population, the aborigines, were considered by the British to be primitive. Some of the settlers regarded them 

as savages. The awareness of group members of aboriginal culture varied. One or two members had been to 

Australia and were very knowledgeable,others had learnt a great deal about it from reading "The Secret 

River". 

  

We discussed the cultural collisions between the white settlers and the aborigines. What were the major 

differences? We identified that the aborigines had no concept of the ownership of land. Nomadic herdsmen, 

they travelled from place to place. The land was, and still is, sacred to them. They had no need for  fences and 

walls around their land. The aboriginal clans viewed the lakes, rivers and mountains as natural boundaries. 

They believed ancestral spirits had created the land and  continue to live within trees, hills and rocks and are 

still to be found in water. "We do not own the land, the land owns us" is the aborigine's philosophy. Aboriginies 

didn't cultivate crops or keep livestock. They ate from their natural habitat, kangaroo meat and lizards and 



berries, were part of their diet. "To love is to share." "To protect the land." These are principles held dear to 

them. Rather too idealistic, some of us said.  

  

Yes. But principles worth valuing, others replied.. And in direct contrast to the white settlers' attitudes. The 

settlers were determined to stake claims to land- to build fences, to have clear ownership, to tame the land to 

their will. Not to share. To see the aborogines as enemies for the land. Most of all, the prevailing attitude was 

to regard them as primitive, to see them running around naked and living off wildlife, as unnatural. Amongst 

the white settlers , Blackwood and Mrs Herring, are the most willing to accept the aboriginies and to live in 

harmony with them. Mrs Herring believes in the sense of "giving and taking". Blackwood largely adopts their 

way of life and even has a child with a black woman and they live together.  

  

The least acceptable settler is Smasher. He despises the aboriginies and chains up a young black woman and 

abuses her dreadfully. We agreed that it was very surprising that he was not speared to death by the 

aboriginies, earlier in the novel. We identified this as a weakness in the storyline. Surely he would not have 

been allowed to get away with his horrific treatment of one of their own people? 

  

William and Sal Thornhill are very nervous of the aboriginies . Sal follows Ms Herring's example and offers 

them gifts. William practises loading his guns and soon realises that their spears are faster and more efficient 

weapons. The children are less prejudiced than their parents Dick Thornhill has a very open mind and is 

fascinated by many of their customs. eg being able to make fire, and to cook kangaroo and to throw spears 

accurately He eventually chooses to stay with Blackwood rather than his own family. 

  

We looked at the impact of the new way of life on William and Sal. We started by having sympathy with Will . 

He had had such a struggle to survive in England. He had worked hard and still lost everything. And had faced 

being hanged. Sal had had a better life before she met Will. She had been the only child of a man who had been 

able to maintain a reasonable lifestyle. Yet it was Sal who won our hearts. We voted for her in large numbers as 

our favourite character. Why?  

  

Sal comes across as a strong, feisty woman. Always positive and with a sense of humour. Without Sal's 

determination and intelligence, Will would almost certainly have hanged. She makes the best of hardship and 

finds solutions to all kinds of problems- like stopping the snakes crawling into their hut by filling in holes in 

the walls with mud. She makes money by selling rum from their home and adapts to the harsh way of life 

admirably. Even though in her heart she would rather be back In London. She loves Will passionately and 

clearly enjoys sex. This was unusual for that time. We laughed at the advice English mothers often gave to 

their daughters "to lie back and think of England." In one group we discussed current attitudes to sex in the 

States. Apparently it is not uncommon to be embarrassed at being pregnant because it's clear that one must 

have had sex!! 

  

Will and Sal's marriage could be perceived as rather too modern for the time. After some discussion,, we 

decided that Sal still had to obey her husband , even though she was much more intelligent and educated than 

he was. But we agreed that she had the strength of will to survive anywhere. And would have been able to do 

so in Australia if Will had been killed. We admired her gutsy character and her fierce love for her children. She 



finally accepts that they must stay in Austalia, mainly because nearly all of her children were born there and 

would not fit into life in England. 

  

Will's passion for owning a plot of land and for bettering himself was a direct result of his earlier tough life in 

London. He had been bottom of the pile in a class-ridden land and siezed the opportunity to move up in the new 

world. Somewhat selifish, was a view expressed , as Sal was so unhappy on Thornhill Point. But we mostly felt 

that he was basically a good man and cared a lot for his family. Male pride was an important factor. But he 

showed weakness too. He did nothing to help the woman chained by Smasher. Some of us were very angry and 

frustrated by his willingness to ignore Smasher's appalling behaviour. And he foolishly allowed himself to be 

drawn into the attack on the aboriginies. He could have been killed and his family would have been left in dire 

straits. 

  

How sensitively had Grenville tackled the aboriginal point of view? We felt that she had put both sides of the 

story of the settlers and aboriginies fairly. As the descendant of white settlers, she could have been biased. 

Instead, she gives the reader an accurate picture of both cultures. Australians have only recently tackled the 

guilt of their heritage. The title " The Secret River" is taken from a lecture given in 1968  in which"The secret 

river of blood of Australian History" is referred to. The shocking truth of the past had been suppressed . Even 

until the 70s aboriginal children were  often taken away from their mothers and have often only today been 

reunited with them. 

  

Grenville's descriptive powers were appreciated- especially the colourful, vivid portrayals of the Australian 

landscape. The clammy, claustrophobic atmosphere of London was also well drawn and her ability to convey a 

sense of living by and on the water. But some of us thought that the characters had not been developed enough. 

We would have liked to know more about the children-  most of all Dick. Dick could have explained more 

about the aboriginal philosophy . Although we all learnt about the basic aboriginal life, we wanted more details  

  

Will notices that "everyone appears to be a gent" and that they seem to have a lot more free time than he ever 

has. He has an inkling of the value of the aboriginal way of life but he can't quite grasp it. Dick is sensitive and 

intuitive and soon is fascinated by aboriginal customs. He unsuccessfully tries to get Will to make fire with 

sticks. He runs around naked with the children and learns how to throw spears and hunt. He eats lizard and 

enjoys it. But we don't get a clear explanation of why Dick is so attracted to their way of life. We would have 

appreciated more of an insight into the minds of  the children born there.-how their perception of the world 

differed from their English parents.  

  

The ending was slightly unsatisfactory.The storyline jumps over many years.  Eventually we see Will and Sal 

living a "life of luxury" but not entirely content with their lot. They have gained in material wealth but their 

marriage seems less harmonious. They have little to say to each other. Sal is stout and dressed in finery- in 

rich dresses and  green silk slippers. Will has become "the lord of the manor" and has had a grand house built 

with columns and a tall wall enclosing it. He sits at night surveying his estate but feels no sense of triumph. He 

spends much of his time looking out to sea through his telescope. He has worked for "the good life" but he is not 

entirely satisfied. He has tried to create a version of England in Australia but it never feels quite right. Sal has 

tried to cultivate British trees and plants but has failed in her attempts.The climate does not suit the delicate 



nature of the roses and daffodils. The poplar trees don't grow. We are left with a sense that the Thornhills do 

not belong on the land and they are not totally comfortable there. The ending could have been more powerful- 

it sketches too quickly over their discomfort.. 

  

 It felt as though Grenville had had enough of the story and just wanted to finish it. This was a shame as much 

of the novel was very convincing .Most of us had really enjoyed reading "The Secret River" but through our 

discussions we identified flaws in the novel. It was a worthy winner of the Commonwealth writers prize but I 

can see now why it didn't win the more prestigious Booker Prize. 

   

WORDS OF THE MONTHWORDS OF THE MONTHWORDS OF THE MONTHWORDS OF THE MONTH    

  

hugger-mugger-  jumbled together., confused 

namby-pamby- lacking in masculinity,  tied to mother's apron strings 

haggle-- to bargain 

pernickety- excessive attention to detail 

persiflage--frivolous talk 

skewiff- askew, crooked 

swaggered-- moved about in an arrogant manner 

capering- leaping about 

twittered-  trembled with excitement, chirruped 

botched-  mended clumsily, messed up 

palaver- prolonged business- a lot of bother over something 

zigzagged-- alternate directions 

clammy- damp and unpleasant, cold to the touch 

  

Curl up with a book out of the snow and then enjoy sharing your impressions and thoughts with others!! 

  

All the best 

  

Jan 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 


