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Jim McNeil (1935-1982) was a violent Melbourne-
based criminal who became one of the most important 
Australian playwrights of the 20th century, producing 
four acclaimed plays from his prison cell. He was born in 
St Kilda, quit school at 13 and at 14 was introduced to 
Melbourne’s underworld by his first lover, the madam of a 
notorious brothel. In his early thirties he was sentenced to 
17 years in jail in NSW where he discovered his talent as a 
writer, all the while negotiating the written and unwritten 
rules of the prison code. Unfortunately, McNeil was 
also an alcoholic, a coward, a violent, unpredictable and 
vindictive womaniser (and ‘maniser’), whose disciplined 
approach to his craft deserted him once he regained his 
freedom. He married at least three times, treated his wives, 

including actor/director Robyn Nevin, abominably, and 
died a drunken derelict. Ross Honeywill’s biography not 
only tells the man’s life story concisely but gives the reader 
a sobering insight into our punitive prison system as it 
was in the mid-twentieth century. Frankly, I ended the 
book with little sympathy for McNeil, yet impressed by 
the number, and stature, of his many champions. Wasted 
should be read by anyone interested in the criminal world, 
playwriting and prison reform.

Max Oliver is an Australian bookseller and 
theatre aficionado

Wasted: The Many Lives of Jim McNeil (Ross Honeywill, Viking, $32.95 tpb, ISBN 9780670073955, September) 
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Sex therapist Bettina Arndt got Australia talking with 
her controversial bestseller, The Sex Diaries. The book 
took the temperature of the average Australian sex life 
by analysing the diaries of 98 couples—and found that 
many men were frustrated by not getting enough sex from 
their wives. Arndt advised these women to ‘just do it’, 
whether they felt like it or not. This sequel focuses on 
men’s sexuality and often operates in conversation with 
the first book. Again, it mixes advice with case studies, 
drawing on diaries, this time kept by 150 men, who wrote 
for over a year. Subjects covered include the relationship 
between men and pornography (Arndt sides with the 
bewildered men who wonder why it’s such a big deal); 
men’s frustration with dealing with their partners’ body 

image issues in the bedroom; and the desire for sexual 
adventure or kinky sex. Half of the book deals with 
erection issues. Arndt deals with both the mechanics and 
the emotions of sexuality. Her tone is frank, sympathetic 
and conversational; it’s easy to read. She’s one of those 
figures you either love or hate—and I suspect readers’ 
responses to the book will depend on which camp they 
fall into.

Jo Case is editor of Readings Monthly and books editor 
of The Big Issue

What Men Want (In Bed) (Bettina Arndt, MUP,  $34.99 pb, ISBN 9780522857122, September) HHH

Wow. What a rollercoaster of emotions. Solo is the story 
of adventurer Andrew McAuley and his dream to cross 
the Tasman Sea by kayak. This book was also a dream of 
Andrew’s, but after his tragic death during the Tasman Sea 
crossing, it was left to his wife Vicki to complete. Andrew’s 
story is told from several points of view—Vicki’s, Andrew’s, 
and friends who helped the couple plan this epic voyage. 
Vicki discovered files and film footage that Andrew had 
written and filmed during his 30 days at sea, and with 
much heartache she has pieced together a story that will 
tear at your heart. Her story takes us into her husband’s 
world and helps us understand why he chose to leave his 
wife and son behind as he attempted to become the first 
man to reach New Zealand from Australia by kayak. I 

had so many mixed emotions reading this book. Knowing 
Andrew’s fate before I began the book filled me with a 
sense of sadness, but many, many times throughout the 
story, I found myself inspired, awe-struck and laughing 
at things he was able to achieve. This book is also about 
Vicki and her son Finlay—the support crew who helped 
to keep Andrew’s dream alive for many years. This is an 
inspiring read and McAuley has done a wonderful job in 
re-telling a story that has so much happiness and grief.

Sharon Athanasos is a freelance reviewer and 
former bookseller

Ramona Koval has conducted literary interviews with 
authors in a variety of locations, from literary festivals 
in Australia and overseas, to hotel rooms and authors’ 
own homes. In this collection of interviews she has 
used her skills to probe the personal views of 28 leading 
contemporary writers. The collection is dominated 
by English and American writers, with Australian 
contributions from David Malouf, Judith Wright and Les 
Murray. The range of writers and styles represented here 
is diverse, and it reflects the breadth of the international 
authorial community. From Joseph Heller to Barry 
Lopez, with (separate) stops at A S Byatt and Margaret 
Drabble, the literary sisters with a ‘complex’ relationship, 
Ramona Koval’s probing yet sympathetic questions elicit 

illuminating responses from her subjects. She is not afraid 
to follow evasive answers into uncharted territory, or to 
change tack when an unforeseen topic arises. The book 
is very informative, and will provide background reading 
material for the general reader as well as very useful 
insights into the work of many of our major writers. 
Literature students and book club members will find a 
mine of information in the book for study and discussion, 
and inveterate festival-goers may find a permanent record 
of some of their favourite interviews.

Chris Harrington is the co-owner of Books in Print 
in Melbourne

Speaking Volumes: Conversations with Remarkable Writers (Ramona Koval, Scribe, $35 tpb, ISBN 
9781921640612, September) HHHH

Solo (Vicki McAuley, Macmillan, $34.99 tpb, ISBN 9781405040136, September) HHHH
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