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Statement indicating the format of thesis 

When this project was upgraded to a doctoral work, the format of the intended 

thesis was the subject of much discussion. It was eventually settled that a ‘non-traditional’ 

scholarly submission was the ideal format to achieve the project’s academic and creative 

reach. The submission would:  

• incorporate four works of supporting fiction strategically throughout the 
thesis body (4x 2,500 words) 

• top and tail the thesis with brief personal reflections (2x 1,000 words)  
• include photographs, such as those by internee Paul Dubotzki, many of which 

are previously unpublished and all of which contribute to the social and 
cultural milieu being described. Some images are intentionally duplicated. 
(111x black and white images)^ 

• include as appendices a glossary of German terms, a timeline of significant 
action and a set of maps to assist readers’ orientation. 

While the aspiration, rationale, reach and format of ‘Masculinity on Trial’ have not 

changed, descriptions relating to submissions have. These changes reflect new 

conventions in the academy: that all theses are inherently creative; and that forms of 

knowledge other than traditional scholarly dissertations are valid and important additions 

to the academy’s scope.  

This is an excellent thing. 

Thus, this submission is in the style of a ‘conventional’ thesis. 

 

 

^ Permission was given by the custodians of the Dubotzki collection to include the 78 

selected photographs for the examination of this thesis. As that permission did not 

extend to publishing the images, they have been obscured in the final rendering.  
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Preface 

Trial Bay, 1975 

It’s a Sunday sometime late in 1975 and we’re on our way to Trial Bay. Our altar duties 

are done for the day and my four brothers and I have bagsed our spots in the family’s 

station wagon. First-born gets first pick. The bench between Mum and Dad is prime, so 

my eldest brother is there; last-born chooses last, so my youngest brother is backseat 

middle. With my third-born choice, I opt for over-the-back, looking out at what we pass 

and playing with my infant sister, making her laugh with her toy giraffe. She lies on her 

back in the bassinette, kicking, punching and gurgling whenever the giraffe appears.  

Trial Bay is close to Port Macquarie, just thirty minutes as the seagull flies along 

the mid-north coast: Hastings River, North Shore, Point Plomer, Crescent Head, Hat 

Head, Smoky Cape, Laggers Point. I imagine the seagull’s view. Dolphins. Waves. Rocks.  

But we’re in the station wagon and Dad is driving so it’s two hours on the old 

Pacific Highway. Hairpin bends. Logging trucks. Caravans. Dad rarely overtakes. It’s 

slowest through Telegraph Point with its one-lane timber bridge; quicker once we’ve 

cleared the mountain at Kundabung. At Kempsey, things speed up when we cross the 

Macleay. The slight elevation of the bridge gives a backwards view across immense and 

fertile flats. Dairy cattle graze. I whisper what I see to my sister, watching the world in 

reverse. We turn off the highway at Seven Oaks for the final run to South West Rocks, 

fifteen miles along the river. Smithtown, Kinchela and Jerseyville sit squat by the river like 

pelicans on their poles. 

It’s Dunghutti land, but I don’t know that yet. Nor have I learned about 

Kinchela’s role in the history of stolen children, even though the training home closed its 

doors fewer than five years ago. We still compete against boys from Kinchela in our 

regional athletics carnivals. Our sky-blue shirts and neat white shoes are never a match for 

their violet singlets and swift bare feet. 

We pass the gentle bends of the lower Macleay. The river is wide and slow. The 

legendary timber stands have long been cleared, the banks now stunted and empty, 

though all is green and lush. Hardwoods—ironbark, brush box, turpentine and 

tallowwood—became struts and beams in English schools and churches. The softer 

woods—cedar, beech and rosewood—their windows, desks and pews. 

At Jerseyville, the old river wharf sags against the current. Trawlers bump their 

moorings, nets high on outrigged booms. We know the beach is near when we hear the 
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surf and smell the salt. Dad takes the back road, past the lighthouse turnoff, directly into 

Arakoon. 

* 

The car has barely stopped before we’re out. The sound of slamming doors 

shatters the Sunday quiet. We tumble over one another as we race onto the beach. I’m 

not sure why but I’m fearful of being beaten to the water by one of my younger brothers. 

I seek to beat the older ones but they’re always where we’re going well before I arrive. 

Often I don’t know where that is; my job is just to follow them as fast as I can run. We 

push and trip rather than come in second; cry foul to Mum when pushed ourselves. We 

leave her and Dad to set up the barbecue and tend the bassinette. Mum shouts not to go 

too far, that lunch will be ready soon. My eldest brother will hear and yell back ‘Right-o, 

Mum’. He has to look after us and make sure we don’t get into trouble. The crash of the 

surf, the yelps of being splashed, the squeak of sand beneath our sprinting feet. White and 

flat. Like running on a ribbon. Our faces turn to Laggers Point, the southern lip of the 

scoop of ocean we’ve known and loved for years. The gaol. Why we’ve pestered Dad to 

bring us here on his one day off per week.  

* 

Deep green Norfolk pines cover most of Laggers Point. Sitting like a crown in the 

centre is Trial Bay Gaol, its granite blocks pink in the lunchtime sun. We scramble up the 

verge and race around the polygon to the eastern wall where the gaol’s sole entrance 

punches through. The iron gates are open, as are the inner timber doors. As a pack of five 

we run right through, then scatter inside to our favourite parts. My older brothers go to 

the guard tower, now a lookout with views across the bay; the younger ones look for 

kangaroos. I make for the inner core and enter under a broad stone arch. The sounds 

from outside diminish and distort and bounce off the stone in eerie echoes. The great 

gates here are gone, their hinges now just rusted stumps poking out of solid rock. The 

archway opens to the roofless central hall; there once was a kitchen with servery and a 

storage magazine. I imagine the clank of enamel and tin as mealtime plates are scraped. 

From the back of the hall, the space divides and two cell block wings unfold, like a giant 

capital Y.  

Each wing is double storeyed, with sixteen cells on left and right. The roofs are 

gone and so are the staircases that stood at either end. These, like the gates, are now no 

more than rusting nubs of iron.  
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I try to imagine what it was like, for the prisoners and their guards. I can hear and 

smell the ocean. It’s only metres away but can’t be seen. Within each cell, a small 

rectangle of blue is visible high up in the wall. Other granite buildings, part of the prison 

compound, sit within the perimeter wall. The signs still say: ‘Storeroom’, 

‘Hospital/Dispensary’, ‘Bath-house’ and, ominously, ‘Solitary Confinement’. The wind 

whips through, pushing sand and pine needles into messy corner piles. 

* 

I hear my eldest brother yell and know it’s time to return to Mum and Dad. He’s 

corralled the other three and they shout at me to hurry. If we’re late we’ll be in trouble 

and they’ll put the blame on me. When they see me they start to run, out the gate, round 

the outside of the perimeter wall, down the grassy bank and onto the beach. No way I can 

catch them but I’m happy to walk and have this final moment to myself.  

Something about the place appeals. It’s a place where things have happened; it has 

a life at its core. The pink of the granite is like the blood in a sleeping creature’s veins. 

Who were the men who lived here? What were their lives and loves? What secrets does it 

hold? 

I step down onto the beach and jog across the sand. I see my brothers arrive at 

the barbeque area and sit around on the picnic blanket. My father has my sister on his lap. 

The gaol stays silent, holding its secrets tight.  

For now. 

* 
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Abstract 

Between August 1915 and May 1918, over five hundred and eighty men were interned at 

Trial Bay Gaol on the mid-north coast of New South Wales. The group comprised both 

German-Australians of many years standing and German nationals, such as those 

detained from German ships in Australian ports or expats from the British and German 

colonies in Asia-Pacific.  

Although in many respects heterogeneous, the group had certain defining 

characteristics: they were generally white men from middle~ and upper classes and 

professional, moneyed and/or educated backgrounds. Their enforced mobility and 

homosociality occurred in the context of German imperialism as Kaiser Wilhelm II 

sought territorial and military expansion. The Wilhelmine ideology of Deutschtum [pride in 

being German] pushed other social and cultural expressions of Germanness across the 

globe including expectations of masculine behaviour. These, both conventional and 

counter, caused pride and resistance in equal measures, both inside and outside the 

German diaspora. 

‘Masculinity on Trial’ contributes to two fields of scholarly inquiry: the first, and 

principal contribution, is a cultural history of the masculinities of the Trial Bay cohort. 

While the conditions and politics of internment have been examined elsewhere, 

interrogation through a prism of masculinity has not been previously considered. These 

men—at this place and time—provide an intriguing cohort for such a study. The project 

examines photographs (particularly those of the internee Paul Dubotzki), letters, diaries 

and secondary archival material to identify masculinities performed in four key sites of 

expression: Home; Work; Theatre; and Body and Mind. I am particularly interested in 

tracing counter-hegemonic expressions of masculinity—such as effeminacy and 

homosexuality—to understand the emerging sexual discourse and proto-queer identity. 

The second area of inquiry is methodological. My entry to the project is as both an 

historian and a creative writer, two positions that are often in historiographical tension. 

The creative component of my thesis straddles these connected fields. I argue the merits 

of a hybrid form where each of the four ‘pillars’ (chapters) of empirical research is 

supported by a ‘buttress’ of illustrative fiction (a short story). By presenting my thesis in 

this form, I contribute to debates on the role of fiction in the writing of creative histories 

and disrupt the unhelpful polarity between the two historiographical forms.  

Ultimately, ‘Masculinity on Trial’ questions enduring narratives of masculinity to 

allow for greater complexity in the way Australia writes its social and sexual histories. 
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