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1 
Spending Too Much Time In 

Fat Land—August 2008

Sometimes $700 is a reasonable amount of money to spend on a piece of 
paper.

Think about it … if the piece of paper were perhaps from one of 
Shakespeare’s handwritten folios, then $700 would be acceptable. If you 
were a Disney fan, maybe an original sketch of Ariel from The Little 
Mermaid would seem worthy of a week’s wages. 

But a piece of paper with three meal plans for the day? Is that worth 
$700? Bloody hell—if I were sure it would make me skinny, I’d happily 
pay $7000. 

And pay it I did. 
I can’t help thinking there’s a sucker born every day, and I was the 

allocated sucker on 12 March 1980, because not only did I pay $700 
for the piece of paper instructing me to eat 175 grams (6 ounces) of 
yoghurt for breakfast, 95 grams of fish and 95 grams of veg for lunch, and 
110 grams of chicken and 110 grams of veg (no broccoli, no carrots, no 
potatoes of course); I paid it a second time.

That’s right. The Clinic peeps say that if your program is more than 
six weeks old, it won’t work properly, and I didn’t want to be doing an 
entire tough arse, constipating diet to find out after six weeks that I was 
not going to lose any more than about 10 kegs (our family name for the 
dreaded weight unit known to most as a kilogram/2lb). I guess the good 
news in this financial disaster scenario is that before forking out the $700 

(times deux), I’d lost 4 kegs (8.8 lb) in the previous 10 days of my old 
not-meant-to-be-peeling-off-the-kegs program. Yee-hah! Another good 
thing? The new program included a tofu option—maybe it wouldn’t be 
quite so constipating. Maybe this could be gooooooood.

Or maybe not. 
You see, this was a cycle for me. I’d been pretty fortunate in my nearly 

30 years to have made a reasonable amount of money, mostly through a 
play I wrote when I was around 20 years old, The Vegemite Tales. And did 
I have a property portfolio to keep me safe for life? A couple of nice cars 
and a holiday home by the beach? Nope, and I should have at least had a 
tiny little flat somewhere.

What I had to show for the money I’d earned was this: a whole heap 
of receipts in my head of junk food eaten, then gyms joined to get rid of 
the junk food. Delicious three course meals in gorgeous restaurants, then 
personal trainers hired to work them off. Countless hours spent in front of 
movie screens sucking down chocolate ice-cream, and dollars and dollars 
spent on whatever the latest diet program or book was that promised to 
get the weight off … and quickly.

You name the diet, I’d done it or bought it. Jenny Craig (three times), 
Dr Cohen’s, Weight Watchers (about 11 times), Tony Ferguson, Celebrity 
Slim, The Atkins Diet, The South Beach Diet, Fit For Life, Skinny Bitch, 
I Can Make You Thin, Dr Phil, Best Life Diet and the list could fill up 
this book and at least three sequels with the details of all the others. 

Within a week of having the second $700 piece of paper, I had fallen off 
the wagon (the four previously lost kegs became but a distant memory).

I was working as a rural reporter in a small town near Adelaide. I’d 
present my program, announce to the rest of the station that I was off 
home for a breakfast of perfectly weighed out South Australian yoghurt, 
in line with The Clinic. Sadly for the yoghurt, it was being stood up 
morning after morning for a McDonald’s drive-through. I wondered if 
Sandra, the Mac Mac drive-through lady with a gap in her teeth, was 
judging me each morning as I purchased my two Sausage McMuffins 
and hash browns (yep, note the plural, buddy, I’d been ordering more than 
one). 
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A troubling little pattern had developed with almost routine precision 
each morning. Sandra and I pretended we hadn’t seen each other the day 
before. When she handed me my order, I tossed it on the seat beside me, 
somehow silently pretending that the load was going back to work to 
share with the hungry ABC journos. That way, Sandra wouldn’t think it 
was all for me.

She did.
Maybe she appreciated me? The whole town was shutting up shop 

because there hadn’t been any rain in about 23 years and I was single-
handedly keeping Mac Mac in business due to a propensity to throw 
diabetes and heart disease caution to the wind. Sandra must secretly have 
loved my guts for keeping her in a job. 

I couldn’t see how this was going to get any better. I couldn’t stick to the 
second round of The Clinic diet and it cost me $700! 

I’ve never had any honour when it comes to food, but this was 
outrageous. 

2
In The Beginning, God 

Created The Fat

The Fat and I didn’t walk hand in hand through most of my life because 
I couldn’t be arsed doing a spin class. The Fat and I weren’t always set to 
be in battle with each other because chocolate was like mother’s milk to 
my unsophisticated palate.

Sure, if it weren’t for the drama that is my appetite, Streets’ ice-creams, 
Smiths’ chips and Cadbury chocolate would have gone out of business, 
but The Fat and I would have found each other somehow.

The story of my relationship with The Fat didn’t begin when I was 
three years old and tripped in dog shit on the way from the Mr Whippy 
van (and still ate the ice-cream). It didn’t even begin when I had my 6th 
birthday party at McDonald’s. When I began shoplifting Milo bars from 
my parents’ shop? The Fat and I were already completely in cohorts.

You see, The Fat and I were always destined together, since way before 
my parents even considered procreating. My relationship with The Fat 
was written in the genes of my ancestors. 

The story of me and The Fat is a long one—it covers two centuries, two 
continents, three generations, countless hours spent staring at fluorescent 
lights in gyms, too much time busting my arse unfulfilled on diets, and 
enough money spent on getting fat and then trying to lose fat to have 
bailed out the entire US banking system.

I was born perfect. And not only looking perfect, but perfect with three 
kidneys. A genetic freak of perfection.
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My parents still say so when it’s time to trundle out the stories of our 
births (number one me—perfect, number two David—cord wrapped 
around his neck, number three Sarah—so big she looked like a sumo 
wrestler and whoops! number four Alex—we all fought over his name). 
I came out of my mother without even a bit of blood plastered to my 
forehead—a perfect little weight with a perfect little face.

 Still, the story of The Fat and I began way before then. 
My Mum’s mother, Jean, was born in 1909, the second youngest of 

seven happy children in a house in Sydney’s northern suburbs at a picture 
perfect place called Fairlight. Fairlight is all lovely manicured lawns and 
old stately brick homes. It’s the sort of place that if you were lucky enough 
to be born there, you’d probably be pretty proud of that fact (and the 
silver spoon placed firmly in your mouth). Fairlight is also home to one 
of Sydney’s prettiest beaches, and if you’re not active and sporty around 
there, you’re a bit of a freak.

Jean was a state champion swimmer from the time she was 10 until 
she turned 14. At 14 she gave up doing laps so she could hit the waves at 
nearby Manly Beach, an Aussie beach so famous it’s only really rivalled 
by Bondi Beach. Yep, my grandmother was the original Manly surfer girl. 
By the time she was 19 she’d traded in the surfboard for a set of skis after 
chipping her teeth surfing. If Jean had been born today she’d probably be 
popping up on the television as a pro surfer. She was all about being fit 
and active.

By her 30s, still unmarried, her job was taking rich Sydney families 
on sporting holidays—skiing in the Snowy Mountains or for a country 
weekend in Bowral. She was always active, always on the go. Every picture 
we have of her shows a size 12 woman in terrific clothes, glowing for the 
camera.

I was 13 when she died and as we went through her things I tried on some 
of her beautifully tailored clothes (you know—tweed suits, silk petticoats, 
everything a ‘lady’ needed). Her skirts wouldn’t get over my hips, my toes 
wouldn’t make it inside her shoes, my arms were even too fat to do anything 
but bulge out of her precious little gloves, but do you know what?

Her family’s nickname for her throughout her life was ‘Fatness’. Not 

‘Jeannie’, ‘J’, ‘Sister’, or even ‘Love’. It was ‘Fatness’. In my mind, Grandma 
Jean is always tiny. Sure, by the time she was 40 she had an arse on her 
that photographic evidence shows shouldn’t have been wearing pleats, but 
if Grandma was the only borderline Fatty in my family, I think I might 
have been okay. She wasn’t.

When Grandma got to 39, perennially on a diet, ‘Fatness’ resigned herself 
to being the ‘fun aunty’ of her boatloads of nieces and nephews. She took 
them swimming, skiing, surfing and shopping. With her huge athletic 
energy, she became the go-to person for her nieces and nephews—the 
person who would take them anywhere and do anything for them.

That all changed when she decided to vamp it up one night and head 
to a Christmas function at the Seaman’s Mission in the Rocks (dang that 
feels so wrong to associate anything remotely vampy with my outrageously 
decent, proper and ladylike Grandma—but hey, at her funeral, her bestie 
told me I was just like her—and had I the guts to be heading to where she 
was heading, I dare say I would have been vamping it up big time). 

It was there she met a gorgeous and charismatic Scotsman. Muscly, 
handsome, a gap in his teeth and a balding head—my Granddad, Jock, 
all 23 years of him. 

 Yep, you heard me. Fatness hooked up with the cutest, cheekiest, 
funniest, and surely the youngest bloke at the function. He sang ‘Oh 
Come All Ye Faithful’ with the sweetest voice she’d ever heard and they 
were married 5 November 1949. 

Now if I were writing any other book, the most interesting part of this 
family yarn might be why an upper middle class woman nearing 40 would 
marry a Glaswegian, raised by the Salvation Army, who was 17 years 
younger than her. But this is a fat book, so we are concentrating on The 
Fat, the genetics of The Fat, and specifically my Granddad ’s fat genes—
the ones that endowed on us Scottish ‘tankles’ (fat, where ankles should 
be), and bodies that save every bit of food to combat those lonely Isle of 
Skye winters (which are now spent in sunny Australia, so we don’t need 
them, so bugger off, thank you!).

Jock and his brother Sam had been abandoned to their grandmother 
when they were toddlers so their mother could go off and have another 
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family with a local fisherman. Not a great emotional back story either. 
When Fatness and Jock met, Jock was slim and fit. He’d spent all of the 

war in the navy, running around ships and ports and swimming for miles 
to rescue boats when his ship was bombed.

In the years since the war, he’d travelled extensively with the Merchant 
Navy, and as a junior hand on the ships there wasn’t time to sit around 
and become a fatty. 

He came from a long line of fat Scottish people. To this day, when our 
relations come and visit us, or we make the trek to them, most of the 
conversations are about weight. How to keep it off (‘Oh, I just cannae! By 
Chrrrthrrrist the bleedin scotch sausage!’); which diet was being trialled 
(‘You halve your sausage, and don’t eat the bthhhread); remembering 
when they were size 10 (‘For Chrthirists’s sake, Heather, thhhremember 
those wee skirthhhts we used to weeear’); and lamenting on the difficulty 
of dieting when they had never heard of exercise and it was always raining 
and cold outside.

After Fatness and Jock were married, they saved up Jock’s wages (he 
continued to go to sea for the next 40 years) and moved to a quarter-
acre block in Campbelltown in south-western Sydney where they had 
two daughters (Aunty Jeannie and my mother, H-Bomb) and that’s when 
Jock’s muscles began to soften, morphing into some Scottish pudge. 

Fatness never got fat, but she was forever preparing diet meals for Jock 
and he got bigger and bigger. Then he’d get skinny for a while. Go to sea. 
Come back fat. Go on another diet, get skinny. And so the cycle went 
over and over.1

All the while, H-Bomb was watching. First of all we need to get back to 
the 1940s and to a less salubrious part of Sydney town than Fairlight.

For the next part of how The Fat and I became so entwined, we go 

1  I’m positive that my Mac Mac habit isn’t a kickback from childhood trips through the 
Mac Mac drive-through—I think it’s been inherited from Jock and his sneaky drive-throughs. 
Aunty Jeannie was telling Mum one day about how good Granddad was being on his diet, how 
this time she really had him sorted. As H-Bomb drove home, what did she see? Jock’s little 
white Corolla making its way through the Mac Mac drive-through. To this day, every day he 
goes to Mac Mac to read the paper and get a free senior citz coffee. I’d love to secretly follow 
him with a camera because I’ll bet my last dollar there’s a McMuffin involved somewhere!

to Pitt Street, Redfern. Redfern is the inner city suburb of Sydney that 
people always think will become fashionable and funky, but never does. 
In the days we were visiting Redfern it was all working class (nowadays, 
there’s a definite smattering of yuppie). It was all terraced housing and it 
was rare that anyone owned their run-down place. 

My nanna (dad’s mum), Adelaine, was the beauty of the street. In 1949 
she was 27. She was quite a piece of work. She was the youngest in the 
family, with three older brothers and an alcoholic mother and father. 

Her mother, fat old Catherine, was something of a legend around those 
parts. She was the community midwife and had record books to show her 
part in the birthing of most of the babies in Redfern. She operated part of 
the house as a women’s hospital, performing women’s services and taking 
payment of food, booze and ironing from the people who couldn’t afford 
another baby or needed help with one coming along.

Catherine Hill was a round, top-heavy, dark-skinned woman from 
Braidwood, in southern New South Wales. Although we’ve never been 
able to prove it, we’re pretty sure she was from Aboriginal stock—my 
Nanna Adelaine certainly had Aboriginal gorgeousness.

While Catherine and her English husband Harry (who was thin, 
looked like Maurice Chevalier, thought my Dad was from the FBI on his 
deathbed and began our family’s long struggle with Alzheimer’s) drank 
themselves and the women’s hospital out of business, Adelaine was slowly 
breaking hearts all over Redfern.

Witty, opinionated, with luscious long, black, curly hair and deep olive 
skin, she sure filled out a swimming costume in all the right places. With 
a wide smile and deep brown eyes, she had men all over Pitt Street both 
scared of and lusting after her. Today she would have been a size 12 or 14, 
struggling to find clothes to suit her, then, she was va-va-voom. 

She knew my Poppy, Alec, from the time she was little. He’d been the 
best mate of her brother Harry. They went out for a while before he was 
called up to fight in the Pacific in World War II. She dumped him after he 
promised to write to her from Papua New Guinea when he was sent to war 
and never did. It may seem a little callous, but he never stopped writing to 
his brothers, so she thought he could just get buggered, war hero or not.
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When he got back from the war, she saw him at her brother’s wedding 
a couple of years later. Still as gorgeous: a skinny, black-haired freckly boy 
with a smile straight out of a Colgate ad. The cuteness of Buster Keaton 
with a little bit of Spencer Tracy’s cragginess. He still loved movies as much 
as she did. He was the only man in Redfern who wasn’t scared of her. 

She forgave him his lack of penmanship while fighting the Japanese in a 
Papua New Guinean jungle, and they were married on 5 November 1949. 
How’s that for a bit of a fat coincidence? The same date as H-Bomb’s 
parents.

Alec worked a hundred jobs and he and Adelaine bought a house in … 
yep, you guessed it. Campbelltown.

They had three little boys, Kevin, Barry and my Dad Neil, who were fed 
on butter, white bread and everything we’re told today to run screaming 
from. Adelaine’s metabolism couldn’t handle the carb-fest as well as her 
skinny husband and three sons, so she got fatter and fatter and soon her 
body resembled Catherine Hill’s. Then they had a girl, Cathy, who could 
eat a packet of Jatz in one sitting and took after the female side of the 
family. 

Not that Catherine, or Adelaine or Cathy gave a shit (well not publicly, 
but I wonder how they could not have worried about it). All three took on 
their size and it made their personalities and lives bigger and stronger and 
more meaningful. There was no hiding for any of the fat women on my 
Dad’s side of the family—every single one of them was president of every 
community society they joined; they were loud, opinionated big women 
(in every sense of the word). 

One of the first things I remember Aunty Cathy saying to me when 
I was about seven years old and on my first diet was, ‘Mellie, don’t even 
bother. You’ve got no hope. You’ll always be fat. You’ve got fat on your 
mother’s side of the family and our side. Doesn’t matter what you do.’

WHAT REALLY CAUSES FAT?
The simple answer? Too much eating, not enough moving. 

The official causes of fat are attributed to one of two things:
Genes—You know, you’ve got a heap of fatties in your family and some 

gene is passed to your arse that’s going to make it big. But do you know the 
cool thing (or the shit thing, depending on which side of the fence you’re 
sitting)? Only 1 per cent of fatties have a proper medical condition where 
they can’t feel full. 

Environment—You’re sitting around eating the wrong foods, as opposed 
to being out hunting and killing it like in the days of our skinny ancestors. 
Your portions are too big, you’re not exercising enough, you’re watching too 
much CSI Miami. You know what I’m saying.

Source: A Paradigm Shift In Bariatric Surgery With The Lap Band System, 
Dr Sarah Esslemont, 2007.


