
WEEK 2: ‘Are we there yet, Dad?’ by Paul Dyer in Places in the heart, edited by Susan Kurosawa, 1997. 

 

“When I was a young boy, my family used to rent a simple house during the Christmas school holidays, right 

on the beach, at Ettalong on the NSW Central Coast. These days, that area's very residential and parts of it 

are even fashionable—Pearl Beach is nearby—but back then it was off the beaten track: if you stopped off 

the highway, you'd see kangaroos. 

 

The three Dyer children—myself, older sister Mary-ann and younger brother Anthony—would be so excited 

about the prospect of the journey. We lived in Pymble, on Sydney's upper North Shore, and we'd travel 

along the old Pacific Highway in our two-tone Holden sedan—lime-green and cream— with blue leather 

upholstery. The roof-racks would be piled high; each of us had a suitcase and there'd be the compulsory 

picnic basket with its plastic plates and cutlery and tartan tablecloth and serviettes. Even though it was hot 

and humid in January, we'd load up five crocheted blankets, hand-done by our Nanna with multi-coloured 

squares—one for each bed. 

 

Mum, Eileen, would have nothing to do with the map. Dad, Bill, did all the work: the driving and the 

navigating. But that wouldn't stop Mum saying, 'You should have taken a right turning, not a left!' Dad would 

do precise preparations for the trip but Mum would be the decision-maker—what time we would be leaving 

and where we'd stop on the way—but together they had a great sense of fun. In the back, there'd be a 

constant chirping chorus of 'Are we there yet, Dad?' We'd play 'I Spy' and other time-filler games, and 

usually one of us would be in tears because we hadn't got our way over something! 

 

My brother, being the youngest, always sat in the centre. In the old Holdens, there was quite a hump in the 

middle of the back floor so he'd have to put one leg each side, which must have been terribly 

uncomfortable when we were going around bends on that winding highway. He was always falling asleep 

onto me, or onto my sister on the other side; there was a hierarchy about who had which window. Dad 

would get very cranky if we put down the windows too far and it got too blowy. There was no air-

conditioning in cars in those days and I remember a wonderful sense of freedom being on the road, on my 

way to the seaside, with the wind whipping my face and hair. 

Just before we arrived at Ettalong, we'd stop for fresh bread and milk. I would feel a surge of excitement 

about being in a 'foreign' place with different shops and exotic summer fruit we didn't eat at home—

mangoes, paw-paws, rockmelon, passionfruit. 

 

We returned to the same cottage three times, because it was in a good location, close to all the amenities 

and, best of all, to the beach. It was fibro, it had a lawn, a hideous gate, a front fence with criss-crossed 

wire, like an institution. Mum would pick hydrangeas or geraniums from the garden and put them in vases, 

like a touch of home. It was a box, really, but it had quite a lot of rooms. There were two lounge rooms: one 

was skimpily covered with new but very thin carpet and the other had old-fashioned patterned lino of the 

sort that gathers every bit of dirt. There was a mulberry bush in the garden and the fruit would be on the 

ground, so often we trailed into the house with mucky purple feet. 

 

After the first year, we decided all three children, plus our cousin, Gabrielle, who was the same age as my 

sister, would sleep in the same room. We’d be lined up in our little single beds – which were hard and 

uncomfortable – talking and giggling into the night. Or playing games: Monopoly, snap, poker. There was 

no TV but we were all keen readers, and sometimes I'd look up from my book and realise everyone "was 

curled up, totally engrossed in what they were reading. It always seemed very warm and cosy. I loathed 

comics but I always had a Biggles book or an adventure story such as Huckleberry Finn. After the lights went 

out, I'd be aware of the sound of the fridge. It was a rickety old thing, with the freezer below—we'd have to 

go every other day to the petrol station and buy a block of ice for it—and it would shake and twitch all 

night. 

 

After the holidays, I'd always find it hard to sleep the first few nights back in my own bed—I missed the sound 

of that fridge and the distant rolling of waves. There was a strange sense of loss and I wouldn't want my 

sunburn to fade. All summer, we'd have been basted with baby oil on the beach and we'd sizzle and fry; 

red skin was a badge of honour. You could show everyone what a good holiday you'd had by how burnt 

you were. 

 

The Ettalong kitchen had all the basics but Mum always took her Mixmaster so she could make lemon 

cheese tarts. I'd be the one who whipped the lemon cheese—Philadelphia cream cheese, pure lemon and 

condensed milk—and Mum would do the pastry. She guarded the recipe as if it were a precious secret. For 

lunch, we'd have sandwiches, always on white bread, with devon and tomato sauce or drippy tinned 



asparagus. At five o'clock, we'd have to have a glass of milk but, because it was holiday time, we'd be 

allowed Paddle-pops at the beach. For tea, we'd always want fish and chips. 

 

My sister had very sensitive skin, and my brother and I used to torment her like crazy; we knew if we slapped 

her on any part of the body, she would come up with our finger marks. It was a great holiday thing to slap 

Mary-ann! On the beach, we always had zinc cream lathered on our noses and new surf towels we'd got 

for Christmas—vibrant, fringed, patterned with Mexicans in huge hats, usually—and we wore hideous 

costumes. Because my brother and I looked like twins—although I was older and thought I was much more 

handsome!—we had the same clothing. I can remember wearing a brown velour bib-and-brace, which my 

brother also had to endure, and we must have looked like such dags. 

 

Ettalong in those days was quiet. It's a flat place, not what you'd call beautiful. There's a lake just behind, a 

swampy tidal area, but the beach itself has a beautiful grain of sand. When you're young, you're very 

conscious of things like that: every beach has different sand. At Ettalong, the grains always seemed to me 

larger and coarser than the Sydney beaches and I found that quite exotic. We could dig our feet in the 

sand and dance the Watusi! It was so liberating to have bare feet after all those months at school in lace-

up shoes. The water seemed much bluer than it did in Sydney and that added to the sense of being far 

away. 

 

Because of the tides, the tangy marshy smell of the water was very strong. There was a wonderful rock pool 

but the movement of the tide would change how you felt about it, because if the tide was coming in, 

there'd be a sense of dare-devilry, whether you'd go out to the edge and dive into the rock pool as the tide 

came. It was pretty risky and a couple of times, I remember luring my brother out to this dangerous place 

and then leave him stranded there. 

 

We had a huge yellow-and-white umbrella we’d take onto the beach. We’d never stand it up with a 

proper pole but it’d be angled, like a shelter. We often had our photographs taken under or beside that 

umbrella—it was a totem of the holiday experience. Dad was a great body surfer and he'd ride the waves 

and Mum would be terribly colourful and vibrant on the sand, wonderfully uninhibited in her huge pleated 

swimsuit. 

 

Those Ettalong days were a time of imagination, and wonder. I learned what it was to be with a family but 

to have a sense of aloneness, all at the same time. The days didn't have a firm structure, as they did at 

home, so you could escape a little bit, wander down to the end of the street and not know what was 

around the corner. The city was always a dangerous place, but Ettalong was safe. Except for sharks! There 

were lifesavers up on high chairs, always looking out to sea, and often the alarm would go, and out of the 

water we'd all race. 

 

Despite that freedom, there was also a strange sense of urgency. We'd leap out of bed each morning and 

start pestering Dad: 'Come on, come on, come on, we've got to get to the beach!' Poor Dad probably 

wanted to potter around with the car or read the paper but we were too young to be considerate. This was 

our holiday. But there was always a great sense of family—often we'd have cousins with us or grandparents 

or elderly relatives and everyone would work out their daily ritual and then at night there'd be lots of talking 

and shared laughter. 

 

Now, as an adult, constantly surrounded by sound, I look for solitude, which I can find by the sea. I find its 

rhythm very soothing, and in it are those happy childhood associations, I was very lucky to have those family 

holidays at Ettalong, full of innocence and wonderment and a sense of being alive and loved. 

 

 

Ettalong is “off the beaten track”, what technique is being used? ________________________ 

 

What clues are we given to illustrate what year/decade the story is set in? 

 
 

 



There is repetition of “sense of…” – can you find them all? (at least 5) 

 
 

What is the purpose of this repetition? What effect does it have? 

 
 

Ettalong is described as “exotic” twice, what images are we presented with to reinforce this 

description? 

 
 

 
‘Endless horizons’ by Kate Llewellyn in Places in the heart, edited by Susan Kurosawa, 1997. 

  

I was born at Tumby Bay, a little town on the west coast of South Australia. Matthew Flinders sailed up this 

coastline and named all the locations after places in Lincolnshire, which was his county. It's just a little fishing 

village, really; Port Lincoln is the main port for all the region—it's wheat and wool country. Although it has a 

very, very low rainfall, it is rich agriculturally. It's certainly not a tourist resort—I wouldn't tell anyone to buy a 

ticket and go—but it's a very special place for my family. 

 

One of the best things about going back is that it feels the same—so few things have changed. There are 

pelicans now, which weren't there in my childhood, a caravan park and a few more buildings. It's got a 

famous jetty which the residents barricaded for weeks and saved when it was to be pulled down. My father 

used to come ashore at the jetty from sailing. The tennis courts where my parents used to play are still there. 

 

My father opened the Tumby Bay Elder Smith's Stock and Station firm in the 1930s and that business survives 

today. My mother had come from the Barossa Valley so they moved to Tumby Bay after their honeymoon 

and I was born there a year later. It's the palest and most bleached landscape. There is just nothing bright. 

The cloudless, arching sky covers the great empty space like a blue teacup upside down on a cream 

saucer. It couldn't be more of a contrast to, say, Sydney, with its colours of hibiscus. All the trees in the desert 

have thin leaves and that was what astonished me about Sydney—the wide-leafed plants. Tumby Bay is all 

pastels—the white and cream of daisy bushes which once grew along the shore and a pale, pale sea, quite 

turquoise like tropical waters. You can see your toenails, you can see the fish. There are a lot of sharks so the 

sea, to me, has always had elements of both ravishing beauty and great danger. Sometimes there'd be 

white pointer sharks hanging at the end of the jetty, which gave an exciting, almost nightmarish feeling. 

 

The swings and slippery dips of my childhood are still there—the same ones. They were built to last. It was an 

idyllic childhood: sand, sea and daisy bushes and a hot, arid climate always relieved by a cool afternoon 

breeze. I also had the benefits of country town living where one's parents were loved and respected. Being 

the first child of a dressmaker mother, I was always dressed in beautiful smocked Liberty fabrics and viyellas. 

I was a white-haired, cosseted little fop. 

 

However, I had three brothers so a lot of the bliss disappeared when they came. Those boys made my life 

difficult. I saw a photo the other day which a magazine had blown up and I thought, 'that little girl looks 

absolutely beleaguered.’ It was me; my mouth looks so drawn—I was probably at my wits' end. They were 

 

 

 



physically stronger than me. I couldn't beat them in fights. I was very jealous of them because they came 

along and spoiled my love affair with my parents. I think Eden was meant to be ruined: that's its fate. 

 

Tumby Bay is a wonderful place to visit still. There's a little pub at the end of the jetty, which my godmother 

once owned. It has a long Chinese Chippendale balcony looking out to sea. I went there about five years 

ago and thought I'd have a bath upstairs in the shared bathroom. I ran the water and had it up to my neck. 

The next morning I went downstairs for breakfast and the owner asked, 'Did you enjoy your bath?' I replied, 

‘Indeed I did, Cassie.’ She said, ‘So did we, because the insurance company is going to be called in now. 

The plumbing wasn't connected and your bath has ruined the bottom room.' 

 

We flew to Adelaide every year for our father's annual holidays. Even though we hadn't been in trams or 

trains until we were 10 or 12, we had always been in planes. That's one of my earliest memories. We took up 

the whole plane and my mother always had someone help to take care of us. My brothers were always 

vomiting into paper bags. There was an air hostess with very smart legs and a hat—that's how we travelled. 

It was too far to travel any other way because with children you just couldn't drive that distance. 

  

We left Tumby Bay when my father was given another posting. My mother broke the news in front of people 

at afternoon tea. She just said, 'By the way, we are going to move.' I burst into tears and my mother laughed 

and said, 'Look, she's crying.' She didn't mean to be unkind, but I was absolutely speechless because I 

couldn't imagine another place to live. 

 

So now we all go back to Tumby Bay and take photographs and make sketches. I bought raddle from Elder 

Smith's— raddle is the chalk you mark sheep with—and kept it for years. So we are all very nostalgic and 

ridiculous about it. My eldest brother has had the old house sketched and has had photographs blown up 

and framed. 

 

Tumby Bay has had an effect on the way my brothers and I live. For instance, the whole family is keen on 

space. With the exception of myself, we each have a large house with big rooms. My brothers all have 

dining room tables the size of billiard tables, and my mother was always knocking down walls to enlarge 

rooms. As soon as we moved into a place, she would say, 'That has to go and that has to go!’ there were 

always men knocking down, opening up, creating space. 

 

As a result, we also have very large, emotional lives—lots of melodrama, I think. One brother owns sheep 

and cattle stations. He's buying adjoining stations to get to the sea—he builds drains 19 kilometres long. I 

think that desire really comes from playing a childhood game in which we used quandong stones for sheep 

and pegs for railing. The desert quandong tree was to us as the olive is to the Greeks. It gave us our fruit and 

shade, and the seeds were our toys. We laid the pegs flat on the carpet, and on the few rainy days we had, 

that's what we played. It's very easy to enlarge your property if you have a packet of pegs—you can just 

keep going on and on until you run out of the room. I think we all have that feeling that we can just keep 

going—into the hall, the street, across the whole continent. 

 

Recently, I was in Western Australia going north and I felt, 'I really don't want to turn around, there's 

Indonesia over there, it's only 400 kilometres ahead. All you need is a boat and you can just keep going.' The 

same in Africa. I was going up the east coast of Tanzania with a driver and a cook and after Tanga—a 

perhaps once-beautiful town colonised by the Germans and Arabs—I kept thinking, I could get to Ethiopia if 

I just keep going. It was with the greatest reluctance I turned back. I suppose the fact that there were wars 

up there had an effect on me. 

 

The most perfect way to travel is with a cook and driver. No one else. Just go—I did it that way in Africa and 

India. 

 

I love a flat horizon and I find it extraordinary that people can say, 'Oh there's nothing here!' To me, it is like a 

wire fence that you can ping and it's practically a feeling of electricity in the air, because it’s so tense in its 

emptiness. All this is linked to my interest in Australian deserts. I’m just finishing a book about them, called 

Swags: In Footsteps of Australian Explorers. What I think is interesting about an Australian childhood near the 

coast is that—with a few noble exceptions—people look towards the sea and rarely turn and face inland. 

But the interior is where it's really exciting. It never occurred to any of us to look behind. 

 

I went to the Simpson Desert with Bill. It's a nine-day trip from Adelaide to the largest set of parallel red sand 

dunes in the world. All day you feel like a ship at sea on the red sand going across and across until you get 

to Birdsville and the famous Birdsville Pub. I really hate ceilings after trips like that because they cut out the 

stars. When you just have a swag, you can become very attached to that way of living. It's an immense 



privilege to travel in the Outback. The land is so fragile, every time you put your foot down, you feel it's 

winning. The plants are so delicate, beautiful and bizarre. 

 

Another desert which is one of Australia's best-kept secrets is Lawn Hill National Park, 250 kilometres north of 

Mt Isa. It's brilliant and I think better to visit than Kakadu, although it's not nearly as famous. It has a river 

through gorges down which you can canoe to wonderful waterfalls. You can stand behind these waterfalls 

and watch from water caves. It's a very ravishing place. It's near there that the great fossil finds in Riverslea 

on the Gregory River were made in the 1980s. In fact, there's a huge fossil-finding industry there. Great 

extinct animals have been discovered. 

 

It's beautifully run by Queensland National Parks. At Lawn Hill, visitors must move camp every second night. 

You aren't allowed to stay very long and certainly not allowed to camp on the same piece of grass for 

longer than 48 hours so it's a very pristine landscape. The second time I went in there were tears running 

down my face. I couldn't really tell you why, but it's just so beautiful. One doesn't like to cry in front of 

strangers. 

 

I have also followed the steps of Thomas Mitchell to Carnarvon and Burke and Wills up to Coopers Creek. 

I've been doing a lot of travel in Sturt's footsteps. He is one of the greatest inland explorers because he was 

holed up for six months through the heat of summer and survived brilliantly; I’m just very drawn I think, to 

immense danger. There is still a quote from Sturt about this in his journal, saying that they were as cut off as 

they'd be in Antarctica. 

 

The explorers' women stayed at home and they, too, were brave, immensely brave. The danger of these 

deserts is still there and of course plenty of people have died because of their ignorance. So I think a 

landscape that's beautiful and dangerous really draws me—especially if it has a great flat horizon. 

 

What is the technique used to describe the sky “like a blue teacup”? Can you find 2 other 

examples of this technique? 

 
 

Repetition is used “pale, pale sea”, the effect is an emphasis on the paleness, can you fin other 

adjectives and imagery that reinforce this image? 

 
 

“Eden was meant to be ruined”; do you know what “Eden” is referring to? What technique is this? 

 
 

What is the connection between knocking down physical walls and being melodramatic? 

 
 

List the ways the land has been described: 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Both texts provide reminiscences of family holidays. How have the experiences been bought to 

life? 

 

 

 

 Are we there yet, Dad? Endless Horizons 

Point of View 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appeals to the Senses  

 

 

 

Descriptive Language 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Imagery 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Use of Dialogue 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Techniques 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What made these 

holidays memorable 

for the authors? 

 

 

  

How have the holidays 

impacted on the 

authors’ lives? 

 

 

  

What did these two 

recounts have in 

common? 

 

 

  

What are the 

differences in the two 

texts? 

 

 

 

 

  

 
 
 
 


