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No TV a naive paradise? Not when status meant knowing what Charlene did, writes Suzanne Leal. 

In Ross Gittins's article "Sucked in, after nearly 20 years without the box" (Herald, November 20), he writes about his 20 years living without television. 

Incredulity was my first response to this revelation, followed by that same guilty feeling I get when visiting my macrobiotic friend and realise that, like her, I should have bought the plain rather than artificially flavoured yoghurt at Woolies. Better still, I should have bypassed Woolies and gone straight to the health-food store. 

Gittins puts my TV-watching household to shame and, at the same time, stirs up memories of my television-free childhood.

Perhaps such an upbringing has given me what Gittins calls a "state of pure, right-this-minute happiness", but to be honest, what mostly sticks in my mind is that I was the only one in my class unaware of the latest developments in Neighbours. 

I am convinced that this would have disenfranchised me from my peers, had my best friend not given me a daily briefing before school on the previous evening's episode.



My ability to wing it in these discussions gave me a place among my peers that I looked like losing after my 10th birthday party, when my mother announced that the party game prizes would consist of money to be donated to the winner's favourite charity.

As if this were not bizarre enough, there were no lolly bags at the conclusion of the party. I tried a similar approach for my five-year-old's party, but having faced a near mutiny from a sea of angry and tearful invitees, will not insist next time.

Instead, I try to have a bet each way these days. I have removed the television from the kitchen area and placed it in a more out-of-the-way area in the house. Depending on my guest, I can even pretend that ours is a close to TV-free household, until the five-year-old looks at me in disbelief when I say no to Angela Anaconda and asks to watch Power Rangers instead. 

Trying to shove the lolly jar to the back of the pantry and replace it with a selection of dried fruit and plain wholemeal crackers elicits a similar incredulous response.

In dinner-party conversation, I might admit to the odd SBS film and documentary and, of course, a bit of Jonathan Creek in addition to the ABC's Sunday night offering. But this is hardly risk-taking behaviour. Even among the most strident critic of television viewing, such an admission is almost acceptable.

But to be honest, it is only half the story. If I were to be completely truthful, I would have to say more.

And what I would have to say is this - that I love Footballers' Wives, that I got sucked into Survivor II, that I can't wait for the return of The Secret Life of Us, that I am happy to settle down in front of the odd episode of Changing Rooms and (with a deep breath) that I don't ever want to get rid of my television.

Suzanne Leal is a Sydney-based writer.

