Mallee Boys Study Notes

Plot Summary

Mallee Boys is a tender look at love, loss and family in the Australian Mallee.

A contemporary farming community provides the backdrop to this heartfelt story.

Mallee Boys follows fifteen-year-old Sandy and his eighteen-year-old brother, Red, over the
course of a year. Their mother, Ellie, has been killed in a car accident and both brothers feel
somehow responsible for her death. Red, because she was chasing him when she was hit by
the car and, Sandy, because he was not with his family when the accident happened. Their
father, Tom, plays an important role in the story as he does his best to make up for the gap

left in their lives.

Sandy applies for scholarships to boarding schools as a means to leave the farm and painful
memories. Grounded in school life he tackles the pitfalls and pleasures of friendship and a
first romance. The end of the story sees him attain his scholarship and develop a touching

maturity.

Red, embarks on a journey of self-destruction and finds companionship with petty criminal,
Ryan. This unhealthy relationship is complicated by the fact Red falls for Ryan’s girlfriend,

Lisa. Red also realises Ryan is stealing from farmers in the community.

These events drive the story to a final dramatic car chase through the Mallee scrub. The
ensuing accident leads to the climax of the story, Red’s admission to Sandy about his role in
Ellie’s death. Sandy also acknowledges his own guilt and, supported by Tom, both brothers

are all finally able to acknowledge their loss and begin to move forward.

An engaging book about growing up, about facing some of the hardest

challenges, and most of all about being male. Sue Terry, Whispering Gums
A sweet, poignant novel. Connie Spanos, Kids’ Book Review

A hidden gem. Shelley Hadfield, Herald Sun



Style

Mallee Boys is told from the alternating perspectives of Sandy and Red. The structure of the

book makes it easy to follow and track character actions and motivations. The first-person

text provides an immediate connection with the narrative. This is reinforced by the use of

present tense throughout the book which creates an intimacy between the reader and the

characters. Like scenes in a movie the reader is dropped in and out of conversations, actions

and events. Rich in authentic dialogue the themes in the book are explored in touching and

humorous ways.

Themes

Male Voice

Mallee Boys is narrated through the voices of Red and Sandy and there are many
examples of male voice within the text.

Examples from the text

Sandy, p. 87 — Now I can see why boys and girls don’t do much sport together. It’s
gonna be hard to concentrate on the game, what with this person liking that person
and all that. But Mr T seems oblivious to the shifting dynamic and gives us our
positions. Netball positions mean nothing to me. I've seen the game played a
thousand times. Mum used to play, but I never really stopped to understand it.
Apparently, I'm goal defence and need to stop the goal shooter and goal attack
scoring goals. Kinda like basketball, but not.

Red, p. 117 — There’s a deep instinctive feeling that comes when you are doing
something physical. There are moments when I'm playing footy that my mind and
body weld together. Winning is important to me.

Tom, p. 196 — T'm sorry I haven't talked about Ellie more, boys.” We nod. What can
either of us say? ‘But this is better than the cemetery, eh?’

A simple plaque sits in the middle of the bench.

For Ellie,

Wonderful wife to Tom and loving mother to Josh and Sandy.

You are forever in our hearts.



Rural Setting

The story is set is a small agricultural community. The landscape holds an important
place in the story.

Examples from the text

Sandy, p. 149 — It’s a clear night, no moon but light from all the stars. No clouds,
which is why it’s so cold. Nothing between me and space. I know where I'm headed,
my favourite spot. There’s a frost sprouting over the dirt. It feels crispy and cracks
as we walk over it. You'd think a late frost would damage the crop, but one now, at
this time of year, is alright.

Red, p. 81 — I'ride up to Tull’s on the old lease road. Out here farmers lease roads
but don’t maintain them, usually only fencing down one side. They end up making
good bike and 4WD tracks, full of rabbit burrows and uneven ground.

Tom, p. 198 — I know it’s the rhythms of nature that have kept me going. This isn’t a

glamorous landscape, but it’s in my veins. And yours too, I hope.

Grief

There are three pivotal moments in the story where each main character describes
their version of what happened at Ellies accident and death.

Examples from the text

Sandy, p. 56 —When I kissed her goodbye that last time, I knew I had lost someone
irreplaceable. My best possession had been stolen from me.

Red, p. 188 — T'm so sorry, Sandy. I'm so sorry to you and Dad and now Ringer.’
It’s alright. There’s nothing to be sorry for.’

‘No, there is. There’s something I never told you: it’s my fault Mum died.’

Tom, p. 96 — ‘T don’t want to remember Ellie like that.” Dad sounds close to tears.

Teen Friendship

The novel highlights the importance of friendship. Friends support both brothers as
they work through one of life’s biggest challenges.

Examples from the text

Sandy, p. 42 — Chris clapped me on the back. We never talk about Mum, but he
understands.

Red, p. 95 — In spite of all that has gone down between us, Ryan is still my mate and
I couldn’t have got through all those months after Mum died without him.



Resilience/ Acceptance

Much of the novel tracks Sandy’s journey to accept and move past Ellie’s death. It is a
story about resilience.

Examples from the text

Sandy, p. 203 — I know about missing people. I've missed my mother for nearly two
years. But I also know you can get through it and you never, ever forget the people
you've loved.

Red, p. 135 — There’s that phrase about the elephant in the room; something really
massive and so important no one mentions it. Mum had become one of those

elephants and I was the one keeping ger there.

Family/Community

Family and community play a huge role in how the Douglas family manage their
circumstance. While there are tensions in the family dynamic there is also a
foundation of love and respect. They are also supported by the wider community.
Examples from the text

Sandy, p. 74 — Now, most times me and Red get on alright. Since Mum though he’s
been so unpredictable and fires up pretty quick. It’s hard. I try and let it go, because
we’re only just coping.

Sandy, p. 102 — I think all the mums like to hug me because it reminds them they still
have their boys and they’re gonna be able to watch them grow up. When I see

everyone being so nice to us I realise just how special Mum was to them.

Humour

While not strictly speaking a theme the use of humour in the novel adds a lightness to
the grief the characters are experiencing. The ongoing presence of The Duke, a big
brown snake, is one such example.

Examples from the text

Sandy, p. 28 — Dad’s way too old and fat to be wearing such tight short shorts but he
loves ‘'em. From down here we’ve both got a pretty nasty view of his package and it
cracks us up.

Red yells at him, ‘You need some new jocks!’

Red, p. 169 — As Sandy bursts through the door it’s a sight I hoped I'd never have to
see. Bloody Dopey is standing there with Dad’s shotgun. Tve even loaded it, Red.’
Oh my God. ‘Then move the freakin’ barrel away from your face! Do you wanna
blow your head off?’ How can he be so clever to get a scholarship, but then so

stupid?



* Risk Taking Behaviour/Peer Pressure
Red’s risk seeking behaviour and impulsivity drive the narrative.
Example from the text
Red, p. 22 — There was an arrogance and sense of danger to his invitation, but I

was in. Doing things that give me a rush are good. They block out the crap.

* Complexity and pitfalls of romance
Examples from the text
Sandy, p. 73 — It’s actually very hard to concentrate with her so close. Her hair is up
in a ponytail and the loose bits are curling around her neck. I've absolutely no idea
what Mr Evans is talking about.
Red, p. 143) When I think about it I knew something was wrong way before Lisa
came to our house that Sunday. For the past few weeks she’s been more and more
distant, less chatty, making excuses not to talk, blah, blah. I'm not an idiot, but

sometimes you can’t believe shit happens until it does.

Discussion Questions

Whose voice did you most identify with and why?
Examples from the text

* In what ways do Red and Sandy handle their grief and guilt over Ellie’s death?

* The dad, Tom, is a prominent character in the book. Why do you think the author
chose to have such a strong adult voice and what impact does he have on Sandy and
Red?

* Friendship plays an important part in the story. What are some of the ways
friendship supports the characters and what are some ways in which it challenges
them.

* Analyse and explain how images, vocabulary choices and language features are used
in Mallee Boys.

* The setting of the book is in a rural/agricultural community. Do you think the story
and character’s actions would be different in an urban/city setting?

* There are elements of humour in the book. Why do authors use humour when
tackling complex themes such as grief, loss and guilt?

* How do Sandy and Red respond to peer pressure and manage risk taking behaviour?

* Sandy and Red are brothers and share a deep bond but they are different. Using
examples from the text explore how they are similar and yet dissimilar. Look at their

actions, responses, thoughts and words.
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* At one point in the novel Sandy is asked to write about possessions. What are your
thoughts on possession? What things/people are important to you and why? What

happens when they are taken away?

Key Curriculum Links

Learning Area. English Year 7—10

‘These texts explore themes of interpersonal relationships and ethical dilemmas within real-

world and fictional settings and represent a variety of perspectives.” (ACARA)

General Capabilities

Ethical Understanding

‘In the Australian Curriculum: English, students develop ethical understanding as they study
the social, moral and ethical positions and dilemmas presented in a range of texts. They
explore how ethical principles affect the behaviour and judgement of imagined characters in
texts and the real-life experiences of those involved in similar issues and events.” (ACARA)
Critical and Creative Thinking

‘English ... In discussion, students develop critical thinking as they share personal responses
and express preferences for specific texts, state and justify their points of view and respond
to the views of others.” (ACARA)

Charlie Archbold was born in London. She completed a degree in drama before

training as a teacher and has worked as an educator for over twenty-five years.

On writing Mallee Boys, Charlie Archbold says, ‘The setting and feel of the book came from
my experiences teaching in an Australian agricultural community. The strong sense of place
in the novel is based on my response to the landscape and, of course, the huge expansive sky
which never fails to amaze me. Maybe when you are a stranger to a place it seeps into you

and you observe more closely.’



