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Mv Greatest Ambition
(1984)

Morris Lurie

My greatest ambition was to be a comic-strip artist, but I grew out of it' People were

uiiuulv, putting me on the head and saying, 'He'll grow out.of il" They didn't know'

*rrui rrr.v *Jt" tulkiog about. Had uny of ttt"t ever,read. a comic? Studied one?

iro*, oi",! ,Australia ls no place for comics,' they said, and I had to lock myself up

in the dining room to get some peace' My mother thought I.was studying in there'

I was thJ only person in -y .1u., - piobably in the whole school - who wanted to

be a comic-strip artist. They were all dreamers' There they sat' the astronomer' the

nuclear physiciit, the business tycoon (on the Stock Exchange)' two mathematicians'

if,.". f"t 
".r, 

countless chemists, a handful of doctors, all aged thirteen and all with

their heads in the clouds. Dreamers! Idle speculatorsl A generation of hopeless

romanticsl It was a Friday night, I recall, when i put the finishing touches to my fust full

length, inked-in, original, six-page comic'strip'

i aidn't huue thi faintest idea what to do with it. Actually, doing anything with it

hadn't ever entered my mind. Doing it was enough' Over the weekend I read it

though sixty or seventy umes, analysed it, studied it, stared at it' finally pronounced it
iNot ioo uui,' and then put it up on the top of my wardrobe where my father kept his

hats.
And that would have been the end of it, only the next day I happened to mention to

Michael Lazarus, who sat next to me at school, that I had drawn a comic-suip, and he

happenedtomentiontomethattherewasamagazineinMelbournelcouldsenditto.
wi'were both thrown out of that class for doing too much mentioning out loud, and

keptinafterschool,towritefiftyeight.lettelwordsandtheirmearringsinsentences-
u io*-on disciplinary action at that time. I remember writing 'ambulate' and saying it

was a special way oi watking. Do I digress? Then let me say that the first thing I did

when I got home was roll my comic up in brown paper, address it, and put it in my

schoolbfi where I wouldn't forget it in the morning. Some chance of that. Laza.rus had

inhoduc;d an entirely new idea into my head. Publication. I hardly slept all night.
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One of the things that kept me tossing and tuming was the magazine I was sendingmy comic to. Boy Magazine. I had never bought one in ury life, because it had thi
sneaky policy of printing srories, with only one illustration at the top of th" p"g;i; ;;;you inrerested. stories? The school library was full of them, and what a bore'aiy wei.
Did. I want my comic to appear in a magazine which printed stones, where it would beread by the sort of people who were always taking books out of the library *A ritii"g
under trees and wearing glasses 

.and 
squinting anO tuming pages with licked fingers? Aiawful prospectr At two o'clock in the moming I decided-no, i didn't, and at trrie I oiJ,

and at four it was no again, but the last thing I saw before I finally fell ud".t;;;
Lazarus's face and he was saying, ,publication!, 

and that decided it. Away it went.
. Now let me properly introduce my father, a great scoffer. In those pie+elevision

days, he had absorutely nothing to do in the evening but to walk past my room and lookin and say, 'Nu? They sent you the money yet?, Fifty times a night, at least. And when
the letter came from Boy Magaxine, did he change his tune? Not one bit.'I don't see a cheque,'he said.

'Of course there's no cheque,' I said, ,How can there be? We haven,t even
discussed it yet. Maybe I'lr decide not to sell it to them. which I will, if their price isn;t ,

right.'
'Show me again the letter,, my father said, .Ha, listen, listen. ,,We are very interestedi1 folJ cornig and would like you to phone Miss Gordon to make an appointment o sJthe editor"'An appointrnent? That mians they don'r want it. r they wanted it, berieveme, there'd be a cheque.'

. rt Jerves.no purpose to put down the rest of this pointless conversation, whichincluded such lines as 'How many comics have you sold in your life?, and, .Wh" il;for the paper? The ink?' other than to say that i made the ihone cat to Miss Gordonfrom a public phone and not from home. i wasn,t going io i;u" my father listening roevery word.
My voice, when I was thirteen,.and standing on tiptoe and talking into a publicphone, was, I must admit, unnecessarily loud, but fr,fr" CirO"" OA",t say anything aboutit. 'And what day will be most convenient for you, Mr Lurie?, she asked. ,Oh, any dayat.alll' I shouted. ,Any day wiil suit me fine!, ,A week from Thursday then?, sheasked. 'Perfect!'. I yelled, trying to get a piece of paper and a pencil out of my trouserpocket to write it down' and at the same'time ristening iir.."o in case Miss Gordon

#,XTT:j|ti:r 
else. And she did. .ren o,clock?, ,r,il ; th;r;i, r shouted, and hung up

It hadn't occurred to me to mention to Miss Gordon that I was thirteen and atschool and would have to take a day off to come and see irre ealtor. I didn,t thirkthese things were relevant to our.business, S* _y rn"rh-!r iid. A day missed fromschool could never be caught up, thar was her uttitut.. fr,ff-iutfr"r,s attitude you know.A cheque or not a cheque. Was I rich or was I 
" 

i;"itiN;, that,s wrong. was I apoor fool or a rich fool? yes, that's better.) nut _y p.oUtem ias something else. Whatto wear?
My school suit was out of the_ question because I wore it every day and I was sickof it and it just wasn't right for a business Apoi**, eny*a'y, it had in* stains round
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the pocket where my fountain pen leaked (a real fountain, ha ha), and the seat of the
trousers shone like a piece of tin. And my Good Suit was a ycar old and too short in
the leg. I tried it on in front of the mirror, just to make sure, and I was right. It was
ludicrous. My father offered to lend me one of his suits. He hadn't bought a new suit
since 1934. There was enough material in the lapels alone to make three suits and have
enough left over for a couple of caps. Not only that, but my father was shorter than
me and twice the weight. So I thanked him and said that I had decided to wear my
Good Suit after all. I would wear dark socks and fte shortness of trousers woutd hardly
be noticed. Also, I would wear my eye-dF"zling pure silk com yellow tie, which, with the
proper Windsor knot, would so ruthlessly rivet attention that no one would even look to
see if I was wearing shoes.

'A prince,' my father said.
Now, as the day of my appointment drew nearer and nearer, a great question had to

be answered, a momentous decision made. For my father had been right, If all they
wanted to do was to buy my comic, they would have sent a cheque. So there was
something else. A full-time career as a comic-strip artist on the permanent staff of Boy
Magazinel It had to be that. But that would mean giving up school and was I prepared
to do rhat?

'Yes,' I said with great calmness and great authority to my face in the bathroom
mirror.'Yes.'

There were three days to go.
Then there occuned one of those things that must happen every day in the world of

big business, but when you're thirteen it knocks you for a loop, Boy Magwine sent me
a telegram. It was the first telegram I had ever received in my life, and about the thfud
that had ever come to our house. My rnother opened it sftaight away. She told everyone
in our street about it. She phoned uncles, aunts, sisters, brothers, and finally, when I
came home from school, she told me.

I was furious. I shouted, 'I told you never under any circumstances to open mv
mail !'

'But a telegram,' my mother said.
'A telegram is mail,'I said. 'And mail is a personal, private thing. Where is it?,
My mother had folded it four times and put it in her purse and her purse in her bag

and her bag in her wardrobe which she had locked. She stood by my side and watchel
me while I read it.

'Nu?' she said.
'It's nothing,' I said.
And it wasn't' Miss Gordon had suddenly discovered that the editor was going to be

out of town on my appointment day, and would I kindly phone and make another
appointment?

I did, standing on tiptoe and shouting as before.

The offices of Boy Magazine were pmctically in the country, twelve train stations out
of town, Trains, when I was thirteen, tenified me, and still do. Wearing my Good Suit
an! 11 corn yellow tie and my father's best black socks and a great scoop of oil in my
hair, I kept jumping up from my seat and looking out of the window to see if we werl
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gettlng near a station and then sitting down again and fying to rerax. Trvelve stations,
eleven stations, ten. Nine to go, eighi, seven, 6r was it s;x? What was the name of th;last one? What if I went too fari What was the timei By the time I arrived at theright station, I was in a fine state of nerves.

. .ffe o_ffices of Boy Magazine were easy to find. They were part of an enormous
building that looked like a factory, and were not at all imposing oi i.prrrriu., * i t Jimagined them to be. No neon, no massive, areas of plarc gkss, no exo[c plans growingin white 

^gravel. 
(I had a picture of myself walkin! to iork every morning through agarden of exotic plants growing_in white gravel, c-acti, ferns, pushing open a massiveglass door under a neon sign and smiling a:t a receptionist with a pipJ in my mouttr) ipushed open an ordinary door,and stepp;d into an ordinary foyer and toU;;;in"ry

lady sitting at an ordinary desk who iwas.
'And?' she said.
'I have an appointment to see the editor of Boy MagaTine,, i said.'Oh,' she said.
'At ten o'clock,' I said. ,I think I'm early,, It was half pasr mne,
'Just one minute,' she said,,and picked up a telephone. While she was talking Ilooked around the foyer, in which there wis nottring ro took at, but I don,t likeeavesdropping on people talking on the phone.

- , 
Then she.put down the phone and said to me, ,Won,t be long. Would you like totake a seat?'

. Fgr soye reason that caught me unawares and I flashed her a blinding smile and keptstanding there, wondering what was going to happen nr*i, *O then I realised what shehad said and I smiled again and turned ioona ano uo-p"J into a chair and sat downand crossed my legs and looked around and then r..i.i"."d tf,e st ortnes, oi-mftrousers and quickly uncrossed,ml legs and.sat perfectly straight and still, excep fo,rlooking at my watch ten times in the next thirty seconds.
I don't know how long I sat there. It was either nu" minut* ot an hour, it,s hard tosay. The ladv ar the desk didn't seem to have anythinj a J", -o I didn,t like lookingat her, but from time to time our eyes met, and I would smrle _ or was that smilesuerched across my face from rhe second I came in? I or;;;; do things like that whenI was thineen.
Finally a door opened and another lady appeared. She seemed, for some reason, quitesurprised when she saw me sitting tt e.e, as itrough f fral *'e" eyes or was wearing ared suit, but I must say ,nt, tol-l:r: 

:n, h"g.ry;;, * o"-ii"o herself together veryquickly, hardly dropped a stitch, as ir were, and holaing open G ooor through which shehad come,.she said, .Won't you come this way?. _j t'aia.I was shown tnto an office that was filled with men in grey surts. Actually, therewere only three of them, but they.all stood up *fr."i.uri'" rn, and the effect was

:,:;H}illt 
I think I might even have taken; half-step uu.t' sut *v btntnt.;;;

The only name I remember is Randell and maybe I have that wrong. Ttere was a
l",r- "1, 

h- :h{ng and_ smiling an saying of nu,nrr. a"J *f,." a that was done, noone seemed to know what to do. We just itood ,f,".", 
"ff 

on"o_fortably smiling.
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Finally, the man whose name might have been Randell said' 'Oh, please' please' sit

down,' and everyone did.
'Well,' Mr Randell said. 'You're a young man to be drawing comics, I must say.'

'I've been interested in comics all my life.'I said.

'Well, we like yow comic very much,' he said. 'And we'd like to make you an offer

for it. Ah, fifteen Pounds?'
'I accept,' I said.
I don'i think Mr Randell was used to receiving quick decisions, for he then said

something that seemed to me enormously ridiculous. 'That's, ah, rwo pounds ien a Page"

he said, and looked at me with his eyes wide open and one eyobrow higher than the

other,
'Yes, that's right,' I said. 'Six two-and-a-halfs are fifteen, Exactly"

That made his eyes open even wider, and suddenly he shut them altogether and

looked down at the floor. One of the other men coughed' No one seemed to know

what to do. I leaned back il my chair and crossed my legs and just Senerally smile! at

everyone. I knew what was coming. A job. And I knew what I was going to say then'

too.
And then Mr Randell collected himself, as though he had just thought of something

very important (what an actor, I thought) and he said, 'Oh, there is one other thing'

though. Jim, do we have Mr Lurie's comic here?'

'iight h".",' said Jim, and whipped it out from under a pile of things on a desk'

'Some of the, ah, spelling,' Mr Randell said.

'Oh?' I said.
'Well, yes, there are, ah, certain things,' he said, tuming over the pages of my comic'

'not, ah, a;g mistakes, but, here' see? You've sPelt it as "jungel" which is not' ah'

cornmon usage.'
'You're a6solutely right,' I said, flashing out my fountain pen all ready to make the,

correction.
'Oh, no no no,' Mr Randell said. 'Don't you worry about it' We'll, ah, make the

corections. If you approve, that is.'

'Of course,' I said.
'We'11, ah, post you our cheque for, ah, fifteen pounds" he said' 'In the mail" he

added, rather lamely, it seemed to me.

'Oh, there's no great hurry about that,' I said. 'Any old time at all will do.'

'Yes,' he said.
Then we fell into another of these silences with which this appoinunent seemed to be

plagued.MrRandellscratchedhisneck,Atruckjustoutsidethewindowstartedwitha
ioai ana then began to whine and grind. It's reversing, I thought. My face felt stiff from

smiling, but somehow I couldn't let it go.

Then the man whose name was Jim said, .This is your ffst comic strip, Mr Lurie?'
.Yes,'Isaid.Myreplysnappedacrosstheroomlikeabullet.Iwasalittlebit

embarrassed at its suddenness, uut' uter all, wasn't this what I had come to talk about?
.It'sveryprofessional,'hesaid..Wouldyouliketoseeoneofourcornic.strips?'

'Certainly,' I said.
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He reached down behind the desk and brought out one Page of a comic they were

running aI the moment (I had seen it in the shop when I'd gone to check up on Boy

Magazine's address), The Adventures of Ned Kelly'
Now, Ned Kelly is all right, but what I like about comics is that they create a world

of their own, like, say, Dick Tracy, a totally fictitious environment, which any clear

thinking person knows doesn't really exist, and Ned Kelly, well, that was real' it really

happened. It wasn't a true comic-strip. It was just history in pictures.
-But 

naturally I didn't say any of this to Jim All I did was lean forward and pretend

to study the linework and the inking in and the lettering, which were just so-so, and

when I thought I'd done that long enough, I leaned back in my chair and said' 'It's very

good.'

'Jim,' said Mr Randell, who hadn't spoken a word during all this, 'maybe you'd like

to take Mr Lurie around and show him the presses. We print Boy Magazine ight
here,' he explained to me. 'Would you like to see how a magazine is produced?'

'Yes.' I said. but the word sounded flat and awful to me. I hated, at thirteen' being

shown round things. I still do. How A Great Newspaper Is Produced. How Bottles Are

Made. Why CheJse Has Holes And How We Put Them In'
And the rest of it, the job, the core of the matter? But everyone was standing up

and Mr Randell's hand was stretched out to shake mine and Jim was saying,'Follow
me,' and it was all over,

Now I'm not going to take you through a tour of this factory the way I was, eating

an ice cream which Jim had sent a boy out to buy for me. It lasted for hours' I
climbed up where Jim told me to climb up. I looked where he pointed. I nodded when

he explained some involved and highly secret process to me. 'We use glue, not staples,'

he explained to me. 'Why? Well, it's an economic consideration. Look here,' and I
looked there, and licked my ice cream and wondered how much more there was of it
and was it worth going to school in the aftemoon or should I take the whole day off?

But like all things it came to an end, We were at a side door, not the one I had

come in through. 'Well, nice to meet you,' Jim said, and shook my hand. 'Find your

way back to the station okay? You came by train? It's easy, just follow your nose,' and

I rode home on the train not caring a damn about how many stations I was going

through, not looking out of the window, not even aware of the shonness of the trousers

of my ridiculous Good Suit.

Yes, my comic-strip appeared and my friends read it and I was a hero for a day at

school. My father held the cheque up to the light and said we'd know in a few days if
it was any good. My mother didn't say much to me but I heard her on the phone

explaining to all her friends what a clever son she had. Clever? That's one word I've
never had any time for.

I didn't tell a soul, not even Michael Lazarus, about that awful tour of the factory. I
played it very coolly. And a week after my comic-strip came out in print, I sat down
and drew another comic story and wrapped it up and sent it to them, and this time, I
determined, I would do all my business over the phone. With that nice Miss Gordon.
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Weeks passed, nearly a whole month. No reply. And then, with a sickening crash,

the posEnan dumped my new comic into out lotterbox and flew on his merry way down

the street, blowing his whistle and riding his bicycle over everyone's lawns.

There was a letter enclosed with my comic. It said that, unfortunately, Bo)
Magazine was discontinuing publication, and although they enjoyed my comic
'enormously" they regretted that they had no option but to return it.

My father had a field day over the whole business but no, no, what's the point of
going over all that? Anyhow, I had decided (I told myseio that I didn't want to be a

comic-strip artist after all. There was no future in it. It was risky and unsure. It was

here today and gone tomorrow. The thing to be was a serious painter, and I set about

it at once, spreading new boxes of water colours and tubes of paint all over the dining-
room table and using every saucer in the house to mix paint, But somehow, right ftom
the start, I knew it was no good, The only dring that was gver real to me I had 'grown

out of'. I had become, like everyone else, a dreamer.


