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Places of the Heart

Stephen Page

The artistic director of the acclaimed  
Bangarra Dance Theatre has travelled  
the world. Many places have captured his  
heart. Only one has a claim on his soul.

PH OTO GR A PH Y BY JA M ES B R I CK WO O D

1983: Uluru

I first saw Uluru in 1983. That 

rock, with its knowledge and 

ancient blood and symbolism,  

is the most natural healer in the 

world. Every time I stand there,  

it makes me look within myself 

and think of who I am. Uluru has 

always been significant for me 

but rarely more so than last year 

when Bangarra performed there 

in conjunction with the Mutitjulu 

community to mark 25 years  

of the company. Being on 

country in the centre of Australia 

and connecting with the local 

Indigenous peoples always stays 

in my mind. That country where 

the mother rock lives was  

where I drew inspiration in 

directing the Indigenous section 

of the Sydney Olympics in 2000. 

Remember the 500 Central 

Desert women who ran onto  

the field? The local community 

helped me bring them together. 

They took me to wonderful 

riverbeds to tell me stories.  

The rock has a deep and  

abiding place in my soul. I just  

wish people would stop bloody 

climbing it.   

2001: New York City 

I travelled to New York with 

Bangarra two weeks after 

September 11. When a tragedy 

like 9/11 happens, art is a great 

medicine. Bangarra storytelling 

connects to our ancient heritage 

so it’s got a really high spiritual 

potency. We knew when we  

got there that we wanted to 

perform a ceremony near 

Ground Zero. Even two weeks 

later, everything was covered in 

soot and there were still clouds 

of dust in the sky. We painted 

ochre on our foreheads and  

a traditional elder from Arnhem 

Land, Djakapurra Munyarryun, 

sang. We wanted a song to 

ground us on that country,  

to pay our respects to those  

who had been lost. Three or four 

blocks away, a Native American 

Indian elder heard the singing and 

it called him to where we were. 

Through that elder we were able 

to meet many different Native 

American families. It was a truly 

powerful connection.

2012: Tsonjin  
Boldog, Mongolia

We went to Mongolia as part  

of a cultural exchange. Towards 

the end of our stay, we piled into 

a tiny bus and went sightseeing. 

We were all sitting on top of each 

other and it sounded like the fan 

belt was going to break at any 

time. As we thumped and 

bounced over rocky roads, to 

either side of us were mounds 

and caterpillar-like hills 

interspersed with scrub and 

flowers, really similar to our 

Central Desert. About an hour 

out of Ulan Bator, this massive, 

shiny structure materialised on 

the horizon – a 40-metre-high 

stainless steel statue of Genghis 

Khan on a horse. It’s so big that 

you can get into a lift inside the 

statue and come out between 

his legs! It’s not my favourite 

sense of symbolism but it was 

fascinating. You’re going into 

vast country with nothing around 

except this gigantic statue.  

Bangarra performs lore at QPAC 

Playhouse, Brisbane, from August 

7-15 and Arts Centre Melbourne 

from August 28 to September 5. 
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Flight Plan

Passenger

Camilla 
Freeman 
Topper

Occupation

Fashion designer, Camilla and Marc

Where she’s travelling

Europe

What are you doing in Europe?

I’m going on a holiday. We’re going  

to Capri then to Ibiza with a bunch  

of friends then Paris for a few days. 

How often do you travel?

I travel at least six times a year for business. 

At the beginning of the year it’s New York 

Fashion Week, come back, go to Paris 

February/early March, then I usually do  

a trip to the States or Europe in June/July 

for work, then back again in September/

October. New York, back, Paris, back. 

What’s the secret to a stress-free journey?

Organisation. Making sure you’ve packed 

in a compartmentalised way – your luggage 

and your carry-on. 

How far out from a trip do you start packing?

I start preparing outfts about two weeks  

in advance. It depends what I’m going for;  

if it’s a fashion week, probably a little bit 

earlier than that. 

Fold or roll?

Fold. I have a suitcase for shoes and I have  

a suitcase for coats if it’s winter. Or one side 

of the suitcase is coats and the other side is 

separates. I organise it in a way that I can 

unpack it and re-pack it systematically.  

I usually get of the plane, go to the hotel, 

unpack and go straight to a meeting so  

I have to make sure nothing is creased. 

Do you have a secret for travelling light? 

No! There is nothing light about the way  

I travel. I’ve got a minimum of two suitcases 

even if I’m going for four or fve days. I like 

choices. It’s easy to travel these days – you 

check in, get to the carousel and put your 

luggage on a trolley. It’s not very difcult 

and it’s good for the arms. 

What would you never travel without?

I always have multiple phones when I’m 

overseas. I need to have my Australian  

SIM card, my international SIM card.  

I don’t like not having a SIM available.  

What’s your routine on the plane? 

I have a busy work and home life so the 

second I get on a plane, I wash my make-up 

of, change into the airline pyjamas, charge 

my phone, charge my computer and get 

comfortable and cosy. I usually do a bit of 

work, I might watch a couple of movies, 

listen to music and sleep. It’s also a really 

good time to meditate.

What was the last movie you saw on a plane?

American Sniper. It’s really intense.

The last book you read on a plane?

Just Kids by Patti Smith. I haven’t got 

through it yet but it’s really good.

Do you get to the airport early or late? 

One-and-a-half hours before.  

What do you do at the airport in that time?

There are usually lots of phone calls to 

make. When I’m walking through the 

airport to get to the lounge, I really like 

listening to music on my headphones –  

it gets me in the travel mood. 

Aisle or window?

Window.

Are you a chatty seat buddy?

No. People probably think I’m rude but it’s 

14 hours of “you” time and that’s very rare. 

How do you deal with jet lag?

I change my clock to the time of whichever 

country I’m landing in. If I land in the 

evening, I’ll stay up for a couple of hours 

and then go to bed. If I land in the morning, 

I stay up all day and make sure I don’t sleep 

until 10 or 11 o’clock that night. 

Do you have a drink on the plane? 

I’ll probably have a glass of red wine and 

then I’m out. I know you shouldn’t but it’s 

quite nice and makes you a little sleepy.  

IN T ERV IE W BY D I W E BS TE R

PH OTO GR A PH Y BY J O N ATH A N N G
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View from Above
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It may look like a kaleidoscopic 

lake on the surface of Mars but 

this is a potash mine near Moab, 

Utah, US. In the process of  

mining potash – potassium used 

in fertiliser – brine is used to 

dissolve the mineral from rocks 

deep underground. Then, after  

the liquid is pumped into these 

ponds, blue dye is added to speed 

evaporation, resulting in this 

stunning display.

38°29’0.16”N / 109°40’52.80”W
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The Journey
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IN LATE 1972, when my boyfriend and I set 

of across Asia to Europe, we spoke to those 

who had made the journey before us, travel-

hardened ascetics who had not fully adapted 

to living back in the West. An ethos had 

developed about “going overland” as it was 

called. True to the times, it took on elements 

of a quest, with an overlay of Shangri-la 

about it – a spiritual search for a better way 

to live. Travellers were competitive about 

how frugal or daring they had been; how 

they had sustained hardship and deprivation 

for moments of wonder and enlightenment.

There were leaky boats, ancient planes, 

battered buses wheezing up winding 

mountain roads and valleys littered with 

rusting corpses of various forms of transport. 

A dispute over a bus fare in Afghanistan 

resulted in a knife being pulled. In Laos  

we were fattered to realise we were being 

watched by the CIA. We liked to think  

how horrifed our parents would be by our 

escapades but, at heart, we were cautious, 

well-warned children of the middle classes, 

guarding our passports and travellers 

cheques in pouches beneath our clothes.  

We savoured the romance of decayed  

beauty in Rangoon. In Calcutta, caught in  

a rainstorm, we found refuge in the British 

Council and watched Séance on a Wet 

Afternoon while curtains billowed in 

monsoonal gusts. At a Salvation Army  

lodge we befriended a young Oxfam 

engineer who was digging wells in Bihar  

to supply water to poor villages. We visited 

him there, staying in a Khadi ashram and 

eating beautiful local food – fresh, healthy 

and spicy. We slept on net beds on the fat 

roof and ate mangoes from the grove next 

door. We watched women fll pitchers at  

the village well, which they carried back  

on their heads with breathtaking grace. In  

the aftermath of a sandstorm, fame trees 

glowed like fre in the extraordinary light.

And all the travellers read. What else to 

do in the epic waiting for buses and trains, 

for visas and money orders and letters? 

Books were a currency, the thicker the 

better: The Brothers Karamazov swapped  

for The Magic Mountain, Tolkien for Tolstoy.

The traveller 

Joan London
The Journey

The hippie trail, Asia to Europe

The Year

1972

Author Joan London’s exotic  
overland trek to Europe rose on  
the dream of utopia and fell on the 
reality of western human foibles.

Out of this mix of experience and 

literature, of long hours gazing out of  

trains, the question became: how to live  

after coming home? We returned – inspired, 

pious and utopian – with ambitions for a less 

material life. We wanted to share a piece of 

land with like-minded people, live simply, 

close to nature, work the soil. For years this 

ideal engaged us. At frst, we lived in a shack 

in the hills without electricity, driving long 

hours to our day jobs. We spent a year in  

a country town then bought a piece of land 

with a group of people. But we communards 

could never agree on what to do frst with it, 

what crops to plant or where to build houses.

In the end, it was a relief to sell the land 

and to admit how glad we were to live by 

ourselves, in a house, in a city, in our own 

selfsh, private, western way.  

Author Joan London, who lives in Fremantle, 

Western Australia, married her fellow traveller, 

Geoffrey London, and they had two children.  

Her latest novel, The Golden Age, was shortlisted 

for the 2015 Miles Franklin Literary Award.

London (third from left), ankle-deep in life experience in Thailand
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Then & Now

WHEN it frst opened in 1928, The Fullerton 

Building was home to Singapore’s General 

Post Ofce. While it’s hard to imagine  

now, it was also by the sea, its Collyer  

Quay location ideal for transporting mail  

to waiting ships and its lighthouse used to  

guide vessels safely into the harbour. 

Then Singapore changed. In the  

mid-20th century, the territory-hungry 

city-state expanded, land was reclaimed  

and waters shrank away. Today, the  

majestic white hotel sits about 2km inland  

of the sea. The skies around the building 

have changed, too, with glossy skyscrapers 

transforming vast open spaces into a jagged 

urban jungle. S TO RY BY A K A S H A RO R A

The Fullerton 
Hotel

One of the fnest examples  
of Palladian architecture in  
Singapore, The Fullerton Hotel  
is not where it used to be.

The grand building, once a centre for  

commerce and guide for shipping, is now  

a luxurious hotel that stays true to its past

The building itself, however, is largely 

unaltered. Though a $380-million-plus 

restoration (completed in 2001) has given  

it a new life as The Fullerton Hotel, its 

soaring Doric columns and cofered ceilings 

still transport you to another era. In fact, 

diferent sections of the hotel ofer insight 

into varying aspects of its history. 

The spot where hundreds of employees 

once sorted mail is now The Fullerton’s 

ground-foor Post Bar, with a quaint red 

mailbox as its centrepiece. And when the 

building was home to the Chamber of 

Commerce, also from 1928, high-profle 

merchants had their Monday meetings in 

what are now the hotel’s conference rooms. 

The Fullerton’s top foor – once that  

vital lighthouse – is a restaurant and rooftop 

bar. For a hotel with such solid Singaporean 

roots, the choice of “authentic Italian” as  

The Lighthouse restaurant’s cuisine is 

slightly puzzling – but all is forgiven when 

the sun sets and the soulless skyscrapers of 

Singapore turn into a spirit-lifting display  

of twinkling lights. 

At bedtime there’s no shortage of 

extravagant options, from two-storey Loft 

suites to the Governor suite with a private 

verandah. But our pick is the Post Master 

room with stellar city views. 
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An Expat Life

Bryan Gaensler

He’s a self-described rugby league 
tragic and political junkie. So how’s 
the director of the Dunlap Institute  
for Astronomy & Astrophysics at  
the University of Toronto dealing  
with life in Canada?

IN T ERV IE W BY D I W E BS TE R

PH OTO GR A PH Y BY JA SO N G O R D O N

When did you go to Toronto and why?

I moved from Sydney in December 2014. 

There were new and exciting things 

happening in Toronto on the topics that 

were important to me. I wanted to take  

on some challenges in terms of education 

and building big telescopes.

What’s the key to adapting to a new city?

Understanding what the locals do for fun  

– getting into their hobbies, their weekend 

getaways, their sports, their politics, their 

food and their music. 

What do you miss about Australia?

We don’t take ourselves seriously. It seems 

that in every other country there’s this 

sense of formality, a sense of propriety,  

and in Australia that doesn’t exist. People 

call a spade a spade.

You’re a rugby league fan. What’s your team?

I’m a Manly Sea Eagles season ticket holder. 

I miss my footy a great deal; I watch it over 

the internet. It’s pretty clear that when I’m 

not in the country they don’t play as well. 

I miss my cricket, too. 

How has life changed since moving?

In any career, when you’ve been doing the 

same thing for 10 years or so, you get stuck 

in a bit of a rut. In Toronto I’ve been forced 

to rethink all of the things I thought I knew 

how to do, professionally and personally.

What do you like most about living there?

Australia is a very sensible, caring, 

functional society but sometimes people 

think that everything is too hard and it’s 

easier to sit back and enjoy life. The US is  

a place where things get done but it’s a very 

cutthroat, ferce, intense environment. 

Canada is the best of both worlds. 

What aspects of Toronto would you like to 

bring back to Australia?

In Australia, we talk about multiculturalism 

and diversity but Canada is a lot closer to 

living it. In Canada, no-one cares where 

you come from or what language you speak; 

they celebrate the fact that everyone is 

diferent in a way that’s a little bit more 

mature than we do it in Australia.

What aspect of Australian life do you  

wish you had in Toronto?

The one drawback about Canada – no 

surprises – is the weather. The winter is 

very tough.

When you think of home, where is that?

Sydney. Every time I see the Harbour Bridge 

or the Opera House on TV – I’m not a very 

sentimental person but even now I get  

a funny, peculiar feeling in my stomach.

Where would we find you outside of work?

Learning to ice-skate.

How’s that going for you?

Not so well. Some good advice I got was  

to wear multiple tracksuit pants because 

you’re going to get a wet bum.

Do you have a favourite Toronto restaurant?

My son and I went to The Peartree in 

Cabbagetown (507 Parliament Street).  

It’s a family-run neighbourhood restaurant 

that you feel helps build the community. 

And the food is delicious.

What about a bar?

There’s a pub down the road from the  

ofce called Prenup Pub (191 College 

Street) with a good menu and a range  

of beers and ciders on tap.

What’s the first thing you’re going to do 

when you’re back in Australia?

Probably have a can of Solo and some 

chicken and chips. 

From where does the universe look its finest?

The universe looks its fnest from Uluru.  

I thought I’d been to a lot of places with 

dark skies but I really hadn’t seen the night 

sky properly until I saw it on a dark, clear 

night next to the rock.  
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