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Perfect score
Why conductor Alexander Briger 

chooses rock ’n’ roll over Beethoven 
when he fies.
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View from Above

It’s been destroyed by mutants, attacked by monsters and taken over  

by monkeys – on the big screen at least. In real life the greatest drama 

surrounding the Golden Gate Bridge was getting the project off the 

ground. Chief engineer Joseph Strauss campaigned for a decade to make 

“the bridge that couldn’t be built”. Construction of the 2.7-kilometre-long 

suspension bridge – linking Marin County in the north to San Francisco in 

the south – finally started in 1933. When it was finished in 1937 at a cost of 

US$35 million, Strauss, also a poet, was moved to write: “Above the fogs 

of scorn and doubt, Triumphant gleams my web of steel; Still shall I ride 

the wild storms out, And still the thrill of conquest feel.”

37°49’11”N / 122°28’43”W
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The Journey
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“IT WILL be the end of your legal practice,” 

warned a barrister friend. 

“If not the end of civilisation as we  

know it!” I responded, with more than  

a hint of sarcasm.

Inspired by the famous 1968 London-to-

Sydney car rally, I had just announced I was 

taking a year of to travel “overland” with  

my partner, Johan van Vloten (the journey 

was actually his idea). Briefs awaiting my 

attention were politely returned as we 

prepared for an adventure that would take 

us through India, Pakistan and Afghanistan, 

eventually to the Netherlands and England. 

After picking up our VW Kombi in 

Singapore, we made our way to Madras  

then down to the tip of India, up to Simla  

in the Himalaya and then through the 

Khyber Pass, with its ghostly memorials  

to the British regiments that had guarded  

the porous borders of the north-west. 

In Peshawar, a charming man asked us to 

hide a little packet in our tape recorder and 

deliver it to London. The ofered reward 

would cover the costs of the trip. We declined. 

As we reached the border of Iran, the Shah’s 

police went straight to the recorder. The 

packet of drugs could have left us marooned 

in the prison in Mashhad, as several young 

Australian travellers were said to be.  

Every night, locals gathered around our 

Kombi to look at our “luxuries”. Speaking 

with them we drank deep at the well of 

civilisation. Only in Afghanistan, where guns 

The traveller 

Michael Kirby
The journey

Singapore to London

The year

1970

were everywhere, did we feel unsafe. This 

was before the Russian and later American 

incursions. We stood at Cape Helles. We saw 

where Xerxes crossed the Hellespont and 

where the Anzacs landed at Gallipoli. We 

crossed the communist states of Eastern 

Europe. A Stalin biography was confscated 

in Ceauseşcu’s Romania. And all too soon  

the bright lights of Austria welcomed us. 

In busy lives, routine prevails; every day 

of our journey presented fresh experiences. 

Along the route a steady stream of fellow 

voyagers greeted us. And in the distance,  

the caravans of camels moved at a stately 

pace as they had done for millennia. We 

learnt the essential unity of human beings. 

When we got home we knew we had 

shared a great privilege. Our most enduring 

dividend, however, was personal. If you can 

live with another human being in a confned 

space for a year, you will likely stick together 

for life. Relationships are like an overland 

journey: ups and downs, dangers and joys.

Taking time out to think about life and 

the gift of consciousness flls the soul.  

The music and poetry of the world remain 

with us decades later as a lasting treasure.

The briefs returned. Life resumed its 

hectic pace. Civilisation survived. Often  

a memory fashes back. And after the 

memory comes a smile.  

Michael Kirby, a former justice of the High Court, 

recently chaired a UN inquiry into North Korea.

A yearlong overland adventure  
helped strengthen Michael Kirby’s 
bond with his partner – and with  
the rest of humanity.

Michael Kirby and Johan van Vloten with their Kombi in Concord, Sydney, in 1969 
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AS a swank vaporetto motors gently  

along the narrow waterways of Venice,  

the theatre of the world’s most romantic  

city unfolds. Skinny black gondolas  

glide past crumbling Italian mansions, 

fairytale bridges come and go, and 

accordion-playing buskers serenade  

young couples in canal-side cafés. Then,  

as its engine burbles to a near stop, the  

water taxi bumps alongside the jetty of  

the hotel Aman Canal Grande, once one  

of Venice’s oldest – and possibly most  

opulent – private homes. 

In its long history, Palazzo Papadopoli  

– the 16th-century building that houses  

the hotel – has been home to some of the 

city’s most afuent families, including  

the Papadopolis, wealthy bankers from  

Corfu who acquired the palazzo in 1864  

and commissioned a major renovation. 

“In their heyday, the Papadopolis were so 

rich that Venetians used to say they owned  

a wave on the ocean,” says Count Giberto 

Arrivabene, a descendent of the family and 

current owner of the palazzo. “When my 

father was a little boy, 86 people used to  

live here – six were family members and  

80 were staf. One of them was employed 

just to wind the clocks in the palazzo.”

Then & Now

Aman Canal 
Grande

Now a luxury hotel, this 16th-century 
Venetian palazzo was once a 

playground for the rich and famous.  

The building’s grand past is showcased  

to stunning efect in the high-ceilinged  

hall on its frst foor – now the main dining 

room – which is lined with restored murals, 

frescoes and reliefs. The cream of Venetian 

society once partied within these walls, 

while last year, Hollywood royalty celebrated 

the wedding of George Clooney and Amal 

Alamuddin here. 

The count and his family live on the ffth 

(and uppermost) foor of the palazzo, with the 

rest of the building leased to Aman Resorts. 

On the fourth foor you’ll fnd some of the 

hotel’s best suites – including Papadopoli 

Stanza, which has Grand Canal views and  

an ensuite the size of the average Australian 

living room. “It’s where my room used  

to be when I was a little boy,” recalls the 

count, whose frst memories are of running 

through the palazzo’s long corridors, with 

attendants chasing him.

The count shares stories of darker times, 

too: his father – a decorated naval ofcer – 

told him that during World War II he gave 

Jewish people refuge in the palazzo’s attic. 

“Thankfully, the Gestapo didn’t fnd them 

when they came looking,” says Arrivabene. 

The room is “strictly of limits” now. 

Most other parts of the 24-room hotel are 

open to guests, including a rooftop terrace 

with sunrise views over Venice’s spires and 

two private gardens. “When the Papadopolis 

bought the palazzo, they razed two adjoining 

buildings to the ground just to make room for 

these gardens,” says Arrivabene. The one out 

the front doubles as an alfresco restaurant –  

a place for guests to gaze upon the sublime 

canal where, along with the passing vaporetti, 

they become part of another scene in the 

ongoing theatre of Venice.  

Guests can relax in the opulent ballroom on the Palazzo Papadopoli’s “noble floor”

S TO RY BY A K A S H A RO R A
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An Expat Life

When did you go to New York and why?

I left DFAT [Department of Foreign Afairs 

and Trade] in Australia to do a master’s 

degree in public policy at Princeton 

University [New Jersey] in 2007. I fell in 

love with New York and decided to stay  

and fnd work once I graduated.

Were you living in Australia before  

the move?

No, I’d been on a two-year secondment 

from DFAT to the United Nations in 

Afghanistan, working as a human rights 

ofcer, when I applied to Princeton.  

The culture shock between Kabul and  

an Ivy League university in the United 

States was intense. I went from dusty 

villages and rocket fre to restaurants  

and Starbucks. Prior to Kabul, I lived  

in South Sudan, Indonesia and the  

former Yugoslavia.

What was the key to adapting to New York?

Watching people on the subway, listening 

to buskers on the street, eating from food 

trucks, drinking whatever’s on tap and 

getting into whatever the locals love about 

their city. The key is to let go of the things 

you miss about home in order to be open  

to what’s new and exciting about your new 

home – at least for a little while.

Where are you from? 

Woy Woy, on the Central Coast of NSW.  

My parents still live there and coming  

in on the train from Sydney to Woy Woy 

station, with its beautiful vista of Brisbane 

Water, is a real homecoming for me. 

What do you miss about Australia?

I miss the weather, the open skies, both 

physical and personal space, empty beaches, 

decent health care, battered savs, Twisties, 

Sydney, Sydney rock oysters and my family. 

Oh, and Tasmanian riesling – from the 

Freycinet Peninsula in particular.

What aspect of NYC would you like to  

bring back to Australia?

More jazz clubs. My husband is a jazz 

musician and we often dream of moving 

back to Sydney and starting up a jazz club. 

How has the move changed your life?

In New York, I achieved my longstanding 

professional dream to work for the UN as  

a human rights lawyer. I met my husband 

and had my son here so I went from  

living the single high life of too many 

martinis in the West Village to family  

life in the wonderfully diverse Brooklyn 

neighbourhood of Fort Greene.

What’s your favourite bar in NYC?

Employees Only – on Hudson Street in  

the West Village – a Prohibition-style 

cocktail bar where the signature drink is 

probably the Manhattan but I have a taste 

for the Provençal, which is a lavender-

infused gin stirred with Provençal herbs, 

vermouth and Cointreau.

And your favourite restaurant?

Locanda Vini e Olii, in Clinton Hill,  

the Brooklyn neighbourhood bordering 

Fort Greene. It’s a local secret, serving 

amazing home-style Italian food in  

an old pharmacy shopfront.

Do you socialise with locals or fellow 

Australians?

Everyone in New York is a New Yorker, 

regardless of where they are from. 

Someone called it a “community  

of communities” the other day and it  

struck me as true. Working at the UN 

means I have a very diverse group  

of friends from all over the world and,  

yes, a handful of Australians, too.  

Leanne Smith

Former diplomat Leanne Smith has 
called many hostile places home but 
as a policy chief for UN peacekeeping 
operations, she’s now swapped rocket 
fre for life as a New Yorker with her 
husband and their one-year-old son.
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