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AS AUSSIES LOSE THEIR

LINGO IN THE AGE OF
ALL-PERVASIVE AMERICAN
SITCOMS, AUTHOR HUGH

LUNN DECIDES TO'GIVE
HIS TWO BOBS’ WORTH
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he fact that many Australians now talk like

characters out of American sitcoms irks

author Hugh Lunn. So much so that he

decided to wrile a book as an antidote to the
trend. “I wanted to record Australia’s lost language
before it was lost forever,” says the 65-year-old
Brisbane writer who has made a career out of
living in the past.

“I've written abour my life before but now I
wanted to write about the words of my life” The
result is Lost for Words, a compendium of Aussie
lingo presented in the inimitable Lunn style -
folksy and personal, just the way his readers like it,

Hugh, you may recall, pre-empted the present
memoir rush in Australian literature with his
1989 book Over the Top with Jim, now considered
an Australian classic and a runaway bestseller
with about 250,000 copies sold. (Hugh has also
adapted it for the stage and radio.)

The new book had its roots back in 1988 when
he was busily writing about growing Llp in
Annerley. (Various publishers said a book about
that would never sell but luckily the University of
Queensland Press thought otherwise.)

“1 realised that to recreate an era I had to
recreate the language too and have the characters
talking the way they talked then,” Hugh says. “And
that’s how [ got interested in our lost language”

Hugh ok to collecting words and phrases
that had gone out of common usage. His
methodology wasn't exactly academic.

“I found this old school port on the side of the
road one day and thought it might come in
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handy,” he recalls. “I took it home and started
writing words and phrases down on bits of paper
which I'd throw into this port. Then one day over
a year ago [ realised it was full and that was a sort
of signal. My agent asked me what book I would
write next and I said [ was ready to write one
about Australia’s lost language. She mentioned it
to the boss of ABC Books, probably expecting a
blank look but instead he reached into his desk,
pulled out a calculator and made the offer of an
advance there and then.”

This was the green light for Hugh to start
sorting through his bits of scrap paper, and the
result is an entertaining look at the way we used
to talk. Hugh puts the words and phrases into
their context and recreates the 1940s, "50s and
"60s as he does so.

Back then if you weren't listening properly,
your mum might ask, “Are vour ears on straight?”

Or if you didn'’t look so hot you might have
appeared 10 have been “dragged through a bush
backwards”. If your petticoat showed someone
would point out, “It’s snowing down south.”

Or a bloke might say that he felt left out “like a
shag on a rock” or that someone, who wasn't
pulling their weight at work “couldn’t work in an
iron lung”. You ger the picture.

Your parents and grandparents might have
talked like this but in an age of corporate speak
and TV talk, such colourful Australian vernacular
is fast disappearing. The nostalgia factor is high in
this book as it was in Over the Top with Jim, Head
Over Heels, More Over the Top with Jim and The
Over the Top with Jim Album.,

Before these sentimental favourites, Hugh, a
former forcign correspondent who worked for
The Australian when he came home, had already
gained a reputation with the unauthorised Joh:

The Life and Political Adventures of Johannes
Bjelke-Petersen and Vietnam: A Reporter’s War.

More recently he wrote Working for Rupert
about his days in the employ of the man some
refer to as the Sun King, His last book, On the
Road to Anywhere was about writing and
travelling Australia on the strength of Over the
Top with Jim.

“That one sort of got under the radar and
didn’t do that well," he admits. “It was probably
the title - my idea. Luckily I got a good title for my
new book, thanks to my mother-in-law. | was
trying to think of one when she looked up from
her crossword one day and said, ‘Lost For Words'.
“1 said, ‘that’s u!" You're worth your weighr in
horse manure.” Luckily she knew he meant that in
the nicest possible way.
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