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Since his retirement from the University of Sydney, Adrian Mitchell has remained 
busy writing biographies of a wide range of people. Some of them have been well 
known, like the early explorer William Dampier, others little known, such as 
the late nineteenth-century landscape painter George Collingridge de Tourcey. 
The subject of his latest work, nineteenth-century Australian poet Henry Kendall, 
falls somewhere in the middle. For many years his poems, especially ‘Bell Birds’, 
were widely known and recited by generations of schoolchildren. Now he and his 
work are largely forgotten.

There have been several previous biographies of Henry Kendall, the earliest by one 
of his female admirers Agnes Hamilton-Grey, Poet Kendall: His Romantic History 
(from the cradle to the Hymeneal altar) published in Sydney in 1926. As its title 
suggests it is, as Mitchell notes, not so much a biography as a hagiography. The first 
research-based study of Kendall and his work was undertaken by Bishop T. T. Reid 
for his 1953 DLitt thesis, a much more soberly titled ‘The Life and Poetical Works 
of Henry Kendall’. After Australian literature had been taken up by academics a few 
decades later, Michael Ackland produced Henry Kendall: The Man and the Myths 
(1995). This biography was, as Mitchell acknowledges, ‘a comprehensive survey of 
everything to do with Henry Kendall’ (p. 6).

Why, then, publish a new biography of Kendall 25 years later? Mitchell claims that 
Ackland’s interpretation of Kendall’s life was heavily influenced by New Zealand 
historian Judith Binney’s study of his grandfather, Rev. Thomas Kendall. The Legacy 
of Guilt (1968) had as ‘its central proposition … the moral dilemma of a man 
of Calvinist principles seeking to find his way, but losing it by that very effort’ 
(p. 6). But why, Mitchell asks, was Henry Kendall the only one of his grandfather’s 
descendants to inherit this Calvinist guilt? And can such guilt be inherited? There 
were, he argues, ‘any number of experiences to contribute to’ the poet’s problems 
(p. 7) and his biography aims to present them. Hence the double meaning of his 
subtitle, where ‘descent’ refers not only to the disasters of Kendall’s life but also to 
his family background. Mitchell’s stress is as much if not more on Kendall’s maternal 
line as on his paternal. While Kendall’s paternal grandfather was a schoolteacher 
turned missionary, his maternal one arrived in Sydney as a convict; Patrick McNally 
was an Irish-born soldier who had been court-martialled for desertion. His wife 
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and three children also came to Sydney, where Kendall’s mother was born in 1815. 
Although she was christened ‘Melinda’ she soon became known as ‘Matilda’, and at 
the age of eight was sent to work for Rev. Richard Hill as a servant. She later claimed 
to have worked there as a governess but, as Mitchell notes, the Hills had no children. 
He sees this ‘habit of reinventing herself ’ as ‘an early indication of her instability’ 
as well as something shared by her poet son (p. 19).

The Kendalls were, however, just as prone to reinvent themselves or at least to 
pass over some of the more scandalous parts of their adventures in the new world. 
Thomas Kendall initially went to New Zealand as one of the early missionaries. 
There he traded muskets for food with the Māori and later had a sexual relationship 
with one of their young women. When this became known he tried to defend 
himself, as Mitchell caustically notes, by referring to his wife’s earlier liaison with 
one of their servants, ‘as though a little tit-for-tat was grounds for such a serious 
breach of his marriage oath and of his clerical standing’ (p. 44). He later tried his 
luck as a clergyman at Valparaiso in Chile but after a year or two returned to New 
South Wales to take up a land grant promised him many years earlier. This was 
on the South Coast, at that time still covered with red cedar; the profits from the 
timber trade soon allowed Thomas to acquire more land through purchase and 
further grants. 

Meanwhile his son Basil, who was to become Henry Kendall’s father, had returned 
to Sydney after some time as a sailor though not, as his son later claimed, as 
‘a  lieutenant in the Anglo-Chilean Service’ (p.  57). In 1835 he married Matilda 
McNally; again, as Mitchell points out, the facts do not match the family history. 
According to the latter, the couple had met at a dance, ‘fell instantly in love and 
were married the next morning’ (p. 64). In reality Matilda was pregnant, though 
a daughter born only a few months later did not survive for long. After failing to 
establish himself in business in Sydney, and involvement in some criminal activity 
involving forged documents, Basil and Matilda relocated to Ulladulla on the South 
Coast. It was there that Henry Kendall and his twin brother Basil Edward were born 
in 1839. Times were tough for the young couple as there was a severe three-year 
drought, and they apparently both started to drink heavily, as both their fathers 
had done before them. It would have been helpful if Mitchell had provided more 
general detail about the effects of this drought and also the amount of alcohol a 
person in colonial New South Wales usually consumed to give some perspective on 
the Kendalls’ personal struggles.  

In 1843 they returned to Sydney; it was a depression year, though Basil managed 
to find work as a clerk and later a schoolmaster. Then he resorted again to forgery, 
this time of his brother-in-law’s signature, to buy some flour. And this time he was 
convicted of the crime and sentenced to two years hard labour, though he served 
this as an assigned servant in the Grafton area. There he died of tuberculosis from 
which he had been suffering for several years. In his refutation of many of the 
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earlier stories about how talented and charming Kendall’s parents were, Mitchell 
demonstrates how one thing can lead to another in biographical interpretation, 
especially if the biographer wishes to put the most positive gloss on things rather 
than attempting to reveal the truth. So Henry’s much later claim that his father 
was ‘an accomplished scholar’ was taken up by Mrs Hamilton-Grey to assert that 
he had ‘a college training’, something that seems to rest on his knowledge of Greek 
and Roman legends, though this did not of course mean he had had a classical 
education (p. 74). Alexander Sutherland has the frail Basil spending his final days 
attempting to educate the young Henry about ‘the history of bygone ages’, before 
writing a death scene described by Mitchell as ‘mawkish if not sordid’ (pp. 78, 79).

After Basil’s premature death, Matilda and her now five children moved back 
south, initially to Sydney and later to the South Coast. From 1855, Henry spent 
two years as a cabin boy on his uncle’s whaling ship. By the time he returned to 
Sydney his mother and siblings had moved to Newtown where Matilda worked 
as a schoolteacher. It was then that Henry began to write poems and eventually to 
submit them for publication in local newspapers. Some were also published by Basil 
Edward Kendall his twin brother and, in at least one case, the same poem, with a 
change in title, appeared in the Empire under Edward’s name and three months 
later in the Illawarra Mercury under Henry’s. As Mitchell notes, ‘Either Edward had 
purloined Henry’s poem, or the other way round. Or Henry had pretended to be his 
brother’ (p. 94). This was a precursor of later problems when Edward impersonated 
his brother when he got into trouble with the law or needed money.

But it was Henry whose poetry attracted the attention of J. Sheridan Moore, a well-
known Sydney editor, who in turn introduced Kendall to the literary circle centred 
on Nicol D. Stenhouse. Here he met the lawyer and littérateur James Lionel Michael, 
who was about to move his practice to Grafton and invited Henry to join him there 
as his clerk. These duties left him with plenty of time to read in Michael’s library 
as well as talk with him about poetry and to prepare for the publication of his first 
volume of poems. Despite all these advantages, when Henry sent some of his poems 
to the London Athenaeum, in the accompanying letter he not only pretended to be 
years younger than he was but also claimed to be living in ‘the backwoods’ without 
access to books. As Mitchell wryly comments, ‘It is one thing to be selective about 
the evidence, another entirely to utterly misrepresent his circumstances’ (p. 100).

Although Kendall lost money on his first collection, it helped his standing in Sydney 
literary circles, and he was able to obtain employment in the public service, initially 
from Henry Halloran and later from Henry Parkes, both of whom also wrote poetry. 
On the strength of this, despite continuing money problems, he married Charlotte 
Rutter in March 1868. But everything seems to have gone downhill from then on. 
Kendall took up the family tendency to use alcohol as an escape from financial 
difficulties and at the end of March 1869 he resigned from the public service, having 
borrowed heavily from many friends. A few months later he left Sydney, his wife 
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and newborn daughter, to try his luck in Melbourne’s literary scene. After the gold 
rushes, the centre of Australian literary life had moved from Sydney to Melbourne 
with the establishment of many newspapers and magazine there. Writers like 
Marcus Clarke and Adam Lindsay Gordon, along with many lesser-known figures, 
met at the Yorick Club, where, Mitchell claims, Kendall’s poverty made him appear 
ridiculous. While he was publishing a lot, he was not earning much. After Charlotte 
and the baby joined him, they were living in poor housing with little food and soon 
became ill. Despite all this, Kendall published his second volume of poems, but 
while it got good reviews it did not sell.

The death of his baby daughter caused Kendall to drink even more and he was shaken 
further by the suicide of Lindsay Gordon. Very depressed, he and Lottie returned to 
Sydney in 1870. Like his father and brother before him, he forged a cheque and was 
arrested but found not guilty because of insanity. While he continued to contribute 
to various publications over the next few years, Kendall also spent periods in 
Gladesville Mental Hospital, at times his guilt over his daughter’s death leading him 
to believe he was accused of murdering a child. In 1873 he had the good fortune to 
meet the Fagan family of Gosford; he lived with them there for two years and later 
moved to their new timber business at Camden Haven. The Fagans built a house for 
Kendall, and his family was able to join him there in 1876.

While continuing to drink too much, Kendall finally began to make some money 
from his poetry, with his third collection, Songs from the Mountains (1880), selling 
well and also being positively reviewed. He also managed, despite having been very 
critical of Henry Parkes in some of his satirical poems, to get himself appointed as 
Inspector of Forests with a salary of £500 a year. The tours about the state required in 
this post, however, allowed Kendall to live ‘a double life’ as Mitchell notes. He could 
avoid family responsibilities and any attempts to prevent him drinking. But the 
travel combined with the alcohol took an increasing toll on his health and in August 
1882, like his father and brother, he died of tuberculosis.

Kendall’s death at 42 was reported with what Mitchell terms a ‘collective coyness’, 
the beginning of ‘a sanitising of the record’ (p.  191). Funds were raised to help 
his family, memorials were planned and in some cases erected, romantic versions 
of a poet suffering for his art were written. But despite the sordidness of his life, 
Kendall wrote some excellent poems and I hope this new biography may attract 
more readers to them.
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